Developing Excellence
in Leadership and Followership:
A Bibliographic Essay

Ibert Einstein reportedly said,
“The significant problems we
face cannot be solved at the
same level of thinking we were
at when we created them.”!
Today's challenges require more
from each of us, whether as lead-
ers or followers. As Bennis and Nanus
pointed out in Leaders, “The truth is
that leadership opportunities are plen-
tiful and within the reach of most
people.”2

All organizations that intend to
thrive, including libraries, must deal
with changing environmental condi-
tions requiring a higher level of leader-
ship and followership skills. A host of
external forces affect libraries, from the
information explosion (including the
Internet) to other technological innova-
tions. Competition from other informa-
tion providers is increasing. Funding
agencies are demanding greater ac-
countability. All of these forces have led
to increased demands upon libraries
and library workers for additional ser-
vices, skills, and expertise.

Many libraries have responded
to these demands by placing greater
emphasis upon customer service
and by downsizing operations.
These changes have resulted in flat-
ter organizations with increasing re-
sponsibilities for both support and
professional staff.

The management literature is
filled with articles and books on all
aspects of management and leader-
ship. One can find many defini-
tions of leadership in them; how-
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ever, these definitions usually list at-
tributes rather than provide a true defi-
nition. For this essay, the following defi-
nition of leadership is used: “The leader
is someone who can attract and retain
followers.”3 By extension, a follower is
defined as someone who is influenced
by a leader. Virtually anyone who is
willing and able to develop the skills
that would attract others to him or her-
self can become a leader. Furthermore,
the ability to follow, or “followership,”
is important to the health of an organi-
zation. Followers play important roles
in organizations, roles that involve the
use of leadership skills.

Libraries and library workers, there-
fore, face two major challenges related
to leadership and followership. First, li-
brary leaders must tap the staff’s vast
potential to deal with the various forces
affecting libraries. The entire institution
benefits when it uses the staff’s intelli-
gence, knowledge of operations, and
understanding of customer needs. “If
there is anything that the nineties have

already taught us, it's that most people
are both leaders and followers. The
roles of leaders and followers are no
longer as clearly demarcated as they
used to be.”* One needs only to think
quickly about one’s acquaintances to
realize that the library clerical worker
also might be the President of the local
PTA! Or a Library Technical Assistant
might be a noted poet. It is fortunate
that these creative and organizational
capabilities are available in libraries
given the abundance of issues and tasks
crying for leadership attention. It is ap-
parent that these staff members and
others express themselves more fully in
other areas of their lives outside the li-
brary. Could it be because of lack of op-
portunity and/or an unsupportive work
environment in the library? Adminis-
trators can encourage staff to develop
leadership and followership skills by en-
couraging them to take advantage of
training opportunities, and by making
such opportunities available.

Second, all library workers need to

Library workers know that, although the formal
mechanisms for widespread leadership are

in place in an organization,

much leadership takes place informally.
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develop leadership and followership
skills that will enable them to partici-
pate actively in making organizational
improvements. Those who study hu-
man behavior have noted that most in-
dividuals do not use their full creative
or cognitive abilities. However, this does
not have to be the case. Louis Ravenhill
in The Last Days Newsletter tells about a
group of tourists who were visiting a
picturesque village. As they walked by
an old man sitting by a fence, one tour-
ist asked in a patronizing way, “Were
any great men born in this village?” The
old man replied, “Nope, only babies.”s
The fact that experts now commonly
accept the fact that leaders and follow-
ers can be trained is cause for optimism.

Robert Kelley, in his book on
followership, contends that “Leaders
are partners who simply do different
things than followers. But both add
value and both contributions are neces-
sary for success. But one is not more
important than the other.”® This has be-
come increasingly evident in the library
environment as we rely ever more upon
the paraprofessional staff to run the
daily operations and the systems staff to
provide technical support. Paraprofes-
sional staff form a large percentage of
our work force in libraries and perform
many vital services. As Larry Oberg re-
ports, “Today, few areas of library work
are off limits to paraprofessionals, and
they perform most of our traditional or-
ganizational and archival tasks.”?

Library workers know that, al-
though the formal mechanisms for
widespread leadership are in place in an
organization, much leadership takes
place informally. Everyone is familiar
with the formal organizational charts
and the informal based-on-personal-ex-
perience with “who gets it done” chan-
nels used by those knowledgeable about
the local system. “In reality,
followership and leadership are two
separate concepts, two separate roles.
They are complementary, not competi-
tive, paths to organizational contribu-
tion. Neither role corners the market on
brains, motivation, talent, nor action.
Either role can result in an award-win-
ning performance or a flop.”8

Characteristics of Excellence

Given the increased demands upon li-
braries and workers, award-winning
performances are required. As those
who watch the Olympic competitions
know, certain factors clearly lead to ex-
cellence in athletic accomplishments.
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The overriding one is the carefully de-
fined and usually specific goals estab-
lished by the athlete when preparing for
the event. This theme of clearly defined
goals or mission statements is found in
much of the management literature.
Leaders and followers must consciously
evaluate and establish their personal
and work-related goals to achieve excel-
lence in either role.

Warren Bennis and Brent Nanus, in
their ground-breaking work on leader-
ship, Leaders: The Strategies for Taking
Charge, identified four areas of compe-
tency in great leaders. The first is atten-
tion through vision, which involves cre-
ating a focus for the followers. The sec-
ond is meaning through conmmunication,
which means that leaders invent the
images and models through which this
vision is to be reached. The third is
trust, an essential ingredient in any
leadership role. Followers must know
the positions (or more importantly the
values) of leaders and be able to predict
their behavior to feel comfortable in fol-
lowing that leader. Finally, they point
out that leaders must have positive self-
regard, which “consists of three major
components: knowledge of one's
strengths, the capacity to nurture and
develop those strengths, and the ability
to discern the fit between one's
strengths and weaknesses and the
organization’s needs.”?

In The Power of Followership: How fto
Create Leaders People Want to Follow and
Followerers Who Lead Themselves, Robert
Kelley identified one primary character-
istic of followers who exhibit excel-
lence. “What separates an exemplary
follower from someone who does really
good work is the notion of ‘value
added.’ ... It means making a positive
difference in accelerating the organiza-
tion toward its goals.”!? A good ex-
ample is the difference between a li-
brary worker who continues to perform
the same, perhaps no longer necessary,
service. The excellent follower, after
checking with library customers, would
propose a more relevant service. Exem-
plary followers are focused and commit-
ted. They learn as much as they can
about the organization and its custom-
ers. They ask questions about how their
work fits into that of their unit, their
department, their division, and the li-
brary as a whole. They check with their
supervisor to see how their work con-
tributes to his or her work and success.
They develop competence in tasks criti-
cal to the organization's success, such as
expertise in bibliographic control or

computer skills. They show initiative
by learning new skills, by taking on new
responsibilities, and by sharing new
ideas that would enhance the
organization’s effectiveness.

Ways to Acquire Excellent Leader—
ship and Followership Skills

As shown in the preceding descriptions,
acquiring excellence involves commit-
ment, energy, and a dedication to learn-
ing and growing. Whatever our current
roles and circumstances, we must strive
toward development of those skills that
will enable us to do the best job pos-
sible. There are three sources of infor-
mation to help us reach our potential.

First, we should look to those staff
members who have made the transition
from “follower” to “leader” and learn
from them. This transition could result
from a change in position or even just a
change in attitude and growth in under-
standing of how to make a different
contribution. From the examples cited
above, obviously those individuals mak-
ing these transitions accept the chal-
lenge of skills development and risk tak-
ing. We can learn from those who have
been in one role previously to gain per-
spective on “the view from the other
side” and to help others who wish to
make the transition. As Joan Bechtel
states in her article, “Leadership Lessons
Learned from Managing and Being
Managed,”

The experience of ‘being
managed’ and subsequently of
‘managing’ have led me to the
conviction that effective
leadership is best understood as
a service role or occupation ....
The leader’s role is to nurture
cooperative relationships
among the workers while
making sure they have what
they need to enable them to do
their jobs most effectively. The
major focus is neither on the
leader, nor on the lead [sic], but
rather on the mission of the
library. 1

Shelley Rogers also notes in “Out of
Theory and Into Practice: Supervising
Library Employees,” that “... manage-
ment is an acquired art — and one that
usually improves with practice.”12
Secondly, we should consider mem-
bership and active participation in the
Library Administration and Manage-
ment Section of the North Carolina Li-
brary Association (LAMS/NCLA), whose
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mission is to provide “an organizational
framework for improving the practice of
administration in libraries and for iden-
tifying and fostering administrative
skill.”13 LAMS/NCLA is not just for ad-
ministrators and managers; it is for all
library workers who want to improve
their management skills. The Section’s
recent workshops targeted a broader
audience. In 1992, LAMS/NCLA spon-
sored the workshop: “Empowerment:
Tapping Everyone’s Creative Potential”
and, in 1994, “Out of Bureaucracy into
Leadership: Getting Things Done
Whether or Not You are in Charge.”
Both workshop themes recognize that
leadership occurs at all levels in an orga-
nization and the section has a responsi-
bility to provide training for all inter-
ested staff.

Third and finally, all can benefit
from wise use of the best general man-
agement literature to adapt and then
adopt the most relevant parts for prac-
tice in their own situations. From the
multitude of choices, this essay focuses
upon three areas to develop expertise in
leadership or followership: self-assess-
ment, influential skills, and the empow-
erment process.

Skills Development:
Self-Assessment

To improve as a leader or follower, one
must first examine oneself to develop a
greater self understanding. Gilbert
Brim's book, Ambition: How We Manage
Success and Failure Throughout Our Lives,
is an excellent starting place for a gen-
eral understanding of our common
striving, struggling, and resolution of
skills issues throughout our lives. As
Brim states,

We have a basic drive for
growth and mastery that is
expressed in a variety of
specific ambitions. This is a
universal characteristic of
humans .... We prefer to live in
a way that keeps us at a level of
‘just manageable difficulties.’
We want to be challenged. If
life is too hard, we try to ease
back; but, if life is too easy, we
try to create greater challenges
and put more demands upon
ourselves. 14

A good starting point is to examine the
successes and failures in our own lives
and how we have adapted to them.

As Larry Holman points out in 11
Lessons in Self-Leadership, “Moving to-
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ward positive expectations and beliefs
about ourselves and our work — and, by
extension, about our teammates and
their work — is a process ... The first
step toward raising your expectations is
the same first step needed to form many
of the habits of success: Determine
what you want to do.” '3

Stephen Covey, one of the most
eloquent writers on excellence in lead-
ership, urges readers
to move from man-
agement of their time
around priorities to
management based
upon principles at
four levels: personal,
interpersonal, mana-
gerial, and organiza-
tional. Covey’s book,
The Seven Habits of

Skills Development:
Ability to Influence Others

Stephen Covey’s provocative work, Prin-
ciple-Centered Leadership, includes a
chapter entitled “Thirty Methods of In-
fluence.” He submits that there are
three basic categories of influence: 1) to
model by example (others see); 2) to
build caring relationships (others feel);

... with flatter organizations,
fewer of us will be in charge,
but we will still need to know

how to influence change.

Highly Effective People,
also outlines habits,
which, if internalized,
can lead to greater effectiveness as a per-
son and an employee. He believes that
“from [the seven habits] an individual
can effectively solve problems, maxi-
mize opportunities, and continually
learn and integrate other principles in
an upward spiral of growth.”16

An additional approach would be
to take continuing education courses.
Experiences such as those described by
Kathryn Deiss in her article, “Paying
Attention in Greensboro: The Executive
Women Workshop Experience,” are
good indicators of a staff member’s will-
ingness to grow and change with the
organization. Deiss attended a work-
shop at the Center for Creative Leader-
ship in Greensboro, North Carolina, to
strengthen her self awareness and estab-
lish goals for her personal life and ca-
reer. She reported that

Part of this [program] asked
that we develop a few goals
(professional, personal, com-
munity, or family-oriented)
and that we establish a specific
plan to accomplish one of the
goals ... It forced us to think
about what it would take, how
long it would take, and about
how we would recognize
completion.”17

Opportunities like these challenge us
to re-examine our own values, beliefs,
and goals and put them into the per-
spectives not just of our work but of
our lives.

and 3) to mentor by instruction (others
hear).”'8 He clearly believes that we in-
fluence by example, through relation-
ships, and by teaching.

Denis Waitley explains how indi-
viduals at every level in organizations
must reinvent themselves to maximize
their potential. According to Waitley,
effective self-leadership has become es-
sential as we live in an increasingly
knowledge-based world with rapid soci-
etal change. He emphasizes individual
responsibility. “... those who are aware
that they have the power of decision —
that they exert control over what hap-
pens to them — can choose more effec-
tive responses to change and to life’s
offerings .... The ‘Why Me?’ so often
heard today should be “Try me!'"19

For those who consider themselves
followers, Geoffrey Bellman'’s book, Get-
ting Things Done When You are Not in
Charge, provides valuable insights.
Bellman assumes that, with flatter orga-
nizations, fewer of us will be in charge,
but we will still need to know how to
influence change. He also presupposes
that even those in charge have limited
power. As Bellman says, “If you are at all
like most of the other able people [ work
with in the middle of large organiza-
tions, you are leading a lot less than you
proclaim you want to, and less than you
know how to. You have the potential
to do much more for your organiza-
tion and yourself than you are doing
now. You frequently hold yourself
back from action.”2? Bellman's book
offers advice on getting other staff to
support your cause, obtaining greater
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support from management in initiat-
ing change, and dealing with organiza-
tional politics and power. Furthermore,
it points out ways to increase your job
performance and personal satisfaction
at work.

Skills Development:
Empowerment Process

Much has been written about team-
based management, TQM, and other
approaches involving greater staff par-
ticipation in the decision-making pro-
cesses in organizations, including librar-
ies. However, while some organizations
report great success with these ap-
proaches, others are abandoning or
modifying them for their local situa-
tions. Both leaders and followers have
very important roles to play in the suc-
cessful empowerment process.

At its heart, empowerment involves
letting go of control by the manage-
ment of an organization. This letting
go, however, is not an anarchy. It is the
development of a process of mutual
partnership to meet an organization's
goals. We can learn a lesson regarding
empowerment issues within organiza-
tions from sandhill cranes. These birds,
which fly great distances across conti-
nents, apparently have three remark-
able qualities. They rotate leadership.
No one bird stays out in front all of the
time. They choose leaders who can
handle turbulence. Finally, while one
bird is leading, the rest are honking
affirmations of the others.

From organizations still entrenched
in hierarchy to those on the cutting
edge of TQM, there are some funda-
mental skills that must be developed
and used to be successful. The first is
the building and maintenance of trust
and respect between the leaders and fol-
lowers or team members. Often, how-

... empowerment involves letting go of control
by the management of an organization. This
... is not an anarchy. It is the development of a
process of mutual partnership to meet an

organization’s goals.

ever, even the most well-meaning
leader will revert to old-style manage-
ment by instruction rather than by re-
sults, thus undermining the follower’s
opportunity to expand his skills. The
Leadership Trapeze by Wilson, George,
and Wellins aptly describes the way
that managers and supervisors often
feel during these times of transition and
how they must dare to let go. “The lead-
ership transition isn’t merely a matter
of numbers and bottom-line results. It's
also about profound personal change.
It involves much more than getting
skills and competencies; leaders must
learn how to think and feel differ-
ently.”2! Leaders must learn to move
from being a commander to a coach.
This book diagnoses the stages that
teams, team leaders, and team members
(read followers) go through in the tran-
sition from a traditional to being a
team-based environment.

Second is the development of a
win/win attitude. Covey describes this
as “a frame of mind and heart that con-
stantly seeks mutual benefit in all hu-
man interactions. It’s not your way or
my way; it's a better way, a higher
way.”?2 In his book, Leadership is an Art,
Max DePree suggests that followership
and leadership involve intimacy and
personal covenants that people make
with each other at work. Harking back

to the original meaning of the word
‘leader,’ he believes that leaders don’t
inflict pain; they bear pain.”2* Neal
Whitten, in Becoming an Indispensable
Employee in a Disposable World, advo-
cates that individuals use the following
measures to increase their empower-
ment:

1. Understand your job

2. Take more responsibility for
technical and business
decisions

3. Take ownership of your own
personal development and
career .... Believe that you
can make a difference.??

Third is the creation and mainte-
nance of a supportive work environ-
ment in which risk taking and initiative
are encouraged and rewarded. As Covey
proposes, “Helpful organizational sys-
tems greatly facilitate the fulfillment of
win/win agreements. Their systems
might include strategic planning, com-
pany structure, job design, communica-
tion, budgeting, compensation, infor-
mation, recruitment, selection, place-
ment, training, and development. Ina
helpful system, people receive informa-
tion about their performance directly,
and they use it to make necessary cor-
rections.”25
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Future Challenges: Incorporation
of New Skills into Personal and

Organizational Life
Given volatile internal and external
environments, library managers must
recruit new staff who exhibit the will-
ingness to change and grow to help in-
stitutions move successfully into the
next century. As managers look for
these individuals, credentials become
less of a predictor of success. Factors
such as the individual’s attitudes toward
change and personal growth can be
more revealing barometers of success.
Furthermore, as library workers
move toward greater participation in
leadership, current leaders must find
ways to change their assumptions and
paradigms about their roles, the roles of
others, and the organization itself. In
The Fifth Discipline: the Art and Practive
of the Learning Organization, Peter
Senge has provided excellent context
for organizations that must constantly

... the work of leaders

and followers is inextricably

intertwined.

rules for how leaders should behave to-
ward others:

1. Maintain or enhance self-
esteem.

2. Listen and respond with
empathy

3. Ask for help and encourage
involvement."”27

Followers have responsibilities to
help their organizations in more vital
ways. Kelley advises followers to de-
velop two critical skills: independent
critical thinking and active engage-
ment.28 The exemplary follower thinks
for himself or herself separately from
the leader or other members of the
group. He or she also takes the initia-
tive in meeting the challenges despite
other staff’s level of followership or the
bureaucratic restraints. Kelley sees fol-
lowers as providing additional value
through becoming more goal-focused
and finding ways to make contributions
to the organization. These individuals
develop their expertise in ar-
eas beyond the scope of their
present assignment, volun-
teer to take on new duties,
and champion creative ideas.
As Kelley often declares, fol-
lowers can play absolutely
vital and transforming roles
in their organizations. To do

assimilate new paradigms to survive.
He explains that “Systems thinking is
a discipline for seeing the ‘structures’
that underlie complex situations, and
for discerning high from lower lever-
age change .... All [of the disciplines
in his book] are concerned with a shift
of mind from seeing parts to seeing
wholes, from seeing people as helpless
reactors to seeing them as active par-
ticipants in shaping their reality, from
reacting to the present to creating the
future.”26

Managers and supervisors also must
develop new habits to replace the old
ones used in their relationships with
their followers. William Byham has
exposed the “starts and fits” that ac-
company changes when an organiza-
tion is moving toward empowerment.
His book, Heroz, tells the story of factory
workers making arrows for knights to
use in their fights with dragons. It il-
lustrates how to go about either dis-
tributing power more evenly among
staff or taking more proactive roles as
a worker not in charge. Among many
tips in this fable are the following three
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so, they must choose to look

beyond the narrow perspec-
tive of their own tasks and become ac-
tively involved in the success of their
organization.

Conclusion

This essay has posited three points: (1)
leadership and followership roles are
equally important; (2) staff can de-
velop skills in these areas; and (3) the
work of leaders and followers is so
closely related that they are mutually
dependent upon one another to
achieve the excellence needed in our
organizations today.

Both leadership and followership
are valuable contributions to our orga-
nizations; library workers can be influ-
ential while reaching their own goals,
those of others, and those of the organi-
zation. Most individuals can develop
the skills needed for excellence in lead-
ership and followership by paying par-
ticular attention to the experiences of
those who are in followership roles be-
cause these individuals have unique
perspectives to share. Another approach
is participation in organizations, such as

LAMS/NCLA, and attendance at work-
shops to learn from others who are fac-
ing the same skills issues. A third ap-
proach is through attentive reading and
consideration of the best in the current
general management literature and how
it might be applied to library workers
and library environments. Besides the
wide variety of resources cited in this
essay, new ones are produced daily, in-
cluding ideas on listservs such as
LIBADMIN and LIBPER-L. Continuous
learning is essential for excellence in
both leadership and followership.

Finally, the work of leaders and fol-
lowers is inextricably intertwined. Both
roles require many of the same skills.
Indeed, most of us move back and forth
between the two roles depending upon
the circumstance. Followership is any-
thing but a passive role. At the level of
excellence, it is a very active one, which
greatly supports the efforts of the desig-
nated leader. Both roles are essential
and interdependent. Ultimately, the
level of skill, motivation, and enthusi-
asm we each bring to our organizations
will determine both our own personal
and the organization’s success. Given
the high quality of library workers in
this state and the willingness of many
to stretch to reach excellence in leader-
ship and followership, North Carolina
libraries are in good hands.
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