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ABSTRACT 

There is no shortage of articles, books, and indeed, classes on leadership. Searching the internet on the word 
“leadership” will send you into a very deep rabbit hole. Most discussions of leadership focus on getting your 
team/group to be productive. However, many of them don’t speak to one critical, but obvious point: to be a 
leader, you must have followers. You can’t have leadership without followership, and it’s a fifty-fifty relationship. 
Neither is more important than the other. Think of it this way: you can be the one in the Roman galleon with the 
whip to keep everybody rowing the boat in the same way, or you can be the coxswain counting time in an Olympic 
rowing event, where everyone rows in time because they want to. They’re both getting where they want as fast as 
possible, but the motivations are vastly different. This paper will discuss some practical ways you can increase the 
degree of followership. Some are simple, others, not-so-simple. And there are a few that you will have to 
consciously work on for the rest of your life because they are hard. You’ll find that many are in any decent guide to 
leadership, but they don’t always discuss how or why it’s important. 

INTRODUCTION 

To be clear, this isn’t a new guide to leadership. It’s just a different way of looking at it. How can your team come 
together to row the boat in the same direction as efficiently as possible without feeling you’re going to punish 
them if they don’t? Inspiring followership isn’t about motivating your people, it’s a matter of gaining the trust that 
you will address their needs in the process of achieving the team’s goals, and they motivate themselves. For 
anyone who is new to leadership, or aspires to be a leader, I highly recommend a general understanding of 
Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. No discussion of followership can be effective without at least some familiarity with 
them. 

The items are numbered so I can cross reference them within the paper. They aren’t listed in any priority or level 
of importance. Just having an awareness of these behaviors, regardless of difficulty, will improve your ability to 
inspire followership. 

I’ll break behaviors and actions that improve followership into three categories: easy, moderately difficult, and 
hard. Behaviors you can change, and actions you can take without the impact of any external factors fall under the 
“easy” category. “Not-so-easy” are tips that may be counter-intuitive or easy to overlook. Perhaps you aren’t used 
to thinking about them, or you haven’t done them before as a part of your normal leadership process. Some of the 
tips in this category may also be affected by external factors that you may need to navigate before implementing. 
The hard category is for handling situations created or complicated by external factors. For this paper, I'm loosely 
defining an external factor as something you have little or no control over. 

THE EASY STUFF 

1) THERE’S NO “I” IN TEAM 

This cliché may be old, tired, and worn… but it’s true. Don’t take credit for your team’s accomplishments. Don’t 
leave them out of it or mention them as an afterthought. If you tout your team’s accomplishments, the leadership 
that enabled those accomplishments will be recognized. From a team member’s point of view, it stinks when you 
do the work, and your leader takes all the credit. Don’t inject yourself at the last minute to do a minor task just so 
you can attach your name. When you’re talking with your leadership about your team, the best pronoun to use is, 
“we.” 
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2) REWARD OFTEN AND BE CONSISTENT WITH IT 

People like to be recognized. All too often, we only reward people when they run through a metaphorical brick 
wall. However, a sincere “thank you” can go a long way towards inspiring followership. This isn’t the equivalent of 
a participation trophy, however. Reward extra effort, whether it’s taking initiative on something that wasn’t 
assigned, exposing issues, or completing tasks early (and well). All of these are worthy of a “thank you.” If your 
company has a recognition program, you can also take advantage of that, from low-value or no-value kudos that 
are broadcast throughout the company to higher-value rewards when it’s merited (like running through the 
aforementioned brick wall.) The key to this is that the thank you must be sincere and personal. Saying “thanks” just 
because you read it here will quickly lose its impact. 

3) REWARD PUBLICLY, DISCIPLINE PRIVATELY 

Everyone likes to be recognized in front of their peers (item 2.) The flip side is that no one wants to be called out in 
front of their peers. When issues arise, it’s always best to handle them outside group forums. A team meeting is 
the worst place to bring up individual performance or behavior problems. It’s awkward for everyone who isn’t the 
target, and it tells them, “This could be you.” This will lose followership points across your entire team because 
people will work with the fear of being put on the spot in public. In addition, anything else that occurs during that 
meeting becomes secondary in everyone’s mind. If you give valuable information in a meeting where you’ve 
addressed someone negatively, guess what everyone will remember most from that meeting? 

4) COMMUNICATE CRITICAL INFORMATION EARLY AND OFTEN 

As soon as you know something important to the team, let them know. This can be done on an individual level or 
with your entire team when it’s necessary. Communication isn’t constantly asking for status updates; that would 
quickly feel like micromanagement. It’s an exchange of information critical to the task. Timeline, scope, and 
assignment changes are some examples. If your team trusts you to promptly process and provide information they 
need, they’ll be more likely to handle adversity when (not if) it arrives. They’ll also be more likely to alert you in 
those situations when someone goes around you and communicates directly with them. 

5) MAKE SURE YOU HAVE AN OPEN DOOR 

Fostering an environment where people are comfortable asking questions is easier said than done. I 
always end conversations with a cheerful, “As always, feel free to ask me any questions you have, and I'll 
be happy to talk with you.” It may seem like it goes in one ear and out the other, but this repetition is 
valuable. Not everyone will be comfortable walking through that door, but knowing it’s there if they need it 
gives them a sense of security. 

NOT-SO-EASY 

6) THERE IS NO SUCH THING AS A STUPID QUESTION 

Why is this classified as “not-so-easy”? Because we all know there truly are stupid questions. The key here is 
avoiding the natural reaction. The answer may be obvious, but the question could also reflect a lack of 
understanding, or something that someone missed. Regardless, reacting poorly to a question, stupid or otherwise, 
can lead to a reluctance to ask any questions.  

7) BECAUSE “BECAUSE I SAID SO” ISN’T GOOD ENOUGH 

Organizational dynamics refers to this as “positional power.” As a leader, you have the implied authority to tell 
people what to do and make them do it. However, this shouldn't be your go-to. In fact, it should be at the bottom 
of your leadership toolbox. Hopefully, it's buried under a heavy layer of dust from lack of use. It's the heaviest, 
most blunt, one-size-fits-all tool, and people hate getting hit repeatedly with blunt, heavy objects.  

You shouldn’t need to justify everything, but people often want to know why they’re doing something. Whether 
it’s a particular way, or a specific task, you want to avoid the, “Because I’m the Boss,” syndrome as much as you 
can. Providing reasons will create trust that you aren’t just doing things at random, or worse, picking on somebody. 
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Give a brief explanation. The corollary is that you need to have a reason. “This needs to be expedited, and I think 
this is the best way to do it,” is a valid reason. It might even lead to a discussion that creates a better solution. 

A simple example would be assigning a larger programming load to a specific programmer. Don’t just say, “Do this 
extra work.” Instead, try something like, “I’m giving you this extra work because you’re good at it, and I have faith 
you can accomplish it in the given timeframe.” Then make sure you reward them for the extra effort when they 
finish. 

The less you rely on positional power, the less impact to your followership points, and the more effective it will be 
when (not if) you need to use it. 

8) RESPECT EVERYONE’S TIME AT WORK 

As a practical example, for me, this means cutting down on unnecessary meetings, assessing the length of each 
meeting occurrence, and restricting group meetings to group topics. It’s also a good idea to ask for meeting topics 
from your team members. Create agendas and provide them before the meeting. If you’re consistent enough, 
people will look at the agenda. As the meeting leader, it’s up to you to keep the meeting running on time. 
Sometimes you’ll have to decide whether a discussion in progress needs to be held now, moved to its own 
meeting, taken off-line, or cut off. Healthy debate is good. Circular debate drains the energy from the room, 
physical or virtual. 

Be aware of work crunches, and weigh the need for a meeting. One thing I try to avoid is going around the room 
with individual project updates. People provide more information than their allotted time. Especially 
programmers, whose curiosity is welcome, but when a meeting turns into a Q&A about one specific project, it’s on 
me to take that information and put it somewhere it can be found. Sometimes the answer is to move it into its 
own focused meeting, but meetings waste time when they don’t move projects forward. 

Avoid scheduling “optional” meetings. If you’re in charge, and you schedule a meeting, chances are your team will 
see it as mandatory. It doesn’t matter if you say it’s purely optional: you’re the boss, and if you call a meeting, 
they’d better show up. The implication is that you'll take names, and not attending these optional meetings will 
show up come evaluation time. 

Finally, recognize that nobody spends 100% of their time working on tasks. There’s email, support calls, mandatory 
training, all-hands meetings… you get the idea. Count this toward time available for carrying out tasks and setting 
timelines.  

9) TAKE TIME FOR YOU 

Nobody wants to follow a leader whose heart is obviously not in it. If you’re burning out, you need to recharge 
somehow. You can regain time by delegating some of your administrative tasks. You can take half-days. Not 
everything is at a crisis point requiring your intervention. You have good people. Let them work. They can get along 
without you for a few hours.  

10) DON’T MAKE YOUR TEAM MEMBERS DO ANYTHING YOU WOULDN’T DO 

Deadline requiring working weekends? Infinite, pointless quality checks? Tackling a major, messy program with 
issues? If you think these tasks are beneath you because you’re in leadership, that will transmit clearly, and your 
team will come to resent you for it. The higher you get in an organization, the harder this gets. However, a good 
rule of thumb is to apply this to your direct reports, or one level down. 

As an example, if a deadline requires the team to work over a weekend, you need to be available and online if they 
need you. Moral support is always good, and you should be thinking about how you’re going to reward them for 
the imposition on their personal time. You can also volunteer to take over some of their tasks and work over the 
weekend with them. 

The expectation and the corporate culture may demand “get the job done,” but the members of your team are 
people with lives outside work. Disrupting work-life balance may be par for the company’s course, but nobody is 
going to put up with it for long. If they leave, you have the task of replacing the knowledge that walked out the 
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door with them, even if there’s a one-for-one skill and skill-level replacement. If they stay, their disenchantment 
will translate into a lack of motivation, and work quality and quantity will suffer. 

THIS IS HARD  

11) RECOGNIZE THAT LEADERSHIP TAKES TIME 

Why is this hard? Because project or team leadership is seen as an adjunct task. It’s far too easy to underestimate 
the amount of time it takes to handle the administrative, communications, and personal aspects of a team, along 
with your other job duties. For example, you can’t take on the same programming workload as a team lead that 
you did as a programmer. It’s a big jump. You have more meetings to organize and attend, communications to 
write and send, non-coding problems to solve, organizational issues, and a timeline to manage. It may sound 
counter-intuitive, but reducing your personal programming load will give you the necessary freedom to take care 
of your team. 

As a part of leadership, I also recommend leaving slack time available for picking up your team’s tasks. People get 
sick, go on vacation, and get pulled away for other priorities. If you build in a little personal slack, you can fill those 
gaps and keep the project moving forward. This keeps the person who is temporarily unavailable from feeling like 
they’re letting the team down. If they know you’ve got their back, they’ll have yours. 

12) TEAMS ARE COMPOSED OF INDIVIDUALS  

First and foremost, you need to recognize that your team is not a collection of like-minded and similarly skilled 
people. They are individuals, each with their own motivations, ways of working, and skill levels. So, when you’re 
advised to "treat everyone the same,” that isn’t accurate. It’s more precise to say, “You can’t play favorites.” 
Unfortunately, the difference is difficult to distinguish. Moreover, if you’re trying to look at it from your team 
members’ point of view, it's nearly impossible to judge their perception of whether you're playing favorites or not. 
So how do you do this without playing favorites? 

 Respect their way of working, even if it isn’t the way you would do things. Unless it’s grossly inefficient, 
they’ll work better following their individual paradigm. If you have the urge to interject, remember, the 
end goal is the target. As long as the journey ends by the designated time, following all the guidelines, it 
doesn’t matter whether their way is your way. As a bonus, you might learn something, too. 

 Respect that they have lives outside of work. Project deadlines don’t account for this, and that’s why it’s 
hard. Be prepared to pitch in.  

One of the most valuable leadership skills is the ability to assess the skills of the individuals in your team skills 
quickly, and assign them appropriately. Evaluate the skill level (and skill sets) of the individuals in your team, and 
proceed accordingly. Upskill when possible. Challenge your lesser-skilled individuals and help them work through 
it.  

Don’t overload your people. Check in with them and see if they think their load is manageable. You also must 
objectively estimate what reasonable is. Objective estimation is a lot harder than you might think. Do not use the 
“I used to do what you do, and this wouldn’t have taken me that long,” as a benchmark. First, it sends the 
message, “My boss thinks I’m stupid.” That isn’t exactly motivational. Second, did you really do the exact same 
thing in the past? Most often, the answer is no. There are almost always differences, even if they’re minor, and 
those minor differences add up. Finally, your recollection tends toward embellishment, especially if it involves an 
earlier personal success. The hard part about this? You have deadlines to meet, and usually must answer to a 
higher authority. Unfortunately, constantly telling your team to work faster leads to burnout and resentment. 

How can you tell if someone is just being lazy? That’s difficult, especially in a virtual environment. This requires 
more than just checking boxes of work done and not done. You must set up time to listen to the reasons—
privately (item 3.) They aren’t always excuses, but you need to find out why X amount of work product hasn’t been 
done in the allotted Y time. Evaluate where the disconnect is. Is it a lack of skill? Is it a lack of clarity in the task? Is 
there an external factor at play, such as priority work in another project? Are they overwhelmed? It takes time to 
get the answers to these questions (point 11), but you can build a mitigation strategy around it. 
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Finally, a self-motivated team of engaged followers is never lazy. If anything, they’re too optimistic. 

13) GET YOUR TEAM TO SEE EACH OTHER AS INDIVIDUALS 

Now you’re getting into the individual aspect of management. People don’t respond to the same thing. It’s even 
more difficult in a virtual team. Having an agenda item of introductions at the first team meeting has worked well 
for me. I give each person five minutes to introduce themselves, and include at least one hobby. It’s important to 
include non-work-related information. This is done before any business, and if the bandwidth is adequate, cameras 
are required. Putting faces with names is important, even more so now, as many teams are virtual. One more thing 
I like to do is to have social time at the beginning of every meeting. It’s at the beginning so it doesn’t get skipped. 
“How is everybody?” should be your first icebreaker. “What did you do this weekend?” is another good one to 
open the social time. This is also when getting to know your team as individuals (item 12) comes in. “How’s that 
carpentry project you’re working on?” or, “How did your child do at the competition?” 

Depending on your team’s dynamics, this agenda item can range from five to fifteen minutes. You might be 
surprised at how focused and productive the remaining meeting time becomes. 

Two major caveats: you can only discuss as much as they’re willing to share, and this is a judgement-free zone. 
Make sure your people treat each other with respect. Each person on your team is not a faceless, anonymous 
email address or disembodied voice. Get them to recognize this, too. 

THE HARDEST 

14) PROTECT YOUR TEAM 

We all know that bad stuff rolls downhill. Your job as a leader is to deflect as much of that bad stuff as you can, so 
it doesn’t hit your team. Make a plan to deal with it as soon as you see it coming, or as is often the case, as soon as 
it hits. It doesn’t have to be a perfect, complete plan, but it must be something you can relay to the team. When 
you do that, saying, “I’ll know more as soon as they tell me,” becomes your assessment of the current situation 
instead of a way of dodging it. You’ve taken ownership of it for the team. This gives them confidence that you’ll 
have a plan to handle it, and they’ll pitch in. Give them confidence to keep working on their current tasks while you 
deal with the mess. They all know it means more work, but they’ll trust you to manage it, so they aren’t 
consistently snowed under. 

The largest problem you’ll have with this isn’t the unreasonableness of the demand. Oftentimes, it is what it is. The 
hardest part is keeping yourself from losing your energy complaining about the unfairness of it all. Don’t let that 
roll downward to your team. Do whatever you need to do to calm yourself before addressing your team. Leaders 
who emanate panic end up with a team full of panicking people. Panic wastes time, and decreases the possibility 
of successfully dealing with adversity. 

There is one additional caution: you have to distinguish protecting your team from protecting individuals. If you 
don’t allow them to interact with higher-level management at all, two things will happen: first, your team 
members won’t learn how to deal with “superiors,” and that will stunt their professional growth. They won’t have 
a chance to learn how to influence without nominal power. Second, it will add it to your plate. You may have 
started doing it with the best of intentions, but once they get the idea that you want them to funnel everything 
upward through you, you’ll be doing all the upwards communication. When they’ve gotten used to funneling it 
through you and you ask them to “handle it,” it’s going to be an inconsistent and confusing message. In the worst 
case, it may leave them feeling abandoned because you haven’t let them develop the skills to interact with those 
higher on the food chain. 

How do you decide when you absolutely need to intervene versus when you should let them handle it? The 
response is as individual as the person and the specific situation. You have to consider who they would be dealing 
with, as well as their aptitude and experience, and what you’re asking them to handle. It’s hard to know what the 
right answer is, and sometimes, through no one’s fault, you’ll get it wrong. Everything from the reasonableness of 
the demand, to staying calm and allowing your people to develop the skill to work with those higher on the food 
chain is what makes protecting your team the hardest thing to do. 
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SUMMARY 

Ideally, you can take all these steps and have a fully committed team marching behind you. Unfortunately, leaders 
don’t always have the luxury of following all these steps in every situation with every team. Teams are composed 
of individuals, so some of the advice here won’t work, or you may not be able to use it in every situation. You can’t 
always communicate information, especially bad information, quickly. You can’t always shield your team from bad 
stuff. That’s just the reality of being in a leadership position. 

The simplest advice is to take steps towards making the easy adjustments (tips 1 through 5.) It will help you 
develop a rapport with your team. The more consistent you are about it, the more likely your team will be willing 
to help you navigate adversity. It will garner respect for you from your team. Sincere appreciation goes a long way. 

From the not-so-easy level of adjustments, the two most important are how not to react to questions (tip 6,) and 
tip 7 on avoiding the “Because I said so” response. There will always be times when you have to say, “because I 
said so,” but try your hardest to avoid it. It does get easier with time, and if you have the team for a long enough 
time, you will have built enough trust that when you need to say it, there won’t be as much pushback, visible or 
hidden.  

Nick Sirianni, the Philadelphia Eagles’ coach, is quoted as saying, “You can’t be great without the greatness of 
others.” I seem to remember he got it from someone else, but he’s been consistent with that message since day 
one as coach. Your primary challenge as a leader is to make your team great. These tips will help engage them, and 
they will fall into their role as followers. You can’t make people follow you; they must want to follow you. 

Inspiring leaders gain inspired followers. While inspiring followership isn’t the only way to be a leader, it does 
make it easier. It’s a lot easier to ride the wave than to drag a wagon full of buckets of ocean water. 
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