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Leadership receives far more attention than followership, even though most people in organizations
spend much of their working life in roles where they respond to, influence, and sometimes challenge
people with greater formal authority. Robert Kelley’s model of followership became influential
because it shifted attention away from the idea that followers are passive recipients of leadership.
Instead, Kelley argued that effective followers think independently, participate actively, and accept
responsibility for the quality of their contribution.

The model remains widely cited because it is simple enough to use in leadership education while still
raising important questions about initiative, dissent, loyalty, and organizational power. Kelley
identifies follower styles using two behavioral dimensions: independent critical thinking and active
engagement. A later review of followership research describes this two-dimensional matrix as one of
the most established frameworks in the field (Kelley, 1988, 1992; Crossman & Crossman, 2022). Its
value is not that every employee can be permanently classified into one box, but that it gives
organizations a language for discussing how people respond to authority and responsibility.

Two Dimensions
Independent critical thinking refers to the extent to which followers evaluate information, question
assumptions, and form judgments rather than automatically accepting a leader’s view. A critically
thinking employee can support a decision after examining it, but can also identify weaknesses, risks,
or ethical problems. Independence does not mean permanent disagreement. Effective critical thinking
includes the ability to distinguish between an issue that requires challenge and one in which a
leader’s decision should be supported once debate has concluded.

Active engagement describes the degree to which a follower participates, takes initiative, accepts
responsibility, and invests energy in the organization’s goals. Highly engaged followers do not wait for
detailed instructions before every action. They identify problems, seek information, volunteer for
necessary work, and follow tasks through. Low engagement may appear as withdrawal, minimal
compliance, or a tendency to wait for direction even when action is possible.

These dimensions are useful because they separate two behaviors that are often confused. A highly
engaged person is not necessarily an effective follower if engagement takes the form of enthusiastic
agreement without critical thought. Likewise, an employee can be perceptive and skeptical but
contribute little if they remain disengaged. Kelley’s exemplary follower combines both dimensions.
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Follower Style Critical
Thinking

Engagement Typical Pattern

Passive Low Low Waits for direction and contributes limited
independent judgment

Conformist Low High Works energetically but tends to accept authority
without sufficient challenge

Alienated High Low Questions decisions but may withdraw effort or
become persistently cynical

Pragmatic Moderate Moderate Adapts behavior cautiously according to
circumstances and political risk

Exemplary High High Contributes actively while maintaining
independent judgment

The matrix should be used descriptively rather than as a personality test. People can behave
differently with different leaders, teams, levels of psychological safety, or organizational conditions.
An employee may be highly engaged in one project and cautious in another because previous
criticism, poor leadership, or uncertainty changes the perceived cost of speaking up.

Five Styles
The passive follower scores low on both dimensions. This person may depend heavily on the leader
for direction and avoid responsibility beyond explicitly assigned tasks. Passivity can reflect lack of
confidence or capability, but it can also be learned. An organization that punishes initiative, withholds
information, or repeatedly reverses employee decisions may train people to wait for permission.

The conformist is highly engaged but low in independent critical thinking. Such followers can appear
extremely loyal and productive because they act quickly and support leadership enthusiastically. The
risk is that they may reinforce poor decisions. A conformist culture can become dangerous when
employees interpret loyalty as the absence of disagreement, particularly in safety, ethics, finance,
healthcare, or other settings where speaking up may prevent serious harm.

The alienated follower combines critical thinking with low engagement. Kelley describes this style as
capable of independent judgment but often skeptical, detached, or unwilling to invest effort.
Alienation may develop after repeated disappointment, failed change, broken trust, or conflict with
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authority. Because these employees may see genuine problems clearly, dismissing them as merely
negative can cause the organization to lose useful information.

The pragmatic survivor remains near the middle of the two dimensions and adjusts behavior
according to the environment. Pragmatists may be viewed as politically cautious because they wait to
see which direction has support before committing strongly. In unstable organizations, however, some
caution may be rational. This style illustrates why followership cannot be judged without
understanding context.

The exemplary follower represents Kelley’s preferred combination: active contribution with
independent thought. Exemplary followers support the organization rather than a leader’s ego. They
can disagree respectfully, take initiative, maintain competence, and remain accountable for results.
They understand that responsible followership sometimes requires resistance when instructions are
unsafe, unethical, unlawful, or contrary to the organization’s mission.

This last point is particularly important. Effective followership is not obedience. An employee who
refuses a clearly unsafe instruction may demonstrate stronger commitment to the organization than
someone who follows it without question. Ethical responsibility creates limits on loyalty to individual
leaders.

Leadership Context
Kelley’s model is often applied as if follower behavior originates entirely within the employee. More
recent followership research places greater emphasis on relationships and context (Uhl-Bien et al.,
2014; Oc et al., 2023). Leaders influence whether followers feel safe enough to question assumptions,
whether initiative is rewarded, and whether dissent produces learning or punishment. A leader who
says “challenge me” but reacts defensively when challenged can quickly create conformist or passive
behavior.

Psychological safety therefore matters. Teams are more likely to surface errors, uncertainty, and
alternative views when members expect that respectful speaking up will not produce humiliation or
retaliation. This does not mean every suggestion must be accepted. It means that people can raise
concerns without being treated as disloyal merely because the leader disagrees.

Power differences complicate the model as well. An employee with secure status and specialized
expertise may find it easier to challenge a senior leader than a temporary worker, junior employee, or
person whose visa, promotion, or schedule depends heavily on one supervisor. Cultural expectations
about hierarchy also influence how disagreement is expressed. Direct challenge may be considered
responsible in one organization and disrespectful in another.

Remote and hybrid work creates another context. Engagement may be less visible when employees
are not physically present, which can lead managers to confuse visibility with contribution. Effective
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followership in distributed teams may involve clear written communication, proactive status updates,
independent problem solving, and deliberate escalation when decisions require leadership
involvement. Leaders should evaluate contribution rather than online presence alone.

The model also helps explain leader–follower matching. A highly controlling leader may frustrate
exemplary followers by reducing autonomy, while a leader who provides almost no direction may
overwhelm a new employee who genuinely needs structure and coaching. Effective leadership
changes as competence, confidence, risk, and task complexity change. Followers also adapt as they
gain experience.

Model Limits
Kelley’s framework is valuable, but it should not be treated as a complete theory of organizational
behavior. First, the five styles simplify behavior into categories. Real employees can display
combinations and move between styles. Second, the model can unintentionally place too much
responsibility on followers while underestimating organizational conditions that create disengagement
or conformity.

Third, “critical thinking” and “engagement” are broad concepts whose measurement can vary. Recent
followership research has noted continuing challenges involving definitions, instruments, context, and
overlap with other concepts such as proactive behavior, voice, citizenship, and leader–member
exchange (Uhl-Bien et al., 2014; Oc et al., 2023). A style label should therefore support reflection
rather than function as a high-stakes personnel diagnosis.

Fourth, the model does not fully capture structural power. Challenging a leader may be easier in
theory than in practice. Whistleblowers, junior clinicians, military personnel, or employees in insecure
work may face substantial consequences for dissent. Organizations that want exemplary followership
have to create systems that protect responsible voice rather than simply tell employees to be
courageous.

Followership development should therefore focus on behaviors rather than labels. Recent scoping
work in educational settings also reinforces the importance of context when applying followership
concepts across organizations (Blom & Mifsud, 2026). Employees can learn how to analyze a decision,
present evidence, raise disagreement respectfully, escalate ethical concerns, take initiative within
authority, and support a decision after legitimate debate. Leaders can learn how to invite challenge,
explain decision boundaries, respond without defensiveness, and distinguish constructive dissent
from obstruction.

Organizations can also develop followership through scenario-based training. A team might discuss
how to respond when a manager proposes an unsafe shortcut, when a strategy appears financially
weak, or when a senior leader dismisses frontline evidence. Such exercises make the model practical
because employees must decide not only what they think but how they will act.
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Kelley’s lasting contribution is therefore the recognition that organizational performance depends on
the quality of followership as well as leadership. Independent critical thinking without engagement
can become sterile criticism; engagement without critical thought can become unquestioning
compliance. Effective followers combine participation with judgment. The model is most useful when
organizations use it to improve relationships and behavior rather than to classify people permanently.
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