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The Evolvement and Future Directions of Followership Research in the Chinese Context
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Abstract As two interrelated social influence processes, both leadership and followership should be examined in order to unveil
interpersonal dynamics in the workplace. However, compared with the rapid and vigorous progress of leadership research in several
decades, scholarly examination on followership has been lagging behind. Leadership and followership research are basically studied
separately, which prevents the development of an integrative view of leaders and followers. Until recent years, with the increasing

emphasis on employee autonomy and initiative in the changing workplace, more and more attention thus has been paid to followership



in the management field. Despite the substantial progress, several fundamental issues on followership still need to be addressed. For
example, what is the theoretical value and significance of followership research? What are the scope and boundary of followership
research? How should followership and leadership research be integrated?

In fact, scholarly investigation of the followership phenomenon is not entirely new, and it has been more or less embedded in the de-
velopment of leadership research. Considering the different roles of followership in the leadership research, we conclude that there
are four various theoretical orientations in the current literature, namely, complete neglect, marginal attention, focused attention, and
mutual influence. Although the above four orientations appear in a certain sequence with a trend of trading off and taking turns, they
are concurrently evolving. In the past ten years, the last two orientations (focused attention and mutual influence) have been adopted
by more and more scholars. We believe that in the current era, followership research can not only generate in-depth insights into the
understudied followership phenomenon, but also develop a more complete understanding of leadership and followership. Given that
companies are increasingly emphasizing employee autonomy, research on followership can also provide new and important insights
into organizational development and change.

In line with the four orientations, this paper reviews existing studies on followership from four perspectives, namely, the trait per-
spective, the behavioral perspective, the cognitive perspective, and the motivational perspective. Among them, the trait perspective
examines the traits strong followers display. The behavioral perspective focuses on followers’ displayed behaviors in the followership
process. The cognitive perspective is largely based on implicit followership theory and the notion of followers’ cognitive schema. The
motivational perspective emphasizes the underlying motives of followers’ different styles of followership, aiming to address the ques-
tion of why they follow.

Building on the above literature review and theoretical analysis, this paper proposes seven directions for promoting followership
research and related management practices in the Chinese context. First, researchers should develop clear and rigorous constructs of
followership, thus advancing an in-depth understanding of the essence, conceptual connotation and diversity of followership. Second,
it is critical to identify the rich antecedents and consequences of followership, especially expanding the various shaping factors and
influences on various subjects. Third, studies should also be conducted to uncover the mutual influences between leadership and
followership, including the top-down influence of leaders on followers, the bottom-up influences of followers on leaders, and the
two-way influence among leaders and followers. Fourth, scholars are also encouraged to expand and integrate different theoretical
perspectives and propose new research perspectives. Fifth, followership can be further extended by developing integrative theories of
leadership and followership to deepen our theoretical understanding of leadership and followership. Sixth, there is also a strong the-
oretical need for delving into effective followership behaviors in order to provide guidelines on how to inspire and cultivate effective
followers. Finally, the unique features and dynamics of followership in the Chinese context should be probed in conjunction with Chi-
nese cultural and social structural characteristics. Overall, building on a systematic review of followership studies, this paper aims to
identify fruitful avenues of future followership research in the Chinese context.

Key Words followership; theoretical evolution; future directions; Chinese context



