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INTRODUCTION

Although leadership, as a multi-dimensional process, 
is formed under the influence of a number of factors 
and is heavily determined by the characteristics of a 
situation, a large number of researchers still believe 
that the entire leadership process is largely caused 

by the characteristics of the leader, as the key figure 
and the essential bearer of the whole process. The first 
theories of leadership put the leader in their focus, 
with the concept of leadership based on the idea that 
the leader is born with specific traits, qualities and 
abilities that enable him/her to establish him-/herself as 
a leader, and that there are certain predeterminations 
for the expression of leadership skills (Stoner & 
Freeman, 2012). Based on this understanding, the 
so-called great man theories have been developed, 
which dominated the early phases of leadership 
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research, advocating the notion that people are born 
as leaders and that great leaders are just born with 
the predispositions promoting them to outstanding 
political and organizational leaders (Yukl, 1998). Under 
the influence of these approaches, the research into the 
human qualities that form the basis for the formation 
of a leadership potential, i.e. the development of 
leaders within companies and other organizations, has 
been established, which has led to the formulation of 
that theories explaining the phenomenon of leadership 
only through a set of personality traits of its bearers, or 
leaders, where the role of the follower in the leadership 
process is not considered at all (Northouse, 2008). 
The fact is that the notions of this approach are still 
present and, in any study on leadership, it is difficult 
to bypass the personal characteristics of a leader, 
while at the same time, the majority of the classical 
and modern styles of leadership are ultimately just a 
reflection of one’s personal characteristics. It is more 
than clear, however, that leadership cannot be viewed 
and interpreted solely through the prism of the 
physical, mental and social traits of the leader, but also 
from the viewpoint of the characteristics of the other 
constituents of the leadership process, more precisely 
its followers.

Leadership is the ability to influence the followers, 
in order to achieve organizational goals, by using 
appropriate motivational techniques based on power 
and formal or informal authority (Isam, Rehman 
& Ahmed, 2013, 81). In this process, the followers 
have a very important role, because the way how the 
influence the leader has is perceived by the followers, 
reciprocally, determines the behavior of the followers 
in the leadership process. The process of leadership, 
therefore, includes a set of activities that involves 
both leaders and their followers, who work together 
to achieve organizational goals, and also involves 
multilayered relations, which can only be achieved 
through the active participation of all relevant 
members of the leadership process. This implies that 
the process of leadership involves a two-way mutual 
influence of the leader on his/her followers, and the 
one the followers have on their leader, which is why 
it can be argued that the leadership process is an 
inseparable unity of its most important segments and 
thereby the function of the three essential variables: 

the leader, the followers and the situation (Yukl 1998; 
Northouse, 2008; Daft, 2011). It is clear that this is a 
social process that can never be one-way, and therefore 
should not be viewed solely from the perspective of 
the leader, but also from the perspective of the other 
constituents. The behavior of a leader, leadership styles 
and interpersonal relations have a multiple effect on 
the followers, or vice versa, which is why it is essential 
to explore different aspects of the phenomenon of 
leadership from the perspective of the follower, which 
is the main subject of the research conducted in this 
paper.

The examining of the role of the followers in the 
process of leadership is important for several reasons. 
First, due to the fact that all people, sooner or later, 
find themselves in a position to be someone’s follower 
(Kelley, 1989). This refers even to leaders with an 
extremely strong position of authority, given to the 
nature of situational leadership, i.e. the fact that a leader 
in one situation can become a follower in another, and 
vice versa. What is, however, of particular importance is 
what relates to the fact that the followers are immanent 
to the leadership process itself, which, by definition, 
implies a reciprocal relationship and mutual exchange 
of impacts on the leader-follower relation.

The aim of the paper is to highlight the importance 
of the role of the followers in the leadership process, 
and the fact that the quality of the leadership process, 
in addition to the characteristics of the leader, is 
significantly conditioned by the characteristics of the 
followers, who are not just passive participants in this 
process, but have an active role (and sometimes the 
key role) in its creation and functioning. Having this 
in mind, the aim is to draw attention to the necessity 
of adjusting the leadership styles to the characteristics 
of the followers and encouraging the active role of the 
followers, as the basic precondition for the effectiveness 
of the entire leadership process.

In accordance with the given subject and aim of the 
research, a scientific hypothesis is designed - the 
quality of the leadership process, in addition to leaders’ 
characteristics, is conditioned by the characteristics of 
the followers, and there is an interdependence between 
the effectiveness of the leadership process and the 
active role of the followers in the process. 
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The qualitative methodology was applied, based on 
the descriptive study, comparison and interpretation of 
the relevant scientific achievements within the defined 
problem area, for the synthesis of different positions, 
based on which the general conclusions about the role 
of the follower in the leadership process were derived. 
The theoretical verification was achieved by applying 
the method of analysis, synthesis, deduction and 
induction, with the aim to achieve adequate general 
conclusions through abstraction and generalization.

Having in mind the identified subject, the aim and the 
scientific hypothesis, the paper is, after the introductory 
remarks, divided into four parts. In the first part, the 
importance of attribution is pointed out, as one of the 
essential role of the followers in shaping the leadership 
process. Then, in the second part of the paper, the early 
approaches to the analysis of the leadership process are 
considered, inclusive of the perspective of the follower, 
such as the models of leadership styles conditioned by 
the degree of the followers’ maturity, then the theories 
oriented towards the leader’s role in the process of 
motivating the followers while they are achieving 
organizational goals. In the third part of the paper, the 
concept of the leader-member exchange is presented, 
based on the idea of individualized leadership, i.e. the 
establishing of the individual relationships between 
the leader and the follower. The fourth section analyzes 
the approaches to leadership focused on the followers 
as the primary holders of the leadership process, 
embodied in the concepts of servant leadership and 
shared leadership.

THE ROLE OF ATTRIBUTION IN THE 
LEADERSHIP PROCESS

In the context of the study of the followers’ most 
important roles in the process of leadership, the 
dynamics of the leadership process have been 
specifically perceived through attribution theory 
(Yukl, 1998; Bowditch, Buono & Stewart, 2008; 
Northouse, 2008). This theory suggests that the 
leadership process, for the most part, is based on the 
perception of the followers, whereas the perception of 
the leadership qualities, abilities and styles depends 
on the cognitive capacities of the followers to perceive 

certain characteristics of the people suitable to fit into 
the scheme of the mental qualities a leader should 
possesses. If the followers have implicit assumptions 
about how a leader should look and behave in a certain 
situation, they are prone to attribute leadership skills to 
anyone who adopts certain aspects of such a behavior, 
regardless of whether they possess such skills or 
not. In other words, if the behavior of a particular 
individual has led to positive effects and results, each 
time the effects are repeated, the follower will attribute 
the abilities of a leader to that person, regardless of 
whether the result is actually the result of his/her 
leadership skills or not.

Each leadership process is based on the strong 
interaction between the leader and the people 
following him/her, whereas the essential segment of 
such an interaction is reflected in the processes of one’s 
personal identification and internalization (Shamir, 
House & Arthur, 1993; Yukl, 1998). One’s personal 
identification with the leader is one of the key elements 
in leadership development, present with all followers, 
and it is a particularly characteristic of the followers 
who have problems regarding their personal identity, 
low self-esteem and a high need for dependence on 
authority. Equally important is the process of social 
identification, which includes people’s tendency to 
define themselves primarily through their membership 
in a particular group or organization, seeing it as an 
important part of their social identity (Shamir, House 
& Arthur, 1993; Yukl, 1998). When social identification 
is extremely high, people are willing to subordinate 
their individual needs to the group, sacrificing their 
own personal interests in favor of the group and 
the leader, attributing to the leader those traits that 
are perceived as desirable, no matter if the leader 
possesses them or not. Effective leaders are able to 
increase the level of social identification in different 
ways (for example, by giving the group specific 
features, symbols, rituals, making it so different from 
other groups), while increasing their influence on the 
followers of the group.

The second segment of the leader’s impact on the 
followers through the process of attribution is reflected 
in internalization. In this process, the followers’ 
value system is associated with the group’s values, 
i.e. organizational values, so that the followers are 
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encouraged to freely express their own values and 
expectations, which are then incorporated into the 
mission, vision and goals of the organization (Shamir, 
House & Arthur, 1993). Thus, internal motivation is 
encouraged and people are motivated to focus on 
internal incentives, such as self-expression and self-
promotion, but in such a manner as it is not contrary 
to the interests of the organization itself. Attribution 
at the stage of internalization is reflected in attributing 
the leader’s values compatible with the followers’ 
value system of, after which the leader is perceived 
as someone similar to the followers and therefore 
worthy of being engaged and of the investment of the 
follower’s energy in him/her. This variant attribution 
is known as „egocentric attribution” and refers to the 
natural tendency of every individual to better evaluate 
people like themselves assessed by any standard 
(sometimes even by the attributes related to the 
physical appearance).

The processes of the identification and internalization 
of leadership are eased by the need on the followers’ 
part to identify themselves with the leader whose 
qualities are the subject of their own idealization 
and admiration, this being so to the extent when 
approval and acceptance by the leader becomes the 
most important measure of the followers’ value. Many 
followers see the leader’s acceptance as the primary 
source of motivation, on the one hand, whereas, on the 
other, they are also driven by a fear of disapproval and 
rejection.

Apart from the relation between the leader and 
the follower, attribution in the leadership process 
also takes place through an interaction among the 
followers themselves. This process, which is called  
„social contamination” (Meindl, 1990), explains the 
development of leadership in cases where there is no 
direct interaction between leaders and their followers, 
so the direct influence of the leader could not appear. 
Social contamination involves the spontaneous spread 
of emotions and reactions in a particular group, which 
happens after loosening inhibitions due to the fact 
that the group member has observed the same or 
similar behavior in the other members of the group. 
It is believed, namely, that the real social identity of 
people is inhibited by social norms and the standards 
of acceptable behavior and that people often do not 

behave in accordance with their true nature, but 
rather in accordance with the rules of the group which 
they want to fit in (Meindl, 1990). If there is a leader 
whose behavior deviates from the accepted norms, 
he or she is likely to be accepted by those members 
who share the lowest level of identification with the 
group. Because they find it hard to identify themselves 
with the group, these members will tend to identify 
themselves with the leader, imitating a non-specific 
behavior, verbal and non-verbal messages, symbols, 
rituals and the like. In contact with these members 
of the group, other members will, as a result of social 
contamination, accept such behavior over time, even 
though it was initially unacceptable for them. The 
more the inhibition mechanism loosens, the more 
freely the members of the group will accept the model 
of the new behavior, even though they are not in direct 
contact with the leader, which is the result of a mutual 
interaction and the imitation of the followers (Meindl, 
1990). The attributes of leadership will be attributed 
to the group leader due to the individuals’ need to 
rationalize their feelings and behavior (Conger & 
Kohungo, 1990). As people have already accepted the 
leadership behavior that does not fit in with the usual 
social norms, they will justify it by attributing the 
leader with exceptional qualities and skills (if someone 
has so many qualities, it is acceptable to identify with 
him/her). This reflects the essence of attribution in 
the leadership process: the attribution of leadership 
traits to the member of the group whose behavior is 
perceived as leading, regardless of his or her real traits 
(Conger & Kohungo, 1990). In modern circumstances, 
taking into consideration the use of the mass media, 
social networks and the Internet, the process of 
social contamination occurs much faster than before, 
and attribution is more often realized without the 
immediate presence of leaders.

There are patterns of the leader’s behavior that are 
more favorable for the attribution process. Thus, for 
example, more capacity is attributed to the leaders 
whose vision is in a significant discrepancy with the 
existing state of affairs, as well as to those who use 
unconventional methods of the implementation of a 
vision (the more unusual the strategy for achieving 
goals, the more capacity is attributed to the leader). 
This is also applied to the leaders prone to taking an 
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extremely high risk, especially if such a risk is related 
to their personal status and position, as well as to 
those characterized by an exceptionally high level of 
self-confidence, enthusiasm and energy (Meindl, 1990).

AN EARLY OVERVIEW OF THE 
FOLLOWERS’ ROLE IN THE LEADERSHIP 
PROCESS

The general attempts of the theories of personality to 
define the personality traits, behaviors and principles 
of leadership that would be universally valid for 
most situations, putting the leader in the center of the 
leadership process, have been responded to by the 
emergence of certain theories emphasizing the flexible 
leadership approach and the necessity for establishing 
correspondence between the leader’s behavior and 
style and the requirements of specific situations. 
These theories and models have been developed as a 
result of the belief that an understanding of leadership 
process must include the conceptualization of different 
situational variables, of which the most important ones 
to consider are the followers’ characteristics.

One of the first models, which shifted the focus of the 
study of the leadership process from the leader to the 
followers, is the situational leadership model, founded 
by P. Hersey and K. Blanchard (1989), who advocate 
the idea that the relationship between the two basic 
dimensions of the leader’s behavior (an orientation 
towards tasks and the orientation towards humans) 
is formed depending on the characteristics of the 
followers. The Hersey-Blanchard model of leadership 
is based on the establishment of the relations between 
the leadership styles of guidance and a social support 
for the group members, on the one hand, as well 
as readiness, i.e. the maturity of the followers that 
they exhibit in carrying out specific tasks, on the 
other. This situational variable represented a new 
dimension of the leadership processes in comparison 
to the previous ones, and their prominence in the 
foreground emphasizes the role of the followers as 
an important factor of any leadership process. In this 
way, the spotlight has shifted from the leader to the 
followers, whose role is considered as essential, both 
because they are the ones who can accept or reject the 

leader and the fact that their characteristics determine 
the leadership style that will be applied in a concrete 
situation.

In contrast to the perceptions of maturity in absolute 
terms, the notion of maturity in the situational theory 
of leadership, in organizational terms, is interpreted 
as  „the ability and willingness of people to direct 
their behavior towards achieving a specific task” 
(Hersey & Blanchard, 1989). Maturity, therefore, in 
this case, is seen as a relative category in relation to 
the specific task and circumstances, which implies that 
an individual or a group may be willing and able to 
perform one piece of work, but not to perform another 
one. The concept of maturity in the Hersey-Blanchard 
model consists of the two key components (Hersey & 
Blanchard, 1989):

• business maturity (ability) is reflected in 
knowledge, experience and training to carry 
out a specific task without direct guidance and 
supervision;

• psychological maturity (readiness) involves 
motivation and the will to take action, including 
commitment, confidence and willingness to take 
responsibility.

The combination of these components defines the level 
of the maturity that is expressed through the levels, 
whereby different levels of maturity in the matrix „task 
orientation/interaction orientation”, imply the use of 
different styles of leadership (Hersey & Blanchard, 
1989). The essence of this leadership model is reflected 
in the fact that the level of the followers’ maturity 
determines the optimal type of the leader’s behavior, in 
the sense that, the increasing of the followers’ maturity 
and readiness makes the leader’s orientation towards 
interaction and support grow, while a decline in their 
maturity leads to the implementation of the directive 
leadership styles.

The path-goal theory that significantly promoted the 
follower’s role in the leadership process is oriented 
towards the followers’ motivation in the leader-
follower relationship in order to increase satisfaction; 
consequently, the greater engagement of the followers 
in the process of the realization of organizational goals 
is expected (House, 1971). The leader’s motivational 
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function in this process is to increase a reward for the 
achieved results and create a path that facilitates the 
obtaining of rewards by explaining, removing barriers 
and increasing opportunities for achieving satisfaction 
for the realization of a task. The basis of the path-
goal theory is the understanding that the leaders 
will be effective to the extent that they complement 
the environment in which their followers work 
through the necessary clarifications of the given tasks, 
ensuring that the followers can achieve organizational 
goals, feel personal satisfaction and receive adequate 
rewards for the achieved goals (House, 1996; Kamisah 
& Wafa, 2014). The leaders will successfully motivate 
their followers if they make business results desirable 
and if they help their followers to understand the 
behaviors and the strategies that make a link between 
the achievement of the desired results and the rewards 
(House & Mitchell, 2000; Knight, Shteynberg & 
Hanges, 2004). The followers’ perception of the prize 
largely depends on the leadership style - if leaders 
provide assistance and support, giving a clear course 
of action and the path for achieving a goal, then even 
the behavior of a leader can be seen as a specific 
reward.

The theory is based on two general assumptions. First, 
a leadership behavior is acceptable and satisfactory 
to the followers only if it is perceived as a source of 
current or as an instrument for achieving future 
satisfaction. Second, the behavior of a leader will act as 
motivating to the extent it brings the followers’ needs 
into function with effective performance, while the 
leader has to contribute to creating an environment that 
will stimulate higher performance, providing support 
and help. In this regard, R. J. House (1996) thought that 
the leader’s basic functions can be fulfilled by applying 
one of the four styles of leadership behavior:

• Directive style - the leader emphasizes the formal 
activity, provides a clear directive, plans, policies, 
procedures and standards.

• Supporting style - the leader pays attention to 
the members of the group and creates a climate 
of emotional support, acts friendly and treats 
subordinates as equals.

• Participatory style - the leader consults with the 
followers and considers their ideas when making 
decisions.

• Achievements-oriented style - the leader 
encourages employees to take complicated 
tasks, sets challenging goals, rewards them for 
exceptional results and promotes employees’ self-
esteem.

Which leadership style would dominate in certain 
circumstances depends on a number of contingent 
variables, which are within the path-goal model 
classified into the following two groups:

• the personal characteristics of the followers, such 
as the locus of control, the ability to perform a 
task, the need for achievement, experience and the 
need for task to be clearly defined;

• the characteristics of the environment, such as the 
degree of the task structure, the system of formal 
authority and the characteristics of the working 
group.

The above-mentioned features are the situational 
moderators that determine the potential for increasing 
the followers’ motivation and the leadership style 
that will suit specific conditions. The evaluation of 
situational factors can help predict the effects of the 
impact of certain leadership styles on the employees’ 
attitudes and performance and consequently the choice 
of an adequate style in particular circumstances. So, 
for example, when a task is stressful, dangerous or, 
in turn, boring and disincentive, supporting the style 
can contribute to increasing confidence, reducing 
anxiety and minimizing the unpleasant aspects of 
the job, which will lead to the followers’ increased job 
satisfaction and effort. If a task is unstructured and 
complex and the followers inexperienced, if there is the 
weak formalization of the rules and procedures, the 
most appropriate style would be a directive one, since 
it will generate greater satisfaction and a greater effort. 
Directive behavior reduces uncertainties present when 
roles and tasks are not clearly defined; it is necessary 
to delineate responsibility in order to establish the 
rules and guidelines to ensure precise operation. 
The behavior style oriented towards achievements is 
adequate in cases when tasks are not repetitive, thus 
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representing a special challenge for employees; so, 
leaders need to increase the followers’ confidence and 
encourage the expectation that they will achieve the 
set of goals successfully and competently, whereas the 
participatory style is suitable in situations when it is 
necessary to include the followers in decision-making, 
as well as in cases when the followers have a strong 
need for autonomy and independence.

The most important implications of the theory of the 
followers’ maturity and the path-goal theory refer 
to the confirmation of the position that leaders may 
possess and use more than one of the leadership styles 
and that the choice of a leadership style is directly 
determined by the followers’ characteristics and their 
needs.

AN INDIVIDUALIZED APPROACH 
TOWARDS LEADERSHIP: LEADER-
MEMBER EXCHANGE THEORY

The early theories of leadership studies perceived 
leadership as an activity undertaken by the leader 
towards all of his/her followers, the members of the 
same group, uniformly, using the so-called average 
leadership style (Northouse, 2008). Recent studies 
question this assumption, pointing to the fact that 
the leader establishes a specific relationship with 
each follower individually and that this relationship 
is realized through an exchange carried out through 
developed interpersonal relationships, which means 
that usually the leader does not behave in the same 
way with all his/her followers, but establishes high-
level relations with some followers and lower-quality 
relations with others.

Unlike the previous theories and approaches to 
leadership, which view this process through the leader’s 
establishment of relations with the whole group, the 
two-way approach focuses on the relation between 
the leader and an individual member of the group, 
indicating that leadership is not a process uniformly 
manifested to all members of the organization, but 
the leader rather forms a specific relationship with 
each member of the group individually, which implies 
that there is no behavior generally oriented towards 

tasks or interpersonal relationships, but rather that 
each leader-member interaction must be considered 
separately (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Yukl, 1998; Green, 
2008; Daft, 2011).

The two-way approach to leadership, in the literature 
known as the Vertical Dyad Linkage - VDL model, is 
based on the leader-member individual exchange, and 
therefore called the Leader Member Exchange - LMX. 
The basic premise of this approach is based on the 
idea of the reciprocal influence of leaders on followers, 
which can take two different forms. Most leaders are 
believed to have established specific exchange relations 
with a small number of members of a group, with 
whom they have close relations and who are given the 
role of their assistants and advisers, whereas the rest 
of the group members become relatively neglected, or 
they may establish somewhat worse relations with the 
leader, which is why they are often seen as opponents 
to the leader (Northouse, 2008). In the exchange with 
these members of the group, a relatively low level of 
mutual influence is exerted, which is based mainly 
on the legitimate sources of power and authority and 
implemented within the framework defined by formal 
rules and procedures. The complex exchange relations 
established with the preferred members of the group 
mean more attention to, more recognition of and more 
opportunities for advancement for those members, in 
return for which, greater involvement, commitment to 
the objectives and the mission and greater loyalty to 
the leader are expected.

Members of the inner group, among whom a closer 
exchange relation is established, are selected on the 
basis of the followers’ skills, their motivation to take 
responsibility and the extent to which leaders believe 
that their followers can be trusted. The followers who 
show a higher degree of efficiency and have similar 
personality traits as their leader will become members 
of internal groups sooner because of the effect of the so-
called egocentric attribution (Schyns, Kroon & Moors, 
2008). These followers contribute to the execution of a 
task more than they are expected to according to the 
formal requirements of the job and take responsibility 
for the performance of the activities that are the most 
critical ones to the success of the organization. They 
are specially treated by the leaders, in the sense that 
they provide a greater amount of information, greater 
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commitment, attention, support in career development 
and understanding, and enjoy greater trust and care 
from the leader (Jiang, Law & Sun 2014). The followers 
of the inner group have more opportunities to speak 
openly, exchange information and ideas with their 
supervisor and use more communication channels in 
comparison to the followers from an outer group (Sue-
Chan, Chen & Lam, 2011). These followers are more 
satisfied, achieve better performance, show greater 
creativity and innovation and are more committed 
to the organization than the followers from an outer 
group (Van Breukelen, Schyns & Le Blanc, 2006; Lee, 
2008; Moss, Sanchez, Brumbaugh & Borkowski 2009; 
O’Donnell, Yukl & Taber, 2012; Abu Elanain, 2014). 
The followers of the inner group rarely leave their jobs 
and are given more appraisals for their performance. 
Leaders and the followers with whom they have 
close relationships help each other in their careers 
and personal life, often through their collaborating at 
work as well as informally, outside their work. High-
quality exchange relationships between a leader and 
the members of the inner group can be considered as 
a kind of social capital, which has a positive impact on 
overall organizational performance (Moss et al, 2009; 
Jiang et al, 2014).

Members of the outside group are mainly engaged 
in routine tasks (Stewart & Johnson, 2009) and have 
a formal relationship with their superiors, which is 
characterized by low confidence, a lack of attention, 
support and fewer opportunities for prizes (Moss et al, 
2009). Followers of the outside group only perform the 
tasks they are engaged in and act in compliance with 
the formal description of their work (Abu Elanin, 2014), 
have fewer contacts with the leader, fewer resources 
and limited access to information. The leader provides 
them with support and help, but only to the extent of 
his duty and professional obligation. These followers 
have fewer chances for advancement, are often feel 
isolated and neglected and it is more difficult for them 
to develop the sense of attachment and commitment 
to the organization, experiencing their position as an 
extremely unfair one (Loi, Mao & Ngo, 2009).

Recent research in this area focused on efforts to 
develop an exchange model that would allow the 
establishment of effective relations among the leaders 
and all the members of the group, despite the fact 

that these relations are still based on individualized 
relationships. The emphasis is on the effort to provide 
all employees with an opportunity to participate in 
the quality process of the leader-member exchange, 
thereby generating benefits for all participants in this 
process: the leaders, the followers and the organization 
as a whole (Daft, 2011). In this context, the leader 
examines each follower separately and treats him or 
her as an individual, developing in this way a special 
form of the so-called „individualized leadership”, 
which implies an active development of positive 
relations with all the members of the group, although 
this relationship takes on a different form for each 
individual (Daft, 2011). This means that the leader 
in his or her efforts can manifest different behaviors 
simultaneously, but some individuals will receive 
more of his care and concern, in accordance with 
the orientation towards interaction, while the others 
will experience his or her more directive behavior, in 
accordance with the orientation towards the task, all 
this depending on the individual characteristics of the 
followers.

The systemic perspective of this theory suggests 
a possibility of the expansion of vertical two-way 
connections to other paths, which implies the 
establishment of the leader-member exchange outside 
the traditional boundaries of the functions and 
divisions, even beyond the organizational framework. 
This implies efforts to expand leadership relations in 
order to include all relevant stakeholders, enabling 
the leader to selectively use his or her abilities, thus 
creating positive relationships with as many people as 
possible and expanding his or her field of influence.

THE SERVANT AND SHARED 
LEADERSHIP CONCEPTS

Servant leadership is a perspective of the leadership 
process entirely directed to the followers, in which 
the leader’s role is not seen as being directive in any 
segment, but only as being supportive, and the leader’s 
main tendency is not to dominate, but rather help the 
followers (Greenleaf, 1998). According to this concept, 
the leader’s position does not provide privileges, 
but rather obliges, and must be earned by providing 
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support and assistance to the followers. „The only 
authority that should be accepted is the one which is 
obtained in exchange for assistance. The only leaders 
to follow are the ones who have proven themselves 
as helpers, ready to serve first, and only after to lead” 
(Greenleaf, 1998, 25).

Unlike traditional leadership that weights the 
effectiveness of the leadership process against 
custom classical outputs, servant leadership observes 
efficiency in the context of realizing the needs of the 
members of the organization, such as satisfaction, 
advancement, self-fulfillment, autonomy, security etc. 
Traditional leaders prefer instructions and directives, 
whereas servant leaders place an emphasis on 
assistance, facilitation and guidance, which will allow 
their followers to fully perceive their environment and 
understand the demands placed before them. The two 
fundamental premises determine the nature of servant 
leadership: the leader’s desire to serve others, the need 
to serve something with a higher goal or purpose 
and something going beyond the scope of their own 
interests, on the one hand, and the leader’s willingness 
to share their power with their followers (Greenleaf, 
1998).

Servant leaders try to create a sense of community 
within and loyalty to the organization, motivating 
their followers to engage themselves beyond the scope 
of their current job roles, encouraging their personal 
and professional development and continuous learning 
(Kreitner & Kinicki, 2012). They are characterized by 
the ability to actively listen, understand the needs and 
wishes of their staff, express empathy and trust in the 
good intentions of their followers, even when outcomes 
are poor. In the context of the aforementioned approach 
of the leader-member exchange, servant leadership 
implies the highest degree of the individualization of 
leadership, in which all followers occupy the position of 
internal members of the group in relation to the high-
quality exchange. It requires the complete adaptation 
of the leadership style to the specific needs, capabilities 
and limitations of each follower individually, assigning 
leadership roles to the followers whenever it is possible 
(Kreitner & Kinicki, 2012). In this manner, the clear 
distinction between the leader and his/her followers is 
lost, although in the case of servant leadership a group 

has no problem to identify the leader, even though he/
she is outside the formal position of authority.

An essential prerequisite for strengthening the 
role of the followers in the leadership process in an 
organization is based on the separation of power, 
since power is the key dimension of leadership 
necessary for influencing (Keley, 1988). The traditional 
leadership approach promotes the idea that power is 
of a fixed quantity, and that if one person has more 
power, another has necessarily less. Naturally, people 
understanding it in that way are not willing to share 
power, believing that if someone has less power, it 
is easier to manipulate them. Practice, however, has 
showed that a lack of power in the subordinate ones 
leads to the drastic weakening of motivation and poor 
results, and similar is true for leaders - those whose 
power is based only on their legitimate position, lacking 
other forms of power, tend to apply the autocratic style 
of leadership, and the creation of a system in which 
political abilities dominate the leadership ones and the 
protection of their own interests become the priority, 
which is why the followers become discouraged, 
frustrated and uncooperative (Gardner, Avolio, 
Luthans, May & Walumbwa, 2005).

Numerous studies have shown that if the followers 
believe they are more influential, powerful and in 
control of certain segments of the business, the greater 
their personal satisfaction is, which has a positive 
impact on the overall efficiency of the organization 
(Greenleaf, 1998; Daft, 2011; Jiang et al, 2014). Between 
the distribution of power and a success, there is 
usually a high degree of correlation - those parts of 
the organization where there is a greater division of 
power between the leaders and their followers show 
greater efficiency and a higher degree of power in 
all (Bucic, Robinson & Ramburuth, 2010). For these 
organizational subsystems, it is characteristic that 
their leaders do not see power as an indivisible good, 
but rather realize that the success of the whole group is 
higher if more of the group members have developed a 
sense of power and ability to influence. The concept of 
sharing power implies certain reciprocity of influence, 
which means that both the leader and the follower 
are ready to mutually influence each other (Pierce & 
Newstorm, 2015). Working to strengthen the other, the 
leader puts him-/herself on an equal footing with the 
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followers, motivating them so that they support his/
her ideas, instead of sabotaging them. This leads to 
reverse synergy effects, so the leader generates more 
power than he or she previously had.

One of the key assumptions of independence and 
shared leadership is allowing followers to make 
decisions without their being constantly checked 
by the leader, which gives them a sense of personal 
autonomy and self-control and causes an increase in 
power and motivation (Pierce & Newstorm, 2015). In 
this regard, it is necessary for a leader to be consistent 
in his or her intentions to promote the inclusion of a 
follower in solving problems from the earliest stages, 
to be genuinely committed to the task and serve 
his or her followers as an example. It is essential, 
therefore, that the followers should have confidence 
in their leader, and the leader must, on his or her 
part, believe in the capability and capacity of his or 
her followers, too, supporting them and ensuring the 
possibility of obtaining information, education and 
the development of new knowledge and skills. The 
followers of these leaders feel a strong affiliation to 
the group and commitment to the work they do, they 
are responsible for their own obligations and ready 
for continuous training (Newstorm & Pierce, 2014). 
Shared leadership involves a continuous process of 
identifying the leadership potential among employees 
and encouraging them to develop these resources in 
order to occasionally find themselves in the role of 
a leader (Stojanović Aleksic, Domanović, 2012; Eric 
Nielsen, 2015).

The implementation of the concept of shared leadership 
implies certain characteristics of the followers, whose 
role has changed from a passive to an active one, 
for which reason they can be described as effective 
followers. Effective followers are characterized by 
a sense of personal responsibility for achieving the 
defined goals and sharing the organizational mission. 
They take an initiative for activities ensuring the 
improvement of their own potential while trying 
to recognize and meet the needs of the organization 
along with the leader (Kelly, 2012). In addition, they are 
characterized by the ability to clearly and freely express 
their views and stand up to the leader if, in doing so, 
they can prevent actions that could undermine the 

integrity or the goals of the organization (Kelly, 2012; 
Pierce & Newstorm, 2015). 

The followers’ effectiveness is conditioned, therefore, 
by the ability to integrate the two opposing follower’s 
roles - the one related to the implementation of 
decisions made by the leader and the other concerning 
the need to review the leader’s decisions and activities 
and to propose creative solutions. This is particularly 
important in the process of dealing with the 
transformational changes in the organization, when a 
follower’s readiness to deal with uncertainty and risk 
has become a critical factor for the success of his or her 
initiation and guidance.

Transformational changes require the implementation 
of transformational leadership, the concept of which 
is very close to the concept of shared leadership and 
different from transactional leadership, if compared 
with the latter. Transactional leadership is based on 
the principle of exchange (transactions) between 
the leader and the follower, whereby the follower 
invests his or her resources and engages in achieving 
a particular goal in exchange for various types of 
awards received from the leader (Tichy & Devanna, 
1996). This relationship, which is very reminiscent of 
the classical superior-subordinate relationship, can 
be successful in the implementation of the current 
objectives of the organization, but very rarely leads 
to substantial organizational changes (Georgiades & 
Macdonell, 2008). On the other hand, transformational 
leadership involves inspiration and energy to mobilize 
the followers to change the existing situation in 
the organization, simultaneously transforming the 
followers themselves in order to strengthen their 
effective role in the leadership process. 

Transformational leadership is based on the three 
essential components: the vision, energy and 
empowerment (Tichy & Devanna, 1996). It therefore 
necessarily involves creating a compelling vision 
of what we want to realize in the process of change, 
the development of strategies and modeling behavior 
that is going to lead to its realization. In addition, 
transformational leadership requires a significant 
commitment of energy, both from the leader and the 
follower, for which reason they are required a greater 
effort and commitment, alongside demonstrating 
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their own initiatives and faith in a mutual success, 
as well as promoting and rewarding any significant 
shift in the desired direction. The third component 
of transformational leadership is related to the 
empowerment of the followers and includes personal 
support and assistance, the demonstration of 
understanding, willingness to share their feelings 
with the members of the organization as well as 
the demonstration of confidence in their ability to 
adequately respond to the challenges of change, which 
are also the qualities of the shared leadership concept. 
In a sense, transformational leadership can be said to 
require transformational followers.

CONCLUSION

The leadership process is conditioned by various 
factors, including the leader’s characteristics, the power 
structure, the requirements of the specific situation, 
the follower’s characteristics, as well as feedback on 
the impact of various styles of the leader’s behavior 
on the follower’s performance (Pierce & Newstorm, 
2015). Thus, it is necessary that leadership should be 
considered as an interactive process determined by a 
multitude of variables; therefore, an entire complex of 
relevant factors must be integrated into the leadership 
model, with a special emphasis on the followers’ 
characteristics. An important feature of any leadership 
process is that it is always conducted within the 
context of certain groups and within the context of the 
specific situation; so, having that in mind, the various 
aspects for identifying the impact leaders have on their 
followers, and vice versa, should be regarded.

Contemporary organizational circumstances 
emphasize the need for leaders to be at the service 
of their followers, open to all sorts of ideas and 
suggestions, ready to support, assist and encourage 
more efforts and commitment, which is why one of 
the most important criteria for a successful leader is 
the extent to which his or her followers are successful, 
happy and able to lead themselves. Effective leaders 
realize that there are limits to what you can do yourself 
and that one of the ways for you to overcome them is to 
keep your followers capable and motivated, using your 
own power at the service of the development of the 

other members of the organization. Even the leaders of 
the autocratic type would not be able to successfully 
operate unless at least one of their followers were 
given a sense of power, inspiring them in that way to 
complete the given objectives (Kouzes & Posner, 2007).

The context of the continuous organizational changes 
characteristic of the modern environment requires 
the full and active commitment of all the actors of 
the leadership process, which implies the necessity 
of leaving the negative conception of the role of the 
followers, referring to them as passive and dependent 
participants of the leadership process, and replacing it 
with a positive one, inclusive of the followers who are 
responsible, proactive and willing to change, ready to 
take risk and continuously learn (Chaleff, 2005).

The formation of effective leader-member relations 
requires an objective assessment of the position of 
the leader, which excludes the idealization of his or 
her personality and role, which is not easy to achieve 
because the majority of the leaders are idealized by 
their followers to a lesser or greater extent (Ansari, 
Hung Mui & Aafaq, 2007). On the other hand, it is 
necessary for the followers to estimate themselves 
realistically, registering their strengths and limitations, 
analyzing everything that is important for the 
achievement of mutual trust and support in relation to 
the leader. Creativity, initiative, a tendency to change, 
willingness to take responsibility and contribute to 
the development of the organization are all desirable 
traits of the followers, who make up an important 
part of the leadership process, and are necessary for 
the realization of the concept of shared leadership. In 
modern organizational circumstances, the important 
feature of the effective follower is related to his or 
her willingness and ability to abandon the leader-
member relations, if the follower is not satisfied with 
his or her own status in the leadership process, or if 
he or she is not able to meet the demands imposed 
by the leader. This means that no leadership process 
should be regarded as a permanent structure, but only 
as a temporary balance of power, always connected 
with specific situational circumstances, implying the 
rotational nature of the leader’s and the follower’s 
roles.
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The scientific contribution of the paper, in the 
theoretical sense, is reflected in emphasizing 
the importance of the research in the leadership 
phenomenon from the follower’s perspective, as 
well as in highlighting the follower’s role in the 
process of organizational leadership as active and 
equal participants in this process. In this context, 
the scientifically valid hypothesis that the quality of 
the leadership process, apart from being conditioned 
by the leader’s characteristics, is also conditioned 
by the follower’s characteristics and that there is 
interdependence between the effectiveness of the 
leadership process and the active role of the followers 
in that process is confirmed. The theoretical approach 
synthesized in the paper is the basis for conducting 
a possible future theoretical and empirical research 
study, and its practical contribution is reflected in 
providing organizational leaders with the guidelines 
on how to involve the followers in the decision making 
process and the division of power more actively, as well 
as how to adapt the leadership style to the followers 
and the requirements of situational circumstances.

The biggest limitation is a lack of empirical research 
that would investigate into the follower’s characteristics 
in the context of the cultural and organizational 
specifics of domestic enterprises, and examine concrete 
relations in respect of the leader-member exchange 
in the process of organizational leadership in our 
country. Future research will focus on the elimination 
of these shortcomings, especially in analyzing the 
impact of national and organizational culture on the 
establishment of leader-follower relations, as well as 
the consideration of the cultural restrictions on the use 
of servant leadership and shared leadership.

It is evident that the leadership process in modern 
organizations cannot be carried out independently 
from the active participation of the followers; so, in 
the years to come, the follower’s role will increasingly 
be gaining in importance, both in theory and in 
organizational practice. Accordingly, a greater number 
of empirical research studies in the context of this 
problem area may be expected, which will be one of 
the directions for the future research to be conducted 
by the author of this paper.
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