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IN EIGHTH GRADE
I Learned

How to Follow 
the Leader

by Fred Gratto

Fred Gratto is assistant director of facilities at the Univer-
sity of Florida, Gainesville, Florida. He can be reached at
fgratto@ufl.edu.

Many years ago my teacher assigned me to work on 
a project with three other students in our class. I
don’t recall how the leader was chosen but I was

asked to be one of her helpers. This annoyed me because I
thought I was the better leader. I was probably wrong about
my leadership skills since this was many years before I un-
derstood the relationship between leaders and followers. I
pouted quite a bit playing second fiddle and refused to be a
team player. After causing trouble for a while, I realized that
if I cooperated, things went much better. This helped the
leader, which in turn helped each of us because we were all
in the project together. 

After the assignment I still wanted to be a leader and I had
gotten a little bit smarter. I discovered how important it is to
follow, something I have been mindful of ever since. A few
years later our football coach put his spin on the leader/
follower relationship: “Everybody can’t be the quarterback.
You all have different skills and experience. All of you 
didn’t get here on the same boat but you’re all in the same
boat now.”

A casual trip to any bookstore or library will reveal that
there are plenty of books available about leadership. There
are very few however, about those who follow leaders.
Nonetheless, since there are many more followers than 
leaders in the world, considering how to improve the per-
formance of these people might be worthy of consideration
because followers impact the performance of leaders and the
organizations they serve. In fact, I have noticed that two of
the best tools in facilities management are good advice and
passionate leadership, often from followers. 

Anyway, at work, home, or anywhere else, sometimes we
are leaders and sometimes we are followers. When our role 
is to follow, there are several things we can do to help our
leader, our organization, team, or any other group we are
part of. Perhaps the first thing we can do is to stop and take
a fresh look at how important followers are. Albert Einstein
knew the importance of followers: “A hundred times every-
day I remind myself that my inner and outer lives are based
on the labors of other men. I must remind myself in order to
give in the same measure as I have received and am still 
receiving.” This great man understood how important flow-
ers are to leadership success. Despite the worth and merit of
being a follower, sometimes society takes a dim view of 
having to follow. It seems like everybody would rather lead. 

I recently saw a car advertisement on television. Audi’s
motto is Never Follow. Fortunately, this is not the way effec-
tive organizations work. In fact, they can’t work this way.
Somebody has to follow the leader so we need to understand
just how important this role is.

When I got my first leadership job many years ago, I
thought about supervision of others. Now, I understand that
supervision is a contradiction. It is neither super to others
nor does it create a vision. Leaders need followers and fol-
lowers need leaders. One is not superior to the other and
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both are needed to carry out a vision, wherever it comes from.
Learning about this relationship convinced me that effective
leadership is much more collaborative than I believed when I
got out of college. 

I’m not the only one who didn’t understand that followers
are critical to effective leadership. In the early part of the 
previous century, Frederick Taylor’s Theory of Scientific 
Management minimized the input of workers. In 1911, he
explicitly and without apology stated: “In the past man has
been first. In the future, the system must be first.” Taylor 
believed there was only one right way to do things and that
workers were not supposed to think,
because that was the job of supervi-
sors. In his vision, human and
machine were to work together like
clockwork. To organized labor he
was a soulless slave driver. To the
bosses he was eccentric and a radi-
cal. To his admirers he was a
misunderstood visionary. 

Today, his approach to managing
human resources is intellectually out
of fashion, and few admit sympathy
with its precepts. In contrast to his
notion that workers are supposed to
just do what they are told and mere-
ly follow, effective leaders these days
value the opinions of followers.
Leaders understand that they are not
the only ones who can have a good
idea or understand the best way to
do something. Nor are they the only
ones who have the power to influ-
ence work units. 

Followers can also wield influence
with other followers and with the
leader. Peter Scholtes put it this way:
“Almost nothing is accomplished by
an individual working alone. Most
work is obviously a collective effort.
Yet, even workers who seem quite
independent depend on others for
ideas, stimulations, feedback, moral
support, and administrative services.
When an individual makes some
heroic effort and accomplishes an
extraordinary task, often he or she
can take the time to do that work
only because others have filled in 
on the less heroic parts of the job.
When someone is credited with a
success, he or she is individually
honored for what was most likely
the work of many.” Since you’re a
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leader, you know this is an accurate statement and you under-
stand that effective leaders place a high value on input and
help from followers. You understand this but what you might
not have done lately, is consider what you can do to improve
your performance as a follower. When I stop to consider my
role in physical plant, it occurs to me that there are five things
I can do to be a better follower. Some of these may apply to
you as well.

Check Your Attitude
Let’s face it. None of us like the idea of submitting to some-

one else. The classic American phrase is “No one is going to
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this fact and so do the organizations where we work. Stated
another way, a follower is the only person that can one day
become a leader. Pat Williams, senior vice president of the
Orlando Magic basketball team has a message for all of us:
“Try to forget yourself in the service of others. For when we
think too much of ourselves and our own interest, we easily
become despondent. But when we work for others, our 
efforts return to bless us.”

Stay in the Loop
We have often heard that knowledge is power. Indeed,

knowledge is like a lubricant that makes it easier to do more
because we know more. To help ourselves and empower 
others, we should pass along information as soon as we get
it. There’s really no reason not to. We have e-mail, cell
phones, meetings, and face-to-face contact. When you get
information as a follower, let others know what’s going on.
This helps them and helps the organization. James Champy,
said it this way: “Everyone must be in the know. Unless they
are, you can forget about getting total mobilization; in fact,
everyone not-in-the-know will see nothing in your efforts
but a conspiracy. No one is going to go through the ordeal of
a total mobilization without knowing why, or what for. The
successful manager today isn’t the one who is entrusted with
secrets, but the manager who wins trust by sharing what he
or she knows.”

Connect the Disconnected
Indoors or outdoors, climate determines

whether plants thrive or fail to grow. The
climate of any organization can likewise have a
major influence because it affects the morale,
learning, and productivity of people. A support-
ive work environment helps people believe in
their potential and provides motivation for suc-
cess, especially if they feel they are respected in
all their diversity, including different types of
talents and learning styles. Lack of a supportive
environment is a debilitating factor. 

For example, in Charles Dickens’ novel David
Copperfield, young David returns from a happy
visit with friends to find his widowed mother
remarried to Edward Murdstone, a harsh and
domineering man. Mr. Murdstone and his pesky
sister Jane determine to conquer David’s spirit
through cruel punishment and intimidation.
Early in the process, David describes his feel-
ings: “I might have been improved for my 
whole life, I might have been made a better
creature…by a kind word.” Copperfield wanted
to hear a word of encouragement, understand-
ing, and reassurance that he was still welcome
at home. He was certain that any act of appreci-
ation by Murdstone would help him obey and
respect the man. But, to his dismay, no kind

tell me what to do!” Lots of people might share this sentiment
but there are still plenty of people who like following and
excel at it. There are even plenty of people who relish the role
of second fiddle and prefer it. I like following because I know
followers are effective partners with leaders, not docile, con-
forming, underachievers. There should be no discomfort
being a follower. It’s not a term of weakness. The sooner we
move beyond these images and get comfortable with the idea
of powerful followers supporting powerful leaders, the sooner
we can fully develop and test models for dynamic, self-
responsible, synergistic relationships in our organizations.
Followers are the key ingredients that allow leadership to take
place and the support that gives leaders strength. Since every-
one doesn’t see it this way, one thing that might need to be
changed is your attitude or my attitude about following. 

Here’s another way to look at it: all great leaders were once
great followers. The world of sports offers many examples of
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Let’s face it. None of us like the idea of 
submitting to someone else. The classic
American phrase is “No one is going to tell
me what to do!” 
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words were ever offered. This is not unusual because the
tragedy of not speaking a kind word is as old as time. As you
consider followers and your role with them, are you trying to
force them to do what you want or are you leading by exam-
ple and encouragement? Dwight Eisenhower used a piece of
string to demonstrate the ability to influence people. “Pull it
and it will follow you any where. Push it and it will go
nowhere at all.”

My observation is that a lot of people in our organization
would do better if someone noticed them…if they felt they
belonged…if they were pulled along…if their dignity and
worth were affirmed once in a while. Aren’t these to the soul
what food is to the body? Leaders ought to notice people and
say something nice once in a while. Followers should too.
Follow the leader. Support him or her by saying something
nice to your peers, to those you lead, and to the ones who 
follow you. 

I sent an e-mail to my boss recently, subject: “Why not say
something nice?” A few months ago I nominated him for an
award. He didn’t win but I thought he might appreciate know-
ing what I said, so I forwarded the nomination form to him.
Good deeds like this help people in any organization feel bet-
ter about the work environment and this helps the leader.
Besides, we need to say something nice at every opportunity
so people don’t wither and die on the
vine from neglect. Mark Twain knew the
value of praise and being noticed. He said
he could live for a month on one good
compliment. I’ve seen examples like this,
and you probably have too. 

I read a short story recently about an
American fighter pilot. He was speaking
at a meeting and a man in the crowd rec-
ognized him. “You’re Charles Plumb. You
flew jet fighters in Vietnam. You were on
the aircraft carrier Kitty Hawk. How in
the world do you know all that, asked
Plumb. The man replied that he had been
on the same ship and was responsible for
packing Plumb’s parachute.” Later that
evening Plumb thought about the man
who had spoken to him and wondered
how many times he had stood in the
belly of a ship carefully folding
parachutes for men whose lives might
depend on them. How many times had
he passed by the guy without speaking
because he was a fighter pilot and the
other man was just a low-ranking sailor?
The message is clear to me, as stated by
Chalfee: “Whether we lead or follow, we
are responsible for our own actions and
we share responsibility for the actions of
those we can influence.” 

Lots of people at work don’t get noticed and they notice
that they don’t get noticed. Here’s how my dad said it: “People
will sit up and take notice if you sit up and take notice of
what makes them sit up and take notice.” My observation is
that 90 percent of people who fail at work are not actually
defeated. They simply quit. They still come to work, but
they’re not really there. It doesn’t have to be this way. 

We need to get involved with people so they can follow the
leader with us. Beyond using and sharing your abilities at
work, there is another thing you can do to make an impact:
share yourself. Let me illustrate. There are people in every
organization who say and do nice things. They get involved.
Then, there are people who expend themselves for others.
They crawl into the concerns of others. They enter into the
difficulties and absorb some of the affliction in the process.
They decrease the burden. Also, there are people who answer

My observation is that a lot of people in our
organization would do better if someone
noticed them…if they felt they belonged…
if they were pulled along…if their dignity
and worth were affirmed once in a while.
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that this reasoning is askew: “It is not the number of toys we
have, but the number of meaningful relationships we create.
It is not the number of toys we have, but the number of peo-
ple we touch. It is not the number of toys you have but the
impact you have on others.” 

Become a Champion of Learning
“New” and “Improved” are words that have long been used

in advertising to sell products. Business leaders understand
that the public’s eagerness to buy a new and improved prod-
uct does not necessarily mean complete dissatisfaction with
the former product. It simply means there is a belief that it

can be better. This reasoning applies to
facilities organizations at colleges and
universities because your responsibili-
ties are legion. You are expected to
orchestrate a vision, be adept at policy
and governance, be an instructional
leader, be skilled in communication
and community relations, understand
and implement long-range planning,
ably manage the organization, have
skill in staff evaluation and personnel
management, and demonstrate techni-
cal knowledge which supports the
mission of the organization. None of
these critical tasks can be accom-
plished without knowledgeable and
capable followers, ones who are always
striving to learn more and contribute
more. 

There are better ways of doing
things. As we learn more we can ac-
complish more. As we follow and
support leaders, we ought to keep
learning to enhance our own perform-
ance. Just as the pizza guy does, we
need to keep delivering over and over
again. New skills and abilities help fol-
lowers get better results, perform at a
higher level and keep delivering. Train-
ing might be considered a journey
without a finish line. Ken Blanchard
said it best: “The sign on your
bathroom mirror should say, Getting
better all the time.”

Followers should take their own
need for training seriously, because of
the positive impact it has on an organi-
zation. The process of continual
learning is referred to as personal mas-
tery by Peter Senge and the importance
of it is clear in this statement: “The
core leadership strategy is simple: be a
model. Commit yourself to your own
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We Accept:

questions, ask how things are going, or pass along directions
from the leader and go back to the office. Then there are peo-
ple who impart themselves—their concerns, struggles,
aspirations. They share part of themselves, nurturing the
group down the path toward growth as a team. 

What do you do? Do you use only your talents or do you
share yourself? Do you help the disconnected people in your
organization get on board and connect with the team to help
the leader? While pointing out the value of relationships, 
Lander Medlin once mentioned that our culture seems to
claim that whoever dies with the most toys wins and asserted
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personal mastery. Talking about personal mastery may open
people’s minds somewhat, but actions always speak louder
than words. There’s nothing more powerful you can do to en-
courage others in their quest for personal mastery than to be
serious in your own quest.” 

Personal commitment to learn more and follow better sets a
good example that can inspire others to recognize their obli-
gation to help the leader succeed. As champions of learning
we can set the tone and expectation level in the organizations
we serve. I’m not sure if training is a right or a privilege, but 
I do know this: organizations that do not provide the right
rewards and opportunities end up training their talent for the
competition.

Understand and Appreciate Your Important Role
I’m so old that I have to look both ways before I cross a

room. Nonetheless, I can still remember the first time I tried
to ride a bike. My father helped me get on the seat, steadied
the bike until I was ready, and gave it a shove to get me start-
ed. Despite being well coached, when the bike started to
move my only concern was pedaling so I could keep going.
Steering never occurred to me so the bike veered to the left
and into the front porch. In my second attempt I focused on
steering so that I wouldn’t run into something. I concentrated
so hard on where I was going that I forgot to pedal. After just
a short distance the bike rolled to a harmless stop and I fell
over on the lawn. During my third try I learned how to use
my feet to pedal and my hands to steer at the same time. It
was my earliest lesson about what it means to work together.
Another biking incident thirty years later also provided an
example that helped me consider the important relationship
between leading and following. 

My blind cousin, same age as me, accompanied me on a
three-day bike trip across Iowa on a bicycle built for two. I
steered and we both pedaled. We worked well together and
had a great ride because we understood our roles and depend-
ence on each other. Both of us had to pedal but only one
could steer. It’s like this in any organization. You can get 
almost everything you want at work if you help other people
get what they want. This is because there are certain things
that all followers must do and there are certain things that
only the leader can do. 

The value of a follower is measured by how completely 
the follower helps the leader do his or her job, just as leaders 
help followers do their jobs. It must work both ways. Success
comes when we learn to work together and understand that it
is just as important to follow faithfully as it is to be out front.
According to Farrar: “It is a scientific fact that when Canada
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geese fly in formation they travel 70 percent faster than when
they travel alone.” Geese profit when they work together and
so do all of us in facilities management. Here’s another fact to
consider: Geese honk from behind to encourage each other.
That’s not what we mean when we honk from behind.

A Few Parting Words 
Leaders and followers go together like peanut butter and

jelly. You know what it takes to be a good follower. A good
follower should do the right things. A follower should know
what the right things are, everybody else does. Being a good
follower starts with having the right attitude. With a good
attitude, everything is possible. If you need to check your 
attitude, consider these words in Led Zeppelin’s “Stairway to
Heaven”: “Yes there are two paths you can go by, but in the
long run there’s still time to change the road you’re on.”
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We need to get involved with people so they can follow the leader with us. Beyond using and
sharing your abilities at work, there is another thing you can do to make an impact: share 
yourself.
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