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Abstract

Aim: The purpose of this research was to delineate methodological trends in articles published both internationally and locally that will reveal the extent of new theory building.

Setting: The research strategy and methodology examined trends in theory building over a 52-year period (1962–2014).

Method: An archival review of the published literature was conducted and each article was examined to identify the general research method employed. The chi-square test was used to determine whether there is a significant difference between the expected frequencies and the observed frequencies in one or more of four categories.

Results: The archival data indicate that articles published over the past 52 years in major international and South African journals are skewed towards quantitative and conceptual research. This implies that researchers in leadership studies employed qualitative and mixed methodologies in their work less often than quantitative and conceptual methodologies.

Conclusion: This trend has implications for the development of leadership-followership research. Research methods should be used with mindfulness, with qualitative methods being used to observe social and human problems, followed by quantitative methods to test inductively formulated followership theories. It is particularly important, in the context of diverse cultures, to note that local attempts to formulate authentic theory development will remain difficult and unsuccessful until endogenous management systems are established and institutionalised. This is very important for scholars who believe that an affinity for qualitative methodology affords the opportunity for emic research rather than merely for testing theories and constructs that may not capture local followership phenomena.
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Introduction

An informal preliminary literature review by the author of this research revealed that the concept of followership has, until now, received very little attention in leadership studies. In most leadership studies, very little or no reference is made to followership or to its role in leadership-followership dynamics. A need has now emerged to build followership theory that reflects the unique reality of different cultures and contexts in the global and South African leadership-followership environment as they relate to one another, that is, building follower capacity that is understood by leaders. Kelley (1992) states that, in general, the views of leadership in various leadership studies are more developed and advanced compared with the views on followership.

Vecchio (2002:659) states that ‘a number of models exist that detail dimensions of leadership, whereas there are no formal models that detail styles or dimensions of followership’. As a result of the conclusions reached by researchers such as Vecchio, research with a follower-centred approach has been receiving increased attention. Evidence by Eden and Leviathan (1975:740) is enlightening: ‘It is evident from the results of the study that the leadership factors are in the mind of the respondent’ (being the follower). This means that the chance to emerge as, and remain, an effective leader does not depend solely on the leader’s own behaviour, but also on followers’ accessing of information to make attributions about the leader. Such approaches indicate that the evaluation and acceptance of a leader in a specific situation is determined by followers’ mindsets, which consist of assumptions, beliefs and expectations regarding the causes, nature and the consequences of leadership, or, in other words, their implicit leadership theories, which, in fact, can be thought of as their follower theories.

Literature review

The awareness of the lack of sustained research of followership to complement leadership research, prompted by Vecchio, Eden and Leviathan above, was also felt by Joubert and Feldman (2017). Their research findings achieved a deeper appreciation of followers’ epistemological and ontological views, within a specified context, and were supported by a common need to achieve organisational safety objectives. A practical managerial benefit was found in the insights presented by followers of leadership, one which might also possibly bolster leadership development and training needs, along with the training and advancement of followers.

Harms and Spain (2014) reflect on an alternative, yet relevant, view. They direct attention towards the perceptual biases held by followers as a potentially fruitful topic for future research in the field of leadership-followership dynamics. Leaders become effective or ineffective because of how followers – however idiosyncratically – perceive them. Perceptual biases can lead to negative or positive views of leader behaviour. Followers view leaders differently, depending on positive (prototypical) or negative (anti-prototypical) leader behaviour.

Against the background of the literature above, Petros Malakian completes the rationale for follower research in his 2014 article. Its essence is conveyed below.

Malakian (2014) refers to thirteen leadership approaches and points out how each of the studies omits the follower dynamic in its thesis:

The Trait Approach, the earliest systematic study of leadership (Bass 1981; Lord, De Vader & Alliger 1986), does not address followership. Gardner et al. (2005) goes on to state that one of the evidences of this omission is the complementary list of leadership traits with no follower traits developed from 1948 to 2004, with the exception of authentic leadership, where the leader and follower development is considered.

The Skills Approach, which aims to solve complex problems in organisational leadership (Katz 1974; Mumford et al. 2000), omits the leader-follower dynamic as a subject of study.

The Style Approach, which defines leadership as relational and task-oriented behaviour (Ohio State and Michigan State studies) – and which also embraces the managerial or leadership grid (Blake & Mouton 1985) in order to explain the importance of concern for people and concern for productivity – is also a leader-centred approach.

The Situational Approach, with its four leadership styles (Hersey, Blanchard & Johnson 2012), is also a leader-oriented study because follower-styles, and how they may affect the leader’s behaviour, have not been identified.

The Contingency Theory, being a leader-match theory (Fiedler 1964, 1967; Fiedler & Garcia 1987), assumes that leadership effectiveness is contingent on leadership style and leadership situation. It thus offers no discussion on follower style and its impact on leadership effectiveness.

The Path-goal Theory is concerned with the motivation of subordinates towards the goal set forth by the leader of the organisation (Evans 1970; House 1971; House & Dessler 1974). The goals of the organisation are not necessarily discussed and mutually agreed upon by the leader and the follower.

Leader-Member Exchange Theory (LMX theory), which puts sole emphasis on leader-follower interactions as a dyadic relationship within a three-phase developmental process (stranger, acquaintance and partner) (Danserieu. Graen & Haga 1975; Graen & Uhl-Bien 1995), seems to segregate followers into two types of groups: in-groups and out-groups. The LMX theory can thus be accused of favouritism and unfairness. Phillips and Bedeian (1994) commented on leader-follower attribution exchanges that have been conducted. Attitudinal similarity and introversion or extroversion measures were inferred to be more positively related to leader-member exchange level than follower growth, need strength and locus of control. Other predictors are also employed as part of LMX theory, along with diverse samples and measurement procedures intended to lead to a complete understanding of the leader-member exchange model.

Transformational Leadership is also concerned with the leader’s behaviours and can be viewed as elitist and anti-democratic (Avolio & Gibbons 1988).

Team Leadership allows for functional flexibility among team members in that they choose their own teammates from among the members of the entire team (Fisher 1985; Hackman 2002; Kinlaw 1998). This approach tends to focus more on the leader’s decision-making towards team effectiveness through internal or external leadership interventions.

Servant Leadership. The focus here seems to remain on the one who becomes a leader through his or her service. It still does not show how one can be a servant follower.

Leadership Ethics Approach. Here, the leader is at the centre of the research attention, which raises the question of how the followers’ ethical behaviour can be discounted (Hollander 1995).

Authentic Leadership. In this theory, followership is fully present in research and the followers’ emotional reaction to the leader’s inauthentic behaviour has been studied alongside leadership (Eagly 2005; Gardener et al. 2005; George & Sims 2007). Most scholars, however, still ascribe leadership and followership to two separate human identities. Thus, the theory seems to hold a static view of the leader and the follower.

Followership does serve as the subject or study-matter in the following research:

Singh and Bodhania (2013) conducted their research from a South African point of view and state that, while leadership and leaders are an important part of organisational life, they cannot exist without followers. They also express their surprise that such a great disparity exists between the volume of existing leadership and followership literature, with the volume of leadership literature far outweighing that of followership. Scholars have challenged the assumption that management (by implication leadership-followership) theories formulated in one country are applicable universally. Research in one country cannot be generalised directly to other countries.

Greyvenstein and Celliers (2012) used qualitative descriptive research, titled: ‘Followership’s experiences in organizational leadership’. This approach presupposes that leaders are more effective in their roles when they understand their own psychological world, as well as that of their subordinates, and that the emotional responses and habitual patterns of behaviour of both leaders and followers are the result of strong influences from past experiences. The follower does not necessarily seem to be the subject of study in relation to the leader. They found that six themes manifested, namely a negative leadership view, idealisation of the past and blaming the present, obsession with race and gender, constantly changing identity, unfinished business and the future, and ‘cope and hope’. From a followership in leadership studies view, this research can be credited with at least posting the following practical managerial implications:


	Leadership seems to focus more on business than on followership issues and this leads to followers feeling disregarded and de-authorised. As a result, followers withhold authorisation from leadership which, in turn, may be instrumental in leadership’s difficulties in managing change and transformation effectively.

	Leadership development needs to incorporate the self-authorisation of leaders as well as the invitation of authorisation by leaders.



Conclusion: There is a gap in the existing research on the leadership-followership continuum. Research on followers is in its beginning stages and is outweighed by research on leadership. In addition, no knowledge exists on the prevalence of research paradigms and methods in followership.

Problem statement

The literature study, which reflects the gaps in archival studies of followership research in international and South African literature, presents the opportunity to address the problems, which may be presented as: the very limited prevalence of followership research and knowledge of the preferred methods used in the research.

Purpose and objectives of the research

Against the background of the need to address the problem statement above, the purpose of this study is to determine, firstly, the extent to which theory-building trends are occurring in the field of followership in organisations. More specifically, the objective is to delineate methodological trends in articles published in international as well as South African leadership-followership research as an indicator of new theory development.

Secondly, the other objective of this study is to review a sample of studies as the most likely sources from which theorists would publish theory-building research.

This research strategy and methodology examines trends in theory building in followership over a 52-year period (1962–2014).

Research design

Method

The study reviewed research published from 1962 to 2014 in journals that were selected on the basis of the following keywords: followership; follower attributes; follower perceptions of leadership; follower attributions of leadership; leader attributes; leadership behaviours; leadership attributions about followers.

An archival review of the published literature was conducted and each article listed in Table 1 was examined to identify the general research method employed. The categories used to assist in the classification of the articles published were: ‘conceptual’, ‘quantitative’, ‘qualitative’ and ‘mixed’. Articles were defined as ‘conceptual’ if they were reviews of literature, essays or systematic attempts to explain the explicit and implicit use of concepts. These articles did not involve the collection of empirical data.
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‘Quantitative’ research relates to a nomothetic or etic science, based on probabilities derived from the study of large numbers of randomly selected cases (Cresswell 2003).

‘Qualitative’ research was used if data collection occurred through means such as case studies, interviews, narrative studies, ethnography, archival retrieval, participant observation and a variety of other qualitative methods.

A ‘mixed’ research method, also known as triangulation, is used if a study employed both ‘quantitative’ and ‘qualitative’ design techniques (Opperman 2000).

To continue with analysis of prevalence of categories, the interrater reliability was found to be 95%. Interrater reliability addresses the consistency among researchers in assigning each article, based on consensus, to the four different types of research. It does not assess the validity, which would be concerned with the classification system itself. However, a minimum content validity was achieved by using well-established definitions of each type of research article.

Analyses

On completion of categorisation, a statistical analysis was performed to ascertain whether there were significant differences in the research methods utilised. A chi-square analysis was performed, which allows for a test of differences in cell frequencies of each of the different types of methods (Gravetter & Wallnau 2000).

The chi-square test is used to determine whether there is a significant difference between the expected frequencies and the observed frequencies in one or more categories, that is, the chi-square goodness of fit test allows us to test whether the observed proportions for a categorical variable differ from hypothesised proportions; if the four categories above are postulated to be in equal proportions, then the hypothesised proportion is 25%, for instance.

For this research, the null hypothesis is that the proportion of conceptual studies, the proportion of quantitative studies, the proportion of qualitative studies and the proportion of joint or mixed studies are equal, as opposed to the alternative, which is that at least two types will differ in their proportions.

The decision rule was to reject the null hypothesis if the p-value (of the chi-square statistic) is less than the level of significance, which is 0.05. Alternatively, the null hypothesis will be accepted if the test statistic (chi-square) is greater than the critical value.

Ethical consideration

The study was cleared ethically by University of South Africa (UNISA) School of Business Leadership.

Results

Based on the analysis in the table, the frequencies of the theory-building research methods in follower research are found to be:


	Conceptual: 27%

	Quantitative: 59%

	Qualitative: 7%

	Mixed: 7%



The chi-square value 300, which is very high (thus, reject the null hypothesis) and that is highly significant, meaning reject the null hypothesis and conclude there is evidence to show that the proportions are not the same or there is association between type and proportion.
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Conclusions

The archival data indicate that articles published over the past 52 years in major international journals are skewed towards ‘quantitative’ and ‘conceptual’ research. This implies that researchers in leadership studies employed ‘qualitative’ and ‘mixed’ methodologies in their work less often than ‘quantitative’ and ‘conceptual’ methodologies. This trend has implications for the maturation of leadership-follower research.
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There is a need to close the gap between qualitative and quantitative research methods and to integrate their use rather than separate them (Carlie & Christensen 2004). Research methods should be used with mindfulness – with qualitative methods being used to observe social and human problems, followed by quantitative methods to test inductively formulated followership theories. International trends in leadership-followership research should be assessed to examine the relative use of qualitative and quantitative research methods in the extant literature.

The question can now be asked: ‘So what?’ Researchers can use any method they want to, as long as it is done in scholarly ways. This researcher encourages the reader to think again. As mentioned in paragraph 1 of this conclusion, this trend has implications for the maturation of leadership-followership research. We want our research to respond to the needs of the populations who benefit from it. The aim of any method is to impart the greatest possible relevant meaning

It is particularly important in the context of diverse cultures that local attempts to formulate authentic theory development will remain both difficult and unsuccessful until endogenous management systems are established and institutionalised. This is very important in the case of South African followership scholars who may well believe that an affinity for qualitative methodology affords the opportunity for meaningful emic research rather than merely testing theories and constructs that may not capture local followership phenomena.

The question now is that, if ‘qualitative’ and ‘joint’ research are so important in theory building, why are so few researchers employing these methodologies? A number of authors suggest that quantitative research is more likely to find acceptance in academic journals because statistical methods are viewed as more rigorous and reliable while qualitative methodologies appear more open to bias and subjectivity (Argyris 1980).

Both qualitative research and mixed research require good group and interpersonal facilitation skills. In addition, both preclude the gathering of aggregate data and demand long-term commitment from researchers. Qualitative research often requires in-depth study of the history, culture and language of the people one is investigating (Triandis & Gelfand 1998). Lee (1995) states that interviewing via focus groups and structured interviews can be very difficult to perform and be emotionally draining (Harari & Beaty 1990).

Researchers are encouraged to be mindful when selecting research paradigms and methods, and this researcher pleads that we take cognisance of Peshkin (1993) who states that:

Qualitative research studies typically serve one or more of the following purposes:


	Description: They can reveal the multifaceted nature of certain situations, settings, processes, relationships systems and people.

	Interpretation: They enable a researcher to (1) gain new insights about a particular phenomenon, and (2) develop new concepts or theoretical perspectives about the phenomenon, and/or (3) discover problems that exist within the phenomenon.

	Verification: They allow the researcher to test the validity of certain assumptions, claims, theories, or generalisations within real-world contexts.

	Evaluation: They provide a means through which a researcher can judge the effectiveness of particular policies, practices, or innovations.



Recommendations

Research on followership is relatively unexplored and is, to some extent, ignored because of the overwhelming focus on leadership. It is evident from Table 1 and the conclusions and implications therein that:


	A pilot study making use of qualitative and mixed method research could be launched in South Africa to test follower experiences of leader behaviour in a setting where follower-leader dynamics are critical.

	A study could be initiated using the same data as the foregoing archival study to produce a meta-analysis of the relevance of the keywords as possible constructs, and a principal components analysis to determine the possible variables and latent variables that inform the concept of followership.

	A strategic decision should be made by this researcher, or by scholars interested in followership research, to continue with theory-building of followership – possibly through doctoral research to develop a contextual social exchange framework of the dynamics of follower-leader behaviour.
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TABLE 2: TYPE * proportion cross-tabulation.

Type Variable Proportion Total
1 2 3
Conceptual  Count 27 0 0 27
Expected count 7.3 159 19 19 27.0
%within TYPE  100.0%  00%  00%  00%  100.0%
% within 1000% 0.0%  0.0%  0.0%  27.0%
proportion
% of total 27.0% 00%  00%  00%  27.0%
Quantitative Count 0 59 0 0 59
Expected count  15.9 348 41 41 59.0
%within TYPE  0.0%  100.0%  00%  00%  100.0%
% within 00%  100.0% 00%  0.0%  59.0%
proportion
% of total 00%  59.0%  00%  0.0%  59.0%
Qualitative ~ Count 0 0 7 0 7
Expected count 1.9 41 05 05 7.0
%within TYPE  0.0%  00%  100.0% 0.0%  100.0%
% within 00%  00% 100.0% 0.0%  7.0%
proportion
% of total 00%  00%  7.0%  00%  7.0%
Joint/mixed  Count 0 0 0 7 7
Expected count 1.9 41 05 05 7.0
%within TYPE  0.0%  00%  00%  100.0% 100.0%
% within 00%  00%  00% 100.0%  7.0%
proportion
% of Total 00%  00%  00%  7.0%  7.0%
Total Count 27 59 7 7 100
Expected count  27.0 59.0 7.0 7.0 100.0
%within TYPE ~ 27.0%  59.0%  7.0%  7.0%  100.0%
% within 100.0% 100.0% 100.0% 100.0%  100.0%
proportion
% of total 27.0%  59.0%  7.0%  7.0%  100.0%
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TABLE 1: Frequencies on measures used.

Research topic Conceptual Quantitative Qualitative Mixed
Prilipco, Antelo & Henderson (2011) - Survey; correlation procedures - -
Antelo (2010) - Survey; variability; correlation ) )
coefficients
Jaussi & Dionne (2004) - Experimental hypothesis testing - -
Felfe & Schyns (2009) - NEO-PI personality assessment; ) )
hypothesis testing
Hollander (1995) Exposition of literature - - -
Singh & Bodhanya (2013) - - Quantitative survey; -
content analysis
Thoroughgood, Hunter & Sawyer (2011) - Hypothesis testing; various - -
manipulations
Phillips & Bedeian (1994) - Survey; various statistical methods ) )
Greyvenstein & Celliers (2012) - - Qualitative; descriptive -
psychodynamic listening post
Ridley, Chatterley & Soutar (1998) - Survey; descriptive; multivariate ) )
analysis
Mossholder, Niebuhr & Norris (1990) - Moderated regression analysis - -
Wiley (1997) - Surveys; descriptive statistics ) )
Lee (2013) - Causality; structural equation modelling - -
Parmer, Green, Duncan & Zarate (2013) - Surveys; structural equation modelling - -
Schyns & Hansbrough (2008) Model of attribution mistakes - - -
through propositions for research
Peus, Braun & Frey (2012) Multilevel model adverse - ) )
leadership: 13 propositions for
research
Kilburn (2010) Research comparisons of follower - - -
typologies: 2 propositions
Clifford & Cohn (1964) - Hypothesis testing - -
Malakian (2014) Theoretical article - - -
Bligh et al. (2007) - Descriptive statistics; regression analysis - )
Steinbauer et al. (2013) - Structural equation modelling; - -
moderated regression analysis
Brown & Thornborrow (1996) - B ) Mixed
Jooste & Fourie (2009) - - - Mixed

Lapierre et al. (2012)

Harms & Spain (2014)

Model of manager’s behaviour: 8
propositions for research

Commentary

Note: Please see the full reference list of the article, Feldman, J.A., 2018, ‘An archival review of preferred methods for theory building in follower research’, South African Journal of Economic and

Management Sciences 21(1), a1582. https://doi.org/10.4102/sajems.v21i1.1582, for more information.
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TABLE 4: Symmetric measures.

Variable  Correlation ~ Value ~ Asymptotic  Approximate ~Approximate
T

standard error® significance
Interval by Pearson’sR  1.000 0000  3260982276.431  0.000°
interval

Ordinal by Spearman  1.000 0.000¢ - -
ordinal correlation

Nofvalid - 100 = = =
cases

*, Not assuming the null hypothesis
%, Using the asymptotic standard error assuming the null hypothesis
< Based on normal approximation
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TABLE 3: Chi-square tests.

Variable Value df Asymp. Sig. (2-sided)
Pearson Chi-Square 300.000° 0.000
Likelihood ratio 207.424 0.000
Linear-by-linear 99.000 0.000
association

N of valid cases 100
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FIGURE 1: Bar chart of trends in research method based on a sample of 25
articles published between 1962 and 2014.
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