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Follower-ship
Mark D. Hansen, CSP, CPE, PE

Everywhere I turn young professionals want to be leaders.  Fresh out of school, they want to be the boss.  They want to run the department, yet they really don't have a clue what they are asking. Without the career seasoning of the how to do safety and the experience of how to link them all together in an integrated fashion it is asking for failure to try and lead.  In order to be a good leader, you must first be a good follower.  No leader worth his salt would ever replace him- or her-self with someone who has not demonstrated good follower-ship.  Mastering follower-ship is not easy and takes time.  Many in the industry call it, "paying your dues."  The dues refers to the requisite experience and mistake making that season you so that the hurdles that are thrown in front of you and your department can be easily overcome.  Without experience as a good follower, you are doomed to failure in the role as leader.  In fact, when I interview new candidates, I structure questions to capture the information I need to assess these characteristics.

So what are some of the characteristics of a follower.  I have put some of these characteristics into a list below that summarize follower-ship.  A good follower:

1. Has unselfish humility.  When you are asked to do a task that appears to be beneath you, do it without complaining and whining.  We may not realize the importance of such a task until later.  Too many professionals today want to sit in an office and tell everyone what to do.  When you are a follower, your job is to suck it up and do the menial tasks.  Who knows it may make your boss and your department look better, just when they need the image enhancement. 

I remember working in the aerospace industry, when the company hired a lot of retired Lt. Colonels.   I referred to them as telephone colonels.  They answered the telephone as Colonel So-and-so, but they weren’t Colonels yet.  The fact that they retired Lt. Colonels, generally meant that they got passed over enough that they had to retire.  These guys were great at telling people what to do, but they lacked much of the technical depth to really know the detailed “how” of implementation.  The result in many cases was abject failure of their projects.  The lesson here is, it doesn’t matter where you are in your career, early or mid-way, if you haven’t done the tasks it is difficult to explain to someone else how to do the job.

2.
Has unconditional commitment.  Today, I dare say that there is little commitment, not to say unconditional commitment to your departments.  Much of industry has brought this on themselves with down-sizing, right-sizing and sometimes cap-sizing.  Without commitment to your boss and department, when you fail to come through when you are needed, may be just when they need you the most.  Without unconditional commitment, you are doomed to mediocrity.  If you cannot bring yourself to committing yourself to your boss or department, you will be found out and your career growth will be severely stunted.

3.
Is obedient to your department and boss.  When you are told to do something in the heat of the moment, don't question to the nth degree.  By the time you get an adequate answer the whole facility or plant may be burned down.  Just say, "Yes sir or ma'am," and ask questions later.  If you go as far as arguing with superiors, this can easily be construed as insubordination.  I have gone as far as relieving people during emergencies and replacing them with people who are cooperative.  If you can't master obedience, I have no solution for you.  If you are not obedient, your future in the business world may just be a short one.

4.
Anticipates difficulty.  When you are asked to take a task to completion, assume that there will be problems.  Schedule with some slack for delays.  Anticipate that not all information will be readily available. Be ready to persevere and work a longer than eight-hour day.  Prepare a Plan B, Plan C and a Plan D, if Plan A falters.  Plan for the worst and hope for the best.  Just don't be surprised when things begin to unravel because you have contingency plans to handle it.

5.
Demonstrates initiative.  How many professionals have you seen that have to be told what to do?  This goes down to the most minute detail.  And if you don't, they say, "You didn't say I had to do that?"  Take the initiative and do things that you haven't been told.  If you someday have aspirations to be a leader, initiative is a key ingredient.  How many leaders do you know who wait around for someone to tell them what to do?

6.
Knows his priorities.  When I was in college, a professor approached me to sign up for a robotics class.  He claimed it would be very interesting as he would be teaching it.  I replied, "I could spend my life taking interesting classes.  But I wanted to graduate on time.  I set a priority not to deviate from my degree plan, regardless of how interesting other classes were.  In the working world you must set priorities and only alter them when your superiors re-direct you with their priorities.  This will ensure success in your projects as well as show your superiors that you let their tasks take priority regardless of their own.

7.
Has Loyalty.  Have we seen the last of loyalty?  Is everyone out to stab their boss in the back so they can get promoted?  What has happened to our society when loyalty has been virtually eliminated from our vocabulary?  When someone attacks your boss or your department, be the first to come to the aid of your colleagues.  When you boss needs your help, give of yourself.  

8.
Has a thankful heart.  Too many professionals look around at what everyone else has and wonder what don't I have that?  I want what they have!  Well, remember that those who have more generally have more responsibility and they earned what they have.  You too must earn what you get.  Be thankful for what you have.  If you can't find anyone more needy that yourself, go to an inner-city, or a hospital, you don't have to look hard and you will see needy people.  Once you see where you are in comparison, you will be thankful.  So, stop your whining!

9.
Persistent.  I can't tell you how many professionals that make good money come to me and say, "I couldn't do what you asked me because ...."  Every little hurdle seems a mile high.  Instead of trying to find another way to do it they say, "Okay, I tried once, and it didn't work, so you tell me how to do it."  I remember getting a call from the plant at 2 AM, when the site safety manager, called me and said, "A guy got hurt, what do I do?"  It wasn't serious so I said, "What do you think you need to do?"  After getting through his attitude that I was supposed to tell him how to do everything, he worked it out with my assistance.  I ended the conversation by saying, "Next time, I want you to figure this all out and when you call me you will have several options coupled with what you did, and I will advise you accordingly."  That is persistence.

10.
Completes the task.  Related to persistence is completing the task.  Too many professionals today finish 90% of the task and assume someone else is going to finish it.  They say, "Well, I did most of it."  And they have no problem with that.  As a professional, you were hired to complete tasks that are given to you, not mostly-complete every task.  You are to make your boss' job easier not harder.  If you always make it harder, you may wake up and find yourself fired and replaced with someone who will make your boss' job easier.

Well, these are the characteristics that I have identified that make up follower-ship.  If you master these, over a period of time you may be considered as paying your dues and ready to be  dubbed as a leader.  But remember, even at the next level, you will always have a boss, and he/she is the leader and you are the follower.  No matter where you go, unless you are the CEO you will always have some follower tasks.  So keep these characteristics in mind as you scale the corporate ladder and move up in the food chain.  Who knows how far you might go.


