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ABSTRACT

 Research into leader-follower relationship theory 
has been forced in recent years, with different studies 
investigating many aspects of leader-follower relationship in 
the organizations. This article gives introduction of leader-
follower relationship theorizing and explains four different 
types of leader-follower relationship.  The article describes 
four relations among the leaders and followers, as affective, 
instrumental, contractual and obligatory relationship. Common 
questions and issues concerning leader-follower relationship 
are addressed. 

Key words: leader, follower, relationship, organization



30 Vision International Refereed Scientific Journal,  Volume 1,  Issue 1,  September 2016

Different Leader- Follower Relationships In Organizations: The Importance Of Leader – Follower Dyads

1. INTRODUCTION

Leader –follower relationship is an integral part of understanding the 
leadership. The assessment of leader –follower relationship can be viewed 
from different perspectives. One of perspectives viewed leader –follower 
as interactions that are integrated into the groups and are included in very 
important group processes. The other one, leader–follower relationship 
interpreted at interpersonal level, and the relationship is seen as how 
individual group members interact and influence each other. At perceptive 
level leader –follower relationship includes followers’ perceptions and 
expectations. However, leader –followerrelationship is a part of many 
leadership theories.

Leadership researchers consider the leadership as an activity that 
leaders do to their followers. In addition, leaders use their own style 
and behave to the followers as towards a group or a collective. Leader –
follower relationship is the focus of interest of the contemporary theories 
for leadership.      

2. CONCEPTUALLY AND METHODOLOGICALLY 
DETERMINATION  

This study is aimed to identify different types of leader-follower 
relationship and emphasize the importance of relations among the leaders 
and followers for the organizational success. Analytical method is used 
to determinate different types of leader-follower relationship in the 
organizations. 

3. LEADER-FOLLOWER RELATIONSHIP 
The leader-member exchange theory (LMX) defines leadership as a 

process in which centre is the leader-member interaction in the organization 
(Northouse, 2010). The leaders accept different ways of behavior to each 
employee. Each pattern of behavior develops over the time and depends on 
the quality of leader-follower interaction (Landy& Conte, 2004). 

Dansereau, Graen&Haga (1975; according to Dunegan et al., 1992) 
conducted research in manufacturing organizations and concluded that 
there was a separation of followers into two different groups. The in-
group consists of a number of trusted followers, with whom the leader has 
high quality relations. They have more freedom dealing with their work 
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roles. The leader has tendency to deal with the in-group members without 
authority or formal power. The out-group consists of remained followers, 
with whom the leader has low quality relations. They have limited freedom 
dealing with their work roles.

Grean, Liden&Hoel (1982) compared the characteristics of high- quality 
relations among in-group members from one side, and the features of the 
relations among out-group members from the other side. They found that 
the in-group members are much more likely to remain in the organization. 
In addition, they look themselves directly involved in the exchange of 
knowledge, logistics and emotional support. In high-quality relationships, 
leaders discuss for the performance with the followers, initiate talks about 
personal problems and work difficulties.       

 Low-quality relationships with out-group members characterized 
with high turnover and leader-follower relationship implicated contractual 
relationship according that, the employee for 40 hours per week earns 
salary for 40 hours. The leaders discuss with any of the employees about 
the performance. 

Recent revisions of the theory leader-member exchange, explain 
the dynamics of the life cycle of the leader-member relationship. The 
relationship begins test, than continues in more reliable and binding on 
relationship, or remains fixed on the first phase (Grea&Scandura, 1987; 
according to Landy& Conte, 2004). The followers that feel the developed 
relationship become in-group members, while those that remain fixed at 
first phase are out-group members. However all relationships begin with 
low quality, but the leader need to further develop to higher levels. Often 
the measure of the success of the leader is the percentage of high- quality 
leader-follower relationship.  

Hyung-Ryong Lee (2000; Hassan &Chandarn, 2005) researched in 
service industry and found that the quality of interpersonal relationships 
significantly influenced on the employees’ justice perception. Justice 
perception moderated leader-follower relationship and few variables as 
work satisfaction, turnover intentions and organizational commitment. 

According to Jiang (2005), there are four types of leader-follower 
relationships. In his doctoral dissertation said that important antecedents 
of the follower loyalty to leader are leader-follower relationships. He 
distinguishes affective relationship, instrumental relationship, contractual 
and obligatory leader-follower relationship.
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The types of relations among the leaders and followers are affective, 
instrumental, contractual and obligatory relationship.

3.1 Affective leader-follower relationship

Affective leader-follower relationship indicates an emotional 
interpersonal relationship, and reciprocity in needs’ satisfaction and 
achieving welfare. There is emotional bond, attachment, between the leader 
and follower. The leader emphasizes followers’ needs, also takes care for 
their welfare.  The followers and the leader develop close interpersonal 
relations. 

In the leader-follower relationships there are accentuated feelings of 
the other. Verbal and nonverbal communication indicates that the other is 
accepted and their relationship is important. The leader provides support 
and openness to the followers. 

The followers identify with the leader, accept his goals and values, and 
so invest extra effort to satisfy the leader. The follower feels accepted as 
a person concludes that has established close relation with the leader. The 
relationship is characterized with establishing cooperative, compatible 
goals where achieving the goals of others, the individuals achieve their 
own (Deutsch, 1973). 

If the leader is indifferent to follower, the follower feels rejected and 
denied, and thinks that has weak relationship with the leader without 
cooperative goals. 

Not many researches have shown effectiveness of affective leader-
follower relationship in the organizations (Johnson, 1989).   

In Hong Kong, strong interpersonal relationships help managers and 
employees to believe that they are powerful, productive and democratic 
(Tjosvold, Hui & Law, 1999). 

The effective leader should be able to listen and respond the interests 
and needs of others. As a base for successful communication, there is a 
need of developing leader’s empathy. If the leader respects and encourages 
others, develops mutual trust that can allow keeping the group in the right 
direction and facilitating the group process without giving directives 
(Parker &Begnaud, 2004).

The leader is empowered to make decisions and solve problems 
after achieving capacity for effective communication. The employees, 
leaderaccepts, feel important in the role performance at work, accept 
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mistakes as learning experience, consider the work as interesting and 
important, and consider themselves as part of the community (Bennis, 
1989; according to Parker &Begnnaud, 2004).  

3.2 Instrumental leader-follower relationship

Instrumental leader-follower relationship includes awarding or 
punishing in order to engage the follower to achieving the desired goal. 
The leader and follower jointly participate in achieving the goals. Each 
plays an important role in achieving the result.

The leader-follower relationship bases on obeying defined by the reward 
or punishment. Goal achievement motivates the instrumental behavior. 
This relation bases more on balancing the inputs and outputs, than meeting 
the needs of others.    

In China, there is a possibility that the leaders are autocratic and create 
vertical one-way relationship with the follower, nevertheless resent studies 
show that from the Chinese managers is expecting reciprocal loyalty to 
employees or risk losing their support (Tjosvold& Wong, 2000).   

Chan &Drasgow (2001; according to Landy and Conte, 2004) explained 
the instrumental motive to lead. They emphasized the personal benefits, 
which follow from that to be a leader. The main characteristics of the 
instrumental motive are that ‘I am interesting to lead, if there are benefits 
for me’, ‘I agree to lead if I see personal benefits’ and ‘Leading others is 
more dirty work than terrible’. 

3.3 Contractual leader-follower relationship 

Contractual supervisor-subordinate relationship indicates high 
power centralization inside the organization, from which formalized and 
normative supervisor-subordinate relations appear, based on defined rules 
and regulations. Leaders and followersperform their tasks determinate in 
advance of organizational regulations. The leader behaves in concordance 
with the organizational regulations, sets the order and systematic work.    

The leader feels responsibility and duty to lead followers (Bobbio& 
Rattazzi, 2006) so leader normative relationship to employees. 

The authority is determinate based on already established procedures 
and there is clearly defined power. Thus, the organization is highly 
centralized. The leader tries to avoid conflicts by the basis of the rules. 
When new problems arise, first he/she needs to find new rules for dealing 
with the problems (Drenth et al., 1998).
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Hospitals where managers follow the rules characterize with fixed 
allocation of daily tasks (De Cock, De Witte and Van Nieuwkerke, 1998; 
according to Drenth et al., 1998). The managers spend more time alone in 
their offices, where they hold contacts with the subordinates and clients. If 
there is a horizontal contact, for example just first-line managers, then the 
higher management should approve information exchange or advices. The 
management makes decisions. Management meetings last very long (4 or 
5 hours a week).      

According to Chan &Drasgow (2001; Landy& Conte, 2004) there is 
social-normative motive to lead. This motive is unselfish, a sense of duty 
or responsibility motivates the individuals, but at the same time, it is honor 
and privilege.Characteristics of the social normative motive are ‘When I 
am called I feel a duty to lead’, ‘I volunteer to lead others when I am able 
to’, ‘I believe in the importance of leading others’ and ‘People should lead 
voluntarily, not to wait the others to ask them’.  

3.4 Obligatory leader-follower relationship   

Obligatory leader-follower relationship includes the obligations 
and responsibilities expected from followers after the given directions 
and orders from authoritative leaders. The leaders show authority with 
giving directives, that their followers should follow (Dorfman et al., 
1997; Lin, 2010). Giving directives means specifying the expectations 
about performance and determining working tasks. That reduces the role 
ambiguity, but influences followers’ confidence. 

A research that compared middle managers from China, USA and Great 
Britain, showed that middle managers from China relied on their leaders 
much more than the American and British managers (Smith, Peterson & 
Wang, 1996; according to Lin, 2010).

The manager also obliges the followers through centralized decision-
making. Followers obey the leader unconditionally, because the leader has 
a legitimate power of decision-making that followers should implement. 
Asking for an opinion from followers denotes, very often, a sign of 
inability of the leader (Javidan et al., 2006). Managers from China are 
much more authoritative then the western managers, especially for sharing 
information with their followers and including them in decision making 
process (Redding & Casey, 1997; according to Dorfman et al., 1997).  

Leader-followerrelationship is also a hierarchical relationship, and 
there is a power distance. The power distance is not only recognized by the 
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size of the office, salary amount and access to organizational resources, but 
also in the style of speaking, dressing, invitations for a meeting and other 
aspects of organizational live (Chen, 1995; according to Lin, 2010).

4. CONCLUSION 

The article has attempted to clarify thinking about leader-follower 
relationship and stimulaten ewthought about where the theory is headed. 
The article also attempted to identify four different relationships among 
leader and follower, and promoteconsideration of leadership within a 
broader framework.  The article providesseveral significant contributions 
to the currentli terature about leadership and organizational psychology.

Manyhavebeenarguingformoreconsiderationofmulti-levelissueswithin
organizationalresearch and theory, and the present articleis a product of such 
consideration. The orizing and research on leader- follower relationship 
has occurred overth eyearson multiplelevels. But there is a need of further 
leader-follower relationship the oryand research from bouth perspectives, 
from the leader and from the follower. Identifying different types of leader-
follower relationship we can come to a clearerunderstandingofleadershi
pandleader-follower relationship, and agree with Dansereauetal. (1984) 
that, greaterattention to levels issues has in creased the clarity, testability, 
comprehensiveness, and creativity of our organizational the orizing.
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