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Abstract 

The Millennial Generation in the workplace has received increasing attention as it has been 

shown that Millennials demonstrate different attitudes, values, beliefs, and aspirations in the 

workplace compared to the previous generations. Although a number of studies have devoted 

to the investigation of Millennials, the leadership and followership styles exhibited by 

Millennials at work has been largely neglected. Thus, the major purpose of this article is to 

develop a conceptual framework that explores Millennials’ leadership and followership styles 

in the workplace. By examining Millennials in the context of leadership and followership, 

this article provides important theoretical and practical implications. 
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1. Introduction 

With their entry to the workforce, the Millennial Generation has received increasing scholarly 

attention (Harris-Boundy & Flatt, 2010). According to Smola and Sutton (2002), Millennials 

are those born between 1979 and 1994 and have labeled the Millennial Generation as 

Generation Y, Nexters, and the Nexus Generation (e.g., Barnard, Cosgrove, & Welsh, 1998; 

Burke & Ng, 2006; Zemke, Raines, & Filipczak, 2000). Meanwhile, this article uses 

“Millennials” to describe this generation in order to be consistent with the literature and 

public press. Despite their popularity in the literature and public press, Millennials have 

received much concern and speculation. For instance, it is argued that Millennials are 

self-important, impatient, and disloyal (Hill, 2008; Howe & Stauss, 2007; Jacobson, 2007). In 

addition, it is suggested that Millennials are ambitious, value organizational training and 
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development, prefer meaningful work, and seek for personal fulfillment on the jobs (Hauw & 

Vos, 2010; Loughlin & Barling, 2001; Rawlins, Indvik, & Johnson, 2008). Although a 

number of studies have devoted to the study of Millennials in the workplace, the leadership 

and followership styles exhibited by Millennials have not received much attention Millenials 

are not all in the workforce. Therefore, this article strives to address this gap by exploring 

Millennials’ leadership and followership styles in the workplace.  

To add crucial knowledge to the analysis of Millennials as leaders and followers, this article 

evaluates how Millennials’ leadership style is shaped by their work attitudes, beliefs, and 

values and how Millennials behave as followers in the workplace. Specifically, we apply 

Lewin, Lippitt, and White’s (1939) theory of leadership styles, which has been the foci of 

leadership research and modern management (Deutsch, 1992; Wolf, 1973), and Kelley’s 

(1992) theory of followership as it has been suggested to be one of the most important 

contributions in the followership literature (Blanchard, Welbourne, Gilmore, & Bullock, 

2009). 

The remainder of this article is organized as follows. In the second section, we provide a brief 

literature review on Millennials in the workplace with the emphasis on their work values, 

attitudes, and behaviors. Next, we briefly discuss Lewin et al.’s (1939) theory of leadership 

and Kelley’s (1992) theory of followership. This is followed by our theoretical arguments and 

propositions. In the fourth section, we discuss the implications for theory and managerial 

practice. The final section concludes this article with a brief summary. 

2. Literature Review  

2.1 Millennials in the Workplace 

As Millennials are the newest individuals to the workforce, there is an increasing discussion 

on Millennials in the workplace from various perspectives. For instance, drawing upon an 

economic model, Barkin, Heerman, Warren, and Rennhoff (2010) analyzed the impact of 

obesity on lifetime earnings for the Millennial generation and predicted that obese Millennial 

women and men in the U.S. earn an average of $956 billion and $43 billion less than 

non-obese Millennial women and men. In their study of Millennials in teams, Harris-Boundy 

and Flatt (2010) showed that Millennials demonstrate higher levels of individualism than 

collectivism. Hershatter and Epstein (2010) explored ways that the Millennial generation 

approach the world of work and suggested that Millennials integrate technology into their 

lives and expect accommodations by organizations based upon their experiences, needs, and 

desires. In their empirical study of the effect of generation on work attitudes, Kowske, Rasch, 

and Wiley (2010) found that Millennials have higher levels of overall company satisfaction 

and satisfaction with job security, recognition, and career advancement than Generation Xers 

and Baby Boomers. Myers and Sadaghiani (2010) discussed Millennials workplace 

expectations, communication styles, and relationships with team and organizational members. 

Specifically, these researchers suggested that Millennials work well in team settings, are 

motivated by significant tasks, prefer open and frequent communication, and comprehend 

communication technologies. In their field study of the Millennial generation, Ng, Schweitzer, 

and Lyons (2010) discovered that Millenials emphasize individualism, seek for career 
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advancement and skill development, and ensure a meaningful and satisfying life outside of 

work. 

Despite the amount of research on Millennials in the workplace has dramatically increased, 

two important research areas still need to be addressed. Specifically, with their entry to the 

workforce, what leadership style do Millennials exhibit? In addition to their leadership style, 

what is the type of followership style exhibited by the Millennial generation? To answer these 

questions, I apply the theory of leadership styles developed by Lewin et al. (1939) and the 

theory of followership developed by Kelley (1992). In the following sections, Lewin et al.’s 

(1939) theory of leadership and Kelley’s (1992) theory of followership are briefly discussed. 

2.2 Lewin’s Theory of Leadership Styles 

As the concept of leadership covers a wide range of aspects, it has been defined in various 

ways. For instance, Fiedler (1967) defined leadership as the individual who is given the task 

of directing and coordinating task-relevant group activities and who carries the primary 

responsibility for performing these activities in the group. Stogdill (1974) suggested that 

leaders initiate and maintain the structure in expectation and interaction. Pfeffer and Salancik 

(1975) claimed that leadership refers to a leader’s task and social behaviors. Bryman (1992) 

defined leadership as an individual’s ability to guide followers toward common goals. 

Because leadership has been defined in several ways, leadership styles have been developed 

based upon different dimensions such as decision-making distribution and the relationship 

between a leader and a follower (Ismail & Ford, 2010). Among various theories of leadership 

styles, the study conducted by Lewin and his colleagues is one of the most important and 

influential social psychological leadership theories (Liden & Antonakis, 2009; Marrow, 1969; 

Wolf, 1973). Specifically, Lewin, Lippitt, and White conducted an experimental study in 

1939 that examined leadership behavior based on the distribution of decision-making 

authority between a leader and a follower, and discovered that leadership styles can be 

described in three patterns: autocratic, participative, and laissez-faire style. 

Autocratic leadership occurs when a leader makes decisions without asking for subordinates’ 

opinions and suggestions and therefore subordinates have no influence on the 

decision-making process (Yukl, 2002). As autocratic leadership style constrains subordinates’ 

inputs in decisions and exhibits little respect for subordinates’ opinions and values (Bass, 

1990), a number of previous studies have demonstrated the negative outcomes of autocratic 

leadership style such as negative emotions experienced by subordinates (e.g., De Cremer, 

2007), passive-aggressive behavior exhibited by leaders (e.g., Johnson & Klee, 2007), low 

satisfaction and motivation demonstrated by subordinates (e.g., De Cremer, 2006), and 

burnout experienced by subordinates (e.g., De Hoogh & Hartog, 2009). 

Participative leadership style is demonstrated when a leader allows followers to contribute in 

decision-making process (Kaufman, 2001). Thus, participative leaders consult with 

subordinates, ask subordinates’ suggestions, and take subordinates’ ideas into consideration 

when making decisions (Chen & Tjosvold, 2006). Given the joint influence on decision 

making, previous studies have shown various positive outcomes of the participative 

leadership style such as increased subordinates’ motivation (e.g., Locke & Latham, 1990), 
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commitment (e.g., Yammarino & Naughton, 1992), satisfaction (e.g., Smylie, Lazarus, & 

Brownlee-Conyers, 1996), and reduced turnover (e.g., Spector, 1986). 

Laissez-faire leadership describes those leaders who are reluctant to influence or give 

directions to subordinates and subordinates thus have considerable freedom in deciding their 

actions (Deluga, 1990). Because laissez-faire leaders avoid exercising leadership functions, 

they avoid making decisions, hesitate in taking actions, and are absent when needed (Judge & 

Piccolo, 2004). 

2.3 Kelley’s Theory of Followership 

According to Howell and Costley (2001), followership refers to an interactive role that an 

individual plays that complements the leadership role, and is as important as the leadership 

role in determining group and organizational performance. Although leaders would not be 

existent without followers (Hollander, 1993), followership is still an understudied discipline 

(Mushonga & Torrance, 2008) because it is usually associated with negative connotations 

(Bjugstad, Thach, Thompson, & Morris, 2006). Meanwhile, Kelley (1992) claimed that 

followers are those individuals who are courageous and honest, and who cooperate to 

accomplish goals without competing for leadership or power. Based upon the definition of 

followership, Kelley further conceptualized followership using two behavioral dimensions: 

critical thinking and active engagement. Specifically, followers with high levels of critical 

thinking are independent and critical thinkers, willing to be creative and innovative, and 

willing to offer criticism regardless of the consequences (Mushonga & Torrance, 2008). 

Meanwhile, followers who have high levels of active engagement often take initiatives, 

assume ownership, and actively participate in performing their jobs (Blanchard et al., 2009). 

Moreover, high actively engaged followers go above and beyond their job requirements and 

exert effort to accomplish goals (Kahn, 1990; Rothbard, 2001), which in turn lead to positive 

outcomes such as increased job satisfaction, organizational commitment, and decreased 

turnover (Salanova, Lorens, Cifre, Martinez, & Schaufeli, 2003; Schaufeli & Bakker, 2004). 

Based upon the characteristics of followers who demonstrate different levels of critical 

thinking and active engagement, Kelley developed a four-quadrant followership model that 

describes four styles of followership including alienated, conformist, passive, and exemplary 

followers. According to model, alienated followers are those who have a healthy skepticism 

of the organization. Conformist followers are those who actively do their tasks and follow 

orders. Passive followers are those who require constant direction. Exemplary followers are 

characterized as being independent and innovative, and being able to understand how to work 

and interact with others in organizations. 

The brief review of Lewin et al.’s theory of leadership styles and Kelley’s (1992) theory of 

followership styles has shown the behavioral characteristics of each of the leadership and 

followership styles exhibits. In the following section, I provide my theoretical arguments and 

positions on the leadership and followership styles exhibited by Millennials at work. 

3. Theoretical Framework and Propositions 

3.1 Leadership Style Exhibited by Millennials 
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Millennials in the workplace have been discussed and researched by previous studies from 

two major perspectives. A first research stream focuses on Millennials’ work attitudes and 

values. Although consistent findings have not been shown in the literature, it has generally 

been demonstrated that Millennials focus much on the social aspect of work such as having 

friendly coworkers and interesting work environment (Ng et al., 2010). Similarly, in their 

empirical study of medical students’ motives, Borges, Manuel, Elam, and Jones (2010) found 

that Millennials have greater social needs, tighter peer bond, and stronger team orientation 

than Generation Xers. The focus of social aspect at work, however, does not result in 

Millennials’ lack of effort in the workplace. Specifically, Millennials are found to be 

hard-working, responsible, team-oriented, and altruistic (Elam, Stratton, & Gibson, 2007; 

Gloeckler, 2008). Alsop (2008) supported this view by noting that Millennials’ altruistic 

behavior is mainly influenced by their families and friends. It is also because of their 

team-oriented mindset, Millennials tend to demonstrate an inclusive management style where 

immediate feedback is emphasized (Lowe, Levitt, & Wilson, 2008). Additionally, Millennials 

have been found to demonstrate higher levels of self-esteem and assertiveness than previous 

generations (Twenge & Campbell, 2001) and to be extraordinarily confident of their abilities 

(Harris-Boundy & Flatt, 2010). These characteristics have also been found by Trzesniewski 

and Donnellan (2010). Specifically, Trzesniewski and Donnellan revealed that Millennials 

tend to have high levels of self-esteem and external locus of control compared to previous 

generations in a study of high school birth cohort. 

A second research stream discusses Millennials’ communication style. According to previous 

research, Millennials not only seek for frequent, positive, and open communication in the 

workplace constantly but also gather and share information readily (e.g., Gursoy, Maier, & 

Chi, 2008; Hill 2002; Howe & Strauss, 2007; Tapscott, 1998; Marston, 2007; Martin, 2005; 

Zemke et al., 2000). From this perspective, one can expect that Millennials, as leaders, will 

utilize a two-way communication approach and emphasize the importance of having 

reciprocal relationships with subordinates. Meanwhile, the leadership literature has suggested 

that participative leadership involves including subordinates in decision making, asking for 

subordinates’ suggestions, and discussing organizational issues with subordinates (Chen & 

Tjosvold, 2006). Thus, when linking Milllennials’ workplace attitudes, beliefs, values, and 

communication style with leadership styles, it is expected that Millennials will demonstrate 

high levels of participative leadership style. This suggests the first proposition:  

Proposition 1: Millennials will demonstrate high levels of participative leadership style in 

the workplace. 

3.2 Followership Style Exhibited by Millennials 

When examining the communication style of Millennials, previous studies have found that 

Millennials expect to communicate with their supervisor openly and frequently (Gursoy et al., 

2008; Martin, 2005) and to maintain strong relationships with supervisors (Jokisaari & Nurmi 

2009; Martin 2005). Moreover, Alsop (2008) and Gursoy et al. (2008) suggested that 

Millennials prefer to work with others as they perceive working in groups is interesting. 

However, Millennials also expect to express their thoughts, ideas, and opinions and are not 
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intimidated by others because of lack of experience and status (Myer & Sadaghiani, 2010). 

Furthermore, Millennials often demonstrate high levels of need for achievement, trust in their 

organizations, and desire for organizational systems that support and develop them 

(Hershatter & Epstein, 2010; Howe & Strauss, 2003; Myer & Sadaghiani, 2010). 

According to Kelley’s (1992) followership model, it is suggested that exemplary followers 

play a crucial role in determining organizational success because they are independent, 

innovative, and willing to question leadership. In other words, exemplary followers 

constantly engage in critical and independent thinking (Mushonga & Torrance, 2008). Given 

that Millennials prefer to express their thoughts, ideas, and opinions freely and frequently 

(Myer & Sadaghiani, 2010), one can expect that Millennials will demonstrate the 

characteristics of exemplary followership style in the workplace. 

Moreover, it is suggested that exemplary followers often engage in questioning their leaders’ 

decisions (Mushonga & Torrance, 2008). In other words, exemplary followers might not 

consider their statuses, titles, or experience when disagreeing with their leaders. Furthermore, 

Bjugsad et al. (2006) claimed that exemplary followers work well with others and are always 

available to those who interact with them. Given that Millennials perceive working in groups 

to be interesting (Alsop, 2008; Gursoy et al., 2008), one can expect that Millennials will 

demonstrate the characteristics of exemplary followership style in the workplace. This 

argument supports the second proposition:  

Proposition 2: Millennials will demonstrate high levels of exemplary followership style in 

the workplace. 

4. Discussion 

This article has intended to describe the leadership and followership styles exhibited by the 

Millennial generation in the workplace. The purpose is to provide organizations and 

managers an understanding of Millennials in the contexts of leadership and followership. 

Given that this aspect has been largely neglected by previous studies, this article provides 

several important implications for theory and managerial practice. In the following sections, 

implications for theory and practice are presented. 

4.1 Implications for Theory 

We believe that the investigation of Millennials’ leadership and followership in the workplace 

extends the prior research on Millennials’ in two major ways. First, to our best knowledge, 

this article is one of the first few studies that extend Lewin et al.’s (1939) leadership style 

theory to the Millennial generation. Specifically, because Millennials will continue to enter 

the workforce until around 2022 (Hershatter & Epstein, 2010), this article provides additional 

insight into the understanding of Millennials as leaders in the workplace as previous research 

on Millennials focuses much on their attitudes, values, beliefs, and aspirations in the 

workplace rather than on  how Millennials behave as leaders.   

In addition to discussing Millennials’ leadership style, this article provides important 

contribution to the followership literature by adding the newest generation of the workforce 
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into the literature. Given that followership is an important but understudied field (Blanchard 

et al., 2009), this article offers a theoretical basis for future theoretical and empirical 

followership research. 

4.1 Implications for Practice 

If the propositions offered by this article are validated by future empirical research, the 

framework could have important practical implications. First, understanding Millennials’ 

leadership style may provide insight into designing a work environment where leadership 

effectiveness is maximized, which in turn fosters individual, group, and organizational 

performance. For instance, we have claimed that Millennials will demonstrate a participative 

leadership style in the workplace. Thus, organizations can facilitate leadership effectiveness 

by removing organizational barriers such as organizational structure and levels as they have 

been suggested that organizational levels is one of the factors that influence leadership style 

(Mintzberg, 1980; Yukl, 2002). 

Second, by understanding the followership style exhibited by Millennials, organizations and 

managers are able to manage Millennials work performance more effectively. For example, 

the leader-member exchange (LMX) theory (Dansereau, Graen, & Haga, 1975) has suggested 

that leadership effectiveness is the result of the quality of the dyadic relationship between 

leader and follower and the quality of this relationship is determined by the negotiation 

between a leader and follower (Graen & Scandura, 1987; Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). Since the 

negotiation is initiated by the leader and reciprocated by the follower, organizations and 

managers need to ensure that Millennial followers perceive the initial contribution from their 

leaders so that they are able to experience a more satisfying and high quality LMX 

relationship, which in turn may improve Millennial followers’ performance, satisfaction, and 

work attitudes. Given that Millennials prefer to express their thoughts, ideas, and opinions 

freely and frequently (Myer & Sadaghiani, 2010), high quality LMX can be obtained, for 

example, by using a two-way communication approach such as offering open forum 

discussions. 

In addition to ensuring the quality of the leader-member relationship, organizations and 

managers can improve leadership effectiveness by matching right leadership style to 

Millennials’ followership style. Specifically, it is suggested that a leader’s effectiveness is 

greatly influenced by the followers’ permission (DePree, 1992). Because Millennials tend to 

demonstrate high levels of self-esteem and assertiveness and to be extraordinarily confident 

of their abilities (Harris-Boundy & Flatt, 2010; Twenge & Campbell, 2001), a delegating 

leadership style as suggested by Bjugstad et al. (2006) may be used so that Millennial 

followers are able to experience high levels of responsibility, work meaningfulness, and 

personal fulfillment on the jobs, which in turn may lead to high levels of leadership 

effectiveness and organizational performance. 

5. Limitations and Future Research Suggestions 

By exploring leadership and followership styles exhibited by the Millennial generation at 

work, this article provides a new perspective on understanding Millennials in the workplace. 
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Although this article intends to explore this new perspective, it is not without limitations. 

A first limitation is related to the discussion of leadership styles. Specifically, there are many 

important leadership theories such as the contingency model of leadership (Fiedler, 1967), 

path-goal theory of leadership (House, 1971; House & Mitchell, 1974), vertical dyad linkage 

theory (Dansereau, et al., 1975), transformational leadership theory (Bass, 1985), etc. 

Although this article applies Lewin et al.’s (1939) theory of leadership styles, which has been 

a major theoretical base for many studies that investigated different leadership styles (Eagly 

& Johannesen-Schmidt, 2001; Rosenbaum & Rosenbaum, 1971), future research that applies 

other leadership theories is still needed in order to expand our understanding of Millennials in 

the context of leadership. 

When examining leadership and followership styles of the Millennial generation in the 

workplace, this article focuses mainly on the attitudes, values, beliefs, and aspirations of 

Millennials in the workplace identified by previous research. However, it has also been 

shown that individual and organizational factors could affect leadership and followership 

styles exhibited. For example, Valliant and Loring (1998) examined the relationship between 

leadership styles and personality and found that personality traits such as self-control and 

tolerance significantly affected an individual’s leadership style. Moreover, it has been 

suggested that organizational culture could influence leadership styles in the organization 

(Lok & Crawford, 2004; Ogbonna & Harris, 2000). Although the primary objective of this 

article is to take the first step and investigate Millennials’ leadership and followership styles 

in the workplace, future studies that include micro- and macro-level variables are still needed 

to strengthen the framework offered by this article. Despite the potential limitations, this 

article provides important implications for theory and managerial practice. 

6. Conclusion 

We have sought to explain the leadership and followership styles of the Millennial generation. 

As this perspective has not been explored by previous studies, this article provides important 

implications for theory and managerial practice. By understanding Millennials’ leadership 

and followership styles in the workplace, organizations and managers are able to structure a 

workplace where performance is maximized.   
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