
Leaders and Followers 

 

“If your actions inspire others to dream more, learn more,  

do more and become more, you are a leader.” 

John Quincy Adams, 6th U.S. President  

 

“Leadership is a two-way street, loyalty up and loyalty down. 

Respect for one’s superiors and care for one’s crew.” 

Grace Murray Hopper, Rear Admiral and Pioneer Computer Scientist  

 

 

Everyone works better with a leader whose way of leading just fits.  Depending on who’s 

in your group, your usual leadership style may not succeed as well as you’d like.  Before 

you choose to lead a group in a particular way, it helps to understand what everyone in the 

group needs in order to do their best.  Some people prefer very specific directions; 

others favor fewer guidelines.  If necessary, adjust your leadership style to be the 

leader your group needs you to be. 

 

DOUGLAS McGREGOR’S HUMAN BEHAVIOR THEORIES 

 

THEORY Y: Leaders believe the people in their group (Y people) are very capable and 

self-motivated, requiring little direction. 

 

THEORY X: Leaders believe the people in their group (X people) are not as capable and 

self-motivated and prefer to be told what to do. 

 

Leaders themselves are neither Y nor X people; rather, they are “group-centered” or 

“lead-centered” in how they lead the people in their group.  

 

Y and X behavior can change depending on the project that needs to be done and the 

individual makeup of the group and the leader. 

 

Neither group-centered nor leader-centered leadership is necessarily the best way to 

lead a group.  What’s important for an effective leader to recognize is his or her own 

behavior and how he or she views the individuals of the group.   

 



For example, when group members are excited and motivated by what they are doing, 

they won’t necessarily need a lot of direction or structure (they’re Y people with a group-

centered leader).  With a different set of circumstances, however, these same people 

may be more productive if told what to do and how to do it (they’re X people with a 

leader-centered leader). 

 

 

Now ask yourself:   

 How do you generally see yourself as a leader?  How about a follower? 

 How do you tend to see the people in your group when you’re the leader? 

 What type of leader most motivates you when you’re a member of a group? 

 

While some leaders are group-centered and some leader-centered, most people in 

leadership roles generally use a combination of approaches to lead a group, depending on 

the situation.  For example, if you are a captain of a sports team that has been together 

for some time, you’ll likely use more of a group-centered leadership style.  You realize the 

group doesn’t need much direction from you.  If you’re a camp leader training a new group 

of counselors, you’re more likely to be directive and leader-centered to make sure the 

counselors are prepared to work with young kids.  You recognize there’s a lot of 

information they must learn, with little room for mistakes. 

 

As you respond to the following questions and statements, keep in mind different 

situations you’ve experienced with the same leader.  Consider whether the leader used 

different approaches in guiding the group, depending on who was in the group. 

 

1. Write about (IN RED TEXT) a leadership experience of your own OR one that  you 

observed where you felt a group-centered leadership style was effective.  

Describe the situation, how people were treated in the group (as Y’s or X’s) and 

why the style was effective. 

 

 

 

2. Write about (IN RED TEXT) a leadership experience of your own OR one you 

observed where you felt that a leader-centered leadership style was effective.  

Describe the situation, how people were treated in the group (as Y’s or X’s) and 

why the style was effective. 

 



 

 

3. When you take the lead with groups, either in a formal role or under more 

everyday circumstances, do you tend to use a group-centred or a leader-centered 

leadership approach?  Type your answer (IN RED TEXT) and explain why this 

approach is a natural fit for you or if it’s a style you would like to change. 


