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Purpose: 
The Institute of Medicine’s 2010 Report “The Future of Nursing: Leading Change and 
Advancing Health” describes a part of effective leadership involves recognizing there 
are situations when it is more appropriate to collaborate as well as follow. Those who 
can effectively follow eventually move into a leadership roles. Yet, there is a lack of 
followership theory in the healthcare. The purpose of this study is to explore how 
introducing followership theory informs undergraduate nursing students’ practices and 
views of the follower role. Research questions ask how this new knowledge influences 
the nursing students’ views and practices while advocating, collaborating, and 
addressing lateral violence. 
Methods: Participants for this action research study were recruited through purposeful 
sampling. Inclusion criteria required participants be undergraduate nursing students in 
good academic standing. After attending a seminar where followership theory was 
taught, four weeks of on-line reflections were completed. Data collection methods 
consisted of focus group and individual interviews, on-line reflections, researcher field 
notes and reflective journal. Analysis was completed through domain analysis, verbatim 
transcribing, memo writing, and thematic analysis. Validation was evaluated on a micro 
level using Brinkmann & Kvale’s stages of validation to guide interview validity. On a 
macro level, Herr and Anderson’s five criteria for action research validity were used to 
guide overall design validity. Trustworthiness was achieved through triangulation, 
member checking, researcher journal and log, assessing for coding drift, checking the 
meaning outliers, and considering rival explanations. 
Results: Participants felt the common purpose of health care was to protect and heal 
the patient. Part of learning followership was learning to focus on the common goal, and 
not the leader. By shifting their focus, participants expressed greater accountability for 
reaching the common goal, and realized it was their responsibility to take initiative to 
reach these goals, and not solely the leaders. Participants also realized a follower was a 
role, and not a trait which meant the role could be done in a good or bad way. All 
participants felt they were good followers which meant being a professional, critical 
thinker, engaged, effectively communicating and being a team player. Being a good 
follower meant advocating for the patient but also for self, the leader, and the team. A 
follower was seen as the primary advocate for fellow followers who were targets of 
lateral violence. A good follower effectively communicated, and did not attempt to 
assume the leader’s role for personal gain during collaboration. Taking initiative or 
speaking up, during collaboration, for the benefit of the patient was an acceptable 
action. Followers were seen to have power and the ability to transform a situation even 
if not holding a position of authority. 
Conclusion: Learning followership influenced nursing students’ views by providing a 
new understanding of their accountability, responsibility, and power as a follower to 
initiate action when advocating and collaborating. Their willingness or unwillingness to 



follow was situational to contextual factors, and also influenced their sense of 
engagement 
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Abstract Summary: 
Despite being well studied in disciplines such as Leadership, Business and Engineering, 
Followership theory less known and sometimes misunderstood in health care. 
Understanding the basic tenants of this theory will provide a deeper understanding and 
new perspective of the contextual factors influencing robust collaboration in health care 
teams. 
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Author Summary: Dr. Schwab earned her PhD from the University of Incarnate Word 
in Organizational Leadership. The focus of her dissertation was Followership theory. 
She has spoken at multiple conferences about the often overlooked skill of true 
followership especially as it relates collaboration and advocating in the healthcare. Dr. 



Schwab is full time faculty at UT Health San Antonio teaching primarily in the graduate 
program while continuing her PNP practice in a growing NP led clinic. 


