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A New Perspective on Tomorrow’s Leaders:
FFA Members’ Attitudes on Followership

Introduction 
With all the leadership building opportunities the National FFA Organization offers, it is obvious why this group of young individuals have such a renowned reputation for being the leaders of tomorrow. Synonymous with the term leader, an FFA member as an individual is taught to strive for leadership roles and gain the knowledge and experiences to better themselves. It is important for leaders to realize and understand the needs of their followers. This study aligns with the National Research Agenda, priority area six: Vibrant, Resilient, Communities; more specifically, the focus to “encourage youth and adults to become future members and leaders of the community”, (Doerfert, 2011, page 10) as it examines attitudes of students involved in the agricultural learning environment. This study will be relevant to the leadership, follower qualities, role of the follower, languages of followership, and courageous conscience aspects of an educational environment devoted to growth of individuals. 

Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework for this study is based on Kelley’s idea of followership. Kelley (2008) explains his view on the importance of focusing on the follower rather than the leader, as leaders do not exist in a vacuum. The term “follower” was adopted in the 1980s. Kelley’s initial article, “In Praise of Followers,” moved followership discussion into the media radar. The article sights several themes in followership literature:  the idea that followers and leaders are roles, not people; followers are active; followers and leaders need to share a common purpose; and the existence of a relationship between a leader and followers (Baker, 2007). Followership has been viewed negatively, as an afterthought, first focusing on the leader (Kelley, 2008). The romance of leadership and how followers have been seen as more of an output of leadership rather than an input is one concern when studying followership. Avolio, Walumbwa, and Weber state that, “leadership effectiveness is just as much a product of good followers as it is of good leaders” (2009, p. 435). Des Marais, Yang, and Farzanehkia (2000) associate the idea of leadership and service learning. They note the importance of leadership skills in youth who serve their community. They found that the idea of being a service to others plays a dominant role in teaching youth to become leaders and practice leadership skills (Des Marais, Yang, & Farzanehkia, 2000).
Methodology
This study on followership is part of a larger study directed toward [State] high school FFA members. A purposive sample of 71 high school FFA chapter members was selected. Fraenkel and Wallen (2009) state that purposive sampling is acceptable when a researcher needs a sample matching specifications essential to the study. Due to maturation and more advanced experience within the FFA Organization, only high school FFA members’ attitudes toward followership were examined. A researcher designed questionnaire was developed to assess FFA members’ perceptions on followership. Using a four point Likert-type scale (1= strongly disagree, 2= disagree, 3= agree, and 4= strongly agree), FFA members rated their level of agreement with several statements related to followership.  The instrument was reviewed by a panel of experts to determine content and face validity. Cronbach’s alpha was calculated post hoc on Likert items and was found to be  = .87. 
Findings

	The sample of high school students surveyed consisted of 46.5% male and 53.4% female, ranging in age from 14 to 18 years old. The majority of students surveyed were 17-years-old, (29.6%). Closely followed by the 16-year-old group accounted for 26.8% and the 15-year-olds accounted for 25.4%. The remaining age groups were 12.7% being 18-years-old, and the remainder 5.6% were 14-years-old. Another demographic measured, was students’ years involved in the FFA Organization. Results ranged from one to four years of involvement, with students of three years of FFA experience making up over a third of the participants (39.1%). Their levels of agreement with the following statements related to followership are summarized in Table 1.

Table1.
FFA members’ perceptions of followership
	Items posting highest mean scores
	Mean
	Std. Deviation

	Leaders should keep followers informed when situations change.
	3.3099
	.64568

	Followers can think for themselves.
	3.3000
	.70915

	Followers should speak up at meetings and share information.
	3.2958
	.72495

	Items posting lowest mean scores
	
	

	Chapters can succeed without organized followers.
	2.0286
	.79803

	Followers lack the knowledge to lead.
	1.7571
	.80642

	A leader is always right.
	1.7183
	.67998


N = 71.
Conclusions, Implications and Recommendations

Based on the findings, it can be concluded that the students surveyed felt that followers played a significant role within their organization. This aligns with Kelley’s (2008) notion that followers are active and have a purpose in an organization. FFA members agreed most with the statement that, “Leaders should keep followers informed when situations change.” They most disagreed with the statement regarding followership that, “A leader is always right.” 

This data may provide insight to the National FFA Organization and other youth leadership organizations in regard to members’ viewpoints of followership. As a leadership organization, the FFA can take the attitudes surveyed and apply the necessary education to enhance the quality leadership skills already being instilled into its members. Agriculture teachers may better understand how students prioritize the members’ roles within their FFA chapter. They can also more effectively meet the needs of members in leadership roles, helping them to realize the importance of followers thus making them better leaders. 

Future research efforts should target the phenomenon of followership and its contribution to leadership theory and practice. Investigating these concepts can affect views toward followership roles. Followership theory could be enhanced from knowing the magnitude of importance youth within leadership organizations place on follower roles.
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