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ABOUT THE COVER






In Humble Influence: The Strength of True Followership , Jim Matuga beautifully illustrates how true leadership is often shaped by strong, intentional followership—much like a school of fish instinctively moving together in harmony. Just as fish rely on their leader to navigate currents, avoid danger, and find sustenance, effective followers support, elevate, and empower their leaders to achieve a shared vision. The single white fish leading the red school on the book’s cover symbolizes how influence flows not from authority but from trust, unity, and purposeful collaboration. This book redefines the power of followership as an essential force in leadership and success.
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WHY I WROTE THIS BOOK…




In a bustling coffee shop in the heart of New York City, I sat across from a young professional named Michael. He’d landed his dream job at a prominent tech firm, but he felt lost. 

“I want to make an impact,” he said, stirring his coffee absentmindedly. “But I’m not a leader. Everyone talks about leadership, but what about people like me? I don’t want to be in charge—I just want to do great work.”

That conversation was the spark for this book. Michael wasn’t alone. Over the years, I’ve met countless individuals who feel overshadowed by the leadership narrative. They’re the ones working tirelessly behind the scenes, driving success without seeking the limelight.

This book is for them—for you. It’s about redefining success and celebrating the vital role of followership.

When I first set out to write this book, I asked myself a simple question; Why do we celebrate leaders so often, yet rarely acknowledge the followers who make their success possible?

For years, I had been immersed in the world of leadership—reading books, attending seminars, and studying the habits of great leaders. Leadership, it seemed, was the ultimate skill to master, the key to unlocking success in life and business.

But as I reflected on my own experiences, I realized something profound: leadership cannot exist without followership.

Think about it. The most celebrated leaders in history—whether they’re biblical figures like Moses, visionaries like Martin Luther King Jr., or modern trailblazers like Elon Musk—achieved greatness not by standing alone, but through the collective efforts of those who supported and followed them. These followers were not passive or unimportant. They were active participants, critical thinkers, and indispensable contributors.

Yet, followership is often misunderstood. It’s seen as a secondary role, a fallback for those who don’t aspire to lead. Nothing could be further from the truth. Followership is a skill, a mindset, and a powerful force. Great followers drive missions forward, support their leaders, and create the foundation for success.

In today’s fast-paced and interconnected world, the importance of followership is gaining recognition as a critical factor in organizational success. Adam Hanft’s December, 15, 2024 Inc. Article: Why Followership Is More Important Than Ever, explores this often-over-looked role and highlights how followers can shape outcomes, influence leaders, and drive teams toward their goals.

Hanft challenges the traditional leadership narrative, pointing out that in a modern environment marked by collaboration, complexity, and innovation, followership is not a passive act but an active, intentional process. This perspective aligns perfectly with the principles outlined in Humble Influence: The Strength of True Followership.

Hanft’s insights draw attention to the shift happening across industries: leaders are no longer the sole architects of success. Today’s most effective teams rely on followers who take initiative, offer ideas, and hold themselves accountable.

This redefinition mirrors the foundational ideas of Robert Kelley’s 1992, The Power of Followership, which was among the first to argue that great followers are characterized by their engagement, critical thinking, and ability to partner effectively with leaders. Kelley identified that organizations thrive not because of “sheepish” obedience, but because of proactive individuals who embrace responsibility and align their actions with a shared purpose.

The parallels between Hanft’s modern observations and the lessons of humility in followership outlined in Humble Influence are striking. While Hanft points to the necessity of shifting away from outdated leader-centric models, Humble Influence takes this idea further by demonstrating how humility, empathy, and adaptability are the cornerstones of great followership. Followers who prioritize the team’s success over personal accolades—those who listen, contribute, and strengthen the leader’s vision—are indispensable in achieving lasting results.

The concepts explored in Hanft’s article resonate throughout this book. Humble Influence builds on the belief that followership is not simply “supporting” leadership; it is about amplifying it. By aligning personal values with the team’s mission and intentionally embracing the role of follower, individuals elevate their teams and their leaders.

As Hanft aptly notes, the challenges of today demand a more dynamic understanding of leadership and followership—one where leaders and followers act as partners, collaborating to overcome obstacles and achieve shared goals.

This is the essence of Humble Influence, that true greatness lies not just in leading well, but in following with purpose, humility, and a commitment to something greater than oneself.

This book is a celebration of followership. It’s a guide for those who recognize that being a follower is not about subservience but about partnership. It’s for the quiet contributors, the team players, and the behind-the-scenes problem-solvers who know that their work matters just as much—if not more—than the person at the top.

In the chapters that follow, you’ll discover the principles of effective followership, drawn from history, biblical wisdom, and real-world examples. You’ll learn how to align with your purpose, cultivate trust, and take initiative in ways that elevate your leader, your team, and yourself.

This is not a book about stepping out of the shadows. It’s about understanding the transformative power of the role you already play.

It’s about embracing the idea that followership is not just a precursor to leadership—it’s an art and a calling in its own right.

I hope this book inspires you to see followership in a new light and empowers you to lead from within. Because at the heart of every great success story is a team of great followers—and you are one of them.

Welcome to Humble Influence: The Strength of True Followership

Jim Matuga








  
  
WHAT THIS BOOK IS ABOUT…




Followership is often misunderstood. The idea of being a follower can be seen as a secondary role reserved for those who don’t aspire to lead. I argue that nothing could be further from the truth. True followership is an art—an active, intentional process of aligning with a mission, supporting leaders, and contributing to collective success. It  requires humility  to serve, courage to speak up, and wisdom to act with purpose. It is the strength of true followership that matters. Just as Joshua’s years of faithful service under Moses prepared him to lead the Israelites into the Promised Land, your own season of followership is not a waiting room—it’s a crucible for growth. In these moments of learning, observing, and contributing, you are not standing in the shadows; you are forging the skills and character that will one day define your legacy.

Humble Influence is the ability to positively impact a team, organization, or leader through trust, dedication, and service—without needing a formal leadership role. It means following with purpose, taking initiative, supporting the vision, and contributing ideas while remaining teachable and adaptable. A follower with humble influence doesn’t seek recognition but instead uplifts the team, fosters collaboration, and helps create an environment where everyone can succeed.

“Good followership is a prerequisite for good leadership.”

—John C. Maxwell

In 1998, John C. Maxwell published The 21 Irrefutable Laws of Leadership, a book that became a New York Times bestseller and has since sold nearly two million copies. It not only resonated with aspiring leaders worldwide but also launched an entire industry dedicated to the study and practice of leadership. Today, the “business of leadership” spans books, conferences, graduate programs, and online courses, generating over $50 billion annually.

This explosion of interest in leadership is no surprise. Leadership is aspirational—many people see themselves as potential leaders. But what about those who don’t aspire to lead? What about the followers? Those are the questions I began to ask myself on April 17, 2007, while attending a leadership conference at West Virginia University. That day, I heard author James Kouzes speak about his book, The Leadership Challenge. And that’s where the idea for this book first was planted in my mind. It only took 18 years of experience, conversations, study, research and clarifying my thoughts to finally gain the courage to actually put words to my ideas.

My value proposition was this: Where can someone who prefers to work behind the scenes—who values contribution over command—turn for guidance and training?

Surprisingly, resources for followers are scarce. While leadership programs abound, materials aimed at helping individuals grow as followers are almost nonexistent. This gap is striking, especially given that the success of any leader hinges on the effectiveness of their followers.

Do you see the paradox?

For nearly three decades, I’ve been privileged to work with extraordinary leaders and mentors—people like Milan Puskar, founder of Mylan Laboratories; Doug Leech, founder of Centra Bank; and yes, even John Maxwell himself. Their wisdom, guidance, and generosity taught me the nuances of effective leadership.

Over the course of my 36-year business career, I’ve talked with thousands of business leaders. Since 2017, I’ve interviewed hundreds

What this book is about…

of business owners and leaders on my weekly podcast “Positively West Virginia.” And each episode I ask these leaders about their thoughts on leadership. What I found is the universal truth that everything rises and falls on leadership.

But I’ve also observed another truth: as much as leadership requires training, followership requires it just as much. It’s not enough to be a leader of vision and charisma. A leader without effective followers is like a captain with no crew.

“He who thinks he leads, but has no followers, is only taking a walk.”

—John C. Maxwell

Followership, contrary to popular belief, isn’t about passively “doing what you’re told.” It’s an active, intentional role that demands discipline, critical thinking, and emotional intelligence. Yet society often overlooks its significance, assuming that following is easy or innate. This assumption is wrong.

Great followership is as much a skill as great leadership. It requires: humility to serve without seeking the spotlight, courage to challenge decisions respectfully when necessary, loyalty to the mission and the leader- even during difficult times, and proactivity to take initiative and contribute meaningfully.

Throughout history, we’ve seen the impact of effective followership through humble influence:

Joshua served under Moses for 40 years before leading the Israelites to the Promised Land.

Elisha followed Elijah for a decade before continuing his mentor’s prophetic legacy.

Alexander the Great followed his teacher Aristotle, whose philosophies shaped his strategies as a world-changing leader.

Helen Keller followed her teacher Anne Sullivan, whose guidance helped her overcome immense challenges and become a renowned author and activist.

The Apostle Peter followed Jesus, learning from His teachings and example, before becoming the cornerstone of the early church.

Mahatma Gandhi followed the teachings of nonviolent leaders like Leo Tolstoy, which influenced his philosophy of peaceful resistance that reshaped India’s fight for independence.

Florence Nightingale followed the guidance of her mentors in statistics and medicine, which equipped her to revolutionize modern nursing.

Ruth followed Naomi, demonstrating loyalty and faith, ultimately becoming part of the lineage of King David and Jesus Christ.

In contrast, history’s worst leaders often failed because they never learned to follow. Tyranny, dysfunction, and failure often result when leaders lack the humility and empathy developed through followership. This book is about changing that narrative.

The goal isn’t to diminish leadership—it’s to elevate followership. Effective followership isn’t about blind obedience or subservience. It’s about being an active participant in the mission, a trusted partner to your leader, and a contributor to the greater good. It’s about knowing when to support, when to challenge, and how to ensure the success of the entire organization.

What this book is about…

In the Holy Bible, Romans 13:1 (NIV) states, “Let everyone be subject to the governing authorities, for there is no authority except that which God has established. The authorities that exist have been established by God.”

This verse highlights the biblical foundation of followership, reminding us that submission to leadership is an act of faith and trust in God’s divine order. Great followers recognize that their role is not one of passive compliance but of active, respectful support for those in authority. By embracing humility, obedience, and a servant’s heart, followers contribute to the success of their leaders and the missions entrusted to them. True followership, as exemplified in this scripture, is about honoring God’s design for leadership and influence, knowing that even in following, there is strength, purpose, and opportunity to reflect Christ-like character.

Over the years, I’ve seen the need for a roadmap—something to guide people in becoming the best followers they can be. Whether at work, at home, in community organizations, or on sports teams, followership is the thread that ties all aspects of life together. That’s why I wrote this book.

Here, you’ll find the principles of followership distilled from history- biblical and world, psychology, and real-world experiences, and some not-so real experiences. You’ll learn how to develop the skills and mindset of an effective follower and how these lessons prepare you for leadership when the time comes.

Because at the heart of every great leader is a follower who once listened, observed, and grew. And at the heart of every successful organization is a team of followers working with purpose, passion, and partnership. In writing this book, it also became evident to me that these principles are timeless. Jesus Christ of Nazareth is celebrated as arguably the greatest leader of all time, yet His unparalleled leadership was deeply rooted in His extraordinary ability to follow.

Throughout His life, Jesus demonstrated perfect obedience and submission to the will of God the Father, often stating, “For I have come down from heaven not to do my will but to do the will of him who sent me.” (John 6:38 NIV).

Jesus was at once - the greatest leader of all time, but also the greatest follower of all time. This humble alignment with a higher purpose exemplified the essence of true followership: trust, faith, and unwavering commitment. Jesus followed God’s plan even to the point of self-sacrifice and death on a cross, modeling servanthood, humility, and love as the foundation of leadership. By living as both the ultimate follower and leader, Jesus redefined greatness—not as a quest for power, but as a journey of service, showing that to lead well, one must first follow faithfully.

Welcome to the journey. Let’s redefine followership together.
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