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Series Note

Leadership has been defined as a process that involves exerting influence on 
followers (Yukl, 2012). It is also said to consist of power dynamics in which 
leaders are bestowed authority and legitimate power by the organisation, 
largely because of their technical, human, and conceptual skills (Katz, 1955).

Earlier theories of leadership such as trait theory, or charismatic the-
ory, placed the leader at the centre of the model. Followers were seen 
as recipients of a leader’s influence and power, rather than as organisa-
tional agents in their own right, akin to devotees revering the leader as 
a God-like figure (Gabriel, 1997). From the role-based perspective of a 
follower in a hierarchical setting, even the word ‘follower’ implies that 
the agent is subservient and passive (Katz & Kahn, 1978).

More recently the ‘other’ actor in the picture, namely the follower, 
has become the focus of significant scholarly work (Baker, 2007; Bligh, 
2011), including the follower’s perception of the leader (Antonakis, 
House, & Simonton, 2017; Gottfredson & Aguinis, 2016). ‘It is now 
widely accepted that leadership cannot be fully understood without 
considering the role of followers in the leadership process’, (Uhl-Bien, 
Riggio, Lowe, & Carsten, 2014, p. 88).

Based on the assumption that the identities of both leaders and fol-
lowers are socially constructed, interlinked and can transform each 
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other (Meindl, 1995), this series intends to bring to the fore the fol-
lower as a largely proactive sensemaker who reacts to and shapes both 
leadership and organisational change. This merits deeper study, because 
the multi–faceted and ever changing follower identity is possibly more 
complex than was once thought (Collinson, 2006).

Gaining deeper insight into followers’ identity, sensemaking, and co-
construction of leadership is essential for the advancement of leadership 
knowledge (Brown, 2012) for several reasons:

• Followership determines how leaders are perceived (Carsten, Uhl-
Bien, West, Patera, & McGregor, 2010).

• Followership identity predicts how a follower will follow, which 
affects both individual and organisational outcomes (Dasborough, 
Ashkanasy, Tee, & Herman, 2009).

• Followership predicts how a follower will lead (Koonce, 2013).

***
This book series follows seven different perspectives of key compo-

nents in the follower–leader dynamic. Each volume consists of empiri-
cal and conceptual chapters on leadership and followership, interspersed 
with a few chapters by practitioners in the first person narrative style.

Each volume editor has chosen a specific aspect to explore in order to 
expand the full range of understanding of how followers shape leader-
ship dynamics, largely from two levels of analysis:

1.  Follower identity and behaviour at a micro level
2.  Follower relationship with the leader at the dyadic level

What distinguishes this series from books in this domain is the distinct inter-
national appeal: The volume editors themselves span five countries (America, 
France, Australia, Canada, and India), and the research contributions are from 
scholars from all over the world. In fact, many of the volumes—such as on 
Authentic Leadership and Followership; The Dynamics of Role Modelling in 
the Workplace and Inclusive Leadership—Negotiating Gendered Spaces—
explore this topic specifically from international and diversity perspectives. This 
series also has a strong interdisciplinary appeal, with the volumes drawing on 
perspectives spanning gender studies, philosophy, and neuroscience.
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I have had the privilege of working with some fine scholars, who have 
worked diligently over the last few years to produce volumes, some of 
which are described below:

1.  Servant Leadership and Followership: Examining the Impact on 
Workplace Behaviour 978-3-319-59365-4
Editor: Crystal Davis
Providing a deeper understanding of servant leadership and follow-
ership theory, this volume contributes to the literature on servant 
leadership and selfless service through the lens of the servant as fol-
lower. The collection brings together both empirical and conceptual 
research from around the globe that showcases servant leadership 
from the viewpoint of the follower.

2.  Distributed Leadership: The Dynamics of Balancing Leadership 
with Followership 978-3-319-59580-1
Editor: Neha Chatwani
Challenging the current definitions of leadership by exploring more 
inclusive and holistic paradigms, this volume contributes towards 
the current discourse on distributed leadership by examining this as 
an inclusive form of leader–follower engagement. Qualitative and 
quantitative studies showcase the dynamics of followership in distrib-
utive leadership, covering several themes such as collective decision-
making, leadership identity, roles, and demographic composition of 
groups in a variety of settings and human development processes.

3.  Inclusive Leadership: Negotiating Gendered Spaces 978-3-319-60665-1
Editors: Sujana Adapa and Alison Sheridan
Questioning traditional perceptions of a leader as white and male, this 
volume presents leadership from a gender equity lens, and includes 
topics such as feminine leadership, leadership legitimacy and co-creat-
ing creativity between leaders and followers. With contributions from 
scholars in Australia, India, and the United Kingdom, this volume 
also touches on diversity within these countries, for example, Chinese 
migrants in Australia and Indian women accountants in Australia.
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4.  Authentic Leadership and Followership: International Perspectives 
978-3-319-65306-8
Editor: Dorianne Cotter-Lockard
Authentic leadership, albeit controversial, is a well-accepted form of 
leadership. Given that the characteristics of authentic leadership and 
followership are largely context–specific, this volume explores leader–
follower dynamics in different cultural contexts. This volume is divided 
into two broad themes: Global perspectives, including chapters from 
the Middle East, Mexico, and South Africa, and Conceptual perspec-
tives, including chapters ranging from early career relationships to an 
existential perspective. The foreword to this volume has been written by 
Prof. William L. Gardner, a foremost expert on Authentic Leadership.

5.  Leadership and Role Modelling: Understanding Workplace Dynamics 
978-3-319-69055-1
Editors: Shruti Vidyasagar and Poornima Hatti
Presenting role modelling as an independent construct, separate from 
the other developmental relationships in the workplace, this volume is a 
deep exploration of role modelling as both a concept and as a dynamic 
process which impacts career development and outcomes. The chap-
ters, consisting of literature reviews and research studies, reflect both 
academic and practitioner perspectives from across the globe. This vol-
ume also has sections on gender diversity and regional diversity (India).

To conclude, this series situates leadership in the eye of the beholder, 
exploring how followers make sense of leaders and leadership, and the 
impact this has on follower identity, work relationships, the leader, and 
the firm. ‘Leadership is really not about leaders themselves. It’s about 
a collective practice among people who work together—accomplishing 
the choices we make together in our mutual work’, Raelin (2015, p. 96).

Payal Kumar
payalk1@gmail.com



Series Note     xi

References

Antonakis, J., House, R. J., & Simonton, D. K. (2017). Can super 
smart leaders suffer from too much of a good thing? The curvilin-
ear effect of intelligence on perceived leadership behavior. Journal of 
Applied Psychology, 102 (7), 1003–1021.

Baker, S. D. (2007). Followership: The theoretical foundation of a contempo-
rary construct. Journal of Leadership & Organizational Studies, 14(1), 50–60.

Bligh, M. C. (2011). Followership and follower-centered approaches. In A. 
Bryman (Ed.), The SAGE handbook of leadership (pp. 425–436). London: 
SAGE.

Brown, D. J. (2012). In the mind of follower: Followercentric 
approaches to leadership. In D. V. Day & J. Antonakis (Eds.), The 
nature of leadership (331–362). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.

Carsten, M. K., Uhl-Bien, M., West, B. J., Patera, J. L., & McGregor, R. 
(2010). Exploring social constructions of followership: A qualitative study. 
The Leadership Quarterly, 21(3), 543–562.

Collinson, D. (2006). Rethinking followership: A post-structuralist analysis of 
follower identities. The Leadership Quarterly, 17(2), 179–189.

Dasborough, M. T., Ashkanasy, N. M., Tee, E. Y., & Herman, H. M. (2009). 
What goes around comes around: How meso-level negative emotional con-
tagion can ultimately determine organizational attitudes toward leaders. The 
Leadership Quarterly, 20(4), 571–585.

Gabriel, Y. (1997). Meeting god: When organizational members come face to 
face with the supreme leader. Human Relations, 50(4), 315–342.

Gottfredson, R. K., & Aguinus, H. (2016). Leadership behaviours and fol-
lowership performance: Deductive and inductive examination of theoretical 
rationales and underlying mechanisms. Journal of Organizational Behaviour.

Katz, D., & Kahn, R. L. (1978). The social psychology of organizations (Vol. 2). 
New York: Wiley.

Katz, R. L. (1955). Skills of an effective administrator. Harvard Business, 33(1), 
33–42.

Koonce, R. (2013). Partial least squares analysis as a modeling tool for assess-
ing motivational leadership practices. In International Annual Conference 
Proceedings of the American Society for Engineering Management, 2013 
International Annual Conference. Minneapolis, Minnesota.

Meindl, J. R. (1995). The romance of leadership as a follower-centric theory: 
A social constructionist approach. The Leadership Quarterly, 6(3), 329–341.



xii     Series Note

Raelin, J. A. (2015). Rethinking leadership. MIT Sloan Management Review, 
56(4), 95–96.

Uhl-Bien, M., Riggio, R. E., Lowe, K. B., & Carsten, M. K. (2014). 
Followership theory: A review and research agenda. The Leadership 
Quarterly, 25(1), 83–104.

Yukl, G. (2012). Effective leadership behavior: What we know and what ques-
tions need more attention. The Academy of Management Perspectives, 26(4), 
66–85.



xiii

Foreword

Role Models in the Workplace: Who Are They 
and What Can They Do?

Role modelling enables one to be an example who can inspire, motivate, 
and influence others. Merton (1957) first coined the term ‘role mod-
els’ to denote individuals who serve as examples of behaviours desired in 
specific roles (for example, a surgeon). Lockwood (2006, p. 36) notes: 
‘Role models are individuals who provide an example of the kind of 
success that one may achieve, and often also provide a template of the 
behaviours that are needed to achieve such success.’

Although the term ‘role modelling’ has been widely used in a vari-
ety of settings, its wide usage has not led to clarity about its meaning; 
instead, multiple perspectives exist about what constitutes role model-
ling. The purpose of this brief introduction to ‘role modelling’ is not 
to refute any of these perspectives; instead, my intention is to build 
awareness about the different perceptions to encourage a comprehensive 
understanding about who role models are in the workplace and what 
they can do.
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While the central notion of ‘role modelling’ is that of being an exam-
ple, different perspectives are prevalent about whether role modelling is 
only about exemplifying desired behaviours, or if it is also about inspir-
ing possible identities in the workplace (Gauntlett, 2002; McIntyre, 
Paulson, Taylor, Morin, & Lord, 2011; Morgenroth, Ryan, & Peters, 
2015). Morgenroth et al. (2015) proffer a broader definition of role 
modelling, delineating how role models can act as behavioural mod-
els through increasing one’s self-efficacy, as representations of possible 
selves or identities through challenging self-stereotyping and changing 
perceptions of external barriers, and as sources of inspirations through 
changing one’s values via personal identification and internalisation. 
Moreover, while some scholars do not consider interaction to be nec-
essary for role modelling and provide instances of distant role models 
whose images are sufficient to inspire others to emulate them (Cotton, 
Shen, & Livne-Tarandach, 2011; Gibson, 2004), some believe that 
interaction is key to successfully emulating role models (Cheryan, 
Drury, & Vichayapai, 2013; Filstad, 2004). Role modelling is often 
denoted as a significant component of developmental relationships, spe-
cifically a function of workplace mentors (Ragins & McFarlin, 1990; 
Scandura & Ragins, 1993). It is typical to expect mentees or protégés 
to model their mentors’ behaviours at work and to expect mentors to 
exemplify appropriate workplace norms. Thus, if one were to concep-
tualise ‘role modelling’ within the context of mentoring relationships, 
it does make sense to think of role models as someone who can be 
accessed and interacted with to clarify observable behaviours. This inter-
action then enables mentees to go beyond blindly observing and imitat-
ing mentors and adds a cognitive component of analysis and reflection 
to the behaviourist theory of social learning informing role modelling 
(Bandura, 1977a, b).

However, this conceptualisation does not discount the possibility that 
distant role models can be highly influential in individuals’ lives. For 
instance, Cotton et al. (2011) found that members of National Baseball 
Hall of Fame attributed their career success to other players whom 
they emulated and respected as role models, but never met. Thus, even 
though leaders in top management may not have opportunities to 
interact with junior employees, they can be perceived as role models. 
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Furthermore, the notion of an absolute or total role model (that is, 
considering one individual to be the perfect role model who can be 
emulated) has also been challenged by scholars who claim that the 
workplace provides opportunities for learning from multiple individuals 
and hence, it is common for employees to have multiple contingent role 
models (Filstad, 2004; Gibson, 2004). Thus, one can choose to selec-
tively emulate certain attributes and behaviours of multiple individu-
als and in doing so can exercise their judgement in determining how 
those multiple individuals can be considered role models in regards to 
specific skills and behaviours. This notion is comparable to the growing 
preference for developmental network with multiple mentors (Higgins 
& Kram, 2001) instead of the traditional focus on single mentoring 
relationships where one mentor had to bear the burden of meeting all 
developmental needs of the mentee. Instead, mentees are encouraged 
now to draw from the expertise of multiple mentors or developers and 
similarly, employees in the workplace can learn from observing and 
emulating multiple role models.

Whether it is a single role model or multiple role models, it is impor-
tant to mention that unless the role model is perceived as relatable in 
a way that one can consider themselves attaining the goals achieved or 
pursued by the role model, it is unlikely that they will be emulated. 
Morgenroth et al. (2015, p. 472) explain this through the construct of 
attainability: ‘A role model’s attainability refers to the degree to which 
a role aspirant can see him or herself being like the role model in the 
future—the answer to the question “can I be like this person?”’ Careful 
consideration of this construct urges us to rethink how role modelling 
can be effective to minority groups in workplaces. Often, organisations 
expect that if they have some exemplars of achievers from minority 
groups (for example, women, under-represented ethnicities, and cul-
tures, etc.), those achievers should be able to inspire others to emulate 
them or to be inspired by them. However, if others do not consider 
those achievers as relatable or if they perceive the life conditions and 
successes experienced by those achievers as too difficult to pursue, then 
those achievers are less likely to be effective role models.

Of course, this perception of attainability is contingent on one’s 
self-efficacy in terms of whether one thinks that they can emulate the 
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achievers (Bandura, 1977a). But, this caution does imply that organi-
sations need to do much more than having representation of minori-
ties in leadership if they want to use role modelling as a developmental 
tool to encourage diverse employees to grow and prosper in workplaces. 
Organisations need to invest in understanding the complexity of the 
role-modelling phenomenon and prepare their employees to look out 
for role models whom they can emulate for developing both their 
skills and professional identities. At the same time, organisations need 
to encourage leaders in top and middle management to exhibit behav-
iours that can inspire employees to not only learn new skills, but also to 
aspire for achieving goals that may seem unattainable to many.

Given the potential of role modelling as a workplace developmen-
tal tool and the lack of comprehensive understanding of this phenom-
enon, this volume edited by Shruti Vidyasagar and Poornima Hatti 
on Leadership and Role Modelling: Understanding Workplace Dynamics 
is timely. The most notable contribution of this book is its dual focus 
on theory and practice. Often, scholarly publications tend to empha-
sise theory without giving due attention to application of theories and 
such efforts fall short of truly guiding practice. This book dedicates one 
section to highlighting theoretical underpinnings of the role-modelling 
concept and substantiates those underpinnings through practice-based 
case studies. Moreover, there is one more section entirely dedicated to 
practitioner perspectives on workplace role modelling in varied indus-
tries (legal practice, medicine, research, and academia, and business) in 
India. Most importantly, there is another section in this book that dis-
cusses the utility of role modelling as a developmental tool for women. 
As professional development and advancement of women are still faced 
with myriad challenges in workplaces, a guide on how to effectively use 
role modelling as a developmental tool for women is highly warranted.

Philadelphia, USA  Rajashi Ghosh
Associate Professor  

Ph.D. Programme Director 
School of Education Drexel University 

rajashi.ghosh@drexel.edu
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Preface

Success in the workplace is attributable to many reasons—key among 
these is the ability to understand the ethos and culture of an  organisation 
and build on it. This success is important for all stakeholders— 
leadership at the helm of the organisation, individuals within the organi-
sation, as well as persons outside the organisation. The idea for this 
edited volume germinated when we were considering the impact of role 
models on fostering workplace cultures in the context of legal practice 
in India. We realised that often, role models not only drive young law-
yers to excel in workplaces that are outside the direct sphere of influence 
of the role models themselves, but that they also do so by being almost 
entirely unaware of their effect on followers’ careers.

While it is well-accepted that role models consciously (and uncon-
sciously) help a person achieve success, what we wanted to under-
stand better was, in the context of the workplace, where role models 
may be found, how a person finds them, how a person chooses one 
that works best for her, whether a person can have multiple role mod-
els, whether role models recognise that they are being followed, and so 
on. Acknowledging as we did that the workplace environment, espe-
cially a non-corporate structure, does not always provide a conscious 
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opportunity or means to help a person grow, we were aware that she 
then chooses a role model on her own. If the idea of role modelling 
could be better understood in organisations, the impact of this kind of 
developmental relationship could be far greater—and more positive—
on everyone in the workplace. This would be particularly relevant from 
the perspective of planning and transitioning leadership within organi-
sations.

Initial conversations on these aspects clearly demonstrated to us 
that different cultural contexts and dynamics in the workplace, not to 
mention the very nature of the workplace itself, would determine the 
kind of role-modelling options available to a follower or protégé. Both 
of us, with significant exposure to workplaces surrounding the law and 
its practice, realised that even in legal practice, different jurisdictions 
and cultural aspects play out differently for followers, although leader-
ship and success are goals that everyone aspires to at the beginning of 
their career. We also found that in many circumstances, and especially 
in fluid (unstructured or non-corporate) workplaces, there was no map-
ping of a follower, her role models, and the kinds of role models she 
may desire or need, prompting us to want to examine closely role mod-
elling in the workplace from a follower’s perspective. Formal and infor-
mal workplaces, structured and unstructured workplaces could all have 
different perspectives on what is needed to succeed. We felt there was a 
clear need to analyse and understand this premise.

Curiously, while there has been interesting and detailed scholar-
ship on mentorship as a developmental relationship in the workplace 
(see, for example, Allen & Eby, 2007; Ragins & Kram, 2007), there 
is a dearth of studies on role modelling as a process, particularly from 
the follower’s perspective. In this volume, therefore, we view role mod-
elling as an independent construct, separate from other workplace 
developmental relationships, and explore whether it can, as a process, 
aid in career development and provide psycho-social support, akin to 
mentoring (Kram, 1985), in addition to shaping identity (Gibson, 
2003, 2004), and providing the motivation and means to achieve 
goals (Lockwood & Kunda, 1997). We explore whether the dynam-
ics of personal identification (Ashforth, Schinoff, & Rogers, 2016) 
result in choosing role models. We also examine the nuances between 
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role modelling and mentorship, in different cultural and geographical 
backgrounds, while acknowledging that it is well-accepted that mentors 
should (if they are not already) be role models (Kram, 1985; Levinson, 
Darrow, Klein, Levinson, & McKee, 1978). Although there is some lit-
erature on the interplay between various mentoring programmes and 
role models in the context of shaping organisational cultures (Kane-
Urrabazo, 2006), little is published on how role modelling and mentor-
ship unfold differently, yet coexist and function effectively for followers 
and organisations as well as competent leaders, thus contributing to sus-
tained career positioning and upward career mobility.

Role modelling in the Indian workplace is yet to be fully explored, 
even though some literature examines the dynamics of mentoring rela-
tionships (Ramaswami & Dreher, 2010) and considers how women 
professionals find limitations in enacting these relationships (Blake-
Beard, 2015). In this volume, we consider special conditions of diversity 
in India, particularly how gender and the rural–urban divide determine 
not only the role-modelling process, but also role model identification, 
and how they may aid or pose challenges to reaping the benefits of role 
modelling. We also include practitioners’ perspectives of role modelling 
in the workplace, which will give readers a hands-on understanding of 
how the process can work, both in general and in special workplace set-
tings in India. Since most studies have so far emanated from the West, 
we focus on an Indian perspective, for insights from practitioners estab-
lished and successful in their fields.

This volume is divided into three sections. In Section I, Dynamics of 
Workplace Role Modelling, we examine role modelling in the larger con-
text of workplace developmental relationships. Through reviews of avail-
able literature, we attempt to understand the theoretical underpinnings 
of role modelling as a concept. We also explore how role modelling can 
be used as a developmental tool in the workplace, both from a follower’s 
perspective and from that of the organisation.

In Chap. 1, titled ‘A Followership Perspective on Role Modelling 
and Mentorship’, Cassandra A. Ray and Michelle T. Violanti provide 
a conceptual foundation of role modelling and mentorship, elucidat-
ing co-cultural competence from a followership perspective. Given 
that followership characteristics and behaviours, such as co-cultural 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-319-69056-8_1
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competence, self-regulation, and proactivity are widely desired attrib-
utes that are selected and perceived as meaningful through observation 
as individuals enact the cognitive processes of role modelling, Ray and 
Violanti explore how these associations influence individuals (iden-
tity, motivation to achieve goals, career,and psycho-social support) and 
workplace processes (socialisation, effectiveness, and training). They 
note that since role modelling has an individual-level propensity for 
developing either a new skill or a different style without interacting with 
the target, followership outcomes resulting from these attributes (social 
identity, influence, organisational climate, and power) offer valuable 
insight towards understanding how role modelling shapes identity and 
provides the motivation to achieve goals. Ray and Violanti expand on 
how effective followers engage in mentoring by interactively providing 
co-worker advice and support, and passing on specific skills knowledge 
during interactive processes.

In Chap. 2, titled ‘Role Modelling and Its Impact on the Self-
Development of Academics’, through a comprehensive literature review, 
Julie Nyanjom explores the dynamics of role modelling in the context of 
higher education. Focusing on how role modelling can be used by aca-
demics to achieve pertinent self-development goals that institutions of 
higher learning expect from them, she discusses the intricate processes 
involved in how role modelling can positively influence the personal 
and professional development of academics, and examines theoretical 
perspectives of professional identity construction through role model-
ling. Nyanjom presents the view that academics will utilise role models 
for personal and professional development throughout their careers, and 
with this in mind, she examines the processes of role model selection 
and discusses the theoretical underpinnings guiding the achievement of 
self-developmental goals. Nyanjom concludes that role modelling can 
be applied as a tool to achieve personal and professional development 
for academics, while proposing practical recommendations to facilitate 
role-modelling interventions in the context of higher education and 
suggesting avenues for future research.

In Chap. 3, titled ‘Role Modelling as an Alternative to Mentoring for 
Career Development Outcomes in Organisations’, Tanjia M. Coleman 
presents a qualitative study based on interviews with diverse senior and 
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middle-management leaders of corporations to discuss role modelling 
from a place of understanding, practice, and outcomes. Coleman views 
the outcomes of role modelling from two perspectives: sustained career 
positioning and upward career mobility, addressing questions such as (a) 
How is role modelling executed? (b) How will this shape organisations 
in the future? (c) How can those involved in role-modelling communi-
cate the benefits and impact of role modelling in the workplace while 
differentiating it from mentoring, which can be a much more rigid and 
organised process? Analysing findings from the study, Coleman pro-
poses a framework for role modelling, as a means for leaders to under-
stand the impact, influence, and validity of role modelling.

In Section II, Gender and Role Modelling, we examine whether gender 
influences the dynamics of workplace role modelling. Using quantita-
tive and qualitative studies, we consider the impact of gender on young 
adults studying in an American university and educated women from 
rural India in identifying role models and the role-modelling process.

We begin with Chap. 4, titled ‘Close and Distant Female Role 
Models in the Workplace’ by Alexandra L. Lyman and Stacie F. 
Chappell, who report on an exploratory study of young adults’ per-
ceptions of female role models in the workplace. Noting that the dis-
proportionate ratio of male-to-female leaders—a reality of modern 
organisations—translates into fewer females being available as role mod-
els, they suggest that female portrayals in the media may be important 
as distant role models. Beginning with a background discussion of the 
role model construct, Lyman and Chappell report on the perceptions 
of participants in their study—which included male and female young 
adults—on role models in the workplace, comparing between the par-
ticipants’ perspectives and discussing how their chosen role models 
inform their leadership practice. Lyman and Chappell conclude with 
a discussion of their findings and recommendations for future practice 
and research.

In Chap. 5, titled ‘Complexities in the Role Model Identification 
Process for Educated Women from Rural India’, Annu Mathew exam-
ines the challenges faced by women from villages in India in fulfilling 
their career dreams. Their upbringing, amidst constraints of established 
gender roles, culture, religion, and family background diminishes the 
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opportunity to dream big, often leading to anxiety, lack of exposure, 
and inexperience in identifying role models during the early stages 
of their life, and the inability to network as their career progresses. 
Mathew presents three case studies of women aged 35–60 years, observ-
ing that the workplace ecosystem, a crucial element in any good role-
modelling process, is a completely new environment to these women, in 
terms of culture, people, rules, regulations, and mannerisms, and con-
quering such a workplace, in the absence of close workplace role mod-
els, is extremely challenging. Mathew concludes that when workplaces 
look for ‘big dreamers with fire in the belly’, this group of aspirants has 
all the behaviours for success—including a determination to achieve—
except close role models.

In Section III, Practitioners’ Perspectives, through papers written by 
successful practitioners established in their fields (senior lawyer, medical 
doctor and researcher, economist and academic, entrepreneur, and pro-
fessional coach), we review how role modelling plays out in reality, and 
in particular, in Indian workplaces.

In Chap. 6, titled ‘Role Modelling as a Means of Transformative 
Growth’, Kshitij Sharma, a professional coach and trainer, explores how 
role modelling can be a pathway for transforming oneself to achieve 
desired outcomes not only in the workplace, but also in life. Sharma 
emphasises that role modelling is a powerful tool that enhances a per-
son’s effectiveness and brings about desired change in a short timeframe, 
and demonstrates the power of role modelling through illustrations 
and anecdotes drawn from his own work, while discussing powerful 
concepts such as the desire to learn and finding the right role model. 
Sharma also explains how role modelling can and does work, especially 
at the unconscious level, from the perspective of neuro-linguistic pro-
gramming (NLP).

In Chap. 7, titled ‘Fostering Vision, Culture, and Accountability in 
Young Organisations Through Role Modelling’, Timothy Franklyn 
notes that there exist unique cultural and organisational challenges that 
present in an early-stage organisation (or a start-up environment). He 
discusses three different approaches to role modelling that founders can 
use to overcome challenges and achieve the objectives of the organisa-
tion: role modelling of vision, culture, and accountability. Drawing 
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on available research in the areas of role modelling and entrepreneur-
ship as well as the experience of managing young organisations by four 
entrepreneurs in their mid-thirties from Bengaluru (including himself, 
having founded a journalism school as an industry outsider), Franklyn 
discusses possible approaches to role modelling that can be effective in 
achieving the business and societal goals of young, emerging organisa-
tions. He concludes that founders, as role models, must be responsible 
to ensure that their actions reflect good values, which translate into the 
identity and culture of their organisations.

Chapter 8, titled ‘Being and Following Role Models’, is a combina-
tion of three narratives, based on authors’ personal experiences with role 
modelling and mentoring in the fields of legal practice and advocacy, 
academia and administration, and medical practice and research. Each 
author, a leading practitioner in his chosen field, draws on his experi-
ences from working in India and overseas, to write about being both a 
follower and a role model in the workplace. Remarkably, each of them 
concludes that modesty, humility, and self-reflection are essential hall-
marks of being a role model.

In ‘Finding Role Models Inside and Outside the Legal Profession’, 
Raju Ramachandran, a senior advocate in the Supreme Court of India, 
writes about his personal experiences with role modelling during his 
legal career of more than 40 years. Ramachandran acknowledges that 
he has looked for, and found, role models outside the legal profession, 
while elaborating on what attracted him to his role models. In addition, 
he points out how, even after several decades of practice, he still looks 
for guidance from role models—on how to retire from the profession 
gracefully!

In ‘The Personae of Role Models in Medicine and Research’, T. S. 
Sridhar, a physician-scientist, highlights how medicine, as a practice and 
profession, lends itself to role modelling for effective teaching by pre-
serving the core of the apprenticeship model. He cites role modelling as 
the most impactful method for conveying abilities beyond medical and 
clinical skills, such as observation and compassion. Sridhar mentions 
being introduced to mentoring as a conscious activity when he began 
his career in experimental biological research, recognising it as a time-
intensive and challenging activity. He declares that being a role model 
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is no less challenging, especially in imparting the ethical dimensions of 
research and practice, and concludes that only by holding oneself to the 
highest ideals can a person hope to be a responsible role model.

In ‘Role Modelling as an Exercise in Self-Reflection’, Sudarshan 
Iyengar, a lifelong Gandhian and former vice chancellor of Gujarat 
Vidyapith, the university founded by Mahatma Gandhi, discusses how 
Gandhi has remained relevant as a role model throughout Iyengar’s 
career. He explains that Gandhi’s principles of self-reflection, self-exam-
ination, and self-correction have guided and inspired him to be a better 
man and better professional, by looking inward. Iyengar also chronicles 
briefly the people and their work, both of which have inspired him in 
various workplaces during his varied career as a teacher, researcher, aca-
demic, and administrator.

We hope that this vibrant and diverse collection of chapters will 
advance thinking on role modelling in various contexts and in work-
places that are of a myriad hue, and ultimately, make workplaces more 
accessible and leadership more achievable for all.

We are immensely grateful to Dr. Payal Kumar for giving us an 
opportunity to contribute to this excellent series on Palgrave Studies in 
Leadership and Followership. This volume owes much to her prompt 
and sure guidance—she answered every query we have had readily and 
enthusiastically! Our sincere thanks to Dr. Rajashi Ghosh for writing 
the Foreword, giving the readers an insightful overview of the literature 
surrounding role modelling and putting this volume in perspective. We 
also greatly appreciate Dr. Aarti Ramaswami’s kindness in writing an 
endorsement of the volume.

We want to acknowledge our respective spouses, whose help and 
cooperation were crucial in allowing us the time, attention, and energy 
needed to work on and complete this volume. Thank you!

We dedicate this volume to our respective parents, whose steadfast 
support and encouragement has helped us grow, dream, achieve, and 
aspire.

Bengaluru, India Shruti Vidyasagar
Poornima Hatti
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Section I
Dynamics of Workplace Role Modelling



3

Introduction

Historically, the attraction to leadership has captivated a tunnelled focus 
on leaders primarily, masking followership as negative, banal, boring, or 
leadership’s shadow, at best. The major global and academic antecedents 
responsible for shaping the unsavoury connotations signifying follow-
ership portray it as incapable, ineffective, defective, ordinary, or weak 
(Carsten, Harms, & Uhl-Bien, 2014). Consequently, the importance of 
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global followership has been largely overlooked, especially with regard 
to role modelling and mentorship.

Globally, followership research is of critical importance within organ-
isations where these individuals’ experiences have been positioned as 
inferior to the dominating interest of leadership. Certainly, leaders are 
not solely responsible for influencing organisational members and pro-
cesses; rather, workplace outcomes are determined by the collective 
efforts of every employee. Correspondingly, the rising influx of diver-
sity within national and international areas commands attention to the 
increasing amount of intercultural interactions experienced by organi-
sational leaders and followers alike (VanderPal & Ko, 2014). Regardless 
of hierarchical position, communication among employees is at the crux 
of workplace relationships; because communication requires people to 
interact with each other, enacting followership inevitably happens in the 
midst of, and because of, diversity.

Dixon (2008, p. 163) emphasises, ‘The role of the follower is not 
only to learn but to learn to teach. Followers teach their peers, new fol-
lowers, and, perhaps most important, the leader’. Organisations thrive 
because they have members who are capable of engaging in teaching 
and modelling behaviours at all levels in the organisational hierarchy. 
As such, individuals perform follower roles differently, ‘not all follow-
ers want to be leaders’, and some are content to engage in both leader 
and follower roles without advancing positions (Baker, Stites-Doe, 
Mathis, & Rosenbach, 2014, p. 82). Thus, the term follower here is 
used to indicate a person who is not in a managerial or supervisory posi-
tion based upon job title; in this role, followers have the opportunity to 
engage in both role modelling (that is, informal teaching) and mentor-
ing (that is, formal teaching) behaviours. The purpose of this chapter is 
to connect co-cultural competence to the followership role by explicat-
ing how those who are better equipped to communicate appropriately 
and effectively across roles and with others who are culturally diverse 
are deemed as both more co-culturally competent and more effec-
tive followers. More specifically, it lays out a research roadmap includ-
ing propositions to be considered and hypotheses to be tested within a 
framework of followership co-cultural competence.
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Followership

Based on a constructionist view, followership and leadership are sepa-
rate, yet complementary constructs, both being socially constructed 
relational processes between individuals (Uhl-Bien, Riggio, Lowe, & 
Carsten, 2014). Constructionist views of followership acknowledge 
that the way in which individuals enact a follower role depends on their 
unique characteristics, perceptions regarding leader and follower role 
orientations, ability to switch roles (that is, leader–follower switch-
ing), relationship with the leader, psychosocial aspects (for example, 
identity), and the context shaping any given experience (Carsten et al., 
2014; DeRue & Ashforth, 2010; Popper, 2014; Sy & McCoy, 2014). 
Recently, Carsten et al. (2014) have directed attention to infusing a 
role-based approach with the constructionist perspective of follower-
ship, as co-constructed processes between individuals determining 
interactants’ role orientation. This perspective suggests followers enact 
follower roles while acknowledging that the individual characteristics 
of a follower will play into the process of co-constructing expectations 
concerning organisational duties as well as the behaviours chosen while 
enacting a particular role.

Interestingly, role orientations are mutually influenced by communi-
cation encounters driving the co-construction of followership to solidify 
the interactants’ expectations regarding role orientation for a given rela-
tionship or situation (Howell & Mendez, 2008). To elucidate, the pro-
cess of socially constructing a follower’s role occurs when interactants: 
(a) convey their own beliefs regarding organisational responsibilities and 
behaviours associated with roles, (b) internalise these expectations com-
municated by the other, and (c) form a tailored role orientation within 
that specific relationship or a given situation (Carsten et al., 2014; 
Howell & Mendez, 2008). Subsequently, followers’ behaviours reflect 
these relationally established role perceptions. Although follower behav-
iours reflect their role perceptions, the effectiveness of enacted behav-
iours relies largely on personal characteristics. Importantly, this process 
avoids restricting organisational members to a concrete role prescrip-
tion based on hierarchical rank; rather, taking a relational approach to  
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define followership accounts for factors influencing the outcome (that 
is, personal characteristics, relationship, organisational context), which 
guide the individuals who form workplace relationships. Therefore, 
followership illustrates the characteristics, behaviours, and processes 
one engages in while interacting with others, and as a result of the role 
prescriptions developed in relation to the leader, in an effort to meet 
personal and organisational objectives to produce desired outcomes 
(Carsten et al., 2014; Uhl-Bien et al., 2014). However, understand-
ing what characteristics separate a follower from an effective follower 
as individuals enact the behaviours associated with these roles affords 
the opportunity to explore the nature and processes of followership 
within national and global workplaces relevant to role modelling and 
mentorship.

It is important to differentiate between an employee and a follower 
as well as the difference between a follower and an effective follower. 
Employees are organisational members who do not possess a leadership 
title or role as well as choose or are forced not to enact a followership 
role. For example, independent consultants who are part of multilevel 
marketing organisations, some computer programmers, and janitorial 
staff may all find themselves serving as organisational employees but not 
necessarily be followers. At baseline, ‘subordination is a requirement of 
hierarchical position defined by power and status’ where all employees 
are subordinates; however, employees choose whether to engage in a 
follower role (Hinrichs & Hinrichs, 2014, p. 92). This demarcates an 
employee from a follower.

An effective follower is an individual enacting a follower role ‘who 
shares in an influence relationship among leaders and other followers’ 
to produce desired outcomes (Adair, 2008, p. 139). When performing 
a follower role, there are three behavioural orientations manifesting fol-
lowership roles, including: (a) an interactive orientation distinguished 
by behaviours serving to support and advocate the values and objectives 
of a leader, (b) an autonomous orientation reflecting follower tenden-
cies to act more as independent agents from a leader, and (c) a shift-
ing orientation, indicative of a collectivistic approach that followers 
demonstrate by enacting either a leadership or followership position 
depending on the particular role the group needs them to play (Howell 
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& Mendez, 2008). First, followers engage in an interactive orientation 
on a continuum of participative role characteristics ranging from passive 
to active to proactive behaviours (Epitropaki, Sy, Martin, Tram-Quon, 
& Topakas, 2013). To elucidate, Carsten, Uhl-Bien, West, Patera, and 
McGregor (2010) found subtle behavioural differences between the 
three roles encompassing the interactive orientation, where followers 
who enact: (a) a passive role emphasise adherence to leaders’ orders, def-
erence, loyalty, and advancing leaders’ initiatives, (b) an active role dem-
onstrate conditional voice (that is, offering feedback only when asked), 
obedience, and loyalty despite differing opinions, and (c) a proactive 
role take initiative, voice (that is, constructively conveying opinions that 
differ), and interacting in a collegial manner. Similarly, the independ-
ent and anti-authoritarian follower roles anchor opposite ends of the 
autonomous orientation spectrum. An independent role involves self-
managing behaviours using one’s own self-direction to accomplish tasks, 
whereas anti-authoritarian followers resist, avoid, disregard, or oppose 
a leader (Carsten et al., 2014; Howell & Mendez, 2008). Generally, 
independent, proactive followers are preferred to anti-authoritarian, pas-
sive followers in all cases except where the leader is performing poorly, 
unethically, or outside acceptable organisational norms.

Indeed, proactive behaviours provide a compelling means for deter-
mining effectiveness. Under the right circumstances, passive, active, or 
independent behaviours can also serve to demarcate follower effective-
ness. In fact, research indicates both interactive (that is, passive, active, 
and proactive) and independent followers all include qualities of effec-
tive followers or developing follower effectiveness (Baker et al., 2014; 
Jaussi & Randel, 2014). Not surprisingly, anti-authoritarian behaviours 
tend to carry a negative connotation related to ideas of egregious behav-
iours and thus are generally considered ineffective. However, followers 
may find themselves in an unsavoury or unique situation where these 
behaviours can be effectively utilised (Baker et al., 2014). Above all, role 
behaviours do not necessarily guarantee that a follower has the ability 
or knowledge of how to utilise these behaviours appropriately to pro-
duce desired outcomes. Determining follower effectiveness without con-
sidering the influence of contextual factors, such as culture, is suspect 
at best. Thus, emphasising the importance of followers engaging in a 



8     C. A. Ray and M. T. Violanti

shifting orientation and identifying the sources/personal characteristics 
that underscore the behaviours enacted within follower roles delineates 
a follower from an effective follower.

Co-culturally Competent Followership

Co-cultural competence concerns social functioning by emphasising 
the ability to interact effectively and appropriately with others who are 
culturally diverse. In an effort to enhance clarity, the term co-cultural 
competence was chosen over intercultural competence to indicate that 
subcultures and diversity exist locally, nationally, and internation-
ally. Historically, communication competence has been depicted as a 
dyadic process functioning based upon both parties’ motivations (that 
is, affect), knowledge (that is, cognition), and skills (that is, behaviours) 
within a specific episode (Spitzberg, 2000). Therefore, co-cultural com-
munication competence is conceptualised as effective and appropri-
ate interactions that accomplish the objectives within a given situation 
between two or more people who, as a result of culture, have different 
cognitive, affective, and behavioural orientations (Arasaratnam, 2014; 
Spitzberg & Changnon, 2009). Increasing diversity and globalisation 
spikes the occurrence of experiencing co-cultural interactions from 
occasionally to often daily.

Motivation, knowledge, and skills generally characterise one’s co-
cultural competence; however, everyone needs a baseline set of com-
petencies to function in everyday interactions. Notably, ‘no list fits 
all cultures, all contexts, all conditions’; however, lists that consider 
cognitive, affective, and behavioural capacities do provide adequate 
starting points regarding the assessment of characteristics for a spe-
cific case (Bennett, 2009). There is no magical list that automatically 
makes someone co-culturally competent in every situation; rather, 
baseline competencies, broad attributes of motivation, knowledge, and 
skills, afford an individual the opportunity to create shared meaning 
by voluntarily and deliberately adapting messages to match the con-
text. For example, a follower and a leader may both have the same 
knowledge and skills; however, they may not make effective choices of 
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when, where, and how to use that expertise or skill set. Co-culturally 
competent organisation members make the right decision for the situ-
ation; co-culturally incompetent organisation members make the situ-
ation match their communication choices without taking the others 
involved into consideration. Thus, co-culturally competent commu-
nicators have personal, dyadic, and organisational goals that align to 
create shared meaning and those who are co-culturally incompetent 
emphasise one goal to the detriment of the others.

To be a co-culturally competent follower, organisations seek members 
who possess the ability to interact both effectively and appropriately. 
Attributes of a co-culturally competent follower include: goal-directed 
self-regulation, flexibility/adaptability, and credibility.

Goal-Directed Self-Regulation

Goal-directed followers are perceived to be effective by others (Junker 
& van Dick, 2014; Korsgaard, Meglino, Lester, & Jeong, 2010). 
Organisational goals prescribed to followers are optimally achieved 
when an individual organises emotions and cognitions in a way that 
sparks motivation; the result is desired outcomes. Therefore, utilising 
self-regulation to adapt behaviours aimed towards goal achievement is 
imperative to effective followership. Self-regulation refers to ‘the exercise 
of control over oneself, especially with regard to bringing the self into 
line with preferred standards encompassing any efforts to alter inner 
states (that is, cognitive or affective) or responses’ (Carver & Scheier, 
2004, p. 2). Goal-directed self-regulation includes adjusting individual 
behaviours towards goal achievement through the process of: (a) setting 
standards of behaviour that facilitate goal expectations, (b) detecting 
discrepancies, which occurs when a comparison between set standards 
and an individual’s current state do not align, and (c) matching behav-
iours to the set standards (Carver & Scheier, 1981; Tsui & Ashford, 
1994). Thus, co-culturally competent followers are both willing and 
able to set their own standards for achieving goals, compare their own 
behaviours to the standards of others both cognitively and affectively, 
and adopt behaviours or develop skills that allow them to reduce any 
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discrepancies between their current behavioural state and the desired 
standard state.

Once goals activate the regulatory processes and illuminate the extent 
of self-motivation, followers must be willing to engage in communica-
tive behaviours that successfully reduce discrepancies impeding goal 
attainment. Effective followers achieve goals efficiently through the pro-
cess of recognising and utilising intrinsic motivations to complete tasks 
as well as actively participating with diverse co-workers in joint tasks. 
Therefore, goal-directed self-regulation illustrates self-motivation and 
willingness to engage, which are then utilised effectively towards indi-
vidual and/or organisational goal achievement. Moreover, both affec-
tive and cognitive regulatory components serve to encourage effective 
follower behaviours vital to achieving a mutual understanding neces-
sary for optimal goal attainment (Lockwood, Seara-Cardoso, & Viding, 
2014). Overall, shared understanding of both the goals and how to 
achieve those goals also requires all parties involved to be capable and 
willing to engage in cognitive and behavioural flexibility.

Flexibility (Cognitive and Behavioural)

Research indicates effective followers adapt their followership style to 
meet the needs of a situation (Carsten et al., 2010). Communication 
adaptability is defined as the ‘ability to change our interaction behav-
iours and goals to meet the specific needs of the situation’ (Ting-
Toomey, 2009, p. 103). Both cognitive and behavioural flexibility  
are key components of adaptability, governing follower appropriate-
ness. Cognitive flexibility concerns the ‘ability to shift frames of ref-
erence’ characterised as being: ‘open to new information, aware of 
more than one perspective’, and mindful of divergent interpretations 
of messages and situations, whereas, behavioural flexibility refers to 
‘the ability to adapt and accommodate one’s own behaviour to people 
from other groups’ (Pusch, 2009, pp. 69–70). Those who are cogni-
tively flexible understand that how they craft a message for someone 
from an accounting department is going to be different from how 
they craft a message on the same topic for someone from a marketing  
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department because those two aspects of an organisation have different 
organisational cultures and see the bottom line/profit and loss very dif-
ferently. Similarly, those who are behaviourally flexible choose to use the 
appropriate message for accounting when they interact with account-
ants and for marketing when they interact with those from marketing. 
Just because people have the ability to interact competently by crafting 
effective messages does not mean they always engage in the appropriate 
behaviour by utilising the message that is more likely to be effective.

A co-culturally competent follower’s cognitive complexity (Delia, 
1977; O’Keefe & Sypher, 1981) undergirds the mental foresight 
required to engage in cognitive and behavioural flexibility in a man-
ner that exhibits appropriate forethought and action. For example, 
Dawidziuk, Boboryko-Hocazade, and Mazur (2012) reveal that individ-
uals incorporate components of cognitive flexibility into work processes 
such that individuals who are high in cognitive flexibility view cultural 
differences positively, are able to make sound decisions, and deal with 
uncertain situations. Because uncertainty does not allow people to draw 
upon scripts that they have previously developed, they need to have the 
cognitive ability to draw conclusions about a new context without ben-
efit of trial and error. Therefore, both forms of flexibility are needed to 
properly accomplish personal, relational, and collective organisational 
goals.

Credibility

Credibility allows a follower to utilise ethos, expert power, and inter-
personal power to accomplish individual, dyadic, group, and organi-
sational goals. Communication drives relational interactions and 
serves as a basis for forming or influencing individual judgements. The 
degree of influence followers have is based upon expert or interpersonal 
power stemming from their knowledge, character, and skills (Hinrichs 
& Hinrichs, 2014). Demonstrating co-cultural competence through 
effective and appropriate behaviours involves constructively influenc-
ing others with one’s credibility. Reflecting the Aristotelian concept of 
ethos, source credibility, composed of expertise, character, and caring, 
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has been defined as ‘the attitude toward a source of communication 
held at a given time by a communicator’ (McCroskey & Teven, 1999; 
McCroskey & Young, 1981, p. 24). First, expertise concerns perceptions 
of qualification, intelligence, knowledge, and authoritativeness, which 
are commonly associated with perceptions of competence (McCroskey 
& Teven, 1999). Different kinds of expertise, ranging from technical 
issues to mundane tasks, are needed when organisational members work 
together to achieve organisational goals (Stech, 2008). Co-culturally 
competent followers raise awareness of their own expertise as well 
as the expertise of others within diverse teams to influence teaching 
opportunities and collaboration, which encourages goal achievement  
through collective action.

Second, character (that is, dynamism) refers to perceptions of trust, 
honesty, and sagacity (Berlo, Lemert, & Mertz, 1969; McCroskey & 
Teven, 1999). The meaning of trust varies across cultures; however, all 
trust is a process of reducing uncertainty (Avolio & Reichard, 2008). 
Co-culturally competent followers reduce uncertainty to build trust by 
revealing characteristics of openness to different perceptions regarding 
methods of practice or ethics, while dually communicating messages 
honestly through repeated interaction to increase social identification 
and perceived interdependence (Avolio & Reichard, 2008). Moreover, 
trust, social identification, and reduced uncertainty fulfil the socio-
psychological need for belonging (Popper, 2014). Thus, a follower’s 
character stimulates a sense of shared identity with others and augments 
one’s power to influence based on expertise and liking to help achieve 
individual and collective goals.

Third, caring refers to empathy, understanding, goodwill, and respon-
siveness (McCroskey & Teven, 1999). Influencing another individual’s 
judgements through competent behaviours requires followers to express 
and respond to messages complementary to the mindset of the other 
to gain attention and support. As such, this involves understanding the 
perceptions of the other person, a core aspect of empathy. Importantly, 
mutual understanding between relational partners is an outcome of 
empathy that heightens shared identity, closeness, and cooperation 
(de Vignemont & Singer, 2006; Goldstein, Vezich, & Shapiro, 2014). 
Therefore, empathy is a skill affording followers the ability to tailor 
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follower roles and behaviours with culturally different partners in a 
way that bolsters attempts to influence based on expert or interpersonal 
power aimed towards promoting cohesion and synergy that are often 
necessary for goal achievement within workplaces.

Followership Role Modelling

Distinguishing Between Mentoring and Role Modelling

Followers serve as both role models and mentors. There is more room 
for people to perceive similarities than differences between the two 
roles. This may be, in part, because mentoring is often viewed by organ-
isations and their members as part of the formal processes and roles to 
and against which organisational members are assigned and evaluated. 
For example, there are no formal training programmes or handbooks on 
how to be an effective role model in individual organisations; however, 
mentors receive specific clear guidelines for engaging in their mentoring 
tasks as well as formal or informal training on how to further develop 
those mentoring skills. Because mentoring is often a formally assigned 
role, mentoring can be viewed as a one-way street with the mentor 
actively engaging in the process and the mentee being a passive recipient 
of the communication, information, and advice. Kram (1985) defined 
psychosocial (that is, helping the person handle the day-to-day aspects 
of organisational functioning) and career (that is, helping the person 
develop on a career trajectory to advance one’s organisational position 
or be in a better position to change organisations) types of mentoring. 
In each of these cases, the more senior person would ‘do’ the mentoring 
work and the mentee would ‘receive’ the benefits of that work. While 
the mentor may benefit in this relationship, there are no guarantees.

Whereas, mentoring relationships tend to be more formal in nature, 
role-modelling behaviours, and the relationships that develop from them 
tend to be more informal in nature. For example, a mentor is likely to 
tell the protégé what the employee manual says about how to main-
tain safety on the warehouse floor and a role model is likely to enact 
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the behaviours that she or he has developed for maintaining safety that 
may extend beyond what is available in an employee manual. For our 
purposes, role modelling and mentorship coexist and function effectively 
in the followership arena. Traditionally, research reveals followers benefit 
from role models and mentors (Ghosh, 2012; Gibson, 2003); however, 
individuals who excel within their sphere of interest can be seen as role 
models who are accomplishing both individual and organisational goals.

Followers’ Co-cultural Competence and Role Modelling

Effective followers serve as role models because followership characteris-
tics and role behaviours, such as co-cultural competence and proactivity, 
are widely desired attributes that are selected and perceived as meaning-
ful through observation as individuals enact the cognitive processes of 
role modelling (Carsten et al., 2010). An individual’s place of work is 
the most proximal context in which similarity comparisons can be made 
(Hogg & Terry, 2000); however, personal networks (for example, peers, 
colleagues, and acquaintances) extend beyond the organisational home. 
As such, effective followers are more available, which increases the fre-
quency of interactions and opportunities for role modelling. Therefore, 
a follower’s co-cultural competence and role behaviours are observable 
attributes ripe for selection.

A role model is a cognitive representation ‘based on the attributes of 
people in social roles an individual perceives to be similar to him or her-
self to some extent and desires to increase perceived similarity by emu-
lating those attributes’ (Gibson, 2004, p. 136). However, role modelling 
is ‘a cognitive process in which individuals actively observe, adapt, and 
reject attributes of multiple role models’ (Gibson, 2004, p. 136) who 
are perceived to be similar. Role modelling reflects an intrapersonal 
process and individual-level propensity for either a new skill or a dif-
ferent style with or without interacting with the target. As such, it is a 
fundamental process of, personal development throughout the lifetime 
of one’s career; however, the purpose of adapting or rejecting differ-
ent role model attributes varies depending upon career stage (Gibson, 
2003). Research reveals (Gibson, 2003) that the purpose of role model 
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construal is determined by the current phase of one’s career, where 
individuals in their: (a) early career stages pursue acquiring maximal 
information regarding a multitude of positive attributes to forge self-
concept, (b) middle career stages select specific positive and negative 
attributes to sharpen/refine self-concept, and (c) late career stages aim to 
solidify self-concept by averting from negative role model attributes and 
gaining new skills through specific attributes of positive role models. 
Thus, individuals consistently seek role models using the process of role 
modelling to develop a self-concept that promotes competence (to be 
more effective, appropriate, skilled), career advancement, and job secu-
rity throughout the career lifespan.

From a communication perspective, role modelling can also be 
viewed as interactive whereby the co-culturally competent follower 
and person seeking role modelling interact with each other. This type 
of communication provides socio-psychological and career support that 
differs from mentoring in two ways: (a) interactions are more informal 
based on perceived similarity and (b) interactions influence and shape 
multiple layers of an individual’s identity. First, role modelling as an 
interactive process is based on the perceived similarities between indi-
viduals, rather than power or status differentials when the purpose of 
communication is to fulfil one’s desire to learn or adapt an attribute 
demonstrated by another. Co-culturally competent followers’ character, 
goodwill, and intelligence (that is, credibility) work in tandem to create 
a more informal communicative environment that establishes a sense of 
camaraderie and security when others interact with them as role models. 
This type of collegial informality influences how people communicate 
and define their personal and relational layers of identity (Hecht, 1993, 
2015), such that individuals feel more free to express their opinions, 
convey how they define themselves either as unique human beings or 
by their relationship roles, or articulate how others see them. As such, 
interactants understand each other better and further their relation-
ship, presenting an opportunity to extend socio-psychological support 
as well as broaden networks and resources to advance career support. 
Co-culturally competent followers can also engage in role modelling 
interactively through self-regulatory attributes.
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Second, co-culturally competent followers model and communicate 
attributes such as goal-directed self-regulation and flexibility through 
effective behaviours while accomplishing tasks. During the interactive 
role-modelling process, the interplay between co-culturally competent 
followers’ cognitive and behavioural flexibility reduces uncertainty and 
shapes the seeker’s enactment layer of identity. Individuals observe, 
adapt, or reject attributes of role models as they encounter uncertainty 
while completing routine operations, prescribed tasks, and workplace 
processes such as socialisation and training. Followers use cognitive and 
behavioural flexibility to craft informative or instructional messages 
about attributes and tailor disclosing information to match the situation 
in a way that provides clarity and understanding, thus reducing seeker 
uncertainty. The transferred information is either adopted or rejected by 
the seekers, shaping their identity and influencing enacted behaviours 
that communicate identity as a function of performance. Furthermore, 
research suggests that effective followers can either promote or sup-
press the collective emotions of organisational members when there is 
heightened identification between group members and the effective fol-
lower (Tee, Paulsen, & Ashkanasy, 2013). Members who have a sense 
of shared identity also share a sense of communal orientation. As such, 
goals can be automatically activated within individuals who possess 
communal relationship orientations when they are either prescribed 
goals or when they observe goal pursuit as a social responsibility behav-
iour modelled by others (Fitzsimons & Bargh, 2004). Therefore, co- 
culturally competent followers are able to actively and interactively 
provide other organisational members, both peers and those in sub-
ordinate or superior positions, with concrete examples of how to behave  
or communicate to achieve individual and organisational goals.

Future Research

Because followership, co-cultural competence, and role modelling have 
not been examined in combination with each other, the following two 
propositions are proposed:
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1. More co-culturally competent followers are perceived as more 
effective followers.

2. More co-culturally competent followers are perceived as more effec-
tive role models.

Working with these two propositions as a starting point, the following 
hypotheses are proposed as areas ripe for future study to better under-
stand the relationships between and among the various aspects of effec-
tive followership, co-cultural competence, and role modelling.

Effective Followership

1A. There is a direct relationship between credibility and perceptions of 
effective followership.

1B. There is a direct relationship between self-regulation and percep-
tions of effective followership.

1C. There is a direct relationship between (a) cognitive and (b) behav-
ioural adaptability and perceptions of effective followership.

1D. Credibility is the strongest predictor of effective followership fol-
lowed by self-regulation and finally cognitive and behavioural 
adaptability.

Role Modelling

2A. There is a direct relationship between credibility and perceptions of 
effective role modelling.

2B. There is a direct relationship between self-regulation and percep-
tions of effective role modelling.

2C. There is a direct relationship between (a) cognitive and (b) behav-
ioural adaptability and perceptions of effective role modelling.

2D. There is a direct relationship between effective followership and 
role modelling.

2E. Effective followership is the strongest predictor of effective role 
modelling followed by credibility, cognitive and behavioural adapt-
ability, and finally self-regulation.
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Assessing Role Modelling

An immediate first step for research studying followership co-cultural 
communication competence and role modelling is developing and vali-
dating instruments for assessing role-modelling selection and effec-
tiveness. An instrument designed to assess role model selection should 
extend Gibson’s (2004) framework comprised of two assessment dimen-
sions, each containing two sub-scales, including: (a) the cognitive dimen-
sion stems from perceptions of similarity, measuring selection based on 
whether attributes are positive/negative and global/specific and (b) the 
structural dimension stems from aspects concerning proximity within 
organisational structures, measuring selection based on amount of inter-
action (that is, close/distant) and hierarchical position (that is, up/across-
down). Additionally, exploratory research conducted by Gibson (2003) 
found that individuals engage in role modelling to advance their profes-
sional identity in different ways depending on career stage. An instru-
ment designed to determine role model effectiveness should expand on 
this finding to measure the degree to which role modelling fulfils one’s 
goals to acquire, refine, or solidify one’s self-concept within early, mid-
dle, and late career stages by producing professionally desired outcomes. 
Using survey instruments to measure role-modelling selection and effec-
tiveness, future research should examine how individuals choose co-
culturally competent followers as role models and the effect this type of 
role model has on career development within national and international 
arenas. Thus, the proposed research roadmap offers invaluable insights 
towards better understanding how co-culturally competent followership 
and role modelling relate to workplace relationships, professional iden-
tity, career development as well as individual and organisational goals.

References

Adair, R. (2008). Developing great leaders, one follower at a time. In  
R. E. Riggio, I. Chaleff, & J. Lipman-Blument (Eds.), The art of follower-
ship: How great followers create great leaders and organizations (pp. 137–153). 
San Francisco, CA: Wiley.



1 A Followership Perspective on Role Modelling and Mentorship     19

Arasaratnam, L. A. (2014). Ten years of research in intercultural communi-
cation competence (2003–2013): A retrospective. Journal of Intercultural 
Communication, 35, 5–17.

Avolio, B. C., & Reichard, R. J. (2008). The rise of authentic followership. In 
R. E. Riggio, I. Chaleff, & J. Lipman-Blument (Eds.), The art of follower-
ship: How great followers create great leaders and organizations (pp. 25–39). 
San Francisco, CA: Wiley.

Baker, S. D., Stites-Doe, S. A., Mathis, C. J., & Rosenbach, W. E. (2014). The 
fluid nature of follower and leader roles. In L. M. Lapierre & M. K. Carsten 
(Eds.), Followership: What is it and why do people follow? (pp. 73–89). 
Bingley, UK: Emerald Group Publishing.

Bennett, J. M. (2009). Cultivating intercultural competence: A process per-
spective. In D. K. Deardorff (Ed.), The SAGE handbook of intercultural com-
petence (pp. 121–140). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.

Berlo, D. K., Lemert, J. B., & Mertz, R. J. (1969). Dimensions for evaluating the 
acceptability of message sources. Public Opinion Quarterly, 33(4), 563–576.

Carsten, M. K., Harms, P., & Uhl-Bien, M. (2014). Exploring historical per-
spectives of followership: The need for an expanded view of followers and 
the follower role. In L. M. Lapierre & M. K. Carsten (Eds.), Followership: 
What is it and why do people follow? (pp. 3–25). Bingley, UK: Emerald 
Group Publishing.

Carsten, M. K., Uhl-Bien, M., West, B. J., Patera, J. L., & McGregor, R. 
(2010). Exploring social constructions of followership: A qualitative 
study. Leadership Quarterly, 21(3), 543–562. https://doi.org/10.1016/ 
j.leaqua.2010.03.01.

Carver, C. S., & Scheier, M. F. (1981). Attention and self-regulation: A control-
theory approach to human behavior. New York, NY: Springer.

Carver, C. S., & Scheier, M. F. (2004). Self-regulation of action and affect. In 
R. F. Baumeister & K. D. Vohs (Eds.), Handbook of self-regulation: Research, 
theory, and applications (pp. 13–39). New York, NY: Guilford Press.

Dawidziuk, M., Boboryko-Hocazade, J., & Mazur, B. (2012). The intercul-
tural competencies of the managers and organizations in the global world. 
Managerial Challenges of the Contemporary Society, 3, 117–120.

Delia, J. G. (1977). Constructivism and the study of human com-
munication. Quarterly Journal of Speech, 63(1), 66–83. https://doi.
org/10.1080/00335637709383368.

DeRue, D. S., & Ashford, S. J. (2010). Who will lead and who will fol-
low? A social process of leadership identity construction in organizations. 

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2010.03.01
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2010.03.01
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00335637709383368
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00335637709383368


20     C. A. Ray and M. T. Violanti

Academy of Management Review, 35(4), 627–647. https://doi.org/10.5465/
AMR.2010.53503267.

de Vignemont, F., & Singer, T. (2006). The empathic brain: How, when 
and why? Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 10(10), 435–441. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.tics.2006.08.008.

Dixon, G. (2008). Getting together. In R. E. Riggio, I. Chaleff, & J. Lipman-
Blument (Eds.), The art of followership: How great followers create great lead-
ers and organizations (pp. 155–176). San Francisco, CA: Wiley.

Epitropaki, O., Sy, T., Martin, R., Tram-Quon, S., & Topakas, A. (2013). 
Implicit leadership and followership theories “in the wild”: Taking stock 
of information-processing approaches to leadership and followership in 
organizational settings. Leadership Quarterly, 24(6), 858–881. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2013.10.005.

Fitzsimons, G. M., & Bargh, J. A. (2004). Automatic self-regulation. In  
K. D. Vohs & R. F. Baumeister (Eds.), Handbook of self-regulation: Research, 
theory, and applications (pp. 151–170). New York, NY: Guilford Press.

Ghosh, R. (2012). Mentors providing challenge and support: Integrating con-
cepts from teacher mentoring in education and organizational mentoring in 
business. Human Resource Development Review, 12(2), 144–176. https://doi.
org/10.1177/1534484312465608.

Gibson, D. E. (2003). Developing the professional self-concept: Role model 
construals in early, middle, and late career stages. Organization Science, 
14(5), 591–610. https://doi.org/10.1287/orsc.14.5.591.16767.

Gibson, D. E. (2004). Role models in career development: New directions for 
theory and research. Journal of Vocational Behavior, 65(1), 134–156. https://
doi.org/10.1016/S0001-8791(03)00051-4.

Goldstein, N. J., Vezich, S., & Shapiro, J. R. (2014). Perceived perspective 
taking: When others walk in our shoes. Journal of Personality and Social 
Psychology, 106(6), 941–960. https://doi.org/10.1037/1a0036395.

Hecht, M. L. (1993). 2002—A research odyssey: Toward the development of 
a communication theory of identity. Communication Monographs, 60(1), 
76–82. https://doi.org/10.1080/03637759309376297.

Hecht, M. L. (2015). Communication theory of identity: Multilayered under-
standings of performed identities. In D. O. Braithwaite & Paul Schrodt 
(Eds.), Engaging theories in interpersonal communication: Multiple perspectives 
(pp. 175–187). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.

Hinrichs, K. T., & Hinrichs, A. T. (2014). Comparing followers and subordi-
nates: Accounting for the effects of organizational hierarchy. In L. M. Lapierre 

http://dx.doi.org/10.5465/AMR.2010.53503267
http://dx.doi.org/10.5465/AMR.2010.53503267
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2006.08.008
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tics.2006.08.008
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2013.10.005
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2013.10.005
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1534484312465608
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/1534484312465608
http://dx.doi.org/10.1287/orsc.14.5.591.16767
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0001-8791(03)00051-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0001-8791(03)00051-4
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/1a0036395
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/03637759309376297


1 A Followership Perspective on Role Modelling and Mentorship     21

& M. K. Carsten (Eds.), Followership: What is it and why do people follow? (pp. 
89–105). Bingley, UK: Emerald Group Publishing.

Hogg, M. A., & Terry, D. J. (2000). Social identity and self categorization pro-
cesses in organizational contexts. Academy of Management Review, 25(1), 
121–140. https://doi.org/10.5465/AMR.2000.2791606.

Howell, J. P., & Mendez, M. J. (2008). Three perspectives on followership. In 
R. E. Riggio, I. Chaleff, & J. Lipman-Blument (Eds.), The art of follower-
ship: How great followers create great leaders and organizations (pp. 25–39). 
San Francisco, CA: Wiley.

Jaussi, K. S., & Randel, A. E. (2014). Leading to develop truly effective fol-
lowers. In L. M. Lapierre & M. K. Carsten (Eds.), Followership: What is 
it and why do people follow? (pp. 141–155). Bingley, UK: Emerald Group 
Publishing Limited.

Junker, N. M., & van Dick, R. (2014). Implicit theories in organizational set-
tings: A systematic review and research agenda of implicit leadership and 
followership theories. Leadership Quarterly, 25(6), 1154–1173. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2014.09.002.

Korsgaard, A. M., Meglino, B. M., Lester, S. W., & Jeong, S. S. (2010). Paying 
you back or paying me forward: Understanding rewarded and unrewarded 
organizational citizenship behavior. Journal of Applied Psychology, 95(2), 
277–290. https://doi.org/10.1037/a0018137.

Kram, K. E. (1985). Mentoring at work: Developmental relationships in organi-
zational life. Glenview, IL: Scott, Foresman.

Lockwood, P. L., Seara-Cardoso, A., & Viding, E. (2014). Emotion regulation 
moderates the association between empathy and prosocial behavior. Plos 
ONE, 9(5), 1–6. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0096555.

McCroskey, J. C., & Teven, J. J. (1999). Goodwill: A reexamination of the 
construct and its measurement. Communications Monographs, 66(1), 90–103.

McCroskey, J. C., & Young, T. J. (1981). Ethos and credibility: The construct 
and its measurement after three decades. Central States Speech Journal, 
32(1), 24–34. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2958.1981.tb00657.x.

O’Keefe, D. J., & Sypher, H. E. (1981). Cognitive complexity meas-
ures and the relationship of cognitive complexity to communica-
tion. Human Communication Research, 8(1), 72–92. https://doi.
org/10.1111/j.1468-2958.1981.tb00657.x.

Popper, M. (2014). Why do people follow? In L. M. Lapierre & M. K. Carsten 
(Eds.), Followership: What is it and why do people follow? (pp. 109–120). 
Bingley, UK: Emerald Group Publishing.

http://dx.doi.org/10.5465/AMR.2000.2791606
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2014.09.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2014.09.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/a0018137
http://dx.doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0096555
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2958.1981.tb00657.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2958.1981.tb00657.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2958.1981.tb00657.x


22     C. A. Ray and M. T. Violanti

Pusch, M. D. (2009). The interculturally competent global leader. In  
D. K. Deardorff (Ed.), The SAGE handbook of intercultural competence  
(pp. 66–85). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.

Spitzberg, B. H. (2000). A model of intercultural communication com-
petence. In L. A. Samovar, R. E. Porter, E. R. McDaniel, & C. S. Roy 
(Eds.), Intercultural communication: A reader (pp. 379–391). Belmont, CA: 
Wadsworth.

Spitzberg, B. H., & Changnon, G. (2009). Conceptualizing intercultural com-
petence. In D. K. Deardorff (Ed.), The SAGE handbook of intercultural com-
petence (pp. 2–52). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.

Stech, E. L. (2008). A new leadership-followership paradigm. In R. E. Riggio, 
I. Chaleff, & J. Lipman-Blument (Eds.), The art of followership: How great 
followers create great leaders and organizations (pp. 41–52). San Francisco, 
CA: Wiley.

Sy, T., & McCoy, T. (2014). Being both leaders and followers: Advancing 
a model of leader and follower role switching. In L. M. Lapierre &  
M. K. Carsten (Eds.), Followership: What is it and why do people follow?  
(pp. 73–89). Bingley, UK: Emerald Group Publishing.

Tee, E. Y., Paulsen, N., & Ashkanasy, N. M. (2013). Revisiting follower-
ship through a social identity perspective: The role of collective follower 
emotion and action. Leadership Quarterly, 24(6), 902–918. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2013.10.002.

Ting-Toomey, S. (2009). Intercultural conflict competence as a facet of inter-
cultural competence development: Multiple conceptual approaches. In  
D. K. Deardorff (Ed.), The SAGE handbook of intercultural competence  
(pp. 100–120). Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.

Tsui, A. S., & Ashford, S. J. (1994). Adaptive self-regulation: A process view of 
managerial effectiveness. Journal of Management, 20(1), 93–121.

Uhl-Bien, M., Riggio, R. E., Lowe, K. B., & Carsten, M. K. (2014). 
Followership theory: A review and research agenda. Leadership Quarterly, 
25(1), 83–104. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2013.11.007.

VanderPal, G., & Ko, V. S. C. (2014). An overview of global leadership: 
Ethics, values, cultural diversity and conflicts. Journal of Leadership, 
Accountability and Ethics, 11(3), 166–175.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2013.10.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2013.10.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2013.11.007


23

Introduction

The work of the academic in higher education is challenging, given 
the changes taking place within the higher education environment 
(Buchanan, Gordon, & Schuck, 2008; Cretchley et al., 2014; De 
Janasz & Sullivan, 2004; Etzkowitz, 2003; Huyghe & Knockaert, 2015; 
Karpiak, 2000; Thorsen, 1996). These changes continue to redefine 
the academic role in higher education and pose challenges to successful 
attainment of the academic’s personal and professional goals. Significant 
changes include higher expectations of quality research outputs (Seo, 
Hedayati Mehdiabadi, & Huang, 2016), a gradual shift to learner-cen-
tred teaching approaches (Cretchley et al., 2014; Toews & Yazedjian, 
2007), higher monitoring of university systems through quality assur-
ance initiatives (Buchanan et al., 2008; Cretchley et al., 2014), and 
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increased expectations to meet internal and external community needs 
through service activities (Toews & Yazedjian, 2007). There are institu-
tions of higher learning that are moving beyond the traditional goals of 
simply being knowledge conservationists, to becoming entrepreneurial 
organisations that strive to be economically and socially self-sustaining 
(Etzkowitz, 2003; Huyghe & Knockaert, 2015). The changing environ-
ment of higher education is escalating the work required from academics 
and resulting in stress-producing pressures hitherto only experienced in 
corporate life (Thorsen, 1996). Whilst at one time what constituted the 
academic profession may have been quite clear, the changing landscape 
has blurred that clarity (Briggs, 2005; Thorsen, 1996). It is evident that 
academics may need support to achieve personal and professional devel-
opment goals. Role modelling is an initiative that may have an impact in 
this endeavour.

Personal and professional development is the process of achieving 
competencies and experiences necessary to progress successfully in one’s 
profession. It entails taking deliberate steps to improve oneself and learn 
new ways of thinking and doing. In the context of this chapter’s discus-
sions, personal and professional development will be used interchangea-
bly with self-development, a term that will holistically be understood as 
an academic’s personal initiative to seek growth opportunities by inter-
acting with their environment through role modelling. Additionally, the 
terms ‘academics’ and ‘professionals’ are used interchangeably to mean 
educators in higher education.

Given that the challenging expectations from academics in higher 
education propel them to seek self-development objectives and the fact 
that role models are generally viewed as individuals who inspire others 
to set ambitious personal and professional goals, it was expected that 
the notion of self-development would have attracted considerable atten-
tion in terms of empirical research. Surprisingly, there is little empiri-
cal research addressing role modelling in higher education in general, 
or personal and professional development of academics in particular. 
In addition, there is a paucity of empirical research on role models in 
organisational settings. Understanding how role modelling makes an 
impact on the self-development of academics is important to explore 
because such an investigation begins to illuminate the dynamics of role 
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modelling in higher education. The exploration could also lead to the 
identification of possible interventions at the organisational level that 
may support the personal and professional development process for aca-
demics. Because of the scarcity of empirical research on role modelling 
specific to academics, this literature review has accessed diverse litera-
ture, such as those in organisational science, organisational behaviour, 
and general education.

This chapter discusses how role modelling presents itself in higher 
education. It explores how role models in higher education can posi-
tively influence the self-development of academics. The chapter begins 
by discussing definitional issues in role modelling. It then moves to a 
discussion of the academic profession and how role modelling interfaces 
with the construction of the academic’s professional identity and self-
concept. How self-development is achieved through role modelling is 
then outlined. The chapter concludes with recommendations for prac-
tice and suggestions for future research.

Defining Role Modelling

Role modelling has been advanced as having the potential to enhance 
personal and professional development (Bosma, Hessels, Schutjens, Van 
Praag, & Verheul, 2012; Gibson, 2003; Ibarra, 1999; Kwan, Mao, & 
Zhang, 2010; Pratt, Rockmann, & Kaufmann, 2006; Sealy & Singh, 
2010; Singh, Vinnicombe, & James, 2006). Despite the general and 
empirical support for the positive developmental outcomes of role 
modelling, it remains a concept that has not been definitively defined 
(Gibson, 2004; Morgenroth, Ryan, & Peters, 2015). Two related terms 
that are often confused are role modelling and mentoring. Often, 
researchers use these two terms interchangeably, with the apparent 
assumption that they mean the same thing, an approach that only adds 
to the confusion in terms of defining the role-modelling concept. The 
overlaps between the two terms may be occurring because role model-
ling is considered a fundamental function of mentoring (Jacobi, 1991; 
Kram, 1988), meaning that mentors are required to act as role models  
to their mentees. However, whilst mentoring utilises role modelling as 
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a core function, role modelling can occur without a mentoring inter-
vention. There are therefore distinct differences between these two roles. 
Allen and Eby (2007) highlight three elements that distinguish role 
modelling from mentoring. Whilst mentoring requires a certain degree 
of mutuality, relational closeness, and interaction between participat-
ing parties, role modelling does not require any of these elements. Role 
modelling does not require face-to-face interaction. It is a cognitive con-
cept that is executed in the mind of the individual. To benefit from role 
modelling, one does not require to build a relationship with another 
that cultivates trust and friendship. Role modelling involves observable 
learning, whilst mentoring pre-supposes the intention to offer relational 
support and guidance. Role models are those individuals that exercise 
influence over others through their behaviour. They exhibit behavioural 
attributes that are desirable to others and can contribute to the achieve-
ment of desired personal and/or professional goals (Gibson, 2004; 
Macfarlane, 2011). Specifically, in the higher education environment, 
role modelling is how an academic perceives another as a role model and 
how they use this perception to lead them to desired self-developmental 
goals that achieve personal and professional aspirations.

Nature of the Academic Profession

The work of the academic is measured through how they communicate, 
connect, and collaborate with different audiences. In general, academics 
are expected to develop a quality research portfolio, achieve excellence 
in teaching, and network within the institution and the wider commu-
nity through service roles. In addition, they are expected to have excel-
lent time management and organisational skills. Executing these often 
conflicting tasks is challenging, as it requires a diverse range of com-
petencies (Briggs, 2005; De Janasz & Sullivan, 2004; Seo et al., 2016; 
Thorsen, 1996; Toews & Yazedjian, 2007). In a study conducted using 
women academics, Seo et al. (2016) identified six core competencies 
academics need for a successful career in higher education—making 
important connections, fulfilling responsibilities in higher education, 
being politically savvy, managing personal and professional obligations, 
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Table 2.1 Core career competencies for academics

Core competency Sub-category

Making important connections 1. Building professional networks
2. Nurturing built networks
3.  Finding people who support you 

inside/outside your department
4.  Seeking role models and mentor(s) 

to guide you
Fulfilling responsibilities in academia 1. Conducting research for publication

2. Applying for grants and projects
3. Attending to your instruction
4. Contributing to your department

Being politically savvy 1. Considering politics in every aspect
a.  Seeking political supporters 

(alliances)
b. Considering politics in writing
c. Considering politics in general

2. Being your own advocate
Managing personal and professional 

obligations
1. Balancing work and life
2. Developing organisational skills

a. Prioritising your time
b.  Following a strict sense of your 

short-term and long-term goals
3. Knowing your possibility and limit
4.  Building a supportive relationship 

with your partner
Developing a sense of self-agency for 

your career
1.  Matching your interest with career 

choices
2.  Strategically setting your career 

goals
3. Continuously pursuing your career
4. Taking advantage of opportunities
5. Building realistic backup plans

Believing in yourself in the work 
environment

1. Positive attitude towards self
2.  Dealing with gender-based expecta-

tions towards females from both 
colleagues and students

Source Adapted from Seo et al. (2016, p. 9)

developing a sense of self-agency for one’s career, and believing in one-
self in the work environment (see Table 2.1). These competencies pro-
vide a good representation of what academics do and therefore include 
aspects of what they may desire to enhance as self-development goals. 
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The competencies that inform the academic profession can provide 
clues to the attributes academics may seek for emulation from prospec-
tive role models.

For many academics in higher education, the academic profession is 
a vocation that necessitates lifelong learning, and freedom to navigate 
their professional journey. Once they join higher education, the expec-
tation is that academics will hit the ground running and maintain an 
upward trajectory, or to express it more accurately, maintain a juggling 
act of various projects (De Janasz & Sullivan, 2004), that propel them 
to progressively higher levels in the institution for the duration of their 
career. In general, other than programmed teaching assignments, aca-
demics have the freedom to work on projects of their choosing. But 
with this freedom comes isolation for many, where nobody knows or 
cares about what one is working on or if one is working at all (Karpiak, 
2000). Personal and professional development is often left up to the 
individual academic. Those who accomplish success pour in time and 
effort to achieve planned self-development goals. With such effort 
comes the desire to provide work that has high impact and brings recog-
nition and validation. Academics take pride in showcasing their achieve-
ments and it is through these successes that they often become visible to 
others in their social contexts.

The wide range of competencies required for effective teaching, 
research, and service in a continually changing university environment 
makes it challenging for academics to receive adequate formal training 
in aspects of their work (De Janasz & Sullivan, 2004). Thus, as aca-
demic roles become more challenging, the need for personal and pro-
fessional development becomes more critical. In an effort to meet and 
surpass expectations, academics tend to spread themselves too thin, 
tackling various projects or roles simultaneously, debating the ‘right’ 
choices of professional service activities to undertake, continually 
searching for avenues to enhance their teaching practice, and manag-
ing the ‘publish or perish’ culture of higher education in a highly com-
petitive publishing environment. It is possible that academics could 
mitigate these challenges by utilising the role-modelling process for 
self-development. Role modelling can be an intervention that could 
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assist academics better execute their self-development agenda and 
achieve aspirations of the kind of professional they wish to become.

Professional Identity and Self-Concept

The conceptualisation of a viable professional identity is fundamental 
to self-development (Gibson, 2003; Ibarra, 1999; Singh et al., 2006). 
Ibarra (1999) defines professional identity as an enduring set of attrib-
utes, beliefs, values, motives, and experiences by which people define 
themselves. Identity, in this chapter’s context, refers to the perceptive 
meaning people attach to the different roles they play as they interact 
with others in different settings (McCall & Simmons, 1978; Stryker, 
1980). These roles they play are attached to the work they perform. A 
professional academic identity, therefore, encompasses the attributes 
perceived by the academic as depicting the type of professional they are 
and can become.

Integral to the process of constructing one’s professional identity is 
the refining of one’s self-concept. A person’s self-concept is how one 
views themselves in relation to others within their social context at 
both personal and professional levels (Super, 1980). What an academic 
believes about themselves is important because how they see themselves 
defines their professional identity. The academic’s professional identity 
is not static and will evolve in response to changing work roles (Gibson, 
2003). Given the nature of their profession, it is difficult for academics 
to separate the personal from the professional self. In pursuit of profes-
sional objectives, the social and emotional aspects of the journey inter-
twine into one intentional aspiration. As they journey through their 
professional lives, academics make personal choices on how to construct 
their professional identity. For example, academics may decide to focus 
more on research activities than on teaching, or desire to establish an 
effective work–life balance. As the academic begins to chart the path of 
their professional career, they progressively build their self-concept. This 
journey involves a cognitive process about their professional aspirations 
and a vision of who they want to become. Role models can provide a 
vision of who a professional could be in future.
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The notion of possible selves (Markus & Nurius, 1986) assists in the 
understanding of how a professional may think about different visions 
of themselves in their quest to construct their ideal professional identity. 
Ideas of who the academic visualises they could be lead them to scan 
their environment for possible role models who may provide tangible 
clues on how to achieve their predetermined self-development range of 
competencies. Bucher and Stelling’s (1977) concept of partial role mod-
els explains the potential for academics to access several role models 
at the same time as they search for attributes that may fulfil their per-
ceived identity. The theory suggests that observers, depending on their 
self-development needs, will be attracted by specific attributes in differ-
ent role models. These attributes can then be emulated and will con-
tribute to the building of the desired identity. Professionals, therefore, 
utilise multiple role models to construct their ideal self, by imitating 
observed bits from each role model they perceive to be relevant to them. 
For example, an academic may wish to enhance their research agenda, 
and at the same time, they may want to be a more effective teacher. 
Depending on the specific situation, and the competencies sought, 
these two visions may call for various role models within the academic’s 
social circles to fulfil desired developmental needs.

Ibarra’s (1999) empirical research advanced the notions of the signifi-
cance of possible selves and partial role models in the construction of 
the professional identity, followed more recently by other studies sup-
porting the fact that role modelling contributes to the construction of 
one’s self-concept. Ibarra (1999) studied managers in the early stages of 
their careers and established that less experienced managers constructed 
various ‘provisional selves’ by observing and adapting their role mod-
el’s professional traits and styles to suit their targeted self-development 
objectives. Gibson (2003) found that professionals utilised several 
role models throughout their careers, the emphasis of their emula-
tion changing only in relevance to the identification of which attrib-
utes from role models would reinforce their professional self-concept.  
Similarly, Singh et al. (2006) found that professional women accessed 
a variety of role models in their endeavour to construct their ideal pro-
fessional identity, drawing relevant attributes from each role model as 
desired. The role-modelling process, therefore, suggests that the aca-
demic will need to seek various role models from whom they can 
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emulate attributes that contribute to the achievement of their planned 
self-development goals. A portfolio of role models allows an observer to 
experiment with different possible selves in their endeavour to construct 
their professional identity (Bucher & Stelling, 1977; Ibarra, 1999).

In sum, in providing self-development benefits, role modelling plays 
two distinct roles. The process presents ‘role expectations’, commu-
nicating an ‘I want to be like you’ message, thus assisting in the shap-
ing of an academic’s professional identity. Second, the process presents 
‘modelling expectations’, thereby contributing to the development and 
enhancement of the academic’s self-concept. As will be discussed later, 
these roles influence the selection process of role models. At the same 
time, the professional identity construction and the gradual enhance-
ment of one’s self-concept impact how the academic progressively man-
age their self-development as they advance through their career.

Self-Development and Career Advancement

The rationale for self-development emanates from a natural expectation 
for professional career progression. Once they join higher education, 
academics are expected to progressively move from one stage to another 
following a well-established promotion track. This progression is driven 
by self-developmental objectives as articulated by the individual aca-
demic and guided by institutional expectations.

Role models play a significant function in guiding professionals 
achieve their aspirations (Bucher & Stelling, 1977; Gibson, 2003; Ibarra, 
1999). The sparse research on role modelling in organisations focuses on 
the development of professionals in the early stages of their careers and 
marginalised groups such as women and culturally diverse professionals, 
giving the impression that only such professionals need role modelling 
for self-development (see, e.g. Gibson, 2006; Kachchaf, Ko, Hodari, & 
Ong, 2015; Singh et al., 2006; Terosky, O’Meara, & Campbell, 2014). 
However, a study conducted by Gibson (2003) found all employees, 
regardless of their age or career stage, access role models to progressively 
enhance their self-concept. In addition, Creswell and Brown (1992) 
studied academic leaders in higher education and established that the 
leaders recognised they were role models not only to academics in the 
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early stages of their careers but also to all academics, regardless of the 
stage they were in their career. Gibson’s (2003) study advanced that a 
professional’s need to observe and emulate role models does not change 
as they grow older and progress through their career. Rather, what 
changes is the specificity of the attributes professionals seek from their 
identified role models. This implies that the process of using role models 
for self-development becomes more refined as professionals become more 
comfortable with who they are. Literature thus suggests that (a) self-
development can be enhanced by attending role models throughout one’s 
career and (b) older, more experienced, academics not only are poten-
tial role models, but also seek role models themselves. Consequently, the 
early, middle, and late career stages attract different self-development 
strategies depending on the professional’s evolving needs.

In the early stages, new faculty struggle with adaptation and orien-
tation (Creswell & Brown, 1992), a situation that is exacerbated by 
the ‘sink or swim’ culture inherent in most higher education institu-
tions. Each academic joins higher education as an expert in their own 
right. This fact, however, does not diminish the self-doubt and feelings 
of insufficiency that often afflicts academics in the early stages of their 
careers. Academics are left to self-manage assigned tasks and other insti-
tutional expectations. In this environment, the requirement for self-
development quickly sets in. In this time of socialisation, professionals 
pay attention to role models to create a viable self-concept (Gibson, 
2003; Ibarra, 1999). During this career stage, role models can play a 
significant part in the academic’s socialisation.

In middle-career stages, academics re-examine their careers which 
may have plateaued (Creswell & Brown, 1992; Terosky et al., 2014). 
Many mid-career academics are usually middle-aged (Karpiak, 2000), 
and for them, it is a time to redefine their style and reaffirm their pro-
fessional objectives, thus refining their self-concept (Gibson, 2003). It 
is potentially also a time for renewed commitment and job satisfaction 
(Karpiak, 2000). At this time, self-development needs have changed 
and academics may have a need for personal and professional devel-
opment (Karpiak, 2000). But this is also the time when institutions 
assume these mid-career academics have little need for professional 
development and offer little support to meet their developmental needs. 
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The middle-career stage is a period where professionals often perceive 
the absence of relevant role models and cite this lack of role models as 
a barrier to career advancement (Singh et al., 2006). At this stage, the 
number of potential role models narrows because mid-career profession-
als become much more selective in the attributes they perceive as rel-
evant from role models (Gibson, 2003).

Late-stage academics also have professional developmental goals they 
would like to achieve, with senior professors exhibiting changing inter-
ests (Creswell & Brown, 1992). At this stage of their career, senior aca-
demics may need exposure to role models who can assist them achieve 
specific organisational skills (Gibson, 2003), perhaps brought about 
by technological and other environmental changes occurring in higher 
education. Older professionals generally seek to enhance and affirm 
their self-concept (Gibson, 2003). Availability of role models that align 
with desired needs can enhance the commitment and satisfaction levels 
of these mature academics to the extent that they continue to provide 
essential benefits to the organisation.

Given the nature of the academic profession, the notion that all aca-
demics seek role models through the entire span of their professional 
career aligns well with how self-development would manifest in higher 
education. With the requirement to be continuously learning as a fun-
damental part of the profession, it is expected that new competencies 
will need to be developed depending on different situations. It is pre-
sumed, therefore, that academics will utilise role modelling as a devel-
opmental intervention throughout their professional career. Since role 
models will be accessed at different stages of the professional journey, 
and for varied attributes depending on current self-development needs, 
the selection of role models becomes critical to the achievement of 
self-development goals.

Selection of Role Models for Self-Development

Selecting role models is a unique and personal choice that is a process 
of social comparison (Collins, 1996) and has to fulfil certain conditions 
within the mind of the observer. Role models need to be perceived as 
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relevant and in alignment with the observer’s current and future goals 
(Lockwood & Kunda, 1997). Relevance, in this case, can adopt the 
views of two theoretical constructs. The first theoretical construct fol-
lows role identity theory (McCall & Simmons, 1978; Stryker, 1980) 
and suggests that an academic may be guided by similarities in motives 
and characteristics, including demographic characteristics such as gen-
der, race, or values. The selection process focuses on the role aspects of 
role modelling and is driven by the heady motivation to own an aspect 
of the role model. The ability to be attracted to and influenced by oth-
ers within their social contexts can be explained through Byrne’s (1971) 
similarity-attraction theory which explores the concept that people 
are usually attracted to those similar to themselves. This view is sup-
ported by the homophily concept, which explains why people will often 
identify with those who are like them in certain ways (Ibarra, 1992). 
Literature highlights, for example, that women academics (Gibson, 
2006; Terosky et al., 2014) and academics from culturally diverse back-
grounds (Kachchaf et al., 2015) have fewer role models because these 
marginalised groups struggle to identify role models aligned with their 
values (Kachchaf et al., 2015; Sealy & Singh, 2010; Singh et al., 2006; 
Terosky et al., 2014). The motivational power a professional may feel 
in observing another professional perceived to be similar to themselves 
in relevant ways accomplish what once seemed unattainable can result 
in an ‘if they can do it, so can I’ inspiration that can make goals appear 
realistic and achievable.

The second theoretical construct follows Bandura’s (1977, 1986) 
theory of social learning, where an academic could be guided by cogni-
tive patterns they wish to access such as experience and relevant profes-
sional acumen they observe in the role model. In this case, the selection 
process focuses on the modelling aspects of the role-modelling concept, 
highlighting the specifics the professional can learn from the role model. 
The academic would then be attracted to professionals who can assist 
them in learning specific desired competencies.

In consideration of the above literature and the nature of the aca-
demic profession earlier discussed, there are unique reasons that may 
impact the selection of role models for self-developmental outcomes. 
First, academics will most likely find their role models essentially 
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within higher education. This is owing to the specificity of potential 
self-development objectives which border around research, teaching, 
and service—competencies that are quite industry-specific. In higher 
education, given the context in which academics gain exposure, those 
academics who have published more, who display quality teaching 
behaviour, and who have exemplary service records will most likely be 
identified by other academics as role models.

Second, academics will most likely access a wide spectrum of role 
models for emulation (Gibson, 2004; Ibarra, 1999; Singh et al., 2006), 
to seek partial role models (Bucher & Stelling, 1977) who can pro-
vide targeted skills, attributes, and professional styles that academics 
can then adapt to create unique professional identities. Academics can 
access role models to avoid negative behaviour as well (Gibson, 2004; 
Ibarra, 1999; Lockwood & Kunda, 1999). Whilst positive role models 
will motivate observers to strive to achieve modelled behaviour, nega-
tive role models will motivate observers to avoid failure. Therefore, 
those role models who indicate how ‘not’ to do things may be just as 
valuable to personal and professional development as those with positive 
messages.

Third, in higher education, role models will permeate through all lev-
els of the organisation. Academics who have proved successful in differ-
ent aspects of higher education have high potential to be role models, 
regardless of their position within the institution. Kram and Isabella 
(1985) suggested that a role model is often more senior in terms of 
career stages. In contrast, Gibson (2004) suggests that seniority within 
the role-modelling concept is outdated, in effect implying that an aca-
demic does not necessarily have to be senior to be a role model. Having 
said this, however, role modelling is supported by accumulated experi-
ence, which often comes with many years of practice (Kram, 1988). It 
is anticipated that being viewed as a role model in higher education will 
go with the territory of experience and professional acumen rather than 
seniority. This means that role models will tend to be experienced mem-
bers of higher education, especially those who hold leadership portfolios 
whilst pursuing exemplary research and teaching records (Macfarlane, 
2011). The more experienced academics, with proven and public 
records, will attract observation and emulation from their colleagues.
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In discussing the selection of role models in higher education, it is 
opportune to highlight the potential for academics to make themselves 
available as role models. The work academics do is often visible to oth-
ers, and with this comes the opportunity to be observed and emulated. 
Academics have the opportunity to project their professional identity 
through role modelling. Through their actions, academics demonstrate 
observable clues to others of who they are. Through this avenue, more 
experienced academic role models influence other academics to advance 
the development of their own unique professional identity. Literature 
does support the fact that invariably more experienced academics will 
desire to be perceived as role models by their colleagues (Cretchley 
et al., 2014; Juntrasook, 2014; Kachchaf et al., 2015; Macfarlane, 
2011). How experienced academics value aspects of their work will per-
meate through to role-modelling behaviour. There are academics who 
make concerted efforts to demarcate what they most want to be mod-
elled for. For example, a study by Cretchley et al. (2014) found that 
most senior academics would rather display positive role-modelling 
behaviours for research activities than for teaching. Accepting the utility 
of role modelling can provide self-development outcomes to both the 
observed and observing professionals, as well as benefits for the organi-
sation. It is argued that becoming aware of the influence one has on 
others and how their behaviour acts as a conduit to behavioural change 
in others may encourage one to be a more deliberate and influential role 
model.

In the final analysis, the choice of acceptable role models lies with 
the individual academic. If the academic scans their environment and 
perceives that no one aligns with their values, they will conclude there is 
no one relevant to emulate and will perceive a shortage of role models. 
The perceived lack of relevant role models may be detrimental to the 
academic’s pursuit of self-development goals. At the organisational level, 
the objective of utilising role modelling as a professional development 
intervention would be to initiate strategies that strive to make available 
adequate role models for all academics. It is only through the successful 
identification and selection of appropriate role models that anticipated 
self-development outcomes can potentially be achieved.
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Self-Development Through Role Modelling

Social learning theory (Bandura, 1977, 1986) provides theoretical sup-
port for the concept of self-development by advancing the notion that 
people can learn from observing and emulating role models. At a per-
sonal level, a professional can assess the benefits in the environment 
that may accrue from new learning and deliberately select behaviour 
that will lead them to achieve self-determined developmental goals. 
Modelling offers a continuous and broad spectrum of learning oppor-
tunities where the new learning can be applied to different circum-
stances as required. When the less experienced academic identifies with 
a role model, recognises attributes that are admirable, and can assess 
functional value from adopting this new behaviour, role modelling can 
accord an opportunity for the process of learning to occur effectively, 
and the objectives of self-development to be achieved.

The act of role modelling has attracted little research attention. Ibarra 
(1999) found that professionals emulate role models in different ways, 
depending on what behaviour the professional perceives will positively 
contribute to their development. In this research, Ibarra did not clarify 
what role models actually do to engage with the process of role model-
ling. Gibson (2004, p. 135) confirms that ‘little research has examined 
the processes by which individuals perceive, create and sustain develop-
ment through identification with role models’. It is therefore not clearly 
understood what a role model does or should do to execute or initiate a 
developmental intervention in an academic setting. The lack of research 
has blurred the distinction between role models as individuals and role 
modelling as an action. What is known, however, is that observing role 
models can result in the learning of particular skills and behaviours 
(Bosma et al., 2012; Gibson, 2003; Ibarra, 1999; Kwan et al., 2010; 
Pratt et al., 2006; Sealy & Singh, 2010; Singh et al., 2006).

Learning from role models means observing their behaviours and 
emulating desirable attributes. However, observation in itself is not 
adequate to result in the achievement of self-developmental outcomes. 
Role models become effective in self-development when the observer 
perceives them as relevant. When considered relevant, role models 
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can have both motivational and inspirational effects (Lockwood & 
Kunda, 1997). Consequently, the process of self-development through 
role modelling combines motivation—individuals aspire to be like the 
role model in some way, and imitation—individuals adopt and mimic 
behaviours and style from the role model until they find the right fit. 
Thus, motivation and imitation are fundamental components of the 
role-modelling process that impact the achievement of self-development 
goals.

Professionals are motivated by role models who encourage strategies 
that align with their developmental inspirations (Bosma et al., 2012; 
Gibson, 2004; Lockwood & Kunda, 1997; Morgenroth et al., 2015). 
Role models affirm to the observer that they are not alone in their 
belief of who they aspire to be. Motivation plays a fundamental role 
in self-development when observers believe that the higher goals they 
are observing are attainable (Lockwood & Kunda, 1997). The realisa-
tion that certain professional goals are achievable because someone else 
has attained them, and illustration through modelling behaviour of how 
tasks can be achieved, inspires motivation to strive to achieve similar 
developmental goals. In addition, observing these role models authen-
ticates organisational expectations and potential to achieve set profes-
sional objectives. Through this realisation, the academic can visualise a 
possible future self (Markus & Nurius, 1986). The motivational force 
that results from this process acts as a catalyst to the learning process 
(Morgenroth et al., 2015) and has the potential to push the academic 
to take control of their self-development through self-direction. As they 
attempt to emulate the role model, professionals continue to define 
their self-concept and refine their professional identity (Gibson, 2003).

The learning in the role-modelling process is adopted through imi-
tation (Ibarra, 1999). Acquiring behavioural skills involves more 
than observation and requires experimentation (Bandura, 1977). 
Experimentation is done through imitation (Ibarra, 1999) and is a pro-
cess that involves looking through one’s repertoire of role models and 
mimicking individual traits that align with the desired self-concept. As 
they observe their identified role models, the academic becomes more 
aware of intricate aspects of their self-image. Through the process of 
imitation, the academic’s personal values are shaped, and their sense of 
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professional identity reinforced. Ibarra (1999), in examining how new 
professional roles shape professional identity, found that the adaptation 
process involves observing role models to identify potential identities, 
experimenting with these possible selves, and evaluating the provisional 
self to establish alignment with professional expectations.

The discussion above provides a compelling case for role modelling as 
a self-development intervention in higher education. Clearly, role mod-
elling has high potential to contribute significantly to the achievement 
of positive self-development outcomes for academics in higher educa-
tion and assist them to manage their professional identities within a tur-
bulent environment. The facilitation and support of higher education 
institutions can enhance this self-development process.

Recommendations for Practice

This chapter has revealed that role modelling can indeed be an effec-
tive self-development activity in higher education. There is a need for 
institutions of higher education to recognise the changing role of aca-
demics and initiate appropriate professional development approaches to 
support their work (Briggs, 2005; Cretchley et al., 2014; Macfarlane, 
2011). Academics need support to achieve expected outcomes if they 
are to thrive in higher education. The need to proactively provide facili-
tation and support for the self-development of academics is critical if 
institutions are to maximise the full potential of academics and align 
it to the changing landscape of academia. Institutions of higher learn-
ing should cultivate an environment that encourages associations with a 
wide variety of people that can contribute to personal and professional 
development. Given the nature of the academic profession, and the 
autonomy that is an essential part of self-development, role modelling is 
an intervention that should receive more attention in higher education 
than it has in the past.

Institutions of higher education can play a greater role in encourag-
ing experienced academics to be role models. Regardless of the approach 
adopted by institutions, taking advantage of role modelling as a devel-
opmental initiative for academics assumes there would be systems and 
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policies in place to support such an endeavour. Research, however,  
indicates that often, institutional systems and policies do not overtly 
support role-modelling objectives (Juntrasook, 2014; Macfarlane, 
2011). A study carried out by Macfarlane (2011) revealed that pre-
dominantly senior academics feel underutilised in terms of the devel-
opmental objectives of less experienced colleagues. Whilst the more 
experienced academics were willing to share more of their skills and 
expertise, institutional systems and policies were making this more dif-
ficult. A review of institutional systems is essential to ensure policies and 
procedures support the facilitation of role-modelling initiatives.

Role modelling as an approach to professional development should 
not involve excessive control. There should be autonomy for the aca-
demic to drive their own self-development. The essence of role mod-
elling as a developmental intervention comes from observation and 
emulation by less experienced academics. A well-oiled institutional 
mechanism means there would be systems in place to support profes-
sional development that is desired by academics. In institutions, where 
more experienced academics engage in their own observable profes-
sional development and activities, less experienced academics would be 
able to observe and emulate appropriate behaviour that suits their indi-
vidual and unique paths for self-development.

It could be useful for institutions of higher learning to consider delib-
erate developmental initiatives that accentuate and provide opportuni-
ties for role modelling for less experienced academics. One way could be 
to facilitate the establishment of formal and informal networks which 
would have potential to expose potential role models akin to the men-
tor networks proposed by Higgins and Kram (2001). The developmen-
tal network of mentors proposed by Higgins and Kram is composed of 
a set of people supporting and guiding a single mentee through career 
advancement. Similarly, the notion of a network of role models to guide 
an academic could be encouraged in organisational settings. This idea 
is supported by the theory of partial role models (Bucher & Stelling, 
1977) as a natural process of selecting relevant role models. Academics 
could be encouraged to access numerous role models, composed of pro-
fessionals distant or in close proximity to the academic, who could be 
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actively involved in the academic’s professional development activities 
(such as co-authorship), or passively emulated from afar.

Second, exposing the exemplary works of academics through varied 
networking opportunities and informative seminars could assist aca-
demics access role models relevant to their self-development goals. This 
approach can also make it easier for academics to connect with more 
experienced colleagues working on related areas and may lead to oppor-
tunities for collaboration on projects of interest (e.g. as co-authors or 
co-supervisors). Establishing connections that result in partnerships 
has the potential to utilise the essence of role modelling at a deeper 
and more personal level, where the impact on the achievement of self-
development goals would be more powerful. O’Meara and Stromquist 
(2015) present a case, where role modelling was enhanced through the 
formation of peer networks amongst academics. Although this study 
was targeted at women academics, it is an initiative that could work for 
all academics regardless of gender. In this case study, safe and auton-
omous spaces that exposed academics to potential role models within 
higher education were created. Such an initiative has the potential to be 
based on technology, with networks being developed online and partici-
pation being encouraged in different ways.

Third, providing experiential learning situations such as social staff 
events and opportunities for corridor conversations is another ideal way 
for potential role models to interact with others. This could provide an 
opportunity to socialise and share ideas, stimulating intellectual inter-
est by getting to know what other colleagues are thinking, planning, 
and doing. These face-to-face opportunities could not only effectively 
contribute to breaking the feelings of isolation experienced by many 
academics, but also assist academics to rationalise the relevance of role 
models. The learning spaces created have potential to encourage interac-
tion between colleagues and expose potential role models.

The initiatives presented above call for academics to be proactive in 
their quest for self-development. These opportunities to observe their 
more experienced colleagues are not exhaustive, and many more oppor-
tunities to connect academics with potential role models could be initi-
ated and adopted. There is, however, a need for more research into the 
role-modelling concept in academia. For example, research confirming 
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the value of role models to academics could assist in the design of 
interventions that more specifically target the needs and aspirations of 
academics. In addition, there is scope for much more work to be done 
on role modelling in higher education, including studies on the inter-
relations between age, career competencies, organisational expectations, 
and career advancement of academics.

Conclusions

These are turbulent times for institutions of higher learning as they 
struggle to reposition themselves in the context of changes taking place 
in the external and internal environments (Etzkowitz, 2003; Huyghe & 
Knockaert, 2015). Academics are in need of ways of self-development 
to deal with the changing landscape of higher education. In this envi-
ronment, role modelling is a possible self-development intervention that 
can be utilised. The importance of role models lies in the fact that they 
help academics create their own unique professional identities. This is 
because observing more experienced colleagues can contribute to the 
creation and achievement of self-development goals that can then be 
experimented upon to help construct desired self-concepts that portray 
to the academic who they want to be. Support for academics is required 
to assist them in actively exploring role modelling for the benefit of  
self-development. The impact of access to appropriate role models and 
how this impact influences the personal and professional development 
of academics should not be underestimated.
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Introduction

In previous studies, peer relationships have been considered as an alter-
native to mentoring relationships; however, they still require a pairing-up 
model (Kram & Isabella, 1985). The limited research available on role 
modelling looks to determine the level of understanding within role mod-
elling from three perspectives: Leadership role modelling, direct supervi-
sor role modelling, and peer role modelling. A greater understanding of 
these three levels of role modelling in the workplace can help determine 
whether the outcomes of role modelling have a negative or positive effect, 
as well as the drivers of such outcomes. The outcomes of role modelling 
can be viewed from two perspectives: sustained career positioning and 
upward career mobility. Once the outcomes of role modelling are properly 
explored, models can be created to assist employees in the workplace.
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This chapter focuses on role modelling and mentorship in the work-
place and their impact on diverse senior leaders and middle-manage-
ment employees as antecedents for career sustainability and/or upward 
career mobility. Currently, there is a lack of focus on role modelling in 
corporations, and the focus remains on creating both informal and for-
mal mentoring programmes, although role modelling can be a less eva-
sive and cost-restrictive programme for organisations of any size, owing 
to not having any stated work or commitment from either participant.

Through a qualitative (interview) approach, this chapter seeks to 
answer how role modelling is executed, how role modelling can shape 
organisations in the future and how those involved in role modelling can 
communicate the benefits and impact of role modelling in the workplace, 
while differentiating it from mentoring, which can be a much more rigid 
and organised process. In addition, analysis from the qualitative study 
described in this chapter will provide insight into role modelling as: (a) a 
less formalised process that can have greater or similar impact, (b) a more 
cost-effective model for professional development, and (c) an opportunity 
to reach more participants. Furthermore, a framework for role modelling 
is introduced as a means for leaders to understand the impact, influence, 
and validity of role modelling as a means for upward career mobility.

Review of Literature

The review of literature and discussion that follows focuses on defining 
both mentoring and role modelling, the differences between mentor-
ing and role modelling, and the evolution of role modelling, as well as 
impact of close and distant role modelling on the protégé. It highlights 
considerations such as gender and rank/level within an organisation, as 
well as the outcomes of mentoring and role modelling for organisations.

Much of academic research has focused on mentoring and mentor-
ing relationships in the workplace as the antecedent to role model-
ling. According to the Social Science index, the number of mentoring 
articles during 1977–2007 increased from 1 to 300 in a 30-year span 
(McDonald, Erickson, & Gatlin, 2009). Role modelling, on the other 
hand, is thought to be a much more fluid and subjective activity, where 
it has been deemed difficult—if not impossible—to track progression. 
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Furthermore, the traditional idea of a role model, as defined from 
a career construct, is that of a person in an influential role, such as a 
supervisor or leader, within the organisation. However, role modelling 
has been deemed critical to the development and upward trajectory of 
career professionals, although the research is extremely limited in these 
areas (Gibson, 2003b; Hader, 2007). Terms such as ‘informal mentor-
ing’ are used interchangeably in relation to role modelling. Informal 
mentorships are those where both individuals are voluntary participants 
who select each other for a relationship (Allen, Eby, & Lentz, 2006).

Formal mentoring programmes in organisations continue to gain trac-
tion and support across organisations, despite the fact that formal mentor-
ing programmes have limited empirical research regarding outcomes (Allen 
et al., 2006). Mentoring programmes have been identified as the catalyst 
for increased representation of women and minorities in organisations. 
Data from the United States show that women and minorities who par-
ticipate in formal mentoring programmes make up between 9% and 24% 
of those in mentoring programmes (Dobbin & Kalev, 2016). However, 
only about 10% of organisations in the United States have formal men-
toring programmes (Dobbin & Kalev, 2016). The characteristics of role 
modelling and mentoring are different in terms of desired outcomes and 
approach. Role modelling is defined as ‘identification and social compari-
son’ while a mentor is thought to be ‘interactive and involved’ (Gibson, 
2003b). The two can be described by reviewing Table 3.1.

Table 3.1 Role model versus mentor

Role model Mentor

Defining processes Identification and social 
comparison, which is 
based on perceived 
similarity and desire to 
increase similarity by 
the individual

Interaction and involve-
ment, which is based 
on an active interest in 
and action to advance 
the individual’s career

Potential number Multiple; observer/fol-
lower seeks variety

Typically one or two 
(primary)

Attributes sought in the 
target by the observer

Role expectations; defini-
tion of self-concept

Career functions; psycho-
social functions

Awareness Typically one way: on the 
part of the observer

Usually explicit: aware-
ness by both parties

 Source Gibson (2003b)
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A review of the literature identifies emerging trends in role modelling 
as a developmental construct in career progression. Positive role mod-
elling occurs when one distinguishes the role model as having a prev-
alence of attributes that the protégé would consider positive (Gibson, 
2003b). In the past, protégés were taught to avoid negative role models; 
however, a new perspective has been formed regarding negative role 
models in that they indeed can be utilized for career upward mobility, 
since they are generally in direct opposition to the positive role model 
that the protégé needs to emulate. Negative role models can be utilised 
to view behaviours that the person seeking career progression wants to 
avoid (Gibson, 2003b).

Role-modelling behaviours materialise in the workplace by people 
observing their leaders as role models in leadership competencies such 
as taking initiative, testing skills, and allowing them to learn from expe-
rience, which helps them feel much more favourable about their work-
place (Kouzes & Posner, 2017). It is further evidenced by research that 
one of the most effective methodologies for career success that a leader 
can pass along to their protégé and/or team is the art of role-modelling 
effective behaviours, and actions. The philosophy is that teams will want 
to emulate leaders’ actions, hence enhancing their own performance, 
which consequently will lead to career progression (Hader, 2007).

The evolution of role modelling in the workplace has leaders think-
ing of more effective ways to motivate, lead, and guide their teams. It 
has secured leaders’ belief that role modelling helps them focus on three 
core skills that enhance retention of team members: inclusion, respect, 
and fairness (Webb, 2016). This is elaborated in Table 3.2.

Therefore, leaders who model specific behaviours—whether 
these behaviours are perceived as good behaviours that contribute 
to the success of the team and organisation or are perceived as nega-
tive behaviours that do not support the organisation—will have direct 
implications on the broader organisation.

The development of individual professionals is often left to their 
own devices. It is apparent that with formal mentoring programmes for 
major organisations capped at approximately 10% in the United States 
(Dobbin & Kalev, 2016), professionals will have to drive their career 
progression and development. Thus, the few professionals and diverse 
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managers in organisations who have the rare opportunity to participate 
in a formal mentoring programme will benefit greatly from their experi-
ences and organisational sponsorship. However, this statistic leaves 90% 
of the managerial workforce in the United States, regardless of diversity 
status, out of the realm to receive formal mentoring. With this in mind, 
it is incumbent upon those working in these environments to become 
self-sufficient in the quest for their individual career progression and 
upward mobility. Furthermore, it is the responsibility of every leader 
within an organisation that is not participating in a formal mentoring 
programme to act as a role model to others within the organisation. 
This is further proven by the persistent underrepresentation of women 
and minorities (diverse managers and leaders) in C-level positions, 
where the power and influence to support and sponsor mentoring and 
role-modelling programmes could exist (McDonald & Westphal, 2013).

Role modelling offers all professionals looking to enhance their lead-
ership impact, influence, and career an alternative to the traditionally 
established mentoring programmes. This is because role modelling offers 
professionals an opportunity to identify what is relevant to them from 
the role-modelling experience and what they want to apply in order to 
meet their career goals informally. One of the most effective methods 
to learn about expectations is through informal programmes such as 
role modelling. This objective is to help a less-experienced protégé ‘learn 
the ropes’ with respect to what behaviours and communication will be 

Table 3.2 Role model evolution

Solution Outcome

Inclusion ‘Do I belong?’—
Staff can become worried if they are going to be excluded from 

learning-focused projects
Respect ‘Do people recognise the value I bring?’—

Staff can begin to wonder if their efforts are useful and 
appreciated

Fairness ‘Am I being treated just like everyone else, or do I at least under-
stand the reason that things are the way they are?’—

Not ensuring the work environment is a level playing field means 
that team members can quickly become defensive, which leads to 
team and organisational dysfunction

Source Webb (2016)
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viewed as appropriate and proper. Such exposure helps the protégé avoid 
career limiting and derailing verbiage, beliefs, and behaviours. This ulti-
mately enhances a positive career outcome for the protégé, as they avoid 
landmines while enhancing and acquiring necessary competencies and 
communication styles that are professionally beneficial (Gibson, 2003b; 
McDonald & Westphal, 2013).

As the conception of what truly depicts talent in organisations—
which can be considered to enhance one’s career versus what can derail 
one’s career—evolves the necessity for role models and an established 
framework are even more indispensable. As evidenced in the literature, 
there continues to be confusion, ambiguity, lack of consistency, and clar-
ity in regards to what encompasses talent that can be directly linked to 
career progression (Gallardo-Gallardo, Dries, & Gonzalez-Cruz, 2013).

As we think of role-modelling frameworks, we have to consider the 
impact on gender relations as it relates to career progression outcomes. 
Data from 200 mentor–protégé programmes show that the biggest 
impact on career progression comes from male mentors with female 
protégées (Sosik & Godshalk, 2000). There are several reasons why this 
gender composition seems to be most effective. Studies indicate that 
across organisations, male mentors were in higher levels of career devel-
opment and this lead to their ability to support their protégés more 
than female mentors, who may hold perceived lesser or lower level posi-
tions within an organisation. In addition, there is an overall shortage 
of female mentors in the context of high-level corporate positions. This 
supports the reasoning for the execution of role-modelling opportuni-
ties within organisations (Sosik & Godshalk, 2000).

However, research does also show that formal mentoring programmes 
that resulted in both greater career progression for the protégé and 
enhanced mentor quality are when the mentor and protégé were from 
the same functional area. This notion is based upon the fact that, per-
haps, the mentor can best support and provide guidance to the protégé 
when the mentor is more knowledgeable in that particular functional 
area (that is, marketing, finance, or human resources) (Allen et al., 
2006). A role model may be selected for not only their role or level 
within an organisation but also because of their expertise in their func-
tional area. Therefore, if a chief financial officer mentors an individual 
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who is interested in a career in marketing, the results could be less desir-
able than the chief financial officer mentoring a financial analyst.

Role-modelling behaviour is typically defined with respect to the 
protégés’ reactions to the mentor and well as to the mentor’s behav-
iour (Sosik & Godshalk, 2000). Traditional role-modelling scales have 
always been comparisons or measurements related to mentoring mod-
elling behaviours (Sosik & Godshalk, 2000). Protégés often engage in 
‘selective imitation’, meaning that they will focus on specific attributes 
of a particular role model, as opposed to looking at the role model from 
a global perspective or as all-encompassing (Gibson, 2004). The protégé 
can be viewed as fairly strategic in determining what specific attributes 
and behaviours they wish to emulate for career progression.

It is especially important to have the opportunity to determine and 
emulate positive role-modelling behaviour in early career stages for pro-
gression as one continues the pursuit of upward career mobility. Not 
only does role modelling and mentoring have an impact on career pro-
gression, but the by-product of this success also increased compensation 
(Whitely, Dougherty, & Dreher, 1991).

Unlike mentors, who invariably have a degree of closeness to the 
protégé based purely on high-touch interaction with mentoring pro-
grammes, role models can have both a close and distant relationship 
with protégés. Close role models have more direct interaction and access 
to the protégé, in contrast to a distant role model, who is not accessi-
ble to protégés. In these cases, the protégé may see this person through 
video presentations, shareholder meetings, etc.—avenues which do not 
foster a personal or direct interaction with the protégé (Gibson, 2003b, 
2004). These distant role models can be viewed to the protégé as aspira-
tional or similar to how one may view a famous entertainer.

Qualitative Study

The qualitative research study described in this chapter, conducted with 
management employees from the mid-level to senior level from various 
organisations in different industries, provides an overview of the vari-
ous constructs that exist in mentoring and role modelling. This study 



54     T. M. Coleman

has implications for continued focus on role modelling and mentorship 
relationships in organisations for diverse senior and mid-level manage-
ment leaders, since it (a) determines the desired differences between 
role modelling and mentoring relationships, (b) provides organisations 
an opportunity to consider frameworks of both role modelling and 
mentoring programmes, (c) determines how senior and mid-level man-
agement leaders respond to role modelling in contrast to more formal 
mentoring programmes, and (d) determines the perceived outcomes 
from role modelling versus mentoring programmes.

Methodology

Diverse senior leaders and middle-management employees were chosen 
for the study, since generally, mentoring programmes are geared towards 
this group of contributors. The individuals who were part of this study 
could participate in two ways: through an anonymous survey and, if 
they chose to be personally interviewed, they were granted this opportu-
nity by the researcher. About one-third of the respondents volunteered 
to be personally contacted for an interview. Of the respondents who 
participated in the interviews were 60% female and 40% male, ranging 
in age from 35 to 50, and from various industry backgrounds including 
banking, crisis management, education, and consulting.

The qualitative analysis process involved creating the best way to 
obtain a feedback from corporate leaders while reserving the opportu-
nity for those who wished to maintain their anonymity. Fifteen quali-
tative (n = 15) surveys were completed by mid-level and senior-level 
leaders. The mid-level leaders represent those with a minimum of 
10 years of experience while the senior-level leaders represent those with 
a minimum of 20 years of experience. For the purposes of gathering 
more in-depth information as it relates to role modelling, five in-depth 
interviews were conducted. Of these five interviewees, 60% are char-
acterised as mid-level leaders and 40% are characterised as senior-level 
leaders. The survey questions are provided in Appendix 3.1.
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Results

Creating categories is a systematic way of grouping themes by com-
mon characteristics so that information can be synthesised in an effort 
to take direct action. Categories can be identified before or after a 
theme is identified. Based upon the survey and interview data that 
were collected, 10 categories emerged in the following ranking order: 
positive/negative behaviour, success, observation, expectations, process, 
culture/diversity, sponsorship, leadership, communication, and imple-
mentation. These categories represent the respondents’ most frequent 
comments and feedback relative to the survey questions on mentor-
ing and role modelling. Definitions of each category are provided in 
Table 3.3. The detailed survey results are set out in Appendix 3.2.

Table 3.3 Categories listed in the study and definitions of each category

Category Definition/meaning Context for study

Positive/negative 
behaviour

Is the role-modelling 
behaviour perceived to 
be negative or positive 
according to the expec-
tation of corporate 
behaviour?

For protégés to under-
stand that not all role-
modelling behaviour 
is perceived as positive 
according to organisa-
tional standards

Success Are there positive career 
outcomes from men-
toring and/or role 
modelling?

To examine the positive 
impact of role model-
ling on overall career 
trajectory

Observation Taking note of behav-
iours of perceived role 
models

To understand whether 
observation benefits 
the protégé

Expectations What do leaders expect 
from their protégés 
and what do protégés 
expect of leaders?

To help the researcher 
design a role-modelling 
framework

Process What is the process for 
mentoring and role 
modelling?

Based on the literature, 
there needs to be some 
formalisation of role-
modelling processes

(continued)
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Table 3.3 (continued)

Category Definition/meaning Context for study

Culture/diversity Are there additional 
career opportunities 
for diverse mentees 
and observers of role 
modelling?

To answer the question 
of whether role model-
ling can offer a broader 
reach and opportunity 
for career growth for 
diverse protégés

Sponsorship Do the mentors and role-
modelling participants, 
as well as the corpora-
tion, endorse and sup-
port mentoring?

To understand if there 
is an opportunity 
for sponsorship of 
role modelling and 
if a framework is 
established

Leadership How do organisations 
support role modelling 
and mentoring pro-
grammes so that they 
enhance career upward 
mobility?

Once a framework has 
been designed, this will 
provide leaders with a 
platform to which they 
can align programmes

Communication What messaging is given 
to employees and pro-
tégés about mentoring 
opportunities?

There is an opportunity 
for role modelling to 
have formal communi-
cation and expectations 
set forth by leadership

Implementation What process steps 
and follow-up criteria 
are put in place for 
mentoring programmes 
to ensure their 
effectiveness?

Because role-modelling 
programmes have not 
established a frame-
work for execution 
and understanding, 
respondents focused 
on mentoring. How 
can communication 
be enhanced for both 
development models?

The researcher noticed that based on respondents’ survey results, four 
of the 10 categories have an explicit expectation of formalisation which 
directly aligns to mentoring programmes, in contrast to role modelling 
in the context in which it is being discussed in this chapter. These four 
categories are process, sponsorship, communication, and implementa-
tion. Let us discuss why these are perceived categories for distinguishing 
between mentoring and role modelling.
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Process
Formal mentoring programmes have processes that are designed and 
implemented for participants. In many cases, leaders within the organi-
sation have previously identified those selected for formal mentoring 
programmes as high performers. Because role modelling is perceived 
not to have formal processes, this category specifically addresses formal 
mentoring programmes.

Sponsorship
Formal mentoring programmes would have garnered sponsorship from 
not only senior leadership but also from both mentors and mentees. 
However, for role modelling in the context as discussed here, there 
would not be an opportunity to solicit sponsorship.

Communication
Formal mentoring programmes generally have a communication plan to 
align all sponsors and participants. However, role modelling can have 
informal communication from the context of the individual, that is, the 
role model is being communicated about by the community of indi-
viduals modelling their behaviour.

Implementation
Formal mentoring programmes have an expectation to designate a 
sense of a beginning and an end as part of an implementation for-
mat. Typically, these types of relationships have a start and stop com-
ponent to them. This way the mentor and mentee know the sunrise 
and sunset periods of the mentoring relationship. Conversely, with 
role-modelling programmes, the same formality is not involved and a 
role-modelling relationship can continue throughout a protégé’s entire 
career.

Analysis of Interviews

Five in-depth interviews were conducted with senior leaders in corpo-
rate environments to garner their perspectives on mentoring and role-
modelling programmes. Although the identity of the interviewees will 
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remain anonymous, each of them was comfortable with sharing infor-
mation about the industry which each of them supports. These indus-
tries include banking, crisis management, education, and consulting.

Overwhelmingly, findings from the in-depth interviews demon-
strated that the interviewees not only understood the concept of role 
modelling but also supported both role modelling and mentorship in 
their organisations. As mid-level and senior leaders in their field, they 
discussed how both role modelling and mentorship have assisted them 
in elevation in their respected fields. They believe that there is an oppor-
tunity to explore both role modelling and mentoring within organisa-
tions. However, 100% of the interviewed respondents felt that role 
modelling was a lower cost, low energy–high impact business practice 
when it comes to the development of professionals, regardless of where 
they are in their career trajectory. All of them explained that mentoring 
programmes must have the approval and involvement of executive lead-
ership while role-modelling programmes can be easily instituted to have 
an impact at various levels within an organisation. In addition, many of 
them felt that formal mentoring programmes were contrived and one 
respondent even described it as a ‘dog-and-pony show’, meaning that 
formal mentoring programmes lack authenticity. They are sometimes 
viewed as a means to an end and a box to check off in order to be ele-
vated to the next level.

The leader from the banking industry stated: ‘Role models can be 
used for the types of inclusion and diversity that an organisation wants 
to create. Role modelling is about the demonstration of what works 
in organisations and also promotes representation. It is important that 
behaviours of those role modelling diverse individuals are thought 
to have what is considered important to the organisation for upward 
mobility and success’.

The leader from the crisis management industry stated: ‘When 
leaders in an organisation exhibit positive behaviours these will pro-
vide the protégé with positive exposure for the protégé’s development. 
Conversely, if bad or ineffective leadership exists, negative behaviours 
can be emulated limiting career progression for the protégé’.

The leader from the education sector stated: ‘Role modelling is an 
informal process; if the subject is following a positive and influential 
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role model the results can net into success for the subject. However, 
one has to access who has influence in an organisation and also if this 
person is highly regarded from a cultural and performance perspective. 
This is the only way that role modelling will result in positive outcomes. 
Otherwise a protégé could be mimicking behaviours that will prove to 
be detrimental to his/her career’.

The leader from the consulting industry stated: ‘There is a tremendous 
amount of value in having mentors and role models in an organisation. 
As long as everyone’s influence is positive and focused on the right things’.

Discussion

Definitively, the literature relating to career theory supports the neces-
sity of role modelling as a mechanism and tool for career upward 
mobility and sustainability (Gibson, 2004). However, there is a lack of 
discipline and consistency around the role-modelling construct. Thus 
far, a framework designed from qualitative analysis has not been devel-
oped for the purposes of role modelling (Gibson, 2004). The purpose of 
this study was to determine if role modelling, as a less formalised pro-
cess than mentoring programmes, can have a greater or similar impact, 
can it prove to be a more cost-effective model for organisations as they 
look at professional development for their employees and can it reach 
more participants?

From the findings of both the survey and interviews, it may be con-
cluded that role modelling has a high touch–low structure model. On 
the other hand, mentoring can have both a high touch–low structure 
model and a low touch–high structure model, depending on the rules of 
engagement for the mentoring relationship.

The perceptions of both role modelling and mentoring have a direct 
impact on how respondents view both methodologies. Role modelling 
is viewed as the opportunity to observe behaviours that, if emulated, 
can have a positive impact on career growth. Mentoring is viewed as a 
more orchestrated process where the selection and inclusion process is 
much more stringent. Respondents also view role modelling as a more 
inclusive process that has a broader reach.
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Overwhelmingly, respondents felt that the existence of a role-mod-
elling framework leads to sustained career upward mobility. This is 
further supported by a majority of respondents indicating that role 
modelling differs from mentoring, with most of the respondents pro-
viding detailed explanations of these differences (see Appendix 3.2). 
This information allows for further research to take place to formalise 
frameworks and further distinguish role modelling from mentoring 
programmes and relationships in organisations.

Role-modelling Framework

There are several nuances that one must consider in the development 
of a role-modelling framework for professionals. The role and impact 
of role modelling has largely been studied in early career stages, and 
therefore, research following those individuals aged 40 and over is pre-
dominately non-existent. As one progresses in their career and forges a 
concept and confidence in their abilities and knowledge, the role model’s 
behaviour can begin to be scrutinised by the protégé (Gibson, 2003a, b).

Based on suggestions from survey respondents and literature, there 
needs to be a formalised role-modelling framework that leaders can con-
sider as they look to role modelling as a professional development tool. 
As one looks at building the role-modelling framework, one must look 
at the most important parts of the corporate ecosystem in the role-mod-
elling relationship: protégé, role model and the system (whether known 
as the organisation, corporation or department). Figure 3.1 shows the 
interdependencies between these components of the ecosystem.

Individual Role
model

System

Fig. 3.1 Role-modelling interdependencies
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As can be seen in Fig. 3.1, role modelling has external interdepend-
encies, allowing the system to play an important part of the role-mod-
elling relationship, while the individual and role model play equally 
important roles in forming and maintaining the relationship. Figure 3.2 
proposes a role-modelling framework and provides considerations for 
organisations as they engage in role-modelling initiatives.

Awareness Research and 
observation

Competencies and 
behaviours to 

enhance

Association

Desired outcomes 
and goal setting

Acceptable self-
actualisation 

Fig. 3.2 Proposed role-modelling framework
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As the literature and survey respondents have communicated, it is 
clear that a sustainable and easily adaptable role-modelling framework 
is necessary to assist individuals in navigating the complexity of career 
succession within corporate environments (Dobbin & Kalev, 2016; 
Gibson, 2003a, b, 2004). Table 3.4 provides a detailed explanation of 
the proposed role-modelling framework.

Table 3.4 Detailed role-modelling framework

Approach Outcome Explanation

Research and observation Awareness Once the protégé 
researches the environ-
ment and observes 
norms, a semblance of 
what is to be role mod-
elled is realised

Competencies and 
behaviours to enhance

Association With knowledge of 
the competencies and 
behaviours that the 
protégé wishes to 
enhance, association 
with the appropriate 
role model will bring 
about the best results 
for career progression 
and enhancement

Desired outcomes and 
goal setting

Acceptable 
self-actualisation

It is important for the 
protégé to put some 
thought into their 
desired career trajec-
tory and establish goals 
in order to maximise 
outcomes from the 
role-modelling relation-
ship. This will assist 
the protégé in having 
more confidence in the 
process as well as guide 
the direction of the 
relationship
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Conclusions

While leaders are constantly challenged with ways in which to maintain 
their sustainability and long-term solvency, the most impactful strate-
gies focus on people development and talent management. The study 
in this chapter was designed to distinguish mentoring relationships 
from role-modelling relationships and had the following additional 
objectives:

1. Providing organisations with the opportunity to consider frameworks 
of both role modelling and mentoring programmes.

2. Determining how senior and mid-level management leaders respond 
to role modelling versus more formal mentoring programmes.

3. Determining the perceived outcomes from role modelling versus 
mentoring programmes.

In addition, the qualitative analysis provided the researcher with addi-
tional insight, which may be summarised as below:

1. A less formalised process such as role modelling can have a greater or 
similar impact on career growth.

2. Role modelling is a more cost-effective model for professional devel-
opment, owing to its lack of distinctive structure.

3. Role modelling proves to be a process that reaches more participants.

The qualitative results have demonstrated that career professionals 
understand that there is a difference between mentoring programmes 
and role-modelling relationships, but that both can have a positive 
impact on overall career trajectory. However, the survey of the literature 
and interviews with respondents indicated that some form of frame-
work needs to be designed to provide a process and proposed outcomes 
from role modelling. Such a model has been proposed as a result of this 
study.
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An outcome of protégés becoming closer to distant role models is 
that they typically find negative behaviours and attributes that they 
find not worth emulating. From a distance, these role models/leaders 
seem heroic in many respects; however, when closer with a protégé, the 
heroically viewed role model may have a limited impact on the protégé’s 
individual development (Gibson, 2004).

Considerations for Organisations

Considering that in the United States, only 10% of organisations today 
have a formal mentoring programme (Dobbin & Kalev, 2016), and 
90% of the workforce have no form of organisational sponsorship, role 
modelling provides an opportunity for organisations to have an impact 
on a broader and more diverse range of protégés for increased business 
outcomes and career progression for the protégés.

Role modelling provides organisations with a low-cost alternative 
to creating, managing, and overseeing formal mentoring programmes. 
With most major corporations not engaging in mentoring programmes, 
role modelling provides an avenue by which these organisations can 
create development opportunities for their team members. Since role 
modelling can have both close and distant dimensions, it is important 
to consider that there is a diversity of role models for protégés to emu-
late. Organisations can provide opportunities for protégés to have both 
close and distant relationships with role models through creating high-
potential programmes, allowing protégés to have skip-level meetings 
with senior leadership, lunch-and-learn sessions, participate in talent-
acquisition initiatives, focus groups, and town hall meetings. Table 3.5 
outlines the organisational touch points for role models and outcomes 
for the protégé.

Ultimately, every protégé is expected to be the catalyst for their indi-
vidual career development. This means that protégés must understand 
what behaviours are prevalent and acceptable for career progression 
within the cultural setting of their organisations, and seek to iden-
tify role models that represent these findings. Keeping in mind that 
most employee populations do not have access to formal mentoring 
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Table 3.5 Organisational interactions with team members and outcomes

Role model touch 
points

Dimension: 
close or distant

Protégé outcomes

High-potential 
programmes

Close This provides access to role model, 
and not only for observation but 
also to have a greater understanding 
of behavioural success factors

Skip-level meetings Close This allows the protégé one-on-one 
time with a leader

Lunch-and-learn 
sessions

Distant A leader has an opportunity to 
address specific information about 
their role within the organisation 
while answering specific questions 
from other leaders and protégés

Talent-acquisition 
initiatives

Close and  
distant

This can provide the protégé specific 
insight into behaviours that the 
functional leader attributes to suc-
cess. Depending on the protégé’s 
role in the talent-acquisition process, 
this can be both a close or distant 
relationship

Focus groups Close This allows the protégé time with the 
leader in a small group setting to 
discuss a myriad of topics. Further, 
this close interaction provides the 
protégé insight into what behav-
iours, competencies and even strate-
gic initiatives the leader has deemed 
as important

Town halls Distant This provides the leader an opportu-
nity to address a larger group of pro-
tégés, but there is typically a larger 
setting than a focus group

programmes, protégés will have to be vigilant in their quest, identifying 
and engaging in behaviours that enhance career mobility and sustain-
ability. Role models will not always be the most senior leader or high-
est ranked in organisation; however, role models will represent to the 
protégé behaviours that have led to positive outcomes. Nevertheless, 
it is incumbent upon organisations to ensure that protégés have clear 
and specific performance measures by which protégés can identify and 
engage role models. Understanding these variables is an important 
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component for protégés to consider as they engage from a close or dis-
tant dimensional perspective with role models.

Future Research

There are several opportunities for future research on role modelling, 
including to integrate the framework proposed here into active role-
modelling relationships to determine its effectiveness, researching the 
impact of role modelling on professionals over the age of 40 in their 
careers and if there is any improvement in the upward career mobility of 
diverse professionals as a result of following the role-modelling frame-
work. In addition, greater focus on specific industries that realise the 
highest level of outcomes from role-modelling relationships would also 
be worthwhile. Further, as a continuation of the research presented in 
this chapter, a longitudinal study with a deeper evaluation from leaders 
and protégés on the execution of the prescribed role-modelling frame-
work, after considering expectations and outcomes, would be beneficial.

Appendix 3.1

Survey Questions
 1.   Does a role-modelling framework lead to sustained career position-

ing or career upward mobility?
 2.   Does role modelling differ from mentoring?
 3.   If role modelling differs from mentoring, please briefly describe the 

differences.
 4.   Can role modelling and mentoring effectively co-exist in an 

organisation?
 5.   Can role modelling enhance the internal talent pool within an 

organisation?
 6.  In what ways can role modelling enhance the internal talent pool?
 7.   Can role modelling shape organisations in the future? If so, in what 

ways?
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 8.   What is the potential impact of role modelling and breaking the 
glass ceiling for diverse corporate professionals?

 9.   How can those involved in role modelling communicate the 
benefits and impact of role modelling in the workplace, while 
differentiating it from mentoring?

10.  Describe the ways in which you may have benefitted professionally 
from role modelling and/or mentoring?

Appendix 3.2

Detailed Survey Results and Analysis
There were 15 respondents surveyed. The information below provides 
an analysis of the results from the survey.

Q1:   Does a role-modelling framework lead to sustained career 
positioning or career upward mobility?

• 87% of respondents stated ‘yes’.
• 13% of respondents stated ‘no’.

Q2:   Does role modelling differ from mentoring?

• 87% of respondents stated ‘yes’.
• 13% of respondents stated ‘no’.

Q3:   If role modelling differs from mentoring, please briefly 
describe the differences.

• ‘Role modelling is a non-active observance and behaviour 
and mentoring is an activity something both parties are 
actively engaged in together as a partnership’. (Anonymous 
survey respondent)

• ‘Role modelling = “do what I do” and mentor-
ing = “receive my input and use it as you deem appropri-
ate for you”’. (Anonymous survey respondent)
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• ‘In order to role model you must work closely with a 
person so they can see what you’re doing. A mentor rela-
tionship is less time consuming’. (Anonymous survey 
respondent)

• ‘Role modelling, in my opinion entails more outright 
behaviours. It focuses more on role model’s proficien-
cies and less on developing those proficiencies in another 
(mentee). Mentoring, on the other hand requires the 
mentor to create a value in his/her behaviours. As well as 
impart those same value added behaviours to another’. 
(Anonymous survey respondent)

• ‘I think mentorship may be more personable than role 
modelling. Role modelling can serve as an example that 
people with similar backgrounds can obtain the same suc-
cess’. (Anonymous survey respondent)

Q4:   Can role modelling and mentoring effectively co-exist in an 
organisation?

• 100% of respondents stated ‘yes’.

Q5:   Can role modelling enhance the internal talent pool within 
an organisation?

• 85% of respondents stated ‘yes’.
• 13% of respondents stated ‘no’.

Q6:   In what ways can role modelling enhance the internal talent 
pool?

• ‘If you’re looking for someone with a specific skill or 
behaviour you can design from within by selecting the cor-
rect role model for specific candidates’. (Anonymous sur-
vey respondent)

• ‘Yes, it should equate to a happier company. More free 
range of speech and ideas. Again, micro-management will 
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hurt this. It can’t be seen as the only means to get pro-
moted’. (Anonymous survey respondent)

• ‘Provide examples to others, provide a road map to suc-
cess or the next level, which many entry-level/mid-level 
employees seek’. (Anonymous survey respondent)

• ‘Role modelling can give the internal talent pool career 
support to help them achieve their desired goals. It could 
also allow them to know areas in which to improve their 
skills. It could give them a clear plan on moving up the 
ladder’. (Anonymous survey respondent)

• ‘If one observes and mimics the behaviour of a successful 
executive in an organisation you might have the same level 
of success. Otherwise, you might not ever receive actual 
face-to-face time with each executive that you admire or 
that is successful within an organisation’. (Anonymous sur-
vey respondent)

Q7:   Can role modelling shape organisations in the future? If so, in 
what ways?

• ‘Absolutely. Because you have individuals at all levels observ-
ing and modelling the behaviour of those successful in the 
organisation’. (Anonymous survey respondent)

• ‘Yes, in both negative and positive ways. It depends on what 
is being modelled. I think the behaviour must be defined 
and the correct candidates selected’. (Anonymous survey 
respondent)

• ‘Yes, the mentor can teach the protégé ways in which they 
fell short and teach the protégé the ways in which to suc-
ceed (perhaps in the way in which the mentor fell short)’. 
(Anonymous survey respondent)

• ‘Role modelling works best in an environment where 
originality and diversity of thought are not well received’. 
(Anonymous survey respondent)
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• ‘It can reshape organisations if they intend on holding on 
to talented individuals. This can prevent talent drain’. 
(Anonymous survey respondent)

Q8:   What is the potential impact of role modelling and breaking 
the glass ceiling for diverse corporate professionals?

• ‘It has a huge potential impact because it can help to give 
diverse individuals a fair shot at success and moving up the 
corporate ladder’. (Anonymous survey respondent)

• ‘It can be impactful but only if there has been a lane cleared 
for diversity and it is at the forefront of leadership within 
an organisation to make it happen’. (Anonymous survey 
respondent)

• ‘If diverse individuals are selected to be the role model for 
higher level positions and/or selected to partner with a role 
model. It would be role modelling in itself ’. (Anonymous 
survey respondent)

• ‘Role modelling without sponsorship does very little to 
break any glass’. (Anonymous survey respondent)

• ‘If it creates better communication and teamwork, then it’s a 
win-win’. (Anonymous survey respondent)

Q9:   How can those involved in role modelling communicate the 
benefits and impact of role modelling in the workplace, while 
differentiating it from mentoring?

• ‘I don’t think there is a difference. I view the difference as 
which programme is cookie-cutter corporate to appease 
management (dog-and-pony show) versus a programme that 
really helps employees. That banks on corporate implemen-
tation’. (Anonymous survey respondent)

• ‘Very difficult to do. One advantage is that role modelling 
can be done in a way that can create a level playing field 
among employees in an organisation because everyone could 
be assigned the same person to role model’. (Anonymous 
survey respondent)
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• ‘Role modelling is observance from a distance while mentor-
ing is active involvement’. (Anonymous survey respondent)

• ‘Role modelling is a way to develop specific behaviour while 
mentoring suggests what behaviours are favoured and which 
are not’. (Anonymous survey respondent)

• ‘You need to show that role modelling is an actual frame-
work. It is a design that is used for motivation and also leading 
someone through the process of completing their own desired 
career goals. Communicate that mentorship is more of an 
advisory type of relationship’. (Anonymous survey respondent)

Q10:   Describe the ways in which you may have benefitted profes-
sionally from role modelling and/or mentoring.

 •  ‘I could have had the opportunity to run my plans by a 
more experienced individual. They could have helped me 
think about my career choices and my career trajectory in a 
more logical manner before I made my choices. I think the 
question that should be asked is why more people who have 
made it to top positions feel they do not have time to men-
tor’. (Anonymous survey respondent)

• ‘I have had several key roles models during the most form-
ative stages of my career and beyond a shadow of a doubt 
they had a tremendous impact on me and my career suc-
cess’. (Anonymous survey respondent)

• ‘At my age, I am a mentor but I have no mentors for me. I 
do have role models and they help me stay consistent with 
my core values’. (Anonymous survey respondent)

• ‘Role modelling helped me set the vision and mentorship 
helped me with the how’. (Anonymous survey respondent)

• ‘Negative, in the two examples I have seen since I have been 
in my programme, it has only been viewed as a checkmark 
you have to have in order to get promoted. A gateway to 
promote those who were going to get promoted anyway. 
Favourites. Sorry, if this comes across as jaded, but probably 
the most honest feedback you’ll get’. (Anonymous survey 
respondent)
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• ‘Role models have assisted in how to express thoughts in a 
written format or how to perform in a group meeting by 
looking at others that have done it really well. Role mod-
elling provides a rich playbook to draw upon in certain 
situations. An effective tool of role modelling is having 
the ability to pull what was observed out of your toolbox 
in order to be successful. Whereas, mentoring relationships 
has been the result of explicit conversations around how 
they have benefitted early in their career in terms of how to 
manage or deal with difficult co-workers. The mentor knows 
the protégé would be seeking advice from real life situations 
that was discussed and agreed upon ahead of time. This 
approach has assisted in gleaning better approaches in the 
workplace that have assisted in managing tough situations’. 
(Anonymous survey respondent)

Survey Respondents’ Comments in Defined Categories 
1. Positive/Negative Behaviour

a. ‘Create a more valuable employee’.
b. ‘Yes, in both negative and positive ways. It depends on what is 

being modelled. I think the behaviour must be defined and the 
correct candidate selected’.

c. ‘If the role model is ineffective or viewed as unfavourable their 
behaviour will not be bought into’.

2. Success
a. ‘It helps others see what is possible’.
b. ‘The impact is powerful’.
c. ‘The mentor can teach the protégé ways in which they fell 

short and teach the protégé the ways in which to succeed (per-
haps in the way in which the mentor fell short)’.

3. Observation
a. ‘One can learn about desired behaviours through observations, 

build an understanding of what great looks like’.
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b. ‘You have individuals at all levels observing and modelling the 
behaviour of those successful in the organisation’.

c. ‘Role modelling is an observance from a distance while men-
toring is active involvement’.

4. Expectations
a. ‘Sustained career positioning’.
b. ‘Because it helps others see what is possible’.
c. ‘Suggestions on how to respond, imagine, and next steps to take’.

5. Process
a. ‘Leadership needs to drive and measure role modelling efforts’.
b. ‘If not micro-managed by corporate’.
c. ‘Role modelling needs to be presented as having an actual 

framework’.
6. Culture/Diversity

a. ‘Corporate support mandatory’.
b. ‘Organisational micro-management should be minimised’.
c. ‘Helps team members envision what is possible’.

7. Sponsorship
a. ‘Role modelling without sponsorship does very little to break 

any glass’.
b. ‘Create framework for role modelling’.
c. ‘Establish measurements that clearly defines success’.

8. Leadership
a. ‘Leadership sharing stories’.
b. ‘Leadership needs to drive and measure programmes’.
c. ‘Organisations ensure programmes are not cookie cutter’.

9. Communication
a. ‘By being intentional and transparent with communication 

and goals’.
b. ‘Explain the how while in a role-modelling relationship’.
c. ‘Storytelling’.

10. Implementation
a. ‘Role modelling is an effective way to model behaviour’.
b. ‘Role modelling is a way to develop specific behaviours’.
c. ‘Solid role-modelling framework necessary’.
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Introduction

The importance of role modelling as a social learning process, although 
widely accepted, is not well understood (Gibson, 2004; Jung, 1986; 
Lunenberg, Korthagen, & Swennen, 2007). The belief is that people 
learn by observing the behaviour of both exemplars of excellence and 
cases of recovery from failure (Bandura, 1977). However, the dispropor-
tionate number of male-to-female leaders, a reality of modern organi-
sations, translates into fewer possibilities for direct relationships with 
female role models for both men and women. This raises the impor-
tance of female role models in the broader social context. This chapter 
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begins with a discussion of role-modelling theory as background to the 
study. Then the chapter reports on an exploratory study of young adults’ 
perceptions regarding close and distant female role models in the work-
place, including how both inform their leadership practice. The study 
includes both male and female participants and enables comparison of 
their perspectives. The chapter concludes with a discussion of the find-
ings and recommendations for future practice and research.

Background

A role model is someone that an individual consciously observes and 
uses to inform their personal or professional identity and behaviour. 
Three distinctions are important to understanding the complexity of the 
role model construct: close versus distant role models, positive versus 
negative role models, and partial versus total role models.

A role model is distinctly different from a mentor because a direct 
relationship is not necessary for the process (Gibson, 2004). As such, 
role models can be categorised as close (that is, parents, peers, imme-
diate supervisors, etc.) or distant (that is, business elites, entertainers, 
celebrities, fictional characters, etc.). Although close role models provide 
directly observable behaviours, a barrier for identifying direct female 
role models is the reality of fewer women in leadership positions in the 
workplace. As such, distant female role models may play an important 
function. Distant role models provide symbols of possibility, particu-
larly, when there is some element of similarity between the role model 
and the role model user (that is, gender, race, profession; Chung, 2000; 
Lockwood & Kunda, 1997). Distant role models are most effective 
when their domain of excellence (that is, business, sports, etc.) is rel-
evant to the role model user and their level of success seems attainable 
(Lockwood & Kunda, 1997, 1999). The ubiquity of modern media, 
particularly in the lives of young people, provides a rich domain for 
identification with female characters and personalities beyond one’s 
immediate social circle (Hoffner & Buchanan, 2005). Media influence 
begins from a young age and is significant in how we learn about the 
world and our place in it (Giles, 2002; Hoffner, 1996). Modern media 
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have unprecedented reach and power. Media messages are carefully 
crafted to get more hits, views, and ratings. Although these messages 
may or may not be rooted in reality, they reach us multiple times in our 
everyday lives and are ultimately important in how we view ourselves, 
particularly in the context of gender and leadership.

Both close and distant role models can inform the observer of behav-
iour they wish to emulate or to avoid (Lockwood, Jordan, & Kunda, 
2002). A role model may represent the potential best version of the 
professional’s self-concept. However, although individuals may appreci-
ate a role model for their positive traits, they may also reject attributes 
that they do not wish to acquire or do not fit with their professional 
style. Gibson, (2003) found positive close role models to be particu-
larly important to young adults in the earlier stages of their career. 
Alternatively, the choice of positive versus negative role models may 
relate to the individual’s intention to pursue promotion goals or out-
come avoidance, respectively (Lockwood et al., 2002).

Finally, observers may identify specific parts of a role model that they 
wish to emulate (or avoid), or they may identify with the role model 
in whole. The challenge of the latter for female professionals is obvious 
given the reality of fewer women than men in managerial roles. Studies 
suggest there is a sex difference in choosing cross-gender role models 
and that females tend to be more likely to do so (Javidan, Bemmels, 
Devine, & Dastmalchian, 1995). However, the partial approach may 
prove to be more effective in general. Ibarra (1999) found that young 
professionals who employed the strategy of using total role models were 
less successful than those who used parts of multiple role models. One 
study on mid-career managers suggested that role models were impor-
tant in managerial development, more likely to be a collection of partial 
role models rather than a single global one, and consisted of both posi-
tive and negative learning outcomes (Warhurst, 2011).

There is a need for more research on the phenomenon of role mod-
elling in general (Gibson, 2004; Warhurst, 2011) and specifically the 
type and influence of female role models on young professionals (Singh, 
Vinnicombe, & James, 2006). Some evidence suggests that the exist-
ence of female role models influences the general view of female lead-
ers and achievement levels of females in particular (Beaman, Duflo, 



82     A. L. Lyman and S. F. Chappell

Pande, & Topalova, 2012). Role model research on young people is 
often focused on adolescents (that is, 10–18 years of age) and/or on psy-
chosocial factors, as opposed to workplace behaviours (that is, Hurd, 
Zimmerman, & Xue, 2009; Johnson et al., 2016; Robertson, Blaine, & 
Cowan, 2005). Studies on the specific influence of role models in work-
place and career development are limited. Azmi, Ahmad, Khalique, and 
Khan (2014) explored the type of role models and career ambitions of 
adolescent males. Their findings confirmed the relevance of both close 
and distant role models and the popularity of business, medicine, and 
engineering aspirations. An exploratory study by Singh et al. (2006), 
consisting of qualitative interviews with 10 young professional women, 
reported that participants used a range of partial role models from a 
variety of domains (that is, gender, close/distant, business/family/arts, 
etc.). The authors acknowledged the limitation of a small sample size, 
and the possibility of raised awareness within their sample, before rec-
ommending further research with larger samples across genders.

Method

The objective of this exploratory study is to contribute to a better 
understanding of the influence of female role models on young adults 
in the early stage of their career development. Who are the close and 
distant female role models? What specific traits do young adults notice? 
Finally, what meaningful lessons do role model users hope to emulate, 
or avoid, as they develop their careers and workplace identities?

Ethics approval was obtained for this study from the Western New 
England University Ethics Review Board. Phenomenology underpinned 
the research objective of better understanding the influence of female 
role models in the workplace. A qualitative open-ended questionnaire 
was employed to gather the data. The questionnaire was revised after an 
initial beta-test to better enquire into the emergent theme of close ver-
sus distant role models (Fig. 4.1).

The participants initially responded to the three questions without 
any prompting. Then participants were asked to reflect on the identified 
female role model to clarify whether it was someone they knew directly 
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or whether it was someone they were familiar with from the broader 
media. We then asked them to answer the same questions for the group 
they did not mention the first time around (that is, if they chose some-
one they knew personally, they were to answer the questions with some-
one from the broader media mind and vice versa).

Setting and Sample

The study population consisted of undergraduate students in the 
College of Business at Western New England University. The original 
sample of 71 students was collected from six different classes during a 
two-week period in October 2016. The age of participants in the orig-
inal sample ranged from 17 to 48 years. Given that the focus of this 
study was on the perceptions of young adults, the three participants 
more than 30 years of age were deleted from the sample. The age of par-
ticipants in the final sample ranged from 17 to 28 years with a mean age 
of 20 years. Students were invited to participate in this optional activity 
and did not receive any credit for doing so. The researchers were given 
time at the beginning or end of each class to introduce the research and 
administer the survey.

1. Thinking about your current and future career, who do you personally consider to be a female 

role model?

Role models serve a vital function by helping us create, experiment with, and define our self-concept. 

By paying attention to a role model’s style, traits, and skills, we develop our own.

2. What traits does she have that make her a role model?

3. What does she teach you about the workplace?

Fig. 4.1 Open-ended questionnaire
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Data Analysis

Data from the surveys were transcribed and independently content 
analysed by both researchers. Emergent themes for each question were 
identified and synthesised for the domain, related, and lessons learned 
from the role models identified by participants. Where respondents 
mentioned more than one trait or lesson learned, these were coded 
separately. Themes were ranked according to their frequency within the 
responses overall and for the male and female subsets in the data.

Results

We reflect on the survey results by reporting on themes for each of the 
three questions asked: categories of role models identified by partici-
pants, the traits participants valued in the identified role models, and 
finally, the lessons participants felt they learned from the identified role 
models. We identify similarities and differences in male versus female 
respondents and use illustrative participant quotes where relevant to 
further illuminate the data.

Categories of Role Models

Close Role Models

Close female role models identified by participants can be classified into 
four broad categories: members of their family (mother, sister, grand-
mother), colleagues from their work environment, school professionals, 
and friends (Table 4.1).

The predominance of mothers as a role model for both male and 
female participants is notable. Three categories were tied for the next 
most common response: female colleagues, school professionals, and 
theoretical figures. Female colleagues included specific names of people 
who occupied roles ranging from the direct manager of the  respondent 
to the CEO. Five participants responded by describing a theoretical 
 figure rather than a specific person:
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Table 4.1 Categories of close female role models

Category Total Female Male

Mother 32 17 15
Female colleague at work 5 1 4
None 6 1 5
School professional 5 3 2
Theoretical figure 5 1 4
Sister 4 2 2
Friend/girlfriend 4 2 2
Celebrity 4 2 2
Grandmother 3 1 2

Someone who isn’t afraid to stand up to strong male personalities (female).

I see a female role model as very stern and strict but at the same time caring 
and understanding (male).

I think role models share many of same qualities regardless of gender. Gender 
should not be a factor in the role model (male).

Someone who has extreme success and shows a great deal of leadership  
(male).

Despite specific instructions to choose a close role model, some partic-
ipants named well-known figures they were unlikely to know person-
ally (that is, Kerri Walsh-Jennings, Michelle Obama, Ellen DeGeneres, 
Meredith Marakovits, and Oprah Winfrey). Six participants (one female 
and five male) did not identify a close female role model although they 
did identify a distant female role model.

Distant Role Models

Distant female role models identified by participants represent a 
broader range of categories including individuals from popular culture 
(that is, actresses, comedians, singers, and celebrities), athletes, political 
figures, journalists, businesswomen, or fictional characters from televi-
sion (Table 4.2).
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The largest category consists of the 18 participants who did not 
identify a distant female role model. This category represents almost a 
third of all participants in the study and well over a third of the male 
respondents. All these respondents did specify a close female role model. 
However, this category of 18 responses included four of the five partici-
pants who described a theoretical figure rather than a specific individual 
as a close female role model, referred to above.

The next most common category of distant female role model was 
that of an athlete (Alex Morgan, Helen Maroulis, Jennie Finch, Katie 
Nolan, Serena Williams, Stacey Lewis, and Jen Welter). Other signifi-
cant categories included actresses/comedians (Amy Schumer, Audrey 
Hepburn, Ellen DeGeneres, Emma Watson, Julia Roberts, Radio 
Amy, and Viola Davis), political figures (Michelle Obama and Hillary 
Clinton), and singers (Taylor Swift, Christina Grimmie, Miley Cyrus, 
and Reba McEntire). More male respondents identified athletes as 
distant role models than women. Male respondents did not identify 
actresses, comedians, or journalists. Female respondents were more 
likely to mention a distant role model in the entertainment industry. 
The majority of participants identified a real person as a distant female 
role model, although five chose a fictional character from a popu-
lar television series. A small list of names was identified by both male 
and female respondents that included Alex Morgan, Hillary Clinton, 
Michelle Obama, Oprah Winfrey, and Taylor Swift (Table 4.3).

Table 4.2 Categories of distant female role models

Category Total Female Male

None 18 2 16
Athlete 11 3 8
Political figure 7 3 4
Singer 6 5 1
Celebrity 6 3 3
Actress 5 5 0
Fictional character 5 3 2
Theoretical figure 4 2 2
Comedian 3 3 0
Businesswoman 2 0 2
Journalist 1 1 0
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Traits of Role Models

Traits of Close Role Models

 Traits describing close female role models were coded into 16  thematic 
categories (Table 4.4). In order of overall frequency, starting with  
the most commonly mentioned, they are as follows: caring (1), hard-
working (2), determined (3), knowledgeable (4), strong (4), independ-
ent (5), responsible (5), motivated (5), confident (6), friendly (6), 
values-based (7), leader (8), recognised/connected (8), inspiring (8), 
teacher (9), and optimistic (9).

The traits of caring and hard-working were the most frequently men-
tioned, and therefore ranked first and second, respectively, by both 
female and male respondents. Female respondents referenced the trait of 

Table 4.3 Distant female role models—real and fictional characters

Real people Fictional characters

Male Alex Morgan (2), Helen Maroulis 
(2), Hillary Clinton (2), Ivanka 
Trump, Jen Welter, Kim Cody 
ASCM, Mia Hamm, Michelle 
Obama (2), Oprah Winfrey (3), 
Serena Williams, Stacey Lewis, 
Taylor Swift

Marie from Everybody Loves 
Raymond,

Michonne from The Walking 
Dead

Female Alex Morgan, Amy Schumer, 
Audrey Hepburn, Ellen 
DeGeneres (2), Emma Watson 
(3), Hillary Clinton, Christina 
Grimmie, Jennie Finch, Julia 
Roberts, Katie Couric, Katie 
Nolan, Khloe Kardashian, 
Michelle Obama (2), Miley 
Cyrus, Oprah Winfrey, Radio 
Amy, Reba McIntyre, Taylor 
Swift (2), Viola Davis

Leslie Knope from Parks and 
Recreation,

Meredith Grey from Grey’s 
Anatomy, and

Olivia Pope from How to Get 
Away with Murder
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determination almost as frequently as hard-working and three times more 
frequently than male respondents. Female respondents also mentioned 
the trait of motivated more often than male respondents. Male respond-
ents mentioned the traits of knowledgeable, values-based, and leader more 
often. Finally, optimistic was only mentioned by female respondents.

Traits of Distant Role Models

The traits describing distant female role models were coded into 27 
thematic categories (Table 4.5). In order of overall frequency, they are 
listed as follows: strong (1), determined (2), caring (2), independent (3), 
truthful/authentic (4), feminist/pioneering (5), confident/proud (5), 
beneficent (6), motivated (6), hard-working (6), talented (7), respect-
ful (7), powerful (7), optimistic (8), successful (8), courageous/brave 
(8), intelligent (9), friendly (9), business skills (9), inspirational (10), 

Table 4.4 Traits of close female role models

Trait Overall most com-
monly mentioned 
(# responses)

Female order of 
most commonly 
mentioned  
(# responses)

Male order of 
most commonly 
mentioned  
(# responses)

Caring 1 1 (24) 1 (20)
Hard-working 2 2 (16) 2 (15)
Determined 3 3 (15) 5 (5)
Knowledgeable

4
8 (5) 3 (9)

Strong 5 (8) 4 (6)
Independent

5
7 (6) 5 (5)

Responsible 6 (7) 6 (4)
Motivated 4 (9) 7 (2)
Confident

6
8 (5) 6 (4)

Friendly 8 (5) 6 (4)
Values-based 7 10 (3) 4 (6)
Leader

8

9 (3) 6 (4)
Recognised/

connected
8 (5) 7 (2)

Inspiring 7 (6) 8 (1)
Teacher

9
9 (3) 7 (2)

Optimistic 8 (5) N/A (0)
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problem solver (10), values-based (10), leader (10), reliable (10), loyal 
(10), appearance (10), and open-minded (11).

The four most commonly cited traits were strong, determined,  
caring, and independent. Female respondents provided almost twice as 
many traits as male respondents to describe distant role models. They 
most frequently described distant role models as strong, independent, 
determined, and truthful/authentic. The most frequent theme for male 
respondents was that of feminist/pioneer.

Table 4.5 Traits of distant female role models

Trait Overall most com-
monly mentioned 
(# responses)

Female order of 
most commonly 
mentioned  
(# responses)

Male order of 
most commonly 
mentioned  
(# responses)

Strong 1 1 (9) 4 (3)
Determined

2
3 (7) 3 (4)

Caring 4 (6) 2 (5)
Independent 3 2 (8) 5 (2)
Truthful/authentic 4 4 (6) 4 (3)
Feminist/pioneer

5
8 (2) 1 (6)

Confident/proud 6 (4) 3 (4)
Beneficent

6
5 (5) 6 (1)

Motivated 7 (3) 4 (3)
Hard-working 8 (2) 3 (4)
Talented

7
7 (3) 5 (2)

Respectful 7 (3) 5 (2)
Powerful 7 (3) 5 (2)
Optimistic

8
6 (4) N/A

Successful 9 (1) 4 (3)
Courageous/brave 9 (1) 4 (3)
Intelligent

9
7 (3) N/A (0)

Friendly 8 (2) 6 (1)
Business skills 9 (1) 5 (2)
Inspirational

10

8 (2) N/A (0)
Problem solver 8 (2) N/A (0)
Ethical 8 (2) N/A (0)
Leader 9 (1) 6 (1)
Reliable 9 (1) 6 (1)
Loyal 9 (1) 6 (1)
Appearance N/A (0) 6 (2)
Open-minded 11 9 (1) N/A (0)
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Lessons from Role Models

Lessons from Close Role Models

The lessons learned from close female role models were coded into nine 
thematic categories (Table 4.6). In order of overall frequency, they are as 
follows: hard work is necessary for success (1), woman in the workplace 
(2), advice for how to act in the workplace (3), do your best (4), speak 
your truth and hold to your values (4), work–life balance is possible (5), 
keep your eye on the bigger picture (5), be patient and friendly (6), and 
embrace diversity (6).

The most common lesson, cited by an equal number of female and 
male respondents, related to the importance of hard work and not  
giving up, as illustrated by the following quotes:

Table 4.6 Themes in lessons learned from close female role models

Lesson learned Overall most com-
monly mentioned 
(# responses)

Female order of 
most commonly 
mentioned  
(# responses)

Male order of 
most commonly 
mentioned  
(# responses)

Hard work is nec-
essary for success

1 (18) 1 (9) 1 (9)

Woman in the 
workplace

2 (10) 2 (6) 3 (4)

Advice for how 
to act in the 
workplace

3 (8) 4 (3) 2 (5)

Do your best 4 (5) 5 (2) 4 (3)
Speak your truth 

and hold to your 
values

4 (5) 3 (4) 6 (1)

Work–life balance 
is possible

5 (4) 5 (2) 5 (2)

Keep your eye 
on the bigger 
picture

5 (4) 4 (3) 6 (1)

Be patient and 
friendly

6 (3) N/A (0) 4 (3)

Embrace diversity 6 (3) 6 (1) 5 (2)
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She teaches me how to be hardworking and to never give up, even when 
things are difficult (female).

That if you work hard and don’t give up, you will be successful in life (male).

She teaches me that if you work hard, you can do anything you set your mind 
to. Not many bosses are female so I am very inspired by her (female).

The next most frequent theme in the lessons learned from role mod-
els related specifically to the role of women in the workplace. For some 
respondents, their role model was an exemplar of equal opportunity for 
women:

Women can thrive even in a male dominated industry (female).

I’m not a woman, but she taught me that women can succeed just as well as 
men (male).

Women can do just as much and have just as loud a voice (female).

That education, expertise, interpersonal skills, and experience will always pre-
vail, regardless of any other bias (male).

In contrast, some respondents described lessons they learned that 
illustrated an awareness of challenges that still exist for women in the 
workplace:

Women work very hard and are not always appreciated for their efforts by 
their male and even female bosses (male).

Woman should be treated as equals in terms of pay and opportunity for 
growth (female).

The workplace is tough for women, often have to be twice as qualified and 
work twice as hard to be seen as doing the job effectively (male).

The third theme related to lessons learned regarding how to act in the 
workplace, in particular, the importance of professionalism:

The workplace is a place of professionalism a second home (respect it) 
(female).
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How to conduct myself, make connections, how I should work (male).

To hold myself to high standards by always remaining professional (female).

The importance of doing your best at work was again represented by 
both male and female respondents:

Hold your own and strive to be the best. Don’t let others dictate what you are 
capable of (female).

Always put my best effort into anything I do. Always push harder for better 
(male).

In contrast, more female respondents described a lesson regarding 
speaking their truth and giving voice to their values:

She teaches me to hold my ground, always stand for what I believe in, and 
always speak my mind where appropriate (female).

To always say what you feel is important, even if your job isn’t considered 
important (female).

To be myself and stand up for what I believe in and my values (male).

Although equally represented by both male and female respondents, the 
work–life balance category contained two sub-themes that fell along 
gender lines. Female responses spoke to the fact that ‘[t]here can be 
work-life balance’. Male responses described how their role model had 
taught them ‘to work smart, not hard’.

More female responses were coded as keeping your eye on the bigger 
picture:

Helping people out even when you have nothing to gain is worth it in the 
end. You never know who they know or what they can make happen for you 
(female).

It is important to stay professional, but look beyond just the job you are 
assigned to, rather look at the big picture and always look to be continuously 
improving in your career (female).
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Only male respondents described lessons regarding the importance of 
being friendly to your co-workers including the advice to ‘make sure 
your boss is your friend’. Both female and male respondents described 
lessons relating to the importance of ‘embracing diversity’ (male) 
including ‘how to deal with people who may not have similar thoughts 
as you’ (female).

Lessons from Distant Role Models

The lessons learned from distant female role models were coded into 
eight thematic categories (Table 4.7). In order of overall frequency, they 
are listed as follows: women can succeed as well as men (1), hard work 
is necessary for success (2), respect others/be kind (3), the responsibility 
of leadership (3), be tenacious in the face of adversity (4), hold to your 
values (4), connections are important (5), and love what you do (5).

Table 4.7 Themes in lessons learned from distant female role models

Lesson learned Overall most 
commonly 
 mentioned  
(# responses)

Female order of 
most commonly 
mentioned  
(# responses)

Male order of 
most commonly 
mentioned  
(# responses)

Women can  
succeed as well  
as men

1 (14) 1 (8) 1 (6)

Hard work is  
necessary for  
success

2 (7) 2 (4) 2 (3)

Respect others/ 
be kind

3 (5) 3 (3) 3 (2)

The responsibility  
of leadership

3 (5) 3 (3) 3 (2)

Be tenacious  
in the face of 
adversity

4 (4) 4 (2) 3 (2)

Hold to your values 4 (4) 4 (2) 3 (2)
Connections are 

important
5 (3) 5 (1) 3 (2)

Love what you do 5 (3) 3 (3) N/A
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The most common theme overall, and for both female and male 
respondents, was that women can succeed as well as men:

Being a woman doesn’t hold you back, women can do everything a man can 
do (female).

Women can find success in highly aggressive and physical sports. Just as strong 
and athletic as men (male).

Women can make it in the corporate world with hard work and knowledge 
(female).

She is teaching us all that the world is changing and maybe it is time for a 
woman president (male).

The next most frequently cited lesson learned from distant role models 
reinforced the necessity ‘to work hard to achieve your dreams’ (male). 
An equal number of male and female respondents spoke about the ‘pos-
sibilities and opportunities available with hard work’ (female).

The next most common lesson is a variation in the theme of kindness 
mentioned above. However, the nuance here is being respectful towards 
others:

Being truthful and respectful are necessities (female).

Respect the views of others, every idea can have value (male).

The responsibility of leadership was a new theme that emerged in rela-
tion to distant role models. The participants learned the significance of 
‘doing good for others’ (female), the notion that as a leader ‘you repre-
sent more than yourself ’ (male), and the importance of ‘involvement in 
the community’ (male).

The respondents believe that distant role models taught them the les-
son of having tenacity in the face of adversity:

No matter how much life tries to get you down, you can always get back up 
and keep going (female).

Nothing can keep you down (male).
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The final three themes in the lessons learned from distant role models, 
although small in the frequency of responses, each had high fidelity in 
their meaning. First, the importance of connections is evident in the 
statement that ‘colleagues can be useful resources’ (male) and the advice 
to ‘network as much as you can because you never know who you will 
meet’ (male). Second, the theme of holding to your values is reflected 
in the reminders to ‘use your voice and be an individual’ (female) and 
to not ‘be afraid to stand out on what you believe’ (male). Finally, 
female respondents identified the lesson that ‘loving your job is crucial’ 
(female).

Discussion of Results

Within the data, there were several overarching themes that were incor-
porated into responses for both close and distant role models.

Type of Role Model

Findings from this study suggest that both close and distant role mod-
els are important to young adults. Close role models chosen by the 
respondents were mostly family members, between mothers, grand-
mothers, and sisters, which speaks to the continuing importance and 
influence of family in the early career stage (Giles, 2002; Hoffner, 1996).

Several male respondents declined to suggest a close role model and 
instead listed traits the desired role model would possess. Similarly, 21 
of 24 ‘no response’ for a distant role model were from males, suggesting 
difficulty in relating to cross-gender distant role models, a finding that 
is consistent with previous research (Avolio, Zhu, Koh, & Bhati, 2004; 
Gibson, 2004). It may be that respondents were not able to select some-
one on the spot, or that they do not identify with a distant female role 
model at all. It may be that male role models more easily come to mind 
because they are more prominent, or because there is a lack of strong 
female role models.
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The presence of sports figures as distant female role models in the 
findings is encouraging given their potential to promote empower-
ment and gender equity (Meier, 2015). More men identified a sports 
figure, which suggests perhaps a larger interest in sports (Carter, 2013). 
Women generally have to be exceptional to be noted, and most of the 
female athletes mentioned are extremely well known and prominent in 
their sports, in some cases more of a brand than a person (Eagly, Karau, 
& Makhijani, 1995). More women chose role models in the entertain-
ment arena, which raises questions related to the over-sexualisation of 
our musicians and movie stars, and the pressure put on young women 
to emulate their famous counterparts (Hoffner, 1996; Hoffner & 
Buchanan, 2005).

Also interesting is that during the time that this study was conducted, 
the US Presidential Election was in progress. Prominent women such as 
First Lady Michelle Obama and presidential candidate Hillary Clinton, 
while mentioned, were not as widely chosen as we would have expected. 
Consistent with studies, younger individuals tend to choose distant role 
models that they aspire to be like, and whether they voted for Hillary or 
not, they perhaps do not aspire to be like her, either due to the leader-
ship double bind or the course taken by election rhetoric.

Also noteworthy was that most of the distant role models were real 
women rather than a fictional character. This suggests that it is easier to 
identify with, admire, and relate to a real person than it is to accept role 
modelling from a fictional character (Ashforth, Schinoff, & Rogers, 2016).

However, a few respondents also chose role models in sports and 
entertainment, despite instructions to list a role model they actually 
know. This indicates that perhaps those distant role models feel close 
because a respondent may feel they can relate to or has a personal con-
nection to the role model and what they represent through personal 
or wishful identification (Giles, 2002; Hoffner, 1996; Hoffner & 
Buchanan, 2005). In this case, the individual is basing their identifica-
tion on what they have seen or heard secondhand from the target. The 
individual must then fill in the gaps themselves, often with their imagi-
nation. The identification, to some extent, is not real or realistic, but 
rather what the individual is seeking in a target (Ashforth et al., 2016).
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Traits of Role Models

It is interesting that the traits used to describe both close and distant 
role models were all positive. Some of these traits are typically expected 
of women, such as motherly, nurturing, sweet, friendly, and giving 
(Costa, Terracciano, & McCrae, 2001). Interestingly, a small number 
of male respondents mentioned being patient and friendly; however, 
these were not on the list for female respondents. Although some stereo-
types of women were prevalent, these are not inherently negative in and 
of themselves. However, defining a woman by her motherly and kind 
nature can be damaging to female progression in the workplace due 
to stereotype threat (Cheryan, Plaut, Davies, & Steele, 2009; Davies, 
Spencer, & Steele, 2005).

Other traits described a modern vision of women in the workplace 
such as strong, hard-working, determined, confident, independent, 
powerful, and inspiring (Beaman et al., 2012; Staw, 2004). These results 
are encouraging evidence of feminism’s impact in promoting assertive 
and confident behaviours and addressing gender inequality (Saunders, 
2016). Such juxtaposition of feminine and masculine traits raises the 
issue of the leadership double bind and the standard to which women 
are generally held (Cheryan et al., 2009; Davies et al., 2005).

Close female role models were also described as smart, ethical, and as 
capable of leading. These findings point to elements of transformational 
leadership, such as utilising intellectual stimulation and recognition 
of values to help individuals achieve personal and professional growth 
(Avolio et al., 2004).

Some gender differences existed in the traits identified by participants. 
Most notable is the large number of female respondents that named the 
trait of determination for close role models. This quality may not be as 
recognisable to men, who do not often see that women have to work 
twice as hard to achieve what their male peers have (Eagly et al., 1995).

Only female respondents identified the trait of optimistic for both 
close and distant role models. We cannot know whether this is a prod-
uct of improvements in the workplace for women, or the need to be 
optimistic to negate continued stereotype threat. The connection 
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between optimism and transformational leadership is worth noting, as 
transformational leaders actively keep morale high, and inspire and help 
individuals plan for and reach future goals (Avolio et al., 2004).

In addition, female respondents provided almost twice as many 
traits to describe their distant role model, indicating that they are more 
directly influenced by these women than the male respondents were, 
based on their ability to offer specific traits in greater quantity. Only 
male respondents mentioned appearance. The female respondents did 
not use outward looks as a basis for identifying traits that made a role 
model, a role model indicating that looks are not a priority when iden-
tifying useful distant role models. Although this does not represent a 
large amount of males, it does raise questions around cross-gender iden-
tification (Gibson, 2004).

Male respondents largely mention traits that identified a role model 
that was the first woman to do something, or contributed to the 
advancement of women in some way. This is an easy way to recognise 
a woman as accomplished in her field, and as a role model for others, 
as that is how many women gain notoriety. However, these traits are 
not specific to how the role model accomplished goals in the workplace. 
Our male respondents did not mention several traits that were promi-
nent with female respondents, which includes optimistic, intelligent, 
ethical, inspirational, problem solver, and open-minded. This points to 
the idea that perhaps women in media are too distant to be relatable, at 
least to the male population. Men can identify these traits in the women 
they know on a personal level, but struggle to assign the same attributes 
to a distant female role model in media, because they have not experi-
enced firsthand that these women possess such traits, making the role 
model’s impact low (Avolio et al., 2004; Gibson, 2004).

Lessons Learned

Consistent with the positive traits described above, the lessons learned 
from both close and distant role models were largely inspiring and 
empowering. Clearly, participants had identified positive target role 
models that they aspired to emulate (Gibson, 2003). Being told that 



4 Close and Distant Female Role Models in the Workplace     99

women can do it all, to stand up for yourself and your beliefs, and fol-
low your dreams are important messages (Beaman et al., 2012). This 
supports Gibson’s (2003) findings that positive role models are impor-
tant to young adults and that female role models are particularly impor-
tant for the professional development of women in the face of negative 
stereotypes and discrimination (Lockwood, 2006).

Lessons learned from both close and distant role models centred 
around hard work, voicing your values, and knowing how to act in the 
workplace. These themes that have come up both in traits and lessons 
learned from distant role models have clearly resonated with respond-
ents. This further supports the assertion that young adults will adopt 
partial emulation of different role models and later adapt them to their 
own personal workplace to gauge their effectiveness (Avolio et al., 2004; 
Gibson, 2003).

An interesting lesson from distant role models was that women can 
do anything a man can do—however, more women noted this than 
men did. Male respondents were more likely to mention networking 
and making connections (actions typically associated with males) as 
being important to success. Both male and female respondents acknowl-
edged that women still face challenges in the workplace that impede 
their career progress and overall success (Eagly et al., 1995). This sug-
gests that both male and female respondents have witnessed, heard 
about, or potentially experienced similar challenges. Another universal 
theme was the idea that hard work is the key to success. This suggests 
that female participants in this study believe they will be given a fair 
shot to succeed in the workplace, despite potential discrimination, thus 
mediating stereotype threat (Davies et al., 2005).

Female respondents frequently mentioned that they learned to speak 
up for themselves and stand up for what they believe in. Essentially, 
they learned from close personal role models to use their voice, even 
when, at times, they may not feel they have a voice. Women, as a dis-
advantaged group, have not always traditionally been given a seat at 
the table, or have had their opinions taken seriously. But women who 
fight policies and traditions that previously kept females out of power 
or industry make it easier for other women to enter masculine domains 
and become a role model for future women (Beaman et al., 2012).  
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This gives other women the confidence and support (as a result of 
impactful feminism) to stand up for themselves and their beliefs 
(Saunders, 2016). Learning how to effectively use your voice is an impor-
tant skill in the workplace.

Conclusion

In this exploratory study, we sought to contribute to the understanding 
of close and distant female role models in the workplace. The results 
concur with other studies that mothers remain important as female 
role models to late adolescents at the beginning stages of their career. 
Participants were able to identify and describe a range of close and dis-
tant female role models with a range of traditionally masculine and fem-
inine traits. This study contributes to understanding gender similarities 
and differences in perceptions of female role models. Female respond-
ents identified the trait of determination more frequently than male 
respondents. Additionally, more females than males identify with dis-
tant female role models, many of whom are portrayed at the pinnacle of 
success. This suggests the role that media portrayals of women are criti-
cal and perhaps more salient to females.

As an exploratory study, there are a number of limitations worth 
mentioning. The single site of data collection and the relatively small 
sample size are noted. Further studies might explore multiple collec-
tion sites and larger samples to determine whether the themes identi-
fied in this study are related to demographics of the sample employed. 
Furthermore, a longitudinal study would identify trends in atti-
tudes and opinions. The methodology employed open-ended writ-
ten responses, which precluded probing further into responses. Future 
research might employ the use of focus groups to enable deeper explora-
tion of meaning. Despite these limitations, the results from this initial 
study do support a number of broad implications for practice, both in 
the workplace and in educational settings.

These findings procured from undergraduate students, offer insight 
into how businesses may encourage and facilitate impactful role model-
ling in the workplace, particularly for new hires and young professionals.
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When a new hire is on-boarded, supervisors can initiate a conversa-
tion about role models. Recognising the importance of mothers for this 
group, asking a new hire about what their mother taught them about 
being successful in the workplace will reveal critical information about 
what this individual values and what they are looking for in a role 
model.

Managers can also share examples of their own close and distant role 
models with direct reports with the dual intention of educating them 
about potential close role models in the organisation and stimulating 
their thinking about how distant role models can be useful. They can 
also ask direct reports about their current close and distant role models. 
It is important to remain open to the fact that these role models will 
come from a variety of places and may not include the manager.

Finally, to maintain communication, managers should build into 
developmental conversations (that is, when conducting performance 
reviews, goal setting, or allocating new assignments) the opportunity 
to explore both close and distant role models, what has been beneficial, 
and what is lacking in the individual’s current role model(s).

Finally, given the lack of female role models identified from work-
place settings, a recommendation for practice is greater attention to 
and use of female role models in the curriculum of university business 
programmes.
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Introduction

Role Model

A role model is defined as a cognitive construction based on the attrib-
utes of people in social roles where an individual aspires to be like those 
people and emulates attributes to increase the perceived similarities with 
those identified (Gibson, 2004). Several studies on role modelling in the 
past have looked at factors contributing to role model identification, 
the part played by role models in career advancements, the ecosystem 
for developing role modelling, etc. Again, most studies on role model-
ling are conducted in the West, thus giving us very limited knowledge 
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about studies conducted in the Indian context on role modelling. The 
traditional Indian mindset of taking on orders or imitating a leader or 
being a follower might create an impression that the culture in India is 
conducive for the formation of role models; however, there is little or no 
evidence to substantiate the Indian ecosystem.

While reviewing the role of ecosystem as a consideration for the pro-
cess of role modelling in India, it is important to study the role of spe-
cial conditions of diversity in India, such as gender, caste, religion, and 
the rural–urban divide and their impact on role modelling. Although 
there are studies on mentoring relationships in India (Pryce & Keller, 
2012; Ramaswami & Dreher, 2007), and studies specific to educated 
urban women and mentoring (Haynes & Ghosh, 2012), there are 
hardly any studies pertaining to women and role modelling, especially 
educated women from villages in India. This chapter discusses the issues 
relating to Indian rural women’s participation in careers owing to chal-
lenges in the role-modelling process, primarily during their upbringing 
as well as in their lives.

Background of the Study

Post-independence, there has been an increase in women in the work-
force (Datt & Sundharam, 1999) and an increase in the employment 
opportunities created for women. These employment opportunities 
were focused on educated women residing in urban areas (Das, 2003) 
and not on educated women from villages. This forced the educated 
women from villages to migrate to urban areas for fulfilling their career 
aspirations. The rural background is characterised by attributes influ-
enced by caste, culture, religion, customs, and traditions, and this has 
influenced the upbringing of women and is assumed to have down-
stream effects on their career aspirations.

Several studies in the past have established the importance of role 
models in supporting the socialisation process of individuals to new 
careers, organisations, tasks, etc. (Bell, 1970; Caldwell, Chatman, & 
O’Reilly, 1990; Kemper, 1968). Role models also help to create, famil-
iarise with and define self-concept (see Bucher & Stelling, 1977; Ibarra, 
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1999; Super, 1963), and eventually demonstrate directions during the 
early stages of career and life (Gibson, 2003). Comparative studies in 
China can be seen in the book by Gaetano and Jacka (2004), which 
provides specific insights into rural women’s motivations for outmi-
gration, their work and life experiences in the city, the strategies they 
employ to negotiate and overcome their inferior status, how they try 
to shape a future, and their long-term aspirations. However, there is no 
mention of the relationships of these attributes with any role models.

A recent study by Peus, Braun, and Knipfer (2015) pertaining to 
women leaders in Asia and America described factors such as achieve-
ment orientation, learning orientation, and role models as crucial suc-
cess factors for women leaders. Although there may be similarities 
drawn from this study, this chapter specifically explains the challenges 
for women from rural backgrounds to succeed in careers, be it a lead-
ership level or an entry level due to the absence of near role models 
despite high achievement and learning orientation. Although studies 
of a similar nature have been conducted in several parts of the world, 
there is hardly any data on the socialisation process of educated women 
from rural backgrounds, where societal aspects, challenges relating to 
upbringing, and mobility make an impact on the role-modelling pro-
cess. Furthermore, the environment that leads to identifying role models  
during the early stages of life and career that can affect the career goals 
and aspirations of rural educated women is hardly studied in the Indian 
context. This study thus explores the urban–rural divide, environment, 
societal challenges and the impact they have on the role model identifi-
cation process for educated women from villages in India.

The research questions are as follows:

1. What aspects drive the role model identification process for educated 
women from villages in India?

2. What impact does the role model identification process have on their 
career aspirations?

To answer these questions, three case studies of educated women from 
villages from the southern part of India are chosen. These case studies 
examine the various life stages, career trajectories, and challenges faced 
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as part of their role-modelling process and further impact on fulfill-
ing their career goals. One of the primary reasons for conducting this 
study is that rural India constitutes 70% of the Indian population, and 
women in rural India are less literate compared to urban women. In 
2011, 59% of rural women were literate compared to 80% of urban 
women who were literate (Catalyst, 2017). Owing to poor literacy lev-
els, the number of women opting for higher education and careers is 
minimal. Furthermore, despite academic brilliance, improved financial 
status, and career aspirations, there are several obstacles such as com-
munity barriers, self-imposed restrictions, parental restrictions, societal 
norms, and lack of career guidance, making rural educated women a 
disadvantaged lot. Thus, despite being educated, the route after educa-
tion is ambiguous and challenging, forcing these individuals to either 
choose irrelevant careers or change career tracks as they progress, having 
an impact on their career goals.

Structure of the Chapter

The first section is a literature review conducted to understand woman 
from rural India, the role-modelling ecosystem and challenges that have 
an impact on their educational and career goals. The second section 
reviews cases of women from a rural background, which were studied. 
The third section illustrates the situations that have an impact on the 
role-modelling process and its effects on meeting career goals, and this 
forms the contribution of this chapter to the existing body of knowl-
edge in role modelling. The concluding section covers implications, lim-
itations and future areas of research.

Educated Rural Indian Women and Careers

For centuries, the Indian woman has enjoyed a paradoxical status 
(Budhwar, 2001). While India was a country where women were wor-
shipped as goddesses or deities, societal norms for women were differ-
ent, leading to women playing a passive role. Women in rural India 
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have limited choices for roles—such as daughter, wife, daughter-in-law, 
and mother—defined by the norms and structure of family and soci-
ety. Although attitudes have changed considerably for the urban middle 
class, and an increasing number of girls have made it to careers in bank-
ing, advertising, civil services, etc. (Nath, 2000), the situation of girls 
from rural India has not improved. The number of women from vil-
lages who made it to the workplace in any profession in India seems to 
be insignificant, even though there is evidence of their contributions in 
agriculture and other jobs which are low paid in rural areas (Rao, 2014).

Again, although there is evidence of the transformation of urban 
Indian women’s professional choices between the 1980s and the new 
millennium (Budhwar, Saini, & Bhatnagar, 2005), the situation of  rural 
educated women, however, remained unchanged, as they had to deal 
with several obstacles pertaining to gender biases and gender stereo-
types. The traditional view of submissive women in Indian society and 
patriarchal attitudes towards women still prevailed in Indian families 
(Bandyopadhyay, 2000), and this hindered educated rural women from 
fulfilling their career aspirations.

From the standpoint of the parents of a rural Indian girl child, she 
was to get basic education and be prepared for marriage at an early age. 
Even those of an affluent class considered saving money for their daugh-
ters’ dowry as their main duty (Agnihotri, 2001; Sharma & Gupta, 
2013). Since higher education involved money, parents were more keen 
on diverting savings for weddings, and there was hesitation in allowing 
girls to pursue higher education. This ultimately had an impact on their 
careers.

Role-Modelling Ecosystem

Previous research on role models emphasised that role models in the 
early stages of careers help individuals create, experiment, and define 
their self-concept (Bucher & Stelling, 1977; Ibarra, 1999; Super, 1963). 
As per Gibson (2003), role models are important in the early stages of 
life and career. There are several studies concerning role models among 
children and adolescents (Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974; Speizer, 1981), and 
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among those before entering careers (Gibson & Cordova, 1999), or in 
early socialisation stages (Bucher & Stelling, 1977; Ibarra, 1999; Kram, 
1985). Most role models identified in these studies are significant others 
such as supervisors, teachers, or mentors (Kram, 1985; Weiss, 1977).

As per Collins (1996), individuals select role models through the 
social comparison process when they want to self-improve or learn 
a new role or skills by choosing people who have experience in simi-
lar roles, or demonstrate such qualities, to be motivated and inspired  
by them (Lockwood & Kunda, 1997). Some role models are imposed 
by the environment (e.g. parents) and some are self-selected (Wood, 
1996). As per Gibson (2003), there are ‘close’ or ‘distant’ role models 
based on the availability of role models in the context encountered by 
the individuals. The former are based on direct interactions and the lat-
ter are less visible, but have qualities sought by individuals. Availability 
of role models is equated with similarity of background and similarity  
of qualities that can be learned and emulated (Gibson, 2003). Thus, it is 
assumed that availability of role models with similar qualities and simi-
lar background is an important aspect for role model identification.

Role model studies are derived from two psychological theories: 
social learning theory (Bandura, 1977, 1986) and identification theory 
(Erikson, 1985; Freud, 1933; Slater, 1961). According to the social 
learning theory, role models are identified from the social roles played 
by other individuals, in order to learn new tasks, skills, attitudes, and 
norms, and as per the identification theory, individuals tend to identify 
with people who are like them, based on their perceptions about atti-
tudes, goals, behaviours, etc. Hence, there is evidence about the process 
(Gibson, 2003) and stages of role modelling (Gibson, 2004), but little 
research examines culture and gender.

Role of Culture, Society, and Gender

According to Meyerson and Fletcher (2000), gender inequality dwells in 
cultural patterns and penetrates organisational systems. Culture plays a big 
role at the micro- and macro-levels of Indian society, and this is evident  
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in the differences in treatment of men and women. This difference is 
further evident in the social role theory that posits that individuals are 
expected to behave as per gender roles prescribed by culture (Eagly, 1978). 
Indian society regards man as the ‘family bread earner or breadwinner’ 
and woman to be suited for household chores or caregiving (Budhwar & 
Sparrow, 2002). These cultural stereotypes about gender have an impact 
on the attitudes, behaviours, and goals of women from a young age, and 
women’s careers were considered as relational based on a complex web of 
people and conflicting interests (Maniniero & Sullivan, 2005).

Social psychologists classify the social structures of developing and 
developed countries as collectivist and individualistic cultures, respec-
tively (Greif, 1994). Collectivistic culture is characterised by the close 
interaction between people of specific religions or family or ethnic 
groups where members get involved in the lives of others, whereas out-
side the group there was non-cooperation. Individualistic culture is 
characterised by a well-integrated social structure, where the integra-
tion between groups is seamless. Since Indians are more inclined as col-
lectivists (Sinha, 2014), the complexities created by social structures 
dominate the upbringing of women in the society, and the rural–urban 
divide further deteriorates the choices of women, thus affecting their 
social and personal development.

Methods

In this chapter, a multi–case study design (Stake, 1995) is applied to 
conduct a thorough investigation of the experiences of educated women 
from villages and to learn how these experiences affect the role model 
identification process. Case studies are rich in providing a deeper 
understanding of intricate and elaborate processes within the real-life 
context of subjects, where borders and backgrounds are not clear and 
there are several sources of evidence (Yin, 1984, p. 23). The approach 
adopted here is a descriptive case study in the narrative form (Gerring, 
2004). The theoretical and empirical literature on role modelling 
as well as the social, cultural, and economic aspects pertaining to the 
upbringing of educated women in rural India are studied in this paper. 
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Semi-structured in-depth interviews were conducted to capture a span 
of 30–35 years across the subjects’ childhood phase, education phase, 
and career phase (15 years). The challenges and experiences of subjects 
during these phases and the scope and process of role modelling are 
also covered. Data triangulation was conducted by supporting literature 
reviews.

Sample

Purposive sampling is chosen to study the population (Patton, 2002), 
and three cases are used. Purposive sampling is also known as judge-
ment sampling and is a non-random technique that does not require 
underlying theories or a specific number of respondents. In purposive 
sampling, the researcher decides what data are required to be collected 
and scouts for people who can provide that information, based on their 
knowledge and experience (Bernard, 2002; Lewis & Sheppard, 2006). 
It may be considered as a sampling method to study a specific subgroup 
where there are similarities (http://research-methodology.net/sampling-
in-primary-data-collection/purposive-sampling/). This method is also 
suggested as an appropriate one for fields where sources of primary data 
are limited. Further, this type of sampling is also considered ideal to 
represent a location or type pertaining to a certain criterion (Lewis & 
Ritchie, 2004). Since I am studying a specific group of people (rural 
women who encountered challenges in identifying distant role models), 
where sources of primary data are limited, this approach is best suited.

The rationale for a small sample size may be attributed to the find-
ings of Charmaz (2006) and Jette, Grover, and Keck (2003). Charmaz 
(2006) suggested that a small study with ‘modest claims’ might achieve 
saturation faster compared to those studies that are spread across disci-
plines, and hence, small samples are preferred. Jette et al. (2003) sug-
gested that expertise in an area can reduce the number of participants in 
any specific study.

The subjects’ sociocultural background and economic conditions 
are homogeneous, as they are rural women from financially sound 
backgrounds, who received a formal education. However, the career 

http://research-methodology.net/sampling-in-primary-data-collection/purposive-sampling/)
http://research-methodology.net/sampling-in-primary-data-collection/purposive-sampling/)
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aspirations of selected participants were different, and this difference 
allowed me to study the ecosystem and its impact, irrespective of careers 
they chose. All participants were selected based on the following criteria: 
(a) aged above 35 years, and having worked for more than five years; 
(b) had professional goals that were different from traditional choices 
(that is, jobs that educated women from rural areas generally undertake, 
typically a nine-to-five one, so that women can take care of household 
chores and not do anything beyond work, e.g. working in a bank or 
school, or for the government); (c) employed in any kind of workplace 
other than traditional ones; (d) faced struggles and survived challenges 
to make it to the workplace; and (e) married and have children and 
hence have adhered to societal expectations.

Data Collection

In-depth interviews were conducted with the participants and each 
interview lasted for more than 2 hours. Interviewing is one of the most 
powerful means of learning about the experiences of people and gaining 
meaning from them (Kvale, 1983). Two interviews were conducted in 
person, and one was conducted over the telephone. After the interviews 
were consolidated, cases were reviewed with the participants to confirm 
that the data I had captured properly represented their life experiences. 
All interviews were transcribed verbatim to ensure that the information 
was well-captured.

Analysis

The interview data were consolidated and coded based on keywords 
from interview manuscripts and grouped based on life stages to develop 
a descriptive case study narrative for each participant. All three cases 
were tabulated to identify cross-case findings and analyse the results. 
While there may be multiple interpretations from the text, the themes 
that emerged from the study are my interpretation, based on the mean-
ings I have derived from participants’ experiences (Gadamer, 1975).
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Results

The participants had experience of close role models, people who were 
personally known to them, such as immediate family members from 
whom they learnt life skills or experienced certain values such as hon-
esty, dedication, humility, patience, and commitment. These role  
models could not help in participants’ career goal pursuits, but could 
help them build strong values and contributed to their upbringing. All 
participants shared experiences of restrictions from their religion and 
community, which limited their ability to reach out to others who could 
help them in goal attainment. The participants were however content 
with their achievements, since they overcame challenges over time. They 
were also happy that they could live up to the expectations of society, 
by getting married at the right age, but still have a career, although not 
the one they dreamt of. However, all of them felt that a close role model 
with professional experience could have helped them navigate the chal-
lenges they encountered in a helpful manner, thus helping them achieve 
their goals. Had these close role models been women, the impact would 
have been much higher.

It is also evident that the subjects could not identify any role models 
in the later stages of their career owing to challenges of communication 
and socialisation and their inexperience of dealing with professional role 
models during their early life stages. Further, the experience with family 
role models was at a personal level, and these were trust-based relation-
ships, which could translate to role model identification; however, in 
workplaces or in professional circles, there was absence of deep relation-
ships based on trust, leading to challenges in identifying role models for 
career purposes.

In the following section, individual case studies are presented, fol-
lowed by cross-case findings and themes that emerged from the find-
ings. Excerpts from the interviews are provided in Table 5.1.
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Case Studies

Case Study 1

Laila1 is a 60-year-old nurse who recently retired after working in a 
large hospital for over 30 years. She was brought up with 11 siblings in 
a village in south India. She was a good student and dreamt of becom-
ing a doctor. However, there were several restrictions at home which 
restricted her ability to reach out to people or socialise with others for 
career advice. There were no doctors in the family who could guide her. 
She did not face any pressure from her family about having a career, 
as the purpose of her upbringing was to get married. Hence, her career 
aspirations were a low-key matter in her household. She experienced 
several challenges, including lack of freedom of expression, and biased 
treatment and parental attitudes because of her gender, which restricted 
her from voicing her career interests. Despite these challenges, Laila got 
an opportunity to pursue a diploma in nursing and became a nurse. She 
worked in well-known hospitals and progressed in rank. She considers 
her mother as a role model, and learnt the values of life and self-motiva-
tion, and received religious and spiritual guidance from her. Her mother 
was not educated and hence could only guide her about values and reli-
gion. While these qualities have helped in several stages of her life, there 
was no support for professional or career development.

Laila did not have access to professional working women during the 
early stages of her life, and this had an impact on the choices she made 
about her education and career. During early life, she was confined to 
her own house, had limited interaction with people outside the family 
circle, and lacked access to information or professional success stories 
of women. This had an impact on role model identification and led to 
inexperience in identifying role models. This inexperience affected Laila 
even after joining the workplace. As for distant role models, there were 
successful people whom she knew, but she was not clear about their 
background or how they reached these positions, even though she con-
sidered them fortunate and admired them.
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Early in her career, Laila also faced challenges with respect to com-
munication and socialisation, since she was not very fluent in English, 
Hindi, or the local language where her hospital was located; this 
became a barrier during her interactions in social and professional cir-
cles. Thus, the initial focus in her career was to overcome language bar-
riers and socialisation challenges. Since her upbringing had occurred in 
closed circles, socialisation did not come naturally and she had inhibi-
tions in reaching out to people. Consequently, during the initial years 
of her career, she was focused on her job, in building credibility and 
trust, and becoming an expert. Again, she did not find anyone from a 
similar background in her workplace, which became another constraint 
in identifying role models.

Even though Laila faced several challenges, during our interview, she 
stated that she had had a successful career, having worked in extremely 
demanding roles and in metro cities. She always looked out for new 
opportunities, learnt the latest nursing procedures, and carried out her 
professional duties well, thus compensating through work to overcome 
the challenges she had faced during her upbringing. There was a doctor 
who guided her, and she learnt a lot from his expertise. She also looked 
up to him for his values and behaviour. However, the doctor was more 
of a mentor who could guide her than a role model. Being a nurse from 
a very different background, she could not identify with the doctor as 
their background and roles were different.

Like other women from a similar background, Laila too got mar-
ried because of parental pressures soon after she got a job. After mar-
riage, she had to focus on family and children, as there was no spousal 
or parental support. During this time, her focus was on family and this 
affected her ability to network or socialise with peers or seniors. Thus, 
she was not able to identify role models during the later stages of her 
career. Laila said that she has no disappointments in her career and is 
happy with the way she progressed in her career considering the chal-
lenges she faced. Laila attributed her success in the nursing profession to 
her positive attitude, flexibility, and adaptability.
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Case Study 2

Saranya2 is a 39-year-old law graduate currently working as an adminis-
trator in a university. She is from a conservative family and was brought 
up in a village in south India. Her family was financially sound and she 
received a good education. Saranya grew up with her grandmother, who 
influenced her considerably, providing perspectives on life, values, and 
people (such as an understanding of their background, cultures, etc.). 
This helped in shaping her perceptions about life and society. She was 
a good student and studied in a convent school, which helped her to 
be disciplined, since she was under the strict supervision of nuns. She 
dreamt of becoming a lawyer and received permission from her parents 
to pursue a graduate degree, but was not allowed to practise law as a 
profession. Her parents were focused on getting her married and were 
concerned about life after marriage, and did not pay much attention 
to her career aspirations. Her religion and community also imposed 
restrictions in terms of travel and interactions with others, thus affect-
ing her career goals. Since there was no pressure or motivation to do 
anything big, naturally, she did not feel the need for a role model.

Saranya was always influenced by fictional characters from storybooks 
(e.g. Cinderella) and had a fascination for them. These characters influ-
enced her behaviour and sometimes her thoughts. She attributes this to 
the influence of stories told by her grandmother during her childhood.

From a career perspective, Saranya was fascinated by the work of law-
yers and professors but had little knowledge about these professions, 
though she had heard about a few male professionals. This was mere 
superficial knowledge and she had no clarity on how to pursue a career 
or understand the challenges of working, since she did interact closely 
with any professionals from this field. Even though she got a degree 
in law, she could not pursue a career in law, due to familial and soci-
etal challenges. She does not, however, have any regrets that she chose 
a career that was less demanding, so that she could focus on her chil-
dren and family. She had to sacrifice her career dreams so that she could 
spend more time with her children, since she did not get any spousal 
support to manage responsibilities at home and at work. Saranya said 
that she admires the qualities of certain people and emulates them in 
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her life, where she performs several roles, but she has no knowledge of 
their background and no close interactions with them; thus, it was emo-
tionally difficult for her to identify or accept them as role models.

Case Study 3

Anita3 is a 39-year-old human resources professional, who was born 
and brought up in a village in the southern part of India. She was a 
good student and got the foundation for education from her father and 
grandmother, who were educated, and her mother influenced her in 
terms of values and behaviours. Her family was financially sound, and 
there were no restrictions in terms of education. She went to a local 
school, but moved to the city for higher studies. Anita had support 
from her grandmother and father to pursue her education, even though 
there were challenges with respect to socialising with others and restric-
tions imposed by the community, owing to her gender. She considers 
her parents and grandmother as role models because they gave her the 
freedom to dream big and venture out to do things within the bounda-
ries imposed by the community, religion, and society. During her child-
hood, she admired two women who worked as civil service officers and 
was fascinated by the way they had succeeded in their careers. Anita 
dreamt of joining the civil services, but had no clarity with respect to 
choosing courses or opportunities she could pursue to achieve this. She 
wanted to be different from other girls in her community who had got-
ten married at an early age because of family pressure.

Anita lacked guidance in achieving her career dreams and she could 
not reach out to others. Her interactions with cousins who stayed in 
cities were minimal; thus, she was not able to have conversations about 
career. It was not common in rural households for girls to talk about 
careers, because the general notion was to get them settled in marriage; 
hence, girls rarely initiated such conversations. Anita could not social-
ise with students in the colleges (located in cities) where she studied, as 
they were from an urban background and had had a different upbring-
ing. Accessing alumni from school and college was also difficult because 
of the lack of women in corporate careers.
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Anita chose the path that came her way and got a job in human 
resources, even though she got degree in finance. She said that although 
she had done well in her career, she felt that things would have been 
better had there been a close role model. Even in the workplace, Anita 
did not find a role model due to her inexperience in role model identi-
fication—she had inhibitions in reaching out to people and several bar-
riers to overcome, such as coping with new locations, new workplaces, 
and meeting the demands of the job, which made her focus on her 
career and establish herself. It was a struggle initially and she learnt from 
her experiences, characterising her career establishment as a self-made 
process. Although she appreciates certain qualities of her colleagues and 
friends, she confirmed that she was not able to pinpoint anyone as a 
role model.

Cross-Case Findings: Challenges in Role Model 
Identification at Different Life Stages

First, challenges in the role-modelling process at the various life stages 
of women are explored in the context of the cases presented, and emer-
gent themes are discussed. Each theme represents cross-sample findings 
based on data obtained from interviewees. Second, the linkage of the 
themes with other studies in the extant literature is highlighted.

Challenges in Role Model Identification in Early Life 
and Its Impact on Career Goals

All the three women interviewed described their career dreams as being 
inspired by people, events, or motivational stories they had come across 
in their lives. They also explained the various challenges they had to face 
to turn their dreams into reality. The interviewees lacked information 
and direction with respect to choice of careers, choice of subjects to 
study, and making career decisions. It is evident that they lacked ade-
quate guidance to fulfil their career dreams, and this could be attributed 
to the lack of mentors or lack of near role models within the circle of 
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people they knew. The villages where they grew up did not have many 
people who had made it big in their careers, and there were not many 
women who had followed this path. There were role models in their life 
during childhood, and this was likely a family member—mother, father, 
or grandparents—or distant role models such as fictional characters, and 
these individuals helped shape the subjects’ values and behaviours, but 
with minimal or no influence in shaping careers or guidance about a 
professional life.

Social Challenges Affecting Role Identification During 
Growing-Up Phase

Role modelling is a cognitive process where individuals actively 
observe, adapt, and reject the attributes of various role models (Bucher 
& Stelling, 1977; Ibarra, 1999), and socialisation plays an important 
role in the process. Bugental and Grusec (1998, p. 366) observe that 
socialisation includes the ability and motivation to acquire individual 
and culturally shared competencies at social, emotional, and cognitive 
levels. Society, religion, and family members influenced the subjects’ 
upbringing and imposed several restrictions in the socialisation process, 
thus affecting their ability or freedom to meet people outside the closed 
circle. The subjects were brought up in restricted environments, forcing 
them to stick to a closed group of friends, siblings, or cousins who had 
minimal education or lacked exposure to the workplace per se. Social 
experience and background are prerequisites for the role-modelling 
process (Kulik & Ambrose, 1992) and any developmental relationship 
that has an impact on career requires social experience and similarity 
of background. Thus, any restriction in the social environment limits 
possibilities in the role model search. Even though the women were 
brought up in large families, there were limitations on travel opportu-
nities and choices for higher education. They were compelled by their 
parents and the community to get married immediately after finishing 
their education, which affected their careers, and hence, they were not 
able to identify opportunities for socialisation for personal or profes-
sional development.
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Gender Stereotypes and Downstream Challenges During 
Adulthood in Role Model Identification

The subjects faced several challenges grounded in the culture and beliefs 
of the primarily male-dominated society. These attitudes are so deep-
rooted that despite the changes in the environment (subjects worked in 
urban areas), they were unable to identify role models for professional 
development because of their inexperience in socialisation or challenges 
pertaining to the new environments they were exposed to. While it is 
acknowledged that urban women also face these types of challenges, the 
closed societies in villages are more stringent about following rituals and 
customs. The women interviewed felt that they had very limited oppor-
tunities compared to men or their male siblings, as men were considered 
future breadwinners and could pursue any opportunity they wanted, 
but women were supposed to get married and take on more docile roles. 
Kulkarni (2002) highlights that social stereotypes, gendered role expecta-
tions, individual prejudices, and social forces promote women’s image as 
secondary to that of men and discourage women from aspiring for careers.

Undertaking family responsibilities after marriage is another aspect 
that had an impact on the role-modelling process. After their children 
were born, the subjects’ families took priority over their jobs; hence, 
they did not have opportunities to network in professional circles to 
identify role models. This was either because of their personal choice in 
focusing on their families, or because of lack of support from spouses or 
parents in bringing up children. The duty of married women in rural 
India was to obey husbands and please their in-laws (Gangoli & Rew, 
2011); hence, the challenges of being a woman forced the subjects—
educated women from rural India—to accept things that came their way 
and not venture out to seek role models to support them in their careers.

Compensating for Challenges Faced During Pursuit 
of Goals

According to Alfred Adler (1964), a weakness in one area    is com-
pensated by succeeding in another. The interviewees overcompensated 
by giving their best to the paths that came their way—the courses they 
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studied or the jobs they were in—thus making good the loss from chal-
lenges faced in achieving their dream careers because of the lack of ade-
quate support or societal restrictions. The determination to excel, along 
with the aim to make an impact, helped in bringing success in the areas 
in which they studied or worked. While some compensated in the pro-
fessional and educational space, others focused on family and children.

Discussion

The purpose of this study is to explore in depth the challenges educated 
women from rural India face in identifying role models.

The first theme to emerge from the data is the career goals of subjects 
during childhood, the challenges they faced due to lack of information 
and the absence of a close role model with whom they could identify 
to achieve their goals. Family members who were role models provided 
adequate support—it is notable to learn how they picked up values and 
behaviours, and knowledge about culture and society from their fam-
ily members—even though the subjects lacked close professional role 
models to help in their career aspirations. Most parents were involved in 
agriculture or small-scale businesses with limited exposure to workplaces 
and even working parents, of whom there was a small segment; there 
was little help one could get, as social and cultural aspects dominated 
the upbringing of women. The absence of close professional role mod-
els forced the interviewees to change their career plans and accept unin-
tended ones. Furthermore, the results highlight how difficult it was for 
women to voice their career aspirations; however, once they obtained 
jobs, they put in significant effort to achieve their career objectives. To 
elaborate, in an ecosystem where the career aspirations of women were 
not given importance but they were allowed to study, their aspirations 
became stronger, and although they could not pursue the jobs they 
wanted, the women made additional efforts to come out of such an eco-
system by accepting the career paths that came their way and navigating 
through their career.

The second theme that emerges is the impact of the socialisation 
process during childhood on role model identification. The absence of 
social experiences during childhood or an encouraging background that 
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allowed for freedom to interact with others was a barrier that hindered 
women from reaching out to others or experiencing role models from 
a professional background across their life stages. Furthermore, it is 
interesting that these women point to the restrictions imposed by their 
religion and society in shaping their career dreams. To give an example, 
Saranya was not allowed to take up courses in premier schools outside 
her home state due to travel restrictions imposed by religion and soci-
ety. These restrictions resulted in limitations on learning new languages 
or building trusted relationships with others, thus creating obstacles in 
identifying role models the women could trust and in building profes-
sional connections.

The third theme that emerges from the data is how gender stereo-
types constrained role model identification. New information emerged 
about how communities had defined certain paths for women, and they 
had to follow them instinctively, thus limiting their opportunities, com-
pared to men with a similar background. Communities defining the 
women’s course of action can be seen in instances of getting married at 
an early age, restricting travel for education or, in some cases, careers, 
and expecting women to manage both career and family responsibili-
ties. The stereotypical expectations for women to manage family and 
children required them to prioritise family over careers right from child-
hood, thus restraining them from networking or engaging in activities 
that would help in career development. The exclusion of women from 
such informal networks became barriers to career progression (Gupta, 
Koshal, & Koshal, 1998), posing challenges to the role model identifi-
cation process at a cognitive level. The primary focus of getting married 
at an early age became another challenge for these women; while men 
had a say in these decisions, women were not free to express their opin-
ions regarding these life decisions. Further, the situation did not change 
for the subjects even after marriage, as parenting was the biggest respon-
sibility and they received less support, either parental or spousal, thus 
affecting the role model identification process.

According to Gelatt (1989), unplanned events are not only inevita-
ble but also desirable. Risk-taking, optimism, flexibility, persistence, and 
curiosity are skills discussed by Mitchell, Levin, and Krumboltz (1999) 
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to generate, recognise, and incorporate chance events or unplanned 
events in career development. It is evident that these subjects demon-
strated these skills and progressed in their careers or education; they 
managed to achieve success in the later part of their lives and hence 
were not disappointed about opportunities lost. One example is Laila 
studying for a diploma in nursing—it was an opportunity that came her 
way through a reference and she had to travel to a different (and dis-
tant) state in the country—which demonstrates her risk-taking ability 
and optimism. Saranya accepting a job in a different country without 
any prior experience of living or working in an urban working environ-
ment with people from different countries is another example of opti-
mism, flexibility, and risk-taking attitude.

Identification with a distant role model came up in two cases, but 
the subjects did not mention that these role models had an influence 
or impact on their careers. This points to the fact that while the women 
identified distant role models, they did not intellectually accept them as 
role models because of the absence of a significant impact. At an emo-
tional level, these role models helped them in having a goal or dream 
about careers, but there is no evidence of the influence they have on the 
subjects’ professional growth, and this could be a possible area for future 
research.

Similarity of background is another theme that emerges from the 
study. Identification of close role models is attributed to similarity of 
background of subjects and role models, which helps develop trust-
based relationships and role model identification.

The synergy between role modelling and the individual’s potential 
would have an impact on outcomes such as making right career choices, 
choosing the right educational programme to achieve career dreams or 
navigating career challenges. This explains the need for close profes-
sional role models for educated women from rural backgrounds, and 
hence, this study provides us with an opportunity to contemplate about 
possible outcomes for women had they had chosen close role models, 
which could be a potential area for study in future.



128     A. Mathew

Implications for Research and Practice

The findings of this study have definite implications for role modelling 
among women and challenges pertaining to the same, and interven-
tions and research related to role modelling. The studies on educated 
urban women and mentoring (Haynes & Ghosh, 2012) and career 
opportunities for educated women residing in urban areas (Das, 2003) 
have actively discussed professional development and career support for 
urban women and their impact on career outcomes. The intervention of 
a policy by an Indian state to enhance the aspirations of girls through 
the role model effect in villages has been studied (Beaman, Duflo, 
Pande, & Topalova, 2012), but experiences that had an impact on the 
role-modelling process for rural educated girls with strong career goals 
are not found in any previous studies. The findings from this study can 
be used to (a) expand the understanding of the role-modelling process 
for women, (b) postulate the challenges faced by women from a rural 
background in their careers and attribute any of their career gaps to 
challenges they faced during childhood, (c) elaborate on the experiences 
of women from villages in their quest to accomplish their aspirations 
by challenging the status quo and sociocultural restrictions, and (d) 
evaluate the relationship between social, cultural, and economic condi-
tions involved in role modelling or any other research in social science 
that studies the impact of social, cultural, and economic conditions on 
career development with similar demographics.

For practitioners, this study can help understand the background of 
women employees who have lacked career support in workplaces and 
provide additional interventions, serve as a source for coaching women 
in workplace make them aware of the resilience of women employees 
and how they can contribute to workplaces given additional support, 
and, above all, enable managers to adopt a creative approach to han-
dle women employees from similar backgrounds by offering additional 
opportunities for learning and development.
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Limitations of the Study

The findings of this study must be reviewed in the context of certain 
limitations in the development of cases. First, the data are based on 
interviews with the women who have reported their experiences and 
challenges. There could be richer data available, had interviews been 
conducted with parents or siblings to elaborate on the understanding 
of experiences pertaining to sociocultural backgrounds. The choice of 
participants is another limitation—they were chosen because of their 
specific employment status, age, and choice of workplace, but they 
had different careers, education, and capabilities. The sample did not 
include women who had chosen traditional careers. Homogeneity of 
the economic background of participants is another limitation; diver-
sity of economic background would have provided additional insights 
on the impact of economic or financial background on role modelling. 
The sample size is small because of the inductive and case study–based 
method, and the choice of purposive sampling may have an inherent 
bias, which could also be a limitation.

Notes

1. Name changed to protect privacy.
2. Name changed to protect privacy.
3. Name changed to protect privacy.
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Some time ago, a coaching client of mine, who is the CEO of a mid-
sized automobile servicing company, told me that he was experiencing a 
great deal of attrition in his organisation. He complained about the atti-
tude of a few supervisors, who had stalled operations because they were 
unhappy with management. On probing further, I found out that the 
supervisors were not happy with CEO’s communication style since he 
had the habit of scolding them in front of their subordinates. The CEO 
agreed that he needed to change his communication style, but admitted 
that he found it very difficult to keep his cool when he saw a mistake or 
was faced with insubordination. I asked him if he knew of anyone who 
could (and did) handle such situations better. He promptly responded 
that his wife, his business partner (and director of the company), 
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handled such situations with ease and grace. I asked him if he wanted 
to role model his wife’s behaviour. He agreed, and, in a few months, 
the situation had turned around. He changed his behaviour towards by 
changing his communication style during conflict situations.

Another coaching client, a young and dynamic executive, who had 
graduated from a premier Indian business school, was appointed to a 
management position in a multinational investment banking firm. He 
told me that he was not able to cope with the enormous amount of 
work. He spent almost 16 hours a day at work and worked during the 
weekends. During our discussion, this client decided to role model his 
batch mate, who too had joined the same company in a similar role. 
The batch mate was performing well while spending around 10 hours a 
day at work, in addition to maintaining an excellent work–life balance. 
A sustained effort of three months by the client brought about a sub-
stantial difference in his work–life balance.

The two cases above are mere examples. There are several people in 
similar situations, who see others accomplishing with ease the things 
they struggle with. It could be any behaviour, be it handling challeng-
ing conversations or delegating work effectively or maintaining a good 
work–life balance or public speaking.

A Quicker Solution

It is possible for behaviour to be modelled and learnt quickly through 
role modelling, which is an apt method for those who are very clear 
about the outcomes they desire and seek to grow in their lives. It is a 
very powerful tool used by people who would like to acquire certain 
skills, habits, and qualities that they admire in their role models. This is 
the simplest approach to succeed in an area in which you wish to excel.

Role modelling is about identifying a role model, a person/s you 
admire and want to emulate, and then very keenly observing or discov-
ering their behaviour, thoughts, actions, body language, etc., and learn-
ing from them. This is one of the quickest ways to learn something and 
obtain results. You will find out more about how to practise role model-
ling later in this chapter.



6 Role Modelling as a Means of Transformative Growth     139

When you are role modelling, you are continuously and construc-
tively focused on the desired result. The emphasis is therefore not on 
what is not required; it is instead on what is required.

The Starting Point

The first step is to become aware of your focus. The focus decides the 
direction in which you are heading and the direction decides your suc-
cess. It is imperative that you head in the right direction to succeed, for 
which it is very important that you are focused on the desired direction 
and not against it.

Imagine, deep within, you actually want to be a very powerful pub-
lic speaker but your constant focus is on your inability to speak effec-
tively. What will you experience? Confidence or fear? Obviously, you 
will experience what you are focusing on which, in the above example, 
is fear.

Once, someone asked Mother Teresa to join them in their protest 
against the war in Vietnam, to which she politely refused. She said that 
she would not join in any activity that was against war; instead, she 
would be very happy to join any efforts for peace in Vietnam. Mother 
Teresa made a clear statement that one’s area of focus decides the 
outcome.

Many people come to me with a desire to get rid of their fear of pub-
lic speaking or to overcome some bad habit, and my question to them 
is, ‘What is your desired state?’ If you have a clear picture of the desired 
state in your mind then your success is almost guaranteed. Ralph Waldo 
Emerson said, ‘The ancestor to every action is a thought’ (BrainyQuote, 
2016). So, it is important that one’s thoughts are in the right direction.

One chooses a role model based on qualities that one admires and 
wants to possess in oneself. The journey is about identifying certain 
qualities and attributes that one values, then identifying someone who 
best possesses such qualities and attributes, and making that person 
one’s role model. This can be done through two ways, by observation 
and by asking (if the role model is real and alive).
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A role model can be anyone—dead or alive, male or female, real or 
fictitious—it does not matter. What matters is their attributes, quali-
ties, and behaviour, which one wants to emulate. Many people ask me 
what happens when the role model is not within reach, how can one 
still emulate their qualities and attributes? This is a very pertinent ques-
tion. As you will read later in this chapter, what matters are the thought 
processes, beliefs, and values of the role model, for those are what drive 
the desired and much-admired actions or behaviour.

To role model someone, it is not necessary to talk to them. One 
can learn about them (their actions, emotions, thoughts, values, and 
beliefs) through books, internet research, or talking to people who have 
worked with them. It is also not necessary that you emulate your role 
model in entirety. Rather, it is recommended that one chooses specific 
behaviour that you want to emulate and model only that. For exam-
ple, I love the assertiveness of Gandhi, the energy and body language 
of Tony Robbins, the serenity of Dr. Wayne Dyer, the composure of 
Dr. Deepak Chopra, the focus of Sachin Tendulkar, and the wisdom of 
Sri Bhagavan, founder of Oneness University. That makes all the above 
listed people my role models in some way or the other.

Ideally, one should have only one role model for modelling a particu-
lar attribute at any given point of time. If you consider multiple role 
models for a particular attribute, it is advisable to finally focus on only 
one role model at any given point, for this ensures more focus and less 
confusion. One of my coaching clients was unable to be consistent 
about her exercise regime. She could not persist with her morning exer-
cise ritual for more than a week. As a part of our coaching, she consid-
ered two of her friends as possible role models. Both had very consistent 
and strict exercise regimes. When she interviewed them individually, 
she discovered that one of them was consistent because he had made a 
commitment to himself, after an early death of a family member due to 
ill health. The second friend was consistent because she wanted to look 
good. On probing further, my client discovered that her self-confidence 
always increased when she looked good. So, she could relate more to the 
second friend and hence made her a role model for this behaviour.

If, for some reason, you are not able to find a role model, or if the 
role model is not available for communication, you should continue to 
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search for a role model, for, with right focus and continuous effort, the 
right role model may just manifest.

Prerequisites to Role Modelling

Like any tall building has a strong foundation, to successfully model 
someone, one needs to possess some basic attributes.

Attitude Towards Learning

The story of Nan-in, a Japanese master during the Meiji era (1868–
1912), is told in Zen Flesh, Zen Bones, compiled by Paul Reps and 
Nyogen Senzaki (1957). Nan-in received a university professor who 
came to inquire about Zen. Nan-in served tea. He poured till his visi-
tor’s cup was full and then continued pouring. The professor watched 
the overflow until he could no longer restrain himself. ‘It is overfull. No 
more will go in!’ he said. ‘Like this cup,’ Nan-in replied, ‘you are full of 
your own opinions and speculations. How can I show you Zen unless 
you first empty your cup?’

Our growth in life is directly proportional to our willingness to learn 
constantly and our willingness to learn depends upon our attitude 
towards learning. This is the first and most fundamental principle to 
succeed of life. If we are so full with all that we already know, then our 
capacity to take in new learnings diminishes considerably. Every day, 
when we wake up, we have a choice to consider ourselves as a know-all 
or as a beginner who is still learning every single day. The choice is ours. 
If we choose to view ourselves as a learner, our world view changes and 
we seek opportunities in every moment to learn and grow in our lives.

When you are modelling someone, this attitude is a must, for only 
then will you have the keenness to observe every behaviour of your 
role model. Observation plays a big role in successful role modelling 
Therefore, if you do not have the inclination to learn, you will not be 
able to observe effectively.
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One of my clients, who is in a senior leadership position in an IT 
firm, observed that several of his team members, especially from the 
younger generation, stayed away from him. After introspecting, he real-
ised that they were afraid of him because he never smiled and always 
had a very serious demeanour. He wanted to change this perception, 
because, in reality, he wanted to be friends with his colleagues, and did 
not want them to think that he was a serious, unfriendly person. He 
modelled one of his own friends, of a similar age and seniority, and very 
popular with his team. The first thing he needed to do was to shed his 
inhibitions and be open to learning from his friend. The attitude to 
learn determines one’s speed in the journey of growth.

Clarity About Goals

This ‘lifelong learner’ approach comes when one has the big picture 
in mind. So, what is the big picture? A very significant aspect in our 
life’s journey is the knowledge of what we want to achieve. Sometimes, 
people are ready to travel that extra mile when the outcome they are 
looking for is crystal clear in their minds. This outcome serves as a 
motivation.

Here is a real-life story of the great swimmer Florence Chadwick, 
which Randy Alcorn (2010) has told eloquently. In 1952, she took on 
herself the arduous task of crossing the Pacific Ocean from Catalina 
Island till the shore of mainland California—around 26 miles. She had, 
earlier, become the first lady to swim across the English Channel. The 
weather was foggy and it was very cold. She could hardly see anything 
around her including the boats accompanying her. Despite that, she 
swam for about 15 hours. Unfortunately, she started feeling exhausted 
after 15 hours of constant swimming in the chilly weather. She 
requested to be taken out of the water before she had completed swim-
ming the distance. Her mother, who was accompanying her in a boat 
alongside, told her she was close and that she could make it. Florence 
however just stopped swimming and had to be pulled out of the water. 
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Only when she sat on the boat did she realise that the shore was just 
half a mile away. Later, she told the press at a news conference, ‘All I 
could see was the fog. I think, if I could have seen the coast, I would 
have made it.’

Two months later, Florence got back into the water for a second 
attempt. She swam for 26 miles in a straight line. The same thick fog 
reappeared, but Florence did not allow it to stop her as she focused on 
a mental image of the destination. Florence Chadwick thus became the 
first woman to swim across Catalina Channel, beating the men’s record 
by two hours!

She never lost sight of the destination because she had an image of 
the coast in her mind, and that brought her success. Consider Florence 
Chadwick’s words: ‘I think if I could have seen the coast, I would have 
made it.’ Lack of clarity is the fog in our lives, and the image of coast 
line is the clearly defined goal.

Stephen R. Covey, the famous author of The Seven Habits of Highly 
Effective People, claims that you should always begin with the end in 
mind. This means that you are completely aware of the direction in 
which you are heading. If you are clear about your goals in life, you 
will be like an arrow; else, you will be like a feather. The feather is at the 
mercy of the direction of the wind, whereas an arrow is always aware of 
its target.

For someone to effectively use role modelling as a tool for self-
development, it is imperative that they are very clear about their pri-
orities and goals in life. Only then can one pick the desired role model 
and make substantial progress.

There is a common myth that employees need to work on the goals 
identified by their organisation and that’s all. Very seldom have I come 
across employees who set their own goals, which are above and beyond 
those set by their organisations. They don’t set personal goals, as they 
do not have the holistic bigger picture of their career aspirations in the  
long run.
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Self-Awareness

There is a saying that you start from where you are and not where 
you would like to be. The journey of self-development begins from 
self-awareness.

As I mentioned earlier in this chapter, role modelling is all about first 
identifying a role model and then keenly observing their behaviour, 
thoughts, actions, body language, and so on. But before you do that, 
it is essential that you are highly self-aware. You will be able to observe 
your role model’s behaviour and emulate only if you are a keen observer 
of your own self.

Usually, I give the following set of questions to the persons I coach, 
to enhance their self-awareness and to offer them a perspective of where 
they stand today vis-à-vis where they want to be.

• What are my life goals?
• What are my top strengths?
• What are the specific qualities that I want to develop so I can achieve 

my life goals?
• In what degree do I possess these qualities today?
• What are the skills that I want to hone so that I can achieve my life 

goals?
• What is my current proficiency of the skills I want to develop?

Finding the Right Role Model

The journey of role modelling starts by identifying your goals. Once 
you have identified your goals and your self-awareness is high, you will 
soon realise that there are certain things that you have already achieved 
and there are certain things that you wish you had.

One of my coaching clients was the country head of a large pharma 
company. He was a highly qualified, hardworking, and successful per-
son. He used to work late in the night during weekdays and work on 
weekends too. His problem, as perceived by him, was lack of quality 
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time with himself and his family because he was overworked. The 
impact was high stress, health problems, and dissatisfied family mem-
bers. His problem could well be considered as one of poor time man-
agement. I asked him to identify one person whom he knew well and 
whom he could consider as his role model in this context. He imme-
diately identified his friend who was a CEO of another company and 
who, in his opinion, managed things very well as he appeared to have all 
the time needed to do things which he loved, right from playing golf to 
travelling with family.

Identifying the right person as a role model for certain desired quali-
ties is, therefore, a very significant step.

Role Modelling in Practice

My coaching client, who identified his friend to be his role model for 
time management, then asked me how he should go about role model-
ling. That is a very pertinent question. And it is a question which many 
people ask me.

‘Observing’ and ‘questioning’ are the two most significant ways of 
effective role modelling. If the person is alive and accessible, one can ask 
relevant and pertinent questions to understand what empowers them to 
do the thing that you wish to model.

In this context, the age-old iceberg model is significant. What is vis-
ible to everyone from outside is someone’s success. The results are what 
people see, as well as someone’s behaviour or actions. The question to 
ask is what lies beneath those actions or behaviour? Like in an iceberg, 
the visible part is less than 10% of the entire structure. The most signifi-
cant part is below the surface; it is not visible from outside but it drives 
the entire structure. So, ‘what is the secret of someone’s success?’ is an 
important question for a person who is role modelling someone else. 
The various factors that lead to someone’s success include their behav-
iour, emotions, thinking patterns, values, and most significantly, their 
beliefs.
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Behaviour

The results we achieve in our life are dependent on the actions we take. 
Our action or behaviour is visible to all. For example, consider someone 
who is very good at building and maintaining relationships. Now, this is 
a result that people can see from outside. If you observe closely, you will 
find that this person is taking certain actions to build good relationships; 
these actions could include addressing people by their names, greeting 
them proactively, understanding their needs, appreciating them, acknowl-
edging them, maintaining a calm and composed behaviour during con-
flicts, and so on. This behaviour can be identified through observation.

Now, the next question would be, ‘Why do we do what we do?’

Emotions

To a great extent, one’s actions depend on one’s emotions. If you are 
feeling good, you will behave one way, whereas, if you are feeling bad, 
you will behave differently. Actions emerging from fear will be very dif-
ferent from actions emerging from self-confidence.

Thus, in the above example of the person who is good at relationship 
building, if you delve deeply and ask him about his emotions when he 
meets people, you may discover that he is someone who loves to meet 
people, and who always get excited by the idea of working in teams. 
The emotion leading to the behaviour of making an extra effort to build 
relationships could be love or excitement or gratitude or empathy or 
anything else.

Now, the next question to ask here is, ‘What creates these emotions 
in our life?’

Thinking

Our emotions are the outcome of our thoughts. Imagine a day when 
you are feeling very good. If you were to analyse it, you would find that 
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there is a positive thought at its root. Similarly, if you reflect on your 
thinking when you are feeling negative, you will find a negative thought 
pattern. In short, you become what you think.

So, if a person is good at building relationships, we may find that 
they carry the emotion of love or empathy towards others at a deeper 
level. When you ask them relevant questions, you will find their 
thought process behind this. They are doing what they do mainly 
because they are consciously or subconsciously thinking about how to 
build relationships. This is happening all the time in their minds.

Values and Beliefs

Going deeper, our thought process depends on our beliefs and value sys-
tem. In the above example, the person carries such thoughts because, 
at a deeper level, he values people and believes that in order to achieve 
higher results one should value people and build lifelong relationships.

Another coaching client of mine was quite good at building rela-
tionships with everyone, but he was matter-of-fact and with senior col-
leagues. He was very professional and respectful, but could never build 
a strong rapport with senior leaders. When we discussed this in detail, 
he identified that this stemmed from his belief that one should respect 
elders while also maintaining a distance from them. This was probably 
based on the relationship he shared with his father. Our beliefs and val-
ues are therefore the key driver for our thought process, our emotions, 
and hence our behaviour.

In the context of role modelling it is important to understand all 
these things about your role model. Returning now to my coaching 
client who asked the question about how he should go about model-
ling his friend who was very good at time management, I asked him to 
find out the secrets of his friend’s good time management. What are his 
actions, emotions, thoughts, values, and beliefs in this context? I also 
shared the iceberg model with my client.

Following this, my client spent a few hours observing him and asking 
him several deeper and specific questions including:
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• How do you manage your time effectively?
• How do you deal with the ad hoc things that come your way?
• How do you feel when you have several things to do?
• What are your thoughts when you are swamped with unfinished 

work?
• Describe your entire process of managing yourself.

As a result of shadowing his role model for few hours and interacting 
with him, my client had the following observations to make:

• His friend planned, in advance, the top five things he wanted to 
achieve the following week. He usually spent 15 minutes on this on 
Sunday evenings.

• Every evening after the day’s work, without fail, he planned for the 
next day. His belief was that one should not go to bed without plan-
ning the next day’s work.

• He prioritised the next day’s tasks into three categories. He always 
started the day by taking up the most difficult thing first.

• He placed high value on his own time and that of others too.
• He was firm in saying ‘no’ to unimportant things which could be 

time stealers.
• He believed that ‘time management is self-management’, and ‘self-

management is imperative for success’.

These were an eye opener for my client. He not only observed certain 
actions that his friend was taking, he was also able to understand his 
friend’s thoughts, beliefs, and values behind those actions.

The mere realisation that one’s beliefs and values drive one’s outcomes 
was the turning point. My client was able to reflect on his actions, 
thoughts, beliefs, and values, and was able to make appropriate changes. 
Over 30 days of conscious self-observation and practice, my client was 
able to turn around his time management techniques. He identified his 
problem as not being able to say no to unimportant things. He realised 
that he had a belief that saying no was not a good thing and one should 
never refuse others.
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In this manner, one can role model others by studying them, and 
having meaningful and deeper interactions with them.

Behaving as If You Are Already There

Another powerful step in this journey is believing that one is already 
there. I had a bank account in a multinational bank. I used to go there 
quite often, and was greeted and assisted by a young man who was very 
bright and cheerful. For a long time, I thought that he was the bank 
manager as he was well-dressed, confident, and cheerful, and knew 
exactly how to help customers. After some time, I was told that he was 
not the manager, but an intern at the bank. I knew very soon that this 
person would become a manager as he was already behaving like one. A 
year later, I went to another bank and there I saw the same young man 
who was now working as a manager.

The key to this young man’s fast growth was his attitude. He 
always behaved as if he was already there. He dressed like a manager 
even though he was an intern. He talked like a manager, walked like 
a manager, and, most importantly, he had the body posture and body 
language of someone who was in a responsible position. It has been 
observed that if you start behaving like someone who is already there, 
very soon, you will reach there.

Our emotional state is also dependent on our body posture. For 
example, if we rest our head on our hand for some time, very soon we 
will start getting depressive thoughts. If you stand with your spine erect 
and carry a smile on your face, you will find that you will very soon feel 
confident and in control. Our physiology plays a very significant role in 
this. A good amount of research has been conducted in this space.1 In 
cricket and other sports, modelling of body posture and body language 
is very prevalent and highly recommended.

Carrying the feeling that you are already there where you want to 
be, and behaving as if you are already there, helps you achieve faster 
results. During role modelling, make it a point to act like someone you 
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are modelling. Pick up small habits and behaviours, and start practicing 
them till such time that they become your natural style.

Unique Ways of Learning

If one has the hunger to learn, one must reflect on the question, ‘How 
do I learn best?’ In other words, ‘What is my preferred learning style?’ 
Different people have different preferred learning styles; some learn by 
reading books, some learn by listening to audio or watching a video, 
some learn by attending lectures, whereas there are people who best 
learn by physically doing things.

Walter Burke Barbe and his colleagues have talked about three learn-
ing modalities popularly known as) VAK (visualising modality, audi-
tory modality, kinesthetic modality). Neil Fleming added the read/write 
modality to it and called it VARK. These concepts can be utilised by 
any learner to maximise their learning by focusing on a mode they pre-
fer. There are several ways to identify one’s own unique learning style. 
One of the easiest is to observe yourself—reflect on your day-to-day life 
and find out how you learn most of the time.

For effective role modelling, you will need to utilise all learning styles 
with the primary focus being on your most preferred learning style.

Role Modelling Using Neuro-Linguistic 
Programming (NLP)

According to Robert Dilts (1998), modelling procedures involve iden-
tifying the mental strategies (‘neuro’) a person uses by analysing that 
person’s language patterns (‘linguistic’) and non-verbal responses. The 
results of this analysis are then used in step-by-step strategies or pro-
cedures (‘programming’) that may be used to transfer the skill to other 
people, or applied to other contexts.

Richard Bandler (2008, p. 59) talks about a very powerful technique 
called ‘Steal a Skill’. It has the following steps:
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1. Identify a person you would like to model. Identify one aspect of 
their behaviour that you like the most and want to replicate or emu-
late. Sit in a relaxed manner and observe the person. For example, if 
effectively/calmly dealing with an irate customer is the behaviour you 
wish to emulate, simply observe carefully how your role model deals 
with an irate customer.

2. When you have observed your role model’s behaviour a couple of 
times, and are clear about what you saw, close your eyes, relax, and 
recreate the entire performance of your role model as a sequence of 
various actions in your mind. Do this a few times. This is the model 
of excellence. Just feel how it feels, hear what you hear, and see what 
you see through this model of excellence with the image of your role 
model in it.

3. After replaying that a couple of times, move aside the mental image 
of your role model and step inside. Imagine now that it is you who 
is able to see through the eyes of excellence, hear through the ears of 
excellence, and feel the feelings of excellence.

4. Run through the same sequence of actions but from within, noticing 
this time what your body feels as you do this. Repeat several times till 
you get a sense of familiarity.

5. Step out of your role model’s body, with the intention of retaining 
as much of the skill as possible as you return to normal working 
consciousness.

6. Now, at the earliest possible opportunity, and thereafter at every pos-
sible opportunity, practise the skills learnt in a real scenario while 
noticing how this exercise improves your performance.

7. Repeat the entire exercise, combining it with real time practice you 
do, at least once a day for the first 21 days, then at least once a week 
as maintenance.

One of my coaching clients was rather shy about asking his debtors to 
pay back what was due to him. He decided to role model his father who 
was very assertive. When he used Richard Bandler’s seven steps men-
tioned above for 21 days, he observed a huge shift in him. This meth-
odology is especially helpful when a shift has to be brought about at the 
subconscious belief level.
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What If Role Modelling Fails?

Several times, my clients come to me and say that role modelling is not 
working for them. They say that they have been shadowing their role 
model for a few months, but have still not gotten closer to their desired 
level of success. This is a very natural and very common problem.

Each time someone says this, I ask them: What is the belief that is 
driving their role model? What is their thinking? What actions is the 
role model taking?

Role modelling generally fails when the follower either has incorrect 
or insufficient answers to the above questions. In such cases, I ask them 
to go deeper into their role-modelling practice. I encourage them to 
ask more probing questions and observe their role model more closely. 
Nearly 95% of coachees come back with a better discovery and positive 
results. In the remaining cases, I ask them to change their role model 
and that works for them.

It also depends a lot on how badly the coachee wants to get there. 
Persistence and focus always pay.

Workplace Role Modelling

Several working professionals face many challenges at work, which per-
plex them and generate stress. For example, it could be a lack of ability 
to accomplish big results, stress from trying to survive competition in 
the corporate world or handling conflicting relationships or feeling low 
on confidence due to an inability to express views freely. The list is long. 
Role modelling is a very good solution in all these situations.

To make the best and most effective use of role modelling as a tech-
nique, I recommend the following simple steps for role modelling at 
workplace.

1. Identify your career goals, which are aligned to your life purpose.
2. Identify the areas you are good at in the context of achieving your 

career goals.
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3. Identify the areas you are not good at in the context of achieving 
your career goals.

4. Identify someone who is good at that skill, quality, or behaviour that 
you need to learn.

5. Seek a meeting with your role model to convey that you would like 
to model some of their strengths, and seek a convenient time and 
their consent.

6. Have one-to-one meetings and observe your role model. Identify 
your role model’s actions, emotions, thoughts, values, and beliefs 
through observation, and by asking pertinent questions.

7. Take actions to imbibe learning.

The last step is of high significance. No amount of research will help 
unless you are committed to taking action.

In my experience, the most common areas where role modelling in 
the workplace works are:

• Enhancing time management
• Delivering presentations and public speaking
• Leading and inspiring a team
• Managing and leading change
• Better work–life balance
• Acquiring assertive behaviour
• Handing difficult communication
• Dealing with difficult scenarios
• Handling conflict at work
• Keeping composure

The above list is merely indicative, not exhaustive. Role modelling can 
practically work in every skill and quality that one seeks to hone.

Conclusion

Role modelling is a very powerful tool that can bring forth a change in 
one’s behaviour, be it learning a simple skill or bringing about a trans-
formative change in one’s beliefs. It is a simple process and anyone 
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can understand and follow it. It, however, requires a positive attitude 
towards learning, clarity of focus, and persistent effort.

Based on my experience of having worked in this space in the Indian 
context for nearly two decades, I feel that role modelling is not a very 
well utilised or sufficiently recognised tool. It still requires a lot of clar-
ity and acceptance from masses. In India, role modelling is akin to ideal 
worship. In most cases, films stars, politicians, and cricketers are consid-
ered role models, mainly due to their popularity. Instead of emulating 
their beliefs and values, people generally tend to ape their role models’ 
outward actions and mannerisms, often to the extent of worshiping 
them. Role modelling is a tool and should be used as a tool. That can 
only happen if more and more people in this country realise its power 
and start practising it.

In the game of cricket, the bowler keeps throwing more and more 
difficult balls towards the batsman, who is expected to hit sixes and 
fours until he is out. Life too is like a game of cricket, we face newer 
and more difficult challenges every day. It is up to us as to how we react 
to it. Do we shrug the difficult things away thinking ‘It’s not my cup 
of tea’, or do we take them head on and say, ‘I am ready to learn’? The 
choice is completely ours and we can make a big difference to our lives 
if we can say, ‘Yes, I am ready to learn’. In case of the latter, you will 
soon find your role model somewhere around you. All the best!

Note

1. For example, see Amy Cuddy’s ‘Power Pose’ series.
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Introduction

Unique cultural and organisational challenges present in an early-stage 
start-up environment. These challenges are exacerbated when founders 
do not have prior experience of working in India. My own experience as 
a corporate lawyer, having worked in Singapore and Hong Kong prior 
to starting up a media company in Bengaluru, India will illustrate this 
increasingly common phenomenon. In this chapter, I will discuss three 
different approaches to role modelling that founders can use to over-
come such challenges and achieve the objectives of the organisation.

Role modelling of vision: ensuring that the founder’s vision is shared 
by every member of the organisation. This can align motivations and 
skills, help attract the right talent, and move the organisation towards 
its objectives. The focus of this approach will be on making correct 
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hiring decisions to ensure that role modelling can thrive within the 
organisation.

Role modelling of culture: start-ups have the opportunity to create 
and establish their own culture. Role modelling can help embed positive 
values within the organisation. Role modelling of unhealthy values may 
result in baking in a poor culture for the organisation in the long run.

Role modelling of accountability: the freedom for founders to run 
and manage their own organisation should manifest in them role- 
modelling accountability. Founders should resist the temptation to use 
this freedom to exempt themselves from being accountable in terms of 
work ethic, timeliness, deliverables, and measurable results.

This chapter draws on the available research in the areas of role 
modelling and entrepreneurship, as well as the experience of three 
entrepreneurs in their mid-thirties from Bengaluru, in manag-
ing young organisations: (a) Arvind Singh of Furdo, a Bengaluru-
based interior design start-up, (b) Raghava K. K., an internationally 
renowned artist who established Flipsicle, a technology start-up 
in New York, and (c) myself as a founder of the National School of 
Journalism, Bangalore. I have chosen to study and compare the expe-
riences of these founders because of the diversity of the sectors and 
markets in which their companies operate despite the founders being 
similarly aged and growing up in the same town. This diversity shows 
that the principles discussed in this chapter hold true (for the most 
part) irrespective of the type of company or the sector in which it 
operates. Most importantly, all the persons I have chosen are growing 
emerging businesses as part of a new wave of entrepreneurship among 
young Indians.

The Importance of Hiring Well  
to Execute a Vision

A major feature of nascent businesses is the vision of the founder or 
founders. The founders’ belief in this vision is in most cases the raison 
d’être of the business itself. For young businesses to be successful, it is 
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critical that key hires in vital areas of the organisation are filled by per-
sons who share, and buy into, this vision.

Start-ups have to handle the absence of established relationships, 
roles, and routines, such external and internal interconnections 
being critical resources of the firm (Pfeffer & Salancik, 1978). The 
lack of a business network and practices increases financial pressure 
at a time when new businesses have limited resources (Eisenhardt & 
Schoonhoven, 1990). Young businesses attempt to overcome the 
lack of resources, unestablished brand identity, and absence of a 
track record by providing services and interactions that are highly 
personalised, involved, and customised to the needs of customers 
or clients. An effective way to achieve this is to hire employees that 
perform their roles with the awareness of, and belief in, the found-
ers’ vision. It is this belief that enables employees to work long hours 
enthusiastically, in roles that are not clearly defined, and for less 
money than they would expect to receive in a traditional, established 
company.

As a natural corollary (for the very reasons mentioned above), 
employees who do not subscribe to the founders’ vision but treat the 
role as just a ‘job’ for which they are paid a salary are unlikely to be pro-
ductive or helpful in achieving the objectives of the organisation, lead-
ing to high employee dissatisfaction and frustration.

Role modelling can help employees in nascent businesses share and 
believe in the vision of the founders. There are three ways in which 
young organisations can create an environment that is conducive for 
role-modelling-based management to thrive. First, founders should 
identify the right attributes in the prospective hires in their candi-
date pool from which to choose critical resources. Second, founders 
should ascertain during the hiring process whether or not a rapport 
exists or can be developed between the founder (role model) and the 
candidate. Third, founders should make every effort to serve as living 
examples that will allow employees to thrive within the organisation 
and become role models themselves as they move on to the middle 
and late stages of their careers, thereby establishing a healthy culture in 
the workplace.
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Identifying the Right Pool of Candidates 
to Hire: Human Capital and Career Stage

Making the right critical hires in a young organisation is important, 
as these persons usually help execute the vision of the founders, grow 
the organisation, and play an important role in establishing the culture 
of the organisation. If the objective of founders is to create successful 
organisations with a culture that reflects their own work ethic, creativ-
ity, integrity, and values it is of vital importance that key employees are 
hired from a pool of candidates with attributes that will make role mod-
elling effective within the organisation.

Choose from a Pool of Highly Educated 
and Skilled Candidates

In Indian society, where feudal models of entrepreneurship persist, that 
is, employer–employee relationships mimic master–slave relationships, 
it is natural for young entrepreneurs to be sceptical of highly educated 
and skilled candidates. The need for entrepreneurs to be better skilled 
than potential employees is thought necessary to maintain a dominant 
position in the relationship.

However, there is a higher likelihood of role modelling being effec-
tive when persons with high levels of human capital, a combination of 
educational attainment, intelligence, knowledge, and skills that a per-
son possesses, are hired. This premise is based on the notion of absorp-
tive capacity (Cohen & Levinthal, 1990). The ability to value, interpret, 
and apply (external) knowledge (that is, role model influences) requires 
a certain level of knowledge and skills. In addition, more highly edu-
cated individuals may have more ambitious goals and may therefore 
be in greater need of successful examples or support. More highly edu-
cated people are also better able to absorb information provided by role 
models.

On the other hand, social learning theory postulates that there 
should be opportunities to learn from a role model (through example 
or support) and this is more likely when the role model is more highly 
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qualified than the role model ‘user’: that is, there is potential learning 
in dissimilarity. A role model often has a higher hierarchical position 
(Kram & Isabella, 1985; Shapiro, Haseltine, & Row, 1978). Bandura 
and Walters (1963) argue that, to be imitated, a role model needs to be 
socially effective or successful.

I believe that both these concepts reinforce my view that it is impor-
tant to hire persons with high human capital. It is possible (and likely) 
that role models can win the respect of the ‘user’ by being socially effec-
tive and successful without having to be better qualified or proficient 
in terms of specialist skills or knowledge. At any rate, research shows 
that most business founders have distinct characteristics that set them 
apart from the rest. Especially during the start-up phase entrepreneurs 
are regarded as different from the normal population. They are endowed 
with an inborn intuition, self-esteem, risk taking, and need for achieve-
ments which are reflected in their attitudes. Anticipating the future and 
finding opportunities are key variables in accomplishing entrepreneurial 
goals (Cunningham & Lischeron, 1991). Start-up founders naturally 
will find themselves in a superior hierarchical position without having 
to compete with their employees on human capital terms.

In my experience as a corporate lawyer early on in my career, I devel-
oped an interest in international trade sanctions, which was domain 
knowledge that the partner (role model) in the law firm where I worked 
did not possess. The fact that he encouraged my interest in this area 
of law and promoted it within the firm and to external clients in no 
way diminished my respect for him. Contrarily, I felt valued by my role 
model and inspired to achieve more for the firm and learn from him 
various managerial and business development skills.

Arvind Singh notes: ‘It is important for the hire to be better skilled 
than the role model in his chosen area of specialisation.’ This works on 
multiple levels. First, the employee is able to fully express his skills with-
out having to worry about upstaging her role model and risk jeopard-
ising the traditional employer–employee relationship. Second, it frees 
the entrepreneur in using his time to grow the business rather than in 
supervising and micromanaging the hire. Third, the role model can 
build a respectful relationship with the employee that focuses on role-
modelling vision and values, rather than skills.
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Entrepreneurs must however bear in mind that high human capital 
can serve as a substitute for the support of a role model. Individuals 
with higher levels of human capital may be less likely to have entre-
preneurial role models as a source of inspiration, learning, and self-
efficacy (Gimeno, Folta, Cooper, & Woo, 1997; Hamilton, 2000; 
Hartog, Van Praag, & Van der Sluis, 2010; Parker & Van Praag, 
2006; Stuart & Abetti, 1990; Van Praag, van Witteloostuijn, & Van 
der Sluis, 2009). It is therefore important, particularly when hiring 
persons with high human capital, to look for personality traits such 
as open-mindedness, and the willingness to listen, learn, and evaluate 
multiple viewpoints.

Raghava K. K., who is a father of four young children, explains: 
‘There is an intersection between running a family and a business. 
There is a certain order, level of trust, and leadership required in both 
roles. In parenting, you can tell your children whatever you want, but 
they learn most from observing your actions. So, if you tell them to 
be honest and truthful, but ask them to answer your phone and say 
you are not there, they will learn from that! What this means for busi-
ness is that role modelling is very effective because your employees will 
learn from your actions. But role modelling cannot be a job—it fails 
when it is contrived. Projecting values or traits that you do not pos-
sess destroys the very premise of role modelling. For role modelling to 
work, you need to be authentic and that is tough, particularly in trans-
actional environments, where showing vulnerability can be construed 
to be a weakness.’

This is where hiring employees with high human capital can make 
a difference. These candidates may be inclined and able to learn from 
authentic role models while making allowance for the models’ vulner-
abilities. Raghava recalls a conversation with Bill Gates, in which the 
latter remarked, ‘I am not the smartest person in the room, but I am 
smart because I surround myself with people who are smarter than me.’ 
Good leadership is not about delegating skills down the chain because 
of a bandwidth problem, and so role modelling as a management model 
in start-ups should be less about role-modelling skills and more about 
role modelling values and vision.
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Choose from a Pool of Candidates 
in the Early Stage of Their Careers

Recruiting for a start-up from a pool of persons who are in the early 
stage of their careers is important from a role-modelling perspective 
because early-stage professionals have a desire to learn two primary 
things from their role models: (a) how to perform tasks competently 
and professionally and (b) how to fit into their professional role both by 
matching the characteristics of the organisational culture and by earning 
the respect of their colleagues (Gibson, 2003).

Early-stage employees are also more likely to construe their role 
models as positive and as possessing global attributes, while middle-
stage and late-stage employees are more likely to construe role models 
as negative and construe specific attributes and skills. Global attrib-
utes include a range of attributes in ‘one package’, including personal 
traits (‘integrity, care about people’), and organisationally relevant skills 
(‘terrific with clients’, ‘interpersonal skills’, ‘process skills’). The global 
dimension indicates that early career–stage hires are open to several pos-
sible inputs from a role model, from the professional to the personal 
(Gibson, 2003). Construing positive role model attributes includes 
a sense of perceived or desired similarity, a sense that the role model 
offered relevant task or skill expertise, and a sense that the role model 
could help the observer develop as a person. Early career–stage hires are 
more likely to look to role models and see their actions as a goal or as 
an aspiration. On the other hand, middle and late career–stage employ-
ees are more likely to construe negative role model attributes, that is, 
attributes of a role model that are sought out as examples of how not to 
behave in a particular context (Gibson, 2003).

When I was on the recruitment committee of the Hong Kong office 
of DLA Piper, one of the largest law firms in the world, I interviewed 
several job applicants (recent graduates and experienced lawyers). 
International law firms have robust procedures that rely primarily on 
hiring young lawyers straight out of law school as trainees for a couple 
of years before hiring them as associates. Very seldom are junior associ-
ates hired from among those who did not complete their training at the 
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same law firm. This is for very good reason. Trainees in our firm who 
went on to join us as associates were more likely to contribute effectively 
to the team (although they may never have worked with that particular 
team during their training period in the firm) than extremely compe-
tent junior (or even mid-level) associates who may have joined us from 
a different firm.

The orientation to positive attributes by early-stage hires therefore 
provides for a work environment in a young organisation that makes 
role modelling of vision and culture effective. In my own experience, I 
have found that early-stage hires are better able to grasp my approach 
to innovative thinking and dynamic work outcomes to produce results 
that have surpassed expectations. On the other hand, employees in the 
middle stage of their career require more persuasion and convincing to 
embark on a particular course of action, which can be frustrating for 
persons—like me—who adopt a democratic style of leadership and 
decision-making as much as possible.

Race and Gender Similarities Between the 
Employee and Entrepreneur

Based on role identification theory and the role model function of 
increasing self-efficacy, some degree of similarity between the observer 
and the role model (at least in the perception of the observer) is to 
be expected, even if the role model occupies a (more) desirable posi-
tion. Without such similarity, it is difficult for the entrepreneur to 
perceive the behaviour of the role model as compatible with the own 
(perceived) behavioural opportunities, that is, ‘I can do anything (s)
he can’. Empirical evidence, for example, suggests that individu-
als and their role models tend to be similar in terms of gender and 
race (Hernandez, 1995; Maccoby & Jacklin, 1974; Ruef, Aldrich, & 
Carter, 2003). In general, homophily, that is the tendency of individ-
uals to associate and bond with similar others, guides many relation-
ships (McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 2001). In addition, ethnic 
homophily has been identified in the workplace (Reskin, McBrier, & 
Kmec, 1999).
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This presents an interesting challenge for entrepreneurs who have 
spent much of their professional careers living in other countries 
and have gone back to their home country to launch their entrepre-
neurial pursuit. My experience as a corporate lawyer who studied 
in England, and worked in Singapore and Hong Kong for 10 years 
before starting up a media company and journalism school in 
Bengaluru, India, illustrates this increasingly common phenomenon. 
On the other hand, Raghava started up a social media technology 
company in New York.

My experience after moving back to India is that I miss the oppor-
tunities to socialise with colleagues after work. I believe that I have 
learned much professionally and developed as a person as a result of 
interacting with my role models during my career as an international 
corporate finance lawyer. I learnt most from them while watching a 
sports game together or socialising with the team after work. In India, 
I miss the ability for individuals within the organisation across func-
tions and roles to naturally socialise outside of work. In India, the 
norm is for employees (regardless of gender) to socialise with each 
other separately and founders (or employers) to do so separately—
other than in formal gatherings that lead to awkward exchanges 
of social niceties. There is an inherent ability in Indians to establish 
classes of people in any social context—perhaps this is somehow 
related to India’s caste system. The result of this phenomenon is that 
it is difficult to develop the role model relationship outside the profes-
sional context. This makes role modelling in India less than optimal 
for this reason.

Furthermore, social and cultural realities in India make it difficult for 
cross-gender mentoring and role modelling, particularly when it comes 
to learning skills, attitudes, and behaviours outside work in a social set-
ting. However, there is an ironic upside to the cultural realities of work-
ing in India: because there tends to be less socialising between role 
models and followers in India in general, the benefits of role modelling 
tend to be denied to both genders in equal measure!

The hindrances to cross-gender mentoring and role modelling are 
somewhat reduced in Western cultures. Nonetheless gender affinities 
still tend to be formed because of social conditioning. I have found that 
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it is much more frequent for role models to have a close one-on-one 
social relationship with their followers of the same sex, through activi-
ties such as lunches, dinners, sports activities, and drinks, than with 
someone of the opposite sex. This results in distorted role-modelling 
outcomes in the workplace, where persons whose role models are of the 
same sex benefit more than their peers of the opposite sex.

As a hiring matter, though, do I tend to be more favourably disposed 
to hire persons with a Western outlook, someone with whom I share 
similarities? People from Bengaluru generally tend to be more cosmo-
politan than most people from most other Indian cities, but even so, 
the answer is clearly, yes. This is because I can more readily develop a 
rapport with them. In the following paragraphs, I explain why ‘rapport’ 
is a key component of successfully implementing role modelling as an 
approach to managing a young organisation.

Having identified the talent pool to hire from, let us now explore 
ways in which founders can make the correct hiring decision from 
among this pool.

Assessing and Building Rapport 
During the Hiring Process

It is vital during the hiring process that founders spend sufficient time 
with a candidate to assess the receptiveness of the candidate to learning 
new tasks and skills, particularly those that the founder possesses. Social 
learning theory (Bandura, 1977) suggests that individuals are attracted 
to role models who can help them in developing themselves further by 
learning new tasks and skills (Gibson, 2004). This attraction or rapport 
is a crucial indicator of the success that the founder will have in role 
modelling his vision in the prospective employee.

Rapport is also a good indicator of role identification as a response 
to an individual’s belief that the characteristics of the model are close 
to her own motives and character (Kagan, 1958) and that this model 
plays a desirable—often central—social role or occupies an attractive 
position (Bell, 1970). Role identification may result in the formation 
or adaptation of an individual’s preferences (Witt, 1991) or in imitative 
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behaviour if this is expected to be rewarding (Kagan, 1958). It may pro-
vide someone with the motivation and inspiration to choose a particular 
direction, activity, or career path (Krumboltz, Mitchell, & Jones, 1976). 
People are assumed to learn in a social context through the observa-
tion of others with whom they can identify and who perform well in 
an area in which they, themselves, also wish to be involved or in which 
they want to excel, that is, learning by example (or modelling) (Bosma, 
Hessels, Schutjens, van Praag, & Verheul, 2012). The identification of, 
and comparison with, role models may help individuals define their 
self-concept or sense of self (Akerlof & Kranton, 2000) and enhance 
their self-efficacy to engage in a certain occupation (De Clercq & 
Arenius, 2006; Gibson, 2004; Lockwood & Kunda, 1997).

Developing rapport is also essential from the candidate’s perspective 
to get a clear picture of the role model’s personality. The first charac-
teristic of an effective role model is consideration (Jago, 1982). This 
refers to the model’s ability to communicate with the observer, who will 
up-value their role model if they are in agreement with him. The role 
model needs to consider that each group member responds differently 
to him. This consideration is about mutual trust, respect, and a rap-
port between the role model and his team (Fleishman, Harris, & Burtt, 
1955). During the interview process, it is important for the candidate 
to assess whether or not the prospective employer can also be an effec-
tive leader and role model.

Since the role of positive entrepreneurial examples is important for 
enhancing entrepreneurial activity (Fornahl, 2003, p. 50), all the factors 
above associated with establishing rapport are indicators of the likelihood of 
the founders’ success in role modelling the vision to a prospective employee. 
As a practical matter, founders may need to acknowledge that if there is 
little or no rapport established at the end of the hiring process, the likeli-
hood of the candidate being motivated to buy into the founders’ vision will 
be somewhat limited. Not being able to successfully role model the vision 
of the organisation can have a direct bearing on the candidate’s ability to 
undertake entrepreneurial activity on behalf of the organisation. Over the 
last three years, I have hired persons with whom I developed good rapport 
during the hiring process, as well as those with whom I may have failed to 
develop a good rapport but whose skills and knowledge bases were strong. 
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I find that even after working for years together it is very difficult to build 
rapport with those with whom no rapport was established at the end of the 
hiring process. When I look back on my life as a lawyer who worked at 
two major global law firms, Allen & Overy and DLA Piper, I can distinctly 
remember not making a connection with some people during my own job 
interviews, and true enough, those connections have yet to be made more 
than a decade later! On the contrary, partners in both firms with whom a 
good rapport was built during the hiring process were solid role models for 
me professionally, and remain close friends today.

Arvind Singh says: ‘You can have the grandest vision and the perfect 
plan to translate vision into actionable steps, but if an employee charged 
with implementing any critical portion of the vision does not believe 
in the vision, then it’s a hiring mistake. So, as a founder, I am better off 
waiting to hire someone with the right skills who can be excited about 
the vision than to hire someone who is disinterested in the vision with 
the hope that they will somehow deliver once we start working together. 
Hiring mistakes can be detrimental to the growth of a start-up because 
it can interfere structurally in the business plans of the founders, who 
may begin to question the viability of the business plan, when the real 
problem might be simply a hiring mistake.’

I agree with Arvind, and find that persons who are excited by the 
vision during the hiring process are the ones with whom a natural rap-
port develops. I have found no discernible differences between male and 
female candidates in terms of their enthusiasm to embrace the vision of 
the organisation during the hiring process. But it is worth noting that 
I find female candidates to be more committed to implementing that 
vision than their male counterparts—this finding is purely anecdotal 
and requires further study.

Role Modelling in Start-Up Organisations

You have identified the right talent pool, and have hired the right candi-
date. Now begins the real work of role modelling. And it is completely 
up to the founders (role models) to either create a great culture within 
the organisation or poor culture (as we will see with a recent example). 
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How the motivation of the lead is linked to that of the employee’s is 
demonstrated in the study by Tierney, Farmer, and Graen (1999). Data 
from this study shows that the employee’s motivation depends highly on 
the leader’s drive, because when the leader’s intrinsic motivation is low, 
employee intrinsic motivation is irrelevant.

Since start-ups move through several stages quite frequently and 
witness unexpected situations, a situational leadership style is most 
commonly employed in start-ups. Sometimes, leaders need to make a 
decision very quickly without substantial knowledge or background, 
requiring on-the-feet thinking. These situations demand spontane-
ous and impulsive advice. The situational leadership concept holds 
that different situations require different approaches of leadership. It 
states that there is no single all-purpose leadership style. The person in 
charge needs to assess the situation and adapt his skills, techniques, and 
decisions according to that. This concept attempts to match the lead-
ership style to the conditions the situation requires (Hall, 2007). The 
situational approach helps managers to diagnose the demands of their 
individual situations. It is built on an intersection of the amount of 
direction a leader gives, the amount of socio-emotional support a leader 
offers, and the readiness level that followers exhibit on a specific task 
(Hersey, Blanchard, & Natemeyer, 1979).

Role-Modelling Vision

According to Gibson (2004, p. 136), ‘The term “role model” draws on 
two prominent theoretical constructs: the concept of role and the ten-
dency of individuals to identify with other people … and the concept 
of modelling, the psychological matching of cognitive skills and pat-
terns of behavior between a person and an observing individual.’ He 
summarises the various functions that role models may fulfil and argues 
that the importance of role models lies in three interrelated functions: 
to provide learning, to provide motivation and inspiration, and to help 
individuals define their self-concept (Gibson, 2004, p. 149). Assessing 
the influence of role models on students’ academic and vocational deci-
sions, Nauta and Kokaly (2001) add a support component, arguing that 
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role models not only provide individuals with inspiration and model-
ling, but also with support and guidance.

When employees endorse and internalise the leader’s way of think-
ing they become intrinsically motivated and personally engaged in their 
work (Tierney et al., 1999). The more the leader demonstrates and 
exemplifies a certain behaviour, the more it will affirm for employees 
that this is expected. Personally engaged employees are essential as they 
stand behind the company’s activities (Bruggeman, 2014).

There are some ‘visions’ that on the face of it appear to be more moti-
vational than others. For instance, it may appear that launching a jour-
nalism school with a vision to ‘train journalists who care deeply about 
justice and democracy’ will be more motivational than a technology 
start-up with a vision to make it easy for people to design the interiors 
of their new home to world-class standards. But this is not true. It goes 
back to the first step in the process, which is hiring a person with the 
potential to share the vision and identify with the founder. In the exam-
ple above, it may in fact be relatively easier to identify a skilled young 
person in India who cares passionately about design and furniture than 
about democracy and justice!

In his organisations, Raghava designs a Myth, Art and Ritual (MAR) 
structure. ‘Myth’ is the story, the vision, the philosophy, or the concept, 
‘Art’ is the reinforcement of a myth, and ‘Ritual’ is the participation in 
the myth through art. Raghava reiterates ‘Everyone in the organisation 
consciously realises that their work is effectively participating in the 
myth (or vision) of the organisation. The process of modelling is the art, 
the experience of modelling is the ritual, and the values on which you 
are modelling is the myth or the vision.’

It is therefore essential for role models to build channels of commu-
nication keeping their vision in mind. Here the focus lies on completing 
tasks, meeting deadlines, and establishing relationships among employ-
ees. The role model clearly defines what he expects, plans ahead, assigns 
tasks, and stresses on the throughput of projects (Fleishman et al., 
1955). The study by Jago (1982) sees a correlation between consider-
ation and performance. He says that increased performance is caused 
by a higher level of consideration, sensitivity, and support. As a conclu-
sion, the role model who is low in consideration and low in launching a 
structure has a lesser supply of rewards (Evans, 1970).
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Motivating the observer through role modelling the founders’ vision 
is predicated on providing employees other motivating factors that play 
an important part in the role-modelling process. For most founders, one 
major motivating factor for the business to succeed is the fact that the 
founder has an ownership interest in the enterprise. It follows logically 
that founders cannot expect to have employees be motivated to achieve 
the vision of the organisation without them also having some sense of 
ownership in the business.

Arvind Singh believes that creating an equity pool for key employees 
is important to establish at the very outset. Whether or not the business 
eventually succeeds, employees participating in the equity pool will work 
with the knowledge that their interests and those of the founders are 
aligned to achieve success for the organisation. Employees will also be 
more empathetic to financial constraints that young companies may face, 
and may be willing to work at lower wages to achieve the vision of the 
founders with the knowledge that (a) the founders and employees win or 
lose together and (b) they will be rewarded as the organisation grows.

It is unreasonable to expect that employees work tirelessly and pas-
sionately to achieve the founders’ vision without any promise of benefit-
ting monetarily from the growth of the organisation. More importantly, 
participating in an equity pool makes employees feel that they share in 
the ownership of the organisation, a key unifier that allows them to be 
more receptive to follow the example of their entrepreneur role models.

Role-Modelling Culture

In general, entrepreneurs are described as being different from other 
people. They have a certain way of thinking that is a prerequisite for 
starting up. Ireland, Hitt, and Sirmon (2003) discuss an entrepreneur-
ial mind-set that is both an individualistic and collective phenomenon. 
This mind-set is constantly faced with uncertainty while keeping the 
growth-oriented perspective. This attitude is essential for identifying 
and exploiting new prospects. Nearly all studies published in literature 
agree on certain personality traits for entrepreneurs. The most common 
characteristics identified in these studies are achievement motivation, 
risk-taking, and locus of control (Rauch & Frese, 2000).
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People who follow entrepreneurial principles create a sort of a cul-
ture where ‘new ideas and creativity are expected, risk taking is encour-
aged, failure is tolerated, learning is promoted, and continuous change 
is viewed as a conveyor of opportunities’ (Ireland et al., 2003, p. 971). 
Role modelling in a start-up therefore moves very quickly from leader-
ship to establishing the culture of an organisation. Establishing the right 
culture at an organisation is important at the early stage of its develop-
ment. The role model may move on but the culture can live on in per-
petuity within the organisation.

On this point, it is instructive to view the recent friction between 
founders of the 36-year-old Bangalore-based software giant, Infosys 
Limited, and its current management team (ETMarkets.com, 2017). 
Without going into the merits of the issue, the main issue at hand is 
the perception among the founders (who are currently in an executive 
or management position) that the leadership team (in early 2017) had 
departed from the values and culture of Infosys that were role mod-
elled by its founders. One of the founders disagreed with the manner in 
which principles governing the CEO’s compensation—as role modelled 
by him three decades ago—were set aside in favour of extraordinar-
ily high compensation in recent times. One could even argue that the 
erosion of more than five billion US dollars in market value of Infosys 
stock1 (Korgaonkar, 2017) boils down to a cultural issue with little to 
do with the actual financial performance of the company.

That is the power of culture, and the role of the founders in establish-
ing this culture. The call for the new CEO role to be appointed from 
within Infosys and not be filled by an outsider supports the view that 
changing the culture of an organisation late in its development is not 
easy and can even be destructive to an organisation.

It is therefore critical that the founders’ role model the right values 
during the early stages of an organisation. This can however prove to be 
a challenge for founders in start-up organisations, since they mostly are 
inexperienced and without formal training in management and human 
resource development (Bruggemann, 2014). Put simply, ‘entrepreneurs 
tend to be more intuitive and less analytic than non-entrepreneurs’ 
(Armstrong & Hird, 2009, p. 419). Being a good role model under 
these circumstances requires discipline, perseverance, and maturity. 
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Failure to pay attention can lead to unaccountability on the part of the 
founders in decision-making and behavioural patterns, which can lead 
to poor work culture setting into the organisation.

Role-Modelling Accountability

Anecdotal experience and research show that it is desirable for young 
organisations to choose employees critical to the business from a pool of 
proficient candidates that are in the early stages of their own careers so 
that such organisations can maximise the benefits of role modelling. The 
natural consequence of this strategy is that as these early-stage high per-
formers grow into their careers, they likely will have absorbed the values 
and culture of their role models, which will result in them assuming the 
role model position for new hires entering the organisation. This in turn 
can, within a few years, establish the culture of the organisation.

The adverse effects of poor role modelling can be extremely damag-
ing to the long-term culture of an organisation. This has been obvious 
among some successful start-ups in California—Uber being the most 
recent example—where an undesirable workplace culture was estab-
lished and became pervasive, resulting in several top executives leaving 
the company. The BBC reports that since being founded in 2009, Uber 
has gained a reputation as a company that espouses Silicon Valley’s so-
called ‘bro’ culture of male-dominated, macho work environments, and 
has been the subject of allegations of sexual harassment and misogyny 
(Lee, 2017). This phenomenon is consistent with evidence of gen-
der homophily that has been found in various contexts, such as large 
organisations (Kalleberg, Knoke, Marsden, & Spaeth, 1996), networks 
(Ibarra, 1997), and voluntary organisations (McPherson & Smith-Lovin, 
1987).

To elaborate: In 2017, Uber was subject to an investigation headed 
by former United States Attorney General, Eric Holder (BBC, 2017). 
Mr. Holder is reported to have recommended introducing more control 
on spending, human resources, and other areas where executives led by 
Travis Kalanick, founder and former CEO, have had an unusual degree 
of autonomy for a company of Uber’s size (Johnston, 2017). That this 
kind of culture is pervasive at Uber and other Silicon Valley start-ups 
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demonstrates the effect that poor role models can have on corpo-
rate behemoths that were recent start-ups. When Uber board member 
Arianna Huffington said that Mr. Kalanick needed to change his leader-
ship style from that of a ‘scrappy entrepreneur’ to be more like a ‘leader 
of a major global company’, it was a stark warning of the kind of influ-
ential role model Mr. Kalanick had been to Uber (Johnston, 2017).

The starting point of good role modelling in a young organisation is 
the founder. The founder herself is the product of her surroundings and 
her values are a reflection of the role models that influenced her. My 
experiences of interacting with my own role models define the person 
I am and the principles I adhere to. My role models at home (parents), 
in school and college (teachers and seniors), at the sports field (coaches 
and captains), in the choir (the conductor), at the law firm, and in the 
person of Jesus of Nazareth, have all had a significant influence in the 
values I model within my organisation.

So, when do you start role modelling? You start from the very first 
time someone looks up to you as an example: perhaps in relation 
to your younger sibling when you were five. It is not a skill that can 
be learned at the time you establish your first company or when you 
become CEO of a 30-billion-dollar company.

As the vision of the founder and role model grows the start-up into a 
large corporation, a founder’s all-round character traits have tremendous 
potential to influence. Founders must be responsible to ensure that their 
actions reflect good values all round, which can translate into establish-
ment of a good culture in the organisation.

Note

1. The relentless campaign by Narayana Murthy, one of the founders of 
Infosys, against the perceived lapses in corporate governance and high 
executive compensation led to the resignation of the CEO of Infosys, 
Vishal Sikka, and there was a sudden and steep drop in the share price 
of Infosys. The full text of Mr. Murthy’s letter to the media may be 
found online at http://www.reuters.com/article/infosys-murthy-letter/
full-text-of-infosys-founder-narayana-murthys-letter-to-the-media- 

http://www.reuters.com/article/infosys-murthy-letter/full-text-of-infosys-founder-narayana-murthys-letter-to-the-media-idUSL3N1HB1WC
http://www.reuters.com/article/infosys-murthy-letter/full-text-of-infosys-founder-narayana-murthys-letter-to-the-media-idUSL3N1HB1WC
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idUSL3N1HB1WC and http://www.hindustantimes.com/business-news/ 
infosys-stocks-fall-over-6-on-vishal-sikka-s-resignation/story-htTOD-
t8j3HQwoy4eLgrAVM.html.
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Finding Role Models Inside and Outside 
the Legal Profession

Raju Ramachandran

I wonder if it is a mere coincidence that I am writing this on the very 
day that one of my role models has passed away. T. R. Andhyarujina was 
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someone I have admired since the beginning of my law practice nearly 
41 years ago.

In the course of these long years, I have had many models in the pro-
fession. Apart from Andhyarujina, I have looked up to Soli Sorabjee, 
Fali Nariman, the late S. V. Gupte, B. Sen, and my own senior, the late 
M. K. Ramamurthi. And a contemporary just four years older than 
me: the late Vinod Bobde. This is of course, not an exhaustive list. 
High professional integrity is common to all my heroes, living or dead. 
Fairness and detachment are their other professional qualities which I 
have admired.

I have had role models not only in the legal profession but in the 
field of journalism as well. For writing readable prose, I have admired 
lawyer-commentator A. G. Noorani and the late journalists of yester-
year, Frank Moraes, Sham Lal, Inder Malhotra, and B. G. Verghese.

Have all my role models been positive, or have there been negative 
role models as well? I wonder if the concept of a standalone ‘negative’ 
role model exists. Like all humans, every role model of mine has had 
flaws. And so, when I have resolved to emulate one or the other in 
aspects which I have admired, I have also told myself to avoid the mis-
takes which they have made and to do some things very differently from 
how they did them. After all, no one wants to be a mere clone!

It is inevitable that one has had different role models at different 
stages of one’s life and career, and so one does ‘outgrow’ a role model 
at times. But this is never a reflection on them. And when a role model 
has disappointed me, there has never been a forsaking of a relationship, 
because I have been as understanding and forgiving of them as I am of 
myself and as I would expect others to be of me. I have also felt sobered 
by the thought that I might have disappointed my role models, and also 
that I might be disappointing those for whom I might be a role model.

Some of my role models were persons with whom I was in close 
contact, while others were persons I admired from a distance. But ulti-
mately, in the course of these long years of practice, I have been able to 
meet all my distant heroes as well, and I have been able to tell them that 
they have influenced me. Modesty is a quality I admire, and none of my 
models have let me down on that score: they have all been self-deprecat-
ing, when I have expressed my admiration for them. Role models with 
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whom I have been in close touch have given freely of their time to me, 
whenever I have needed their advice or even when I have just needed a 
sounding board. My interactions with them have made me feel com-
fortable about being my own person, in a profession where there are 
some set notions of achievement and success.

The practice of law confronts one with dilemmas every other day and 
one never has all the answers. There are dilemmas about how best to 
handle difficult cases and also how to handle difficult judges in not-so-
difficult cases. There are dilemmas about how to tell a judge that his/
her conduct is not fair or that he/she might have a conflict of interest. 
There are possibilities of conflict of interest in briefs which come to you, 
some direct conflicts which are not difficult to take a decision about but 
some indirect conflicts where you need wise counsel. In such situations, 
I have turned to my role models.

Choosing a role model has never been a conscious or cognitive pro-
cess for me. It has always been a matter of chemistry. There’s a certain 
kind of chemistry with those I have seen closely in flesh and blood, and 
an equally potent chemistry which has worked long distance with oth-
ers. What exactly do I mean by ‘chemistry’? There are some qualities 
and attributes which make me click with someone else. Such as cour-
tesy, humility, meticulousness in language, a crazy sense of humour, 
punctuality, their taste in literature and music, their dressing sense. 
This, of course, does not mean that I am only comfortable with people 
similar to me. People very different to me have also been role models 
because you learn more from those who live their lives differently from 
you. It makes you less smug about yourself.

At this stage of my life, there are naturally fewer role models, because 
many have died. But since there is no retirement age in my profession, 
there are still some professional elders around to whom I look up. But 
while I am on the subject of retirement, I must confess that I hope to 
retire some day. And that’s where I am facing a dearth of role mod-
els. Not many have retired at a stage where people have asked ‘Why?’ 
instead of the unpleasant ‘Why not?’. We expect our sportsmen to lis-
ten to their bodies; should we lawyers also not listen to our bodies and 
minds?



182     R. Ramachandran et al.

It would, of course, be presumptuous and immodest to see myself as 
a role model. But the ‘guru–shishya ’ tradition which the legal profes-
sion follows pitchforks you into that position. Your style of advocacy, 
your interactions with instructing lawyers and clients, and the way you 
conduct yourself with your staff are all matters of close observation by 
junior colleagues, and you are always conscious of the example you are 
setting.

With the legal profession today being much larger than it used to be, 
there is difficulty in finding quality mentors. A large number of young 
people join the profession but there aren’t enough ‘seniors’ to take in 
every junior who comes in. And a senior cannot be expected to take on 
every junior who applies, irrespective of merit and aptitude. So, many 
may have to adopt distant role models who won’t be mentoring them. 
Unfortunately, it is not possible at all to formalise role modelling for 
individual legal practitioners and to impose any code on them to ensure 
diversity. Taking on a junior lawyer in an individual practitioner’s cham-
ber again needs the right chemistry between ‘the guru’ and ‘the shishya ’. 
Also, in a public service-oriented profession such as law, where every 
conscientious lawyer endeavours to give the best legal service to the cli-
ent, the merit of an entrant to a chamber is important. In the name of 
diversity, no professional would want the professional reputation of the 
chamber to suffer. Having said that, there is definitely a need to sensi-
tise ‘Seniors’ to try and maintain diversity in their recruitments. This is 
particularly necessary in a hereditary and dynastic profession such as the 
legal profession where bright young lawyers who don’t have ‘legal’ pedi-
gree feel that they are at a disadvantage compared to those with a legal 
background in the matter of recruitment. So, while talking of diversity 
in the legal profession we should not only think of gender, caste, and 
region but also of those who don’t have legal blood in their veins.

Judges also need role models in the difficult art of judging. 
Subconsciously, every lawyer who becomes a judge would follow the 
judges whom he/she has admired while appearing as a lawyer. Just as a 
lawyer, based on his own temperament, would be drawn to an aggres-
sive or a gentlemanly lawyer, a new judge could either be drawn to a 
quick and impatient ‘problem-solving’ judge or to a laidback, scholarly 
judge. But for both judges and lawyers, it is important to have a diverse 
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set of models in terms of gender, social background, and so on, to make 
them sensitive, humane, and compassionate in their work.

With those who see their own professions as the best in the world 
and for whom their work is their life, there is little likelihood of having 
role models outside their profession. But for those who see their profes-
sions in a larger social context, and as one of many equally important 
ones, there might be role models outside their professions. The ethics of 
other professions, the approach of other professionals to their work and 
their way of balancing work and life might offer lessons to those who 
are willing to learn.

The Personae of Role Models in Medicine 
and Research

T. S. Sridhar

Having had the privilege of being in formal training for an inordinately 
long period in two very different domains—clinical medicine and 
experimental biological research—I have been the beneficiary of hav-
ing had a wide range of role models whose behaviours have had a deep 
impact on my professional and personal development.

While it is almost implicitly assumed that the primary method of 
learning medicine is by osmosis from colleagues and preceptors, role 
models are central to the inculcation of clinical skills. Historically, the 
method of acquiring the knowledge and skills of medical practice was 
by the process of apprenticeship. Such a process included some didac-
tic learning but comprised mostly of on-the-job learning. Although 
the current organisation of medical colleges and teaching hospitals for 
large classes of students seems to have moved away from the traditional 
model, it, in fact, preserves the core of the apprenticeship model, in par-
ticular, during the internship and post-graduation phases.

Coming from a culture in which iconography is pervasive and hav-
ing studied at a time (the 1980s) when the organisation of profes-
sional learning was very paternalistic, I have been deeply influenced by 
multiple role models. Having studied and worked in both India and 
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the United States, my experience of role modelling has been that the 
national ethnocultural context (India versus the United States) seems 
to matter less, and the individual (model and follower) matters more. 
However, as I mention later, when it came to mentoring, the nature of 
this was distinctly different in the domains of clinical medicine and sci-
entific experimental research.

In medicine, for the most part, my role models were senior professors 
and clinicians whose skills of diagnosis, surgery, and clinical manage-
ment left us students in awe. A charismatic individual holds a particular 
sway on the minds of impressionable juniors, and the role model is seen 
to be the ‘redeemer’ working against larger-than-life forces. The choice 
of a particular individual amongst the many most likely reflects personal 
inclinations and sensitivities. For example, as an individual brought up 
on a healthy dose of Sherlock Holmes’ exploits, I leaned towards physi-
cians with extraordinary diagnostic skills as role models, whereas a sur-
gically inclined person would be more likely to pick an individual with 
superior motor skills. If I were to reflect further on my choices, I would 
also have to say that background was not necessarily a consideration, 
nor was gender (not least because I worked at a time when, unfortu-
nately, the majority of our senior professors were male), although, this 
might reflect both a lack of proximity as well as sensitivity to these mat-
ters. In almost all instances, however, the ‘person’ was hidden behind 
the persona, and hidden within this selection of role models is a signifi-
cant element of hero worship.

Medicine has a tradition of creating myths and legends around char-
acters, many of whom are admirable but quite often intimidating as 
well. The childish desire to acquire these quasi-magical capabilities is 
almost a rite of passage in medicine. With time, obviously, some of the 
abilities appear more pedestrian especially as one masters these skills, 
but the awe inspired by particularly complex attributes endure. To elab-
orate, the learning of the ethical dimensions of medical practice, espe-
cially compassion, was almost entirely by the use of particular doctors 
as role models. And not just compassion, a host of other qualities are 
probably best learnt by observation. The first being observation itself. 
In addition, decision-making in emergencies, dealing with anxious rela-
tives, the way one treats the ancillary medical staff, in particular, nurses 
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and aides who are the life-blood of a hospital system, are best learnt 
by emulating the behaviour of the very best. It is perhaps here that I 
should add that in modelling interactions with the rest of the team, 
negative role models abound, both in the operating theatre and the hos-
pital ward. While there is a lot of hand-wringing today about the lack 
of high-minded individuals in the current practice of medicine, I am 
convinced that there cannot be too many methods that have a higher 
impact.

My experiences of role models in my research training were as 
intense, with some important differences. There is a fundamental divide 
between the cultures of scientific research and the practice of clinical 
medicine in a busy hospital. Out of necessity, the hospital command 
structure is arranged in a hierarchical manner, not least because of the 
doctrine of vicarious responsibility of the consultant doctor. An ideal 
research environment, on the other hand, encourages scepticism as well 
as an informality of interaction between the supervisor and student, 
since both are subservient to the ‘truth’, whatever that is construed to 
be in science. Hence, it is possible in a research setting to arrive at the 
choice of one’s role model without the influence of power that inevita-
bly influences young minds.

Given these circumstances, quite often, my role models during 
research training were not always the people in our teaching faculty. The 
sciences in the twentieth century have had literally hundreds of virtuoso 
practitioners whose exploits have received wide publicity, at least within 
the scientific world. For example, Albert Einstein was, has been, and 
continues to be an inspirational role model. However, for me he is an 
inspiration not only for his universally acknowledged accomplishments 
but also more for his philosophical attitude towards trying to compre-
hend the unknown, which is very humbling. Other role models were 
faculty whose cognitive skills, especially the honed analytical abilities, 
created in us the desire to emulate them.

During the times in which I trained, especially the 1980s, many of 
the best role models were just being their natural selves and if there was 
the awareness in them that they were being scrutinised intensely, they 
seemed unaware of it. However, a conspicuous difference between then 
and now was the lack of serious mentoring by my Indian role models. 
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It was only during my training in the United States in the 1990s that 
I came across the type of serious time-intensive mentoring that is now 
assumed to be part of the responsibility of a research faculty.

As can be seen, almost all my role models in both the training in clin-
ical medicine as well as in experimental research were almost entirely 
positive. This is not to deny the presence of base individuals in both 
medicine as well as research, but I would not use the term ‘role model’ 
in describing them, for the connotation of the word is almost entirely 
positive.

I have spent the last 10 years as a faculty member in a medical 
research organisation where one of my principal responsibilities is to 
help young researchers develop the skills necessary to apply the methods 
of research to the solution of critical problems in medicine. In this role, 
I have had to be both role model as well as mentor. To me, being a role 
model has been mostly trying to do the right thing as far as possible. 
Sometimes this does need deliberation, and if it doesn’t sound trite, it 
means to largely hold one’s behaviour to high ideals. Being a mentor is 
entirely different, however, for it is taking the time to understand the 
situation, desires, and capabilities of the mentee. This is a time-consum-
ing interactive process that demands sensitivity and acceptance of indi-
vidual differences, while encouraging the growth of the mentee over a 
long period of time, usually lasting many years.

There are newer dimensions and challenges in being a role model and 
mentor today. There is now both the acknowledgement and recognition 
of unethical approaches to research ranging from plagiarism to falsifica-
tion of results to the blatant usurping of credit. Being in a position of 
responsibility as a doctoral or postdoctoral supervisor places significant 
demands on our willingness to discuss these matters in a fair and trans-
parent manner and lay the boundaries of acceptable behaviour to the 
trainees. I guess I am an old-fashioned chap, for I do believe that in the 
ultimate analysis it is by holding oneself to the highest ideals and by 
being true to oneself that one can hope to be a role model for the peo-
ple being trained by us.



8 Being and Following Role Models     187

Role Modelling as an Exercise in Self-Reflection

Sudarshan Iyengar

I have worked in distinctively different types of institutions, as a teacher, 
researcher, and administrator. I did not consciously realise that I had 
chosen some persons as my role models during this time, although in 
life, I have followed a distant person as my role model. The invitation to 
write about workplace role models has prompted me to reflect on this. 
I have understood that in Indian culture, until recent times, the idea of 
a role model was perceived to be the aadarsha purusha (ideal man)—to 
be followed by men, and aadarsha stree (ideal woman)—to be followed 
by women. Human existence went beyond body alone and hence one’s 
behaviour and action had to be oriented towards the growth of the soul 
that lived in the body. I don’t claim to be spiritual, but I have chosen 
Mahatma Gandhi, for whom the ultimate goal was moksha (salvation), 
as my distant role model. His quest was the Truth, being truthful was 
his act, and his role model was Satyavadi Raja Harishchandra (the truth-
ful king Harishchandra).

My professional career began in a college, as a lecturer teach-
ing undergraduate courses. My role model, in an unconscious way, 
was a teacher from my university days. He was not an outstanding 
scholar with fame. But he was a wonderful teacher. As a student, I was 
impressed that a teacher should teach the subject the way he did. I 
enjoyed his classes. Learning economics with the story that went behind 
the development of thought and theory was a very interesting way of 
learning and teaching. For instance, he would tell the class about the 
economist, his profession, and the circumstances in which he or she 
had worked on a theory. His language was simple, diction clear, and 
delivery was at a pace that even the not-so-bright students could follow 
him. He would try to take the entire class with him. Later I learnt that 
a role model in any walk of life becomes one because he or she tries suc-
cessfully to carry the team. He was successful in demonstrating proper 
behaviour and action for the profession. I have since made it a practice 
to teach and conduct academic sessions by weaving in human stories 
with theory and thought. I have received good responses.
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I have spent a long time working in social sciences research insti-
tutes. One must be good and professional in conducting and reporting 
research. As I entered the field, I found many researchers and academi-
cians who were doing excellently. However, most of them were distant. 
But I had two role models who helped me. They had published signifi-
cantly in peer-reviewed publications and contributed effectively to pol-
icy formulation in the country. One of them is also an accomplished 
teacher in a high-ranked management institute. Both were largely posi-
tive role models, but with a shade of negativity. They were my supervi-
sors and guides and I interacted with them regularly. In that sense, both 
have been my mentors as well. I did not necessarily emulate them in 
everything, but both of them were excellent leaders and role models for 
many others.

Conducting field research on economic aspects is a tough task. My 
first role model was a senior in college and had impressed me even dur-
ing the university days. He had begun publishing research papers as 
a graduate student. He was a natural leader in academics. Clarity of 
thought, intelligence, and hard work were his qualities. He could pro-
vide a way to train fellow students and juniors and at times seniors too, 
and improve their research capabilities. Later in his professional career, 
when I assisted him during research in a field situation on decentralised 
planning exercises, I realised that he had an effect on both the individ-
ual researcher and those who were part of a larger team.

I met and worked with my second role model at the workplace, 
when I had already established myself as a good researcher and promis-
ing academic. He was intelligent and a person with clarity of thought. 
He was honest and blunt in giving opinions. He was also caring but 
lacked expression. He was the director of the institute where I worked. 
He groomed me for it, but I was not aware of it. Only when I became 
the director of the institute myself did I realise that he had prepared me 
to take on the responsibility later. In his career, he has led many research 
surveys and trained dozens of researchers in field surveys. When I joined 
a university, and became its vice chancellor, I was able to become a 
leader and role model for the faculty in conducting field research and 
reporting.
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Conducting social science research calls for exacting preparation. 
Most of the inquiry involves exploring situations through data collec-
tion, analysis, and interpretation. In this exercise, constructing inquiry 
instruments and preparing most relevant checklists are critical require-
ments. Both my role models insisted on sound preparatory work. Their 
intelligence, sharpness, diligence, and skill in preparing research instru-
ments were highly impressive. I tried sincerely to cultivate at least the 
diligence and the skill; the former two qualities were given to me and I 
could improve marginally. My second role model excelled in conducting 
surveys and he had reached the top echelons of the national survey body 
known as National Sample Survey Organisation (NSSO). He was also 
advisor to, and headed, various committees constituted by the Registrar 
General of Census Operations of the Indian government.

Reporting research is a crucial part of the work. Both my role mod-
els were very good at it. I lacked both the language and the content. 
The shade of negativity I mentioned relates to the arrogance with which 
they supervised my work. I was keenly aware of my serious limitations 
and hence yielded to the way they guided me to improve. One of them 
would simply throw the first draft that I prepared into the dustbin and 
asked me to write again! This could be very jarring at times and hurt-
ful because the effort to prepare the ‘useless draft’ was also immense. 
But what I admired in them and wanted to emulate was the clarity with 
which they could do it. I did feel hurt, but I came around as I knew 
that I had not done a good job, even with all effort that I had put in. 
The other solace was that they always assured that I had data—qualita-
tive and quantitative—but had failed to report it appropriately. My sec-
ond role model wrote with clarity and brevity. He would not ‘pass’ any 
draft without reading it line by line. This led to delays, sometimes inor-
dinate, but he would clear every word before it went public. He would 
say, ‘Sudarshan, once you publish, the reader cannot enter your head 
and understand what you want to say, so please say it in your writing!’ 
The negativity this entailed was the belief that his was the only way of 
doing things! I believed that it was not, and did not want to be like him 
in that regard.

When I look at both these individuals as role models and leaders 
in the workplace, I find that they could be and were mentors. They 
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demonstrated confidence and leadership by being calm and confident. 
Knowledgeable and fearlessly unique, they usually showed respect and 
concern for others. They communicated reasonably well with most peo-
ple. With these characteristics, they were mostly able to make the team 
work and get positive outcomes.

Do I want to be a role model in workplace? Yes and no. Yes, because 
the organisation in which one works has goals and objectives. The work 
processes are mostly laid out clearly, although there is always scope 
for improvement. One’s own behaviour and conduct should convince 
colleagues, co-workers, and followers that the person guiding them 
is honest and sincere in following what one says and does. The most 
important point is that one must do what one says and expect others 
to do the same—therein lies honesty. Leading by example is the key. It 
should never be a put-on show. Sincerity lies in making an all-out effort 
towards agreed goals, objectives, and targets.

No, because I have been a person who is evolving, trying to meet the 
expectations that have been set for me, as well as the expectations I have 
set for myself. The honesty and sincerity needed in ‘walking the talk’ are 
not, I believe, of the grade that would pass for being (or becoming) a 
role model.

Nevertheless, it is likely that others follow one as a role model with-
out declaring it. Presumably, I have been a leader and role model in the 
various institutions in which I have worked and led. I have received 
feedback after completing my term in each organisation. I don’t think 
I have been adjudged fearlessly unique, but I have been recognised as 
knowledgeable and well rounded. The latter quality has made me hum-
ble, a person who respects one and all and shows concern for all, irre-
spective of the status of the person. I have been told that I interact and 
communicate with everyone and no one feels alienated. I am easily 
approachable. I am confident and take decisions and carry most of the 
team with me. These outcomes have been positive, and some colleagues 
have followed me as a leader and role model.

Finally, I focus on my life’s role model, Gandhiji. I stated in the 
beginning that in the context of Indian cultural ethos and philosophi-
cal foundations my role model is Gandhiji. This now needs some elab-
oration. Gandhiji said ‘my life is my message’. He considered himself 
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a mumukshu (a person on a spiritual pursuit). However, ‘this-world’ly 
affairs were very important to him and his earnest desire was to use 
his bodily existence in the service of humanity. His quest, pursuit, and 
social concern, are all beautifully expressed in the Introduction to his 
autobiography. He says:

I simply want to tell the story of my numerous experiments with truth, 
and as my life consists of nothing but those experiments…. My experi-
ments in the political field are now known, not only in India, but to a 
certain extent to the ‘civilized’ world…. If the experiments are really spir-
itual, then there can be no room for self-praise….

What I want to achieve—what I have been striving and pining to 
achieve these thirty years—is self-realization, to see God face to face, 
to attain moksha. I live and move and have my being in pursuit of this 
goal. All that I do by way of speaking and writing, and all my ventures 
in the political field, are directed to this same end. But as I have all along 
believed that what is possible for one is possible for all, my experiments 
have not been conducted in the closet, but in the open; and I do not 
think that this fact detracts from their spiritual value….

I hope and pray that no one will regard the advice interspersed in the 
following chapters as authoritative. The experiments narrated should be 
regarded as illustrations, in the light of which everyone may carry on his 
own experiments according to his own inclinations and capacity.

(Gandhi, 2006, pp. ix–xii)

In accepting Gandhiji as a role model, one must commit to ‘walk the 
talk’. The distance between what one says and what one does must be 
minimal. In fact, in this process, there is no conscious effort to follow 
a role model. The development of oneself as a professional and as an 
individual no longer remains dichotomous. The aim of an individual in 
life is to grow fully within, and as a consequence, without. The with-
out can be professional and a leading professional. There is no diver-
gence between private space and public space (working space). In a 
postmodernist analytical discourse Lloyd and Susan Rudolph (Rudolph 
& Rudolph, 2006) discuss this issue very well. They say that in every 



192     R. Ramachandran et al.

country in modern times people have, in some way, begun worrying 
about the private morality of their leaders. Some continuity is found 
between a man’s personal self-indulgence or self-restraint and his capac-
ity to act disinterestedly in the matter of state and general welfare. The 
same applies to leaders in other sectors, including business. In the West, 
it has come to be assumed that the process of differentiation that char-
acterises our lives, and which touches all our affairs, has made private 
morals less relevant for public action. They go on to argue to that cer-
tain constitutional assumptions also lie behind the belief that private 
behaviour is, to a point, irrelevant to public, in a public man. Gandhiji, 
however, said that he derived from his experiments in the spiritual 
realm the powers he exercised in the political field, and Lloyd and Susan 
Rudolph accept this as the better position. He firmly believed that pri-
vate morality had public consequences, and hence, ethical restraints 
practised by the self are better than institutional restraints.

In accepting Gandhiji as a role model an important shift of val-
ues takes place within the individual liberty discourse. In the Western 
discourse, the value of competition is established, while in Gandhi’s 
discourse, which admittedly draws from the Indian philosophical dis-
course, the value of cooperation is established. No one is in competi-
tion. Each must pursue salvation in his or her own unique way. For 
material survival, cooperation has better potential to give harmonious 
results. A person must be eternally vigilant so that no divergence occurs. 
Eternal vigilance involves three aspects in dealing with the inner self: 
aatma nirikshan, aatma parikshan, and aatma shodhan—self-reflection, 
self-examination, and self-correction, respectively. In a peculiar way 
then, each individual is her or his own role model!
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