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This is an earlier version of the chapter published in 

Leadership: Contemporary critical perspective edited by 

Carroll, B, Ford, J. and Taylor, S. and published by Sage. 

Relational leadership 

Lucia Crevani 

Growing up in Italy and moving to Sweden has made Lucia somewhat ‘allergic’ to authority, in 

particular unquestioned authority, which may be why alternative takes on leadership are particularly 

appealing to her. She is therefore highly committed to advancing research that frames leadership as a 

relational achievement. 

What this chapter is all about… 

The main idea is that Relational leadership shifts our attention from leadership being 

what leaders do. Instead, it challenges us to see leadership as an emergent relational accomplishment.  

Thinking about leadership this way requires that we both see and practice leadership differently. 

Key questions this chapter answers are: 

• What is relational leadership? 

• What is the difference between an entity and constructionist perspective, and why is this 

important? 

• Why is it difficult to see leadership relationally? 

• What are some ways to practice relational leadership? 

Introduction 

Relational leadership comprises a strand of leadership research bringing to the fore the 

significance of relations and relational dynamics in leadership processes. Interestingly, the idea of 

leadership being relational can be said to be both old and new. It is new in the sense that there has 

recently been an increasing interest in challenging the individualistic focus of much traditional 

leadership research and practice by shifting attention to relations and the social aspect of the 

phenomenon of leadership. But it is also an old idea, given that already in the 1980’s such ideas had 

been articulated (Hosking, 1988, Dachler and Hosking, 1995). Why then did we have to wait such a 

long time before the larger public would start appreciating such ideas? I will return to this question 
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later in the chapter. More fundamentally, relational leadership may be considered as an old idea since 

common definitions – such as those given elsewhere in this book - actually portray leadership as a 

social process in which influence is produced – it is when researchers actually seek to study leadership 

that there appears to be a tendency to limit the focus to individuals, their characteristics and their 

behaviours. Hence, relational leadership offers a perspective and a number of concepts that re-direct 

our attention to the emergent processes of co-creation that leadership may be argued to be about. For 

students of leadership it may mean one more perspective to add to your repertoire, or more radically a 

fundamentally different approach to reality itself that may re-frame how you understand other 

perspectives on leadership. 

In this chapter, you will be introduced to relational leadership both as ideas and concepts that you 

can use in order to ‘see’ relational leadership processes in your own work, and as ideas and concepts 

that you can use in order to ‘practice’ leadership differently. The difference between the two may be 

difficult to grasp since management research often conflates the description of a phenomenon with the 

prescription about how to act. Hence the first part of the chapter is dedicated to provide concepts 

useful in order to understand how leadership can be described as a relational achievement – insights 

that enable students of leadership to reflect. In the second part, we will turn our attention to which 

kind of prescription for good leadership practices scholars consequently produce. Depending on what 

kind of organisations you are active in and on what value commitments are appealing to you, some 

aspects and suggestions will be mostly relevant for you. In this chapter, you will be presented with 

some of the main issues currently being discussed in research. In order to provide you with a 

structured overview, I have chosen some main concepts under which I have grouped contributions 

from authors that, at times, may use slightly different labels in their own work. Figure 1 shows how 

the chapter is organised along the two possibilities of ‘seeing’ and ‘practicing’ relational leadership, 

each of them exemplified with three important leadership practices.  
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Figure 1. How the chapter is structured in order to distinguish between the analytical possibility 

to see leadership work and the more active choice to practice leadership relationally 

STOP & REFLECT 

Let me introduce one example at this point. You may be familiar with the brand Gore-Tex, one 

globally-known fabric. The company itself, W.L. Gore and Associates, has also attracted some 

attention for how they work with innovation, but also for how the organisation is said not to be based 

on a traditional hierarchy.  

You can listen to a short description of the organisation given by the CEO Terri Kelly in an 

interview performed by Gary Hammel, professor at London Business School 

(http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=47yk2upT7tM). Briefly, what she says is that this company is not 

organised around hero-leaders, but rather around what needs to be done and how people best can 

contribute to it. There are no titles and all employees are associates. Leaders are not appointed by the 

higher management, but rather chosen by the organisation. Part of the interview also deals with why 

and how Bill Gore started the company more than fifty years ago.  
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So, Terri Kelly tells the story of an organisation that is led without relying on a fixed hierarchy. 

Authority is not guaranteed by titles. All people are considered as key contributors to shaping the 

organisation and its results. What makes this interview interesting is that we can glimpse some 

important themes for this chapter: the focus on relations and on the emergence of relational forms of 

leadership, the importance of language (titles and associates), the significance of focusing on the work 

that is being done and how that work is shaped by the contribution of several people. Ironically, 

approximately half of the youtube interview is dedicated to celebrating Bill Gore and his work. The 

fact importance of his relations with other people at his previous employer is mentioned, and the 

influence some organisation theory scholars might have had is acknowledged. But considerable focus 

is given to this single individual who not only  innovated material products, but also created new 

forms of management and leadership in organisations. Hence, even in a context in which collectivity is 

publicly celebrated, stories of individual heroes are still deployed when making sense of an 

organisation and its development. Such tension introduces us to the challenges of viewing leadership 

relationally and of practicing leadership relationally. 

END BOX 

This all raises fascinating questions: What does leadership without managers mean? How can 

direction be set without formal appointments and titles? In this chapter we will address these questions 

by referring to the concept of relational leadership and returning to Gore as a case study to critically 

discuss at the end of the chapter.  

 

Seeing relational leadership  

The aim of this section is to provide concepts and ideas that may enable you to ‘see’ relational 

leadership in a variety of work situations in which you are or will be involved. In this sense relational 

leadership is not a new model to apply, but rather it is a perspective that moves your attention to a 

different set of situations and interactions than those traditionally considered ‘sites’ for leadership. In 

other words, you will be able to name another set of practices and achievements as ‘leadership’, 
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expanding the boundaries of what is considered leadership by including more people and more 

interactions. For all students of leadership, this means that we offer you the means to become aware of 

what is already going on in organizing processes, but often not recognized (or named) in terms of 

leadership. As you will see, the importance of the ‘everyday’, even the ‘trivial’ will be emphasised. 

Not only, but since relational dynamics often take place in conversations, communication, dialogue 

and language are central aspects to pay attention to (Fairhurst and Uhl-Bien, 2012).  

What is the ‘relational’ in relational leadership?   

Let’s now dig deeper into the theoretical concepts we work with and discuss what ‘relational’ 

means and what consequences this has for how we understand leadership. In order to examine such a 

question we need to take a step back and actually start by re-considering reality as such – what in 

research we call ontology.  

DEFINITION BOX: ONTOLOGY 

Ontology refers to the worldview a researcher adopts and therefore to ‘what is real’ and ‘what is 

that does exist’. This is a matter of assumptions. We have no way of ‘testing’ which ontological 

position is right and which wrong. But different assumptions lead to very different takes on the 

phenomena under study and should be explicitly discussed when doing research. 

END BOX 

Although we all may agree on the fact that people are real, that they materially exist, we can still 

debate the extent to which individuals shape the relations they participate in and/or the degree to 

which relations shape the individuals they connect. In other words, are we looking at stable individuals 

who enter an interaction in a given situation, interact, leave the interaction and remain the same 

individuals as before, or do we have individuals who are constructed through their interactions in a 

situation that is also under construction? The more we assume that individuals not only shape the 

interactions they engage in, but also are simultaneously shaped by such social engagements, the more 

we move towards what has been called a constructionist perspective in the range of possible 

approaches (cf. Dachler and Hosking, 1995).  
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We thus have a scale of approaches that Uhl-Bien and Ospina (2012) usefully classify along the 

dimension entity-constructionist perspectives. Figure 2 provides an overview of the differences, the 

issues raised, as well as of some influential scholars. I will come back to these questions in a moment, 

after some more considerations about ontology. 

What holds these scholars together is the firm conviction that relations are central to life, work 

and, in particular, leadership work. Scholars on the constructionist side challenge the common 

assumptions that we, human beings, grow by increasing our independence from other people (e.g. 

Dachler and Hosking, 1995, Fletcher, 2004) – think, for example, of the common narrative of a child 

increasingly gaining autonomy. But what if it was interdependence what fuelled our growth instead? 

Maybe the child does not grow by separation from his/her parents, but by an increasingly strong mesh 

of interdependences with an increasing number of people. In other words, before we can discuss what 

leadership is about, we need to explore our assumptions about the social world in general and their 

consequences. In this sense, relational leadership does not only challenge the individualistic focus of 

leadership research, but at a more profound level questions how we see ourselves in the world. It is 

therefore no surprise that it has taken time for this perspective to be accepted. 

STOP & REFLECT 

Think of your own life story. Can you think of situations or episodes in which you grew as a 

person thanks to increased independence? And can you think of situations or episodes in which you 

grew as a person thanks to being interdependent on other people? When your independence 

increased, did any new interdependence emerge at the same time (or existing ones got stronger)? 

Discuss these questions with other students or with your friends. 

END BOX 

Talking of interdependence instead of independence also brings another crucial issue to the fore: 

gender constructions (Dachler and Hosking, 1995, Fletcher, 2004). Although there certainly are some 

biological differences between male and female bodies, it is recognised that social constructions of 

gender play a fundamental role in how men and women act and interact, as well in how they are 
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expected to act and interact – everything from which clothes are deemed appropriate in which 

situations to who is to take care of different tasks. Even the meaning given to certain actions are 

influenced by gender constructions (Fletcher, 1998, 2004). 

WHAT IS BOX: Social construction of gender. 

Social constructionism is a theoretical approach based on an ontological position that considers 

social realities as continuously being brought to life in meaning-making processes over time, thus not 

having any ‘objective’ existence in themselves. Meanings, institutions and social practices are 

therefore never fixed and are always under re-construction. This applies also to gender, that is 

conceptualised as one of the most pervasive social constructions in our societies, rather than an 

essential category. Hence, the meanings (what is feminine, for instance) and practices (what is to act 

as a woman, for example) related to gender are not fixed but are contested and possible to change. 

END BOX 

The typical traits attributed to successful leaders are closely related to the social construction of a 

certain kind of masculinity, which has made difficult to see actors not conforming to such a 

masculinity as potential leaders – such constructions are, on the other hand, in practice contested and 

ambiguous (Ford, 2006, Wahl, 1998). More fundamentally, many of the current constructions of 

masculinity may be argued to be about celebrating independence and silencing interdependence 

(Dachler and Hosking, 1995). This poses a challenge in itself to both seeing and practicing leadership 

relationally. Taking a relational perspective implies, at least partly, taking issues with identity 

constructions based on those masculinities celebrating independence and dominance. This 

consideration also helps to understand why traditional individualistic understandings of leadership 

have been so long-lived.  
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Figure 2. An illustration of the two perspectives, entity and constructionist, and some of the 

differences between them (see Uhl-Bien, 2006 and Uhl-Bien and Ospina, 2012) 

 

What is relational leadership?  

Having defined what ‘relational’ may mean, we can now discuss what relational leadership thus 

implies. Coming back to figure 2, scholars working within the entity perspective maintain that 

leadership cannot be reduced to what a leader does and is necessarily about the relation between the 

leader and the followers. Leaders and followers are treated as stable entities that have different roles 

and the impact the leader has on the follower is a function of the quality of the relation between the 

two (Uhl-Bien, 2006). Hence the focus is on individuals, their perceptions, behaviours, intentions as 

they engage in relationships they instrumentally use in order to achieve (supposedly) common goals. 

The influence exercised in such relationships is two-way rather than the traditional one-way 

conception of traditional accounts. (cf. Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995 and Uhl-Bien and Ospina, 2012). 
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The constructionist perspective turns traditional conceptions upside down, insisting that 

leadership is emergent and ongoing throughout the organisation. Whether managers are part of such 

processes is an open question, rather than an assumption. The focus is on processes in which influence 

is interactionally achieved leading to re-structuring of organising practices and relations (Uhl-Bien, 

2006, Dachler and Hosking, 1995, Hosking, 1988, Drath, 2001), to moving with engagement into the 

future (Hersted and Gergen, 2013). Reality has no objective meaning in itself, it is given meaning by 

ongoing processes of meaning making and negotiation in interactions (Barge and Fairhurst, 2008). For 

example, once you have read through the book, you may understand leadership in a different way than 

before, the meaning of ‘leadership’ being re-constructed in your interactions with the book and other 

students. Hence, actors and contexts are constantly under re-constructions ‘in ways that either expand 

or contract the space of possible of action’ (Holmberg, 2000, p 181, Endrissat and von Arx, 2013). 

Leadership work is thus about social processes of co-creation in which emergent coordination and 

change are produced and our attention should be on the interactions and relations in which such 

processes unfold – they may happen everywhere at work and involve very different actors than the 

ones we usually limit our attention to (Uhl-Bien, 2006, Crevani et al., 2010).   

What do we look at in order to see relational leadership?  

The example of Gore introduced us to the need for, but also the challenges in, applying a 

relational perspective, something particularly true for the constructionist perspective, which is the 

most radical one. An entity perspective on relational leadership may in fact be easily applied to Gore, 

by focusing on the quality of the relations characterising this particular organisation, and thus 

explaining the successful work practices leading to strong performance. But could there be more to be 

said about how it is to work if all co-workers are valued as contributing to the ongoing organizing 

processes? Scholars promoting the constructionist perspective would argue for that and for the need of 

a whole new vocabulary for talking about practices contributing to setting directions and about 

leadership in a more emergent and collaborative fashion (Barge and Fairhurst, 2008, Carroll and 

Simpson, 2012; Crevani, 2011). This is the real challenge. As the current leadership discourse has 

been narrowly focus on individual properties, we actually lack the means to think of alternatives and 
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thus to make those alternatives visible. Therefore, I will now focus on the constructionist approach and 

present three examples of leadership practices that open up for alternative understandings of what 

leadership is about. The three practices are presented as separated, but when they take place in 

conversations and relation they are intertwined. 

Framing 

 

Picture 1. Framing. 

Framing is a metaphorical expression conveying the idea of putting a situation into perspective. 

Picture 1 gives an example of framing: the person taking the picture is trying to find the best angle 

since her picture will inevitably capture only a small fragment of what is going on around her. She is 

thus selecting some relevant aspects to show to those who will later look at the picture. They will not 

be able to see everything that was going on, rather only part of it. Framing is therefore about focusing 

the camera, bringing some aspects to the fore and at the same time relegating other aspects to the 

backstage. This is necessary in our lives as the complexity of reality is too much too handle and we 

need to focus on certain aspects in order to make sense of them and be able to act. In a similar way, a 
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focussed picture may say more about the situation than if we had thousand pictures of the scene from 

different points of view with no idea of what to look for. The meaningfulness of a picture depends on 

the fact that the person with the camera is not only deciding on what to portray, but also how to 

portray it. Which angle, which light, which instant, what to have in the centre, what to have in focus, 

etc. Hence framing is not only about selecting certain aspects, but also, and most importantly, about 

actively influencing the production of the picture in order to put certain meanings into it. The same 

situations may gain different meanings depending on how the picture is framed: is it, for instance, a 

celebration or a critique of urban life? 

The concept of frame appears in different strands of theory, but most scholars refer to the work 

of Goffman (1974) and his definition of a frame in terms of the definition of a situation in accordance 

with some organizing principle that governs the events taking place and our involvement in them. 

Framing has to do with creating a context for making sense of situations in particular ways (Fairhurst, 

2011). A frame has therefore consequences for what becomes possible to say and to do. Depending on 

the framing, only certain actions will make sense and only certain kinds of relations to other 

people/organisations are sanctioned. It is important to bear in mind that frames are neither static nor 

given objects. It is what we say and do when drawing on certain frames that re-makes them ‘real’ over 

and over – which means that, with time, frames will also change.  

What has framing to do with leadership, then? Think of an organisation that has got stuck in how 

the problems they are supposed to work on and the solutions they are supposed to deliver are defined 

(Foldy et al, 2008). It might for instance be a question of difficulties in retaining female employees in 

a construction company despite some efforts done. The problem may have been framed in terms of 

women not being suited for such kind of job and the solution implemented in terms of special training 

for women in order to ‘fix’ them. A change of framing might open for new actions with potentially 

different results. So, for example, what if we were to frame the problem in terms of a macho-culture 

that not only excludes women, but is also potentially harmful for men. The actions to take would 

become very different now, for instance initiatives aimed at ‘fixing’ the men instead.  
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A practice in which leadership work takes place is therefore the practice of framing. In particular, 

the collective space of action may be expanded when a group or an organisation moves between 

different frames. Framing may be thought of as processes in which reality itself is being constructed. 

Moving between frames means therefore to stretch and extend the social reality we are co-creating 

(Barge and Fairhurst, 2008, Carroll and Simpson, 2012). You can think of it in terms of repertoire or 

palette of frames that you help each other creating. By developing a repertoire of frames and shifting 

from one frame to another, power to shape reality and one’s organisation direction in it is enacted. 

When different frames are brought into a conversation it is possible to recognise which meanings are 

shared and which not, something that leads to re-constructing situations and ourselves.  

Concluding, the practices in which frames are created and the movement between frames are 

important leadership practices. While in hierarchical organisations the higher management may be in a 

position to more forcefully influence some of these constructions, it is nonetheless in situated 

interactions throughout the organisation that frames come are given meaning. 

STOP & REFLECT 

Recognising which frames we contribute to create and sustain is not an easy task. One way of 

approaching this task is to look for the metaphors (and families of metaphors) that are at play when 

we discuss issues.  

Pause for a moment and consider a project you have been involved in. Discuss that project with 

other people. What kind of metaphors emerged during these conversations? Which families of 

metaphors can you identify? One example may just be ‘family’ with the connected ‘brothers’, ‘sisters’ 

or ‘family celebration’, for instance. Another very different may be ‘prison’, with the related ‘cage’ or 

‘surveillance’. Once you have a few families of metaphors, try to analyse whether different metaphors 

open up for different courses of action and forms of relation with people in/outside the project. For 

instance, if ‘family’ is the metaphor, the relations between the people involved are portrayed as tight 

and possibly friendly. With ‘prison’, the space of action is framed as too limited and relations with 

some people as clearly hostile. This difference may impact which actions make sense: in the first case, 
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helping each other and discussing openly problems may be possible, while in the second case this kind 

of actions may be not even considered as an option.  

END BOX 

 

Positioning 

 

Picture 2. Positioning. 

Positioning may be thought of in terms of dancing. Look at picture 2: in each instant the gesture 

performed by one dancer is accompanied by the gesture performed by the partner. In each of the 

snapshots, the two actors are positioned relatively to each other in a specific way that expresses the 

relation between the two at that moment. As in this dance, even in conversations those who are talking 

position each other all the time and the picture helps in representing this moment-by-moment 

positioning.  

Positioning refers then to how positions are shaped in conversations and simultaneously placed in 

certain kinds of relations and configurations, which have consequences for how people act (Davies 

and Harré, 2001). Positions also involve commitments regarding what people can do, cannot do and 

should do. The idea of positions differs from the idea of role since ‘role’ conveys the expectation of 

stable and defined functions, while positions are to be understood in more fluid and dynamic terms 

(Barge and Fairhurst, 2008). As with frames, positions exist as they are brought to life in 

conversations, and are therefore essentially contested and negotiated. If you think of the conversations 
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you are taking part in, while we discuss the most diverse issues, we often also tend to produce a 

number of positions, more or less explicitly. It may be students and lecturers, men and women, 

experts, visionaries, etc.  

Positioning is an important practice in leadership work on different levels. At the level of a single 

conversation, it has to do with how more or less fluid positions emerge in conversational dynamics 

and how the people interacting take up such parts during the conversations (Hersted and Gergen, 

2013). Or, in other words, how conversations are influenced by the playground taking shape as the 

interaction unfolds (Barge and Fairhurst, 2008). A conversation you have with your group when 

working in a project may, for example, take a different shape depending on whether you position each 

other as equally knowledgeable members, or as a senior person and a number of junior apprentices. In 

both cases, the positioning taking place is a joint and relational achievement (Hersted and Gergen, 

2013). It is not enough that one member tries to position him/herself as senior to the others. Such 

positioning needs somehow to be sustained by the following conversational dynamics. Also, the way 

we are positioned frames the talk that we produce as the interaction unfolds, as what we say may be 

viewed as an expression of the position we have been attributed. On the other hand, this is no 

deterministic process. Rather, the ongoing positioning provides the space for talk and action.  

A position may also be understood as including aspects of the work one is expected to do, the 

task, and the kind of person one is expected to be, one’s identity (Crevani, 2011). Hence, for example, 

the position of senior managers entails both the expectation of certain kinds of tasks to be suited for 

the person (for example, coordination), and of certain kind of personal characteristics (for example, 

authoritative). Moreover, if you think of some conversations you have participated in, you may 

recognise that we often position even actors not present at that moment, in relation to the ones present 

or to others not present.  

The positions thus constructed will have to be taken into consideration, in one way or another, in 

the unfolding of the conversation and of subsequent conversations (cf. Gergen, 2010). For instance, if 

project managers are constructed as poor performers, people will probably not involve them in certain 
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processes in which they might otherwise have played a role. As time passes, certain positions may 

start being taken for granted, for example someone becomes ‘an expert’, which means that people will 

act consequentially by involving that person in certain tasks regardless of his/her formal role. 

Summarising, positioning is a practice taking place in conversations and affecting both the 

development of the conversation at hand and the actions and talks that become socially intelligible 

over time, as new conversations build on previous conversations (more or less coherently).  

Bridging 

 

Picture 3. Bridging. 

Bridging refers to practices in which actors are brought together and interdependencies are 

created and/or intensified. Picture 3 may be one way of visualising bridging: it is about connecting, 

connecting based on interdependences (each stone is dependent on the others for the bridge to hold). It 

is interdependence that is the ‘glue’. People in organisations grow through the mesh of relations in 

which they are embedded. Furthermore, collective action may be viewed as based on bringing 

different stories, trajectories and views together (Ospina and Foldy, 2010, Barge and Fairhurst, 2008). 

Interdependencies are thus crucial for collective action to take place, something maybe 

counterintuitive for those schooled in more traditional accounts of leaders standing alone and 

nurturing their independence. Instead, according to this perspective, by including more actors and 

strengthening the meshes that connect them, collective action and achievements may gain importance 

over other more individual courses of action, thus increasing and strengthening the space for collective 

action.   
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Moreover, bridging is about connecting without erasing difference, and has therefore to do with 

mutuality, inclusiveness and multivocality (Ospina and Foldy, 2010, Fletcher, 2004).  

You may think again of a group project and how, in order to move in somewhat similar 

directions, the people involved need to ‘find each other’. It may require spending time on one-to-one 

connections, it may require an arena for dialogue and for surfacing different views, or it may require 

discussing your identities, among other possibilities (see Ospina and Foldy, 2010). You may also 

reflect on your friendships. How do you manage to ‘reach each other’? You have probably something 

in common but also different opinions, different ideals, different backgrounds, and so on. How have 

you managed to connect without erasing such differences? What kind of discussions or episodes have 

been important to that end?  

 

What do leadership practices achieve (temporarily)? 

Taking a constructionist perspective means subscribing to a process view of leadership and 

reality (See Chapter 9) and therefore ceasing to treat leadership work as a sequence of finite stages 

performed by one individual. Rather, leadership work is an ongoing process. What this implies is that 

we will think of ‘results’ and ‘outcomes’ in a different way. Instead of identifying specific discrete 

results, as for example profitability or some index for innovation, and attributing these to certain 

leader’s properties, we will think of ‘results’ in more fluid and relational terms (Crevani et al., 2010). 

Instead of trying to take a snapshot of the situation, we want to appreciate how ‘the situation’ itself is 

unfolding. Hence, leadership work is still considered crucial for organising, but in a different way. In 

other words, ‘results’ are themselves ongoing relational processes that leadership work produces. 

Looking at the literature, two sets of achievements emerge as particularly important. The first concerns 

the re-directing and supporting of collective action, the second is mutual learning. Leadership work 

may thus be described as leading to re-direction of ongoing organising processes and re-structuring of 

relations (Crevani, 2011, Uhl-Bien, 2006, Uhl-Bien and Ospina, 2012). Leadership work in this sense 

is neither grandiose nor exceptional. It is accomplished as work is carried out, and it is thus pervasive 
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in organisations. Leadership work performed in the practices of framing, positioning and bridging also 

leads to certain forms of mutual learning that increase the space of action for the people involved. 

Mutual learning is produced as different possibilities of meaning making are brought together, 

articulated and tried out (Carroll and Simpson, 2012, Barge and Fairhurst, 2008, Fletcher, 2004). This 

is also a process in which certain kinds of alignment may be achieved (Drath et al, 2008) thus building 

some common ground for sustaining concerted action.  

Naming these as re-directing and mutual learning achievements should not lead you to think of 

them as something that can be ‘finished’ and ‘finalised’– we are talking of ongoing processes, 

temporary achievements. However, although fluid, at times ambiguous and frequently contested, these 

processes are also processes in which power is enacted. Power relations and their structuring are 

central aspects to take into account and we may observe highly asymmetrical situations, in which 

relational dynamics grant more space of action to certain actors and limit the space for others, 

although focus on these issues varies among scholars.  

To be observed is in fact that relational leadership scholars are often frustrated traditional 

leadership ideals may oppress/limit people in organisations. Bringing to the fore practices usually 

overlooked may imply for them to show more democratic and empowering processes. In this 

endeavour, power asymmetries are highlighted as a features of traditional accounts of leadership, to 

which the relational approaches offer a more inclusive alternative (cf. Fletcher, 2004 or Dachler and 

Hosking, 1995). Hence, a relational perspective often brings to the fore the ‘power to’ or ‘power with’, 

rather than the ‘power over’ dynamics (Follett, 1924).  

Key academic term: Power with 

Follett’s view is relational in the sense that individuals develop by relating to each other. 

Conflicts are inevitable but may be productive. People that work together are able to do things in 

concert with others and are therefore capable of coactively constituting power which is legitimate to 

them, ‘power with’. As a contrast to ‘power with’, ‘power over’ means, simplified, that people are 

made to do what they otherwise would not do. 
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END BOX 

On the other hand, even in relational dynamics in which interdependence is fostered, power 

asymmetries may be re-constructed. For instance, framing can constrain people’s space of action by 

disciplining them and limiting their possibility to act. Also, certain frames may be more easily 

mobilised than others, thus re-producing patterns of action that may re-establish power differences. 

When it comes to positioning, not only the space of action granted to different positions may vary 

considerably, but also processes of positioning imply in themselves either the reproduction or the 

restructuring of power relations.  

STOP & REFLECT 

Before proceeding, take a few moments to reflect on what you have learned so far. The following 

questions might help you: 

-‐ can you find different images that may symbolise the three leadership practices introduced? 

Which aspects do they capture? 

-‐ Can you describe examples of conversations or situations in which framing, positioning 

and/or bridging has taken place? Reflect on whether the situations/conversations you have in 

mind are instances of ‘power over’ or ‘power to’. If it is difficult to identify examples, you can 

go on analysing the project you had started working with at the end of the section on 

‘framing’. You should already have identified frames, can you analyse positions being 

constructed and positioning taking place? And have there been instances of bridging?  

END REFLECTION 

 

Practicing relational leadership  

In the first part of this chapter, you have read about how to start seeing leadership relationally, 

that is, how to make sense of existing processes in a different way. We can now turn to how you may 
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practice leadership in a relational way, how to interact with others in order to change the practices of 

leadership.   

What is the ‘relational’ in relational leadership? 

Let us therefore discuss again what ‘relational’ in relational leadership may mean (see figure 4). 

Keeping our focus on the constructionist perspective, we can now ask if relations are to be treated as 

means or ends. Or, in other words, does ‘relational’ imply that relational practices should be 

developed because a more competent engagement in those practices enhances leadership work or does 

‘relational’ imply that relational practices should be developed because they are inherently ethical 

practices? This difference may be somehow difficult to grasp given the usual focus on instrumentality 

in leadership, which may have permeated your education and your experience of organisational life. 

Instrumentality means that we focus on the most efficient means to achieve some outcome, without 

taking aspects such as values and ethics into consideration. If you plan your project according to 

certain criteria, for example, it is often because they are supposed to guide your work in a way that 

assures the efficient use of your time and competence. You do not follow those criteria because they 

are criteria that guide your work in a way that enhances human life and growth. But once you have 

started thinking of yourself as an interdependent self, always becoming and growing in relation to 

others, thus intimately connected to ‘others’, the thought that we should also take responsibility for 

such relations and that fostering relationality may be something to pursue for the sake of humanity, 

rather than for enhancing organising processes, is not so far-fetched any more. Would it, for example, 

be so strange to think of other participants in a project as human beings with whom to engage in an 

effort to help each other learn and grow? 

Hence, once more it is possible to discern a range of understandings of relationality, going from 

‘relational’ as  ‘done in relations’ – what I will label relational achievement – to a more ethically-

motivated position of relating as caring and mutual responsibility –what I will name relational 

responsibility. Translating relational to relational achievement means that relations are valued since 

they are what reality is made of and since it is in relational dynamics that work, in particular 

leadership work, is carried out (e.g. Carroll et al, 2008, Carroll and Simpson, 2012, Crevani et al, 
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2010). In this sense, the handling of relational dynamics is crucial and may be developed. At the other 

end of the spectrum, relational translated into relational responsibility involves an ethical dimension 

of taking responsibility for the relation and for ‘the other’ to whom one is connected, and co-evolving 

with, in such relation. Even in this case, relational competence should be developed, but the reason for 

that is the imperative of more fully taking ‘the other’ into consideration when acting and interacting 

(e.g. Hosking, 2011, Cunliffe and Eriksen, 2011, McNamee and Gergen, 1999). In both cases, trust 

and inclusion are central aspects, and communication should not only be understood in terms of what 

is being said, but also in terms of emotional and aesthetic engagements (see for example Soila-

Wadman and Köping, 2009, Koivunen, 2003).  

 

What does it mean to practice relational leadership? 

Having discussed what relational may mean, we turn now to what practicing relational leadership 

may imply (see figure 4 for a summary). Starting in the relational achievement end, relational 

leadership should unfold in collective acts. Leadership work should, in other words, be carried out in 

interactions involving several people based on dialogue forms that encourage and value, and to some 

extent align, different contributions in order to direct collective action. Perfect alignment is not 

necessarily a condition to be strived for, since it would mean to reduce possibilities to one line of 

action at the expenses of multivocality (Barge and Fairhurst, 2008, Crevani et al., 2010, Ospina and 

Foldy, 2010). Such ideas are rather similar to what Joe Raelin calls leaderful practice (Raelin, 2011). 

An important aspect of leadership work is thus to be able to be in conversation, to recognise how 

conversations are developing and to handle such developments by being sensibly responsive. The aim 

is to create space for the gradual emergence of coherent but open performances that support multiple 

positions rather than imposing one dominant rationality (Hosking, 2011). 

At the other end of the range of relationality, leadership is ‘being-in-relation-to others’ (Cunliffe 

and Eriksen, 2011, p 1430, see also Hosking, 2011). In this sense, focus on respecting and supporting 

a multiplicity of voices is even more accentuated, as it is one way of coming in a respectful relation 
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with others. Hence, what have been called ‘living conversations’ are important (Cunliffe and Eriksen, 

2011) – conversations should be formed in terms of talking with rather than talking to people and 

should be kept open. Such an endeavour takes a moral connotation – Cunliffe and Eriksen talk for 

example of relational integrity in the sense that we should think of ourselves as accountable to others 

for our action and for the nature of the relations through which we grow in interdependence with 

others.  

 

Figure 4. The range of relational leadership understandings along the dimension relational 

achievement – relational responsibility. To be noticed that even authors on the left side discuss ethical 

engagement, but that is not the main focus of their contribution. 

 

 

Start text-box -Four versions of relational leadership 
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Having discussed the meaning of relational and relational leadership along two dimensions, the 

entity-constructionist perspective dimension in the first part of the chapter, and the relational 

achievement-responsibility dimension above, we have now four ways of describing how to practice 

leadership, what to focus on and why to focus on that – see figure 5. This is no exhaustive overview, 

but can be considered a map useful to become aware of some of the possibilities for practicing 

leadership. Such a map should make clear for you that there are different meanings connected to the 

same label ‘relational leadership’, which implies that it is important to understand that for each of 

these meanings the practice of leadership is slightly different, the competences to be developed are 

different and the motives for doing so are different. If not openly discussed, divergent meanings may 

give raise to significant clashes. You can, for instance, think of a manager subscribing to the ‘relating 

between people’ version and a subordinate convinced that a ‘relating grows people’ version of 

leadership will be developed. Not only is the world-view completely different, but so are the values 

attached to it.  

 

 

Figure 5. A map with four possible versions of relational leadership 

END TEXT-BOX 
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What do we need to do in order to practice relational 

leadership?  

Now that we have discussed definitions of relational leadership, we can dig deeper into how to 

practice leadership. We will focus on the constructionist perspective, which implies the most radical 

change. When it comes to the other dimension, that is relational achievement versus responsibility, the 

three practices are relevant in both cases. The difference lies in why they are important to people doing 

leadership and, consequently, which aspects within the practice that may be crucial. Even in this part 

we will focus on three examples of practices that mirror the ones in the ‘seeing leadership’ part. You 

can find more examples in the literature (cf. Uhl-Bien and Ospina, 2012). 

 

Movements between frames 

 

Picture 4. Movement between frames. (Acknowledgement: Pearl T. Rapalje/Koduckgirl) 

As we saw in the first part of this chapter, framing is an important practice in relational 

leadership work. If you want to practice relational leadership you could therefore work on how to 

sensibly handle framing movements in interactions. While there may be meetings or conversations 

particularly organised to this aim (Ospina and Foldy, 2010), it is also important to recognise that 
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handling movements between frames could become a practice that permeates conversations 

throughout the organisation.  

Moving between frames requires reflection on what kind of frames are currently mobilised, 

whether it is at the level of specific conversations or more in general at an organisational level. 

Constraining and disempowering frames should be contested and challenged (Ospina and Foldy, 

2010). But more generally, moving between frames is a practice to develop since it is in the movement 

that new meanings and new avenues are created (Carroll and Simpson, 2012, Barge and Fairhurst, 

2008). Picture 4 is one way of visualising the moments in which there is movement between different 

frames, going back to the photo metaphor introduced when talking of ‘framing’. This is no task for 

one single person, but is a collective endeavour; it is a process of co-creation and learning. It is also a 

process that may be highly emotional, as Carroll and Simpson (2012) put it, we ‘can see that 

assumptions cut right through rational, logical and detached selves to reveal and inflame what is ‘felt’ 

‘ (p 1302). Our engagement with and attachment to concepts, stances and positions are more or less 

forcefully revealed and possibly contested when different frames are brought into the conversation. If 

you remember the example of framing introduced in the first part of this chapter, moving from ‘we 

have to fix the women’ to ‘we have to fix the men’ will probably give rise to intense discussions 

revealing different kind of assumptions (about gender, about work, etc.) on which different people 

normally act. Moving framing should also be recognised as an exercise and negotiation of power.  

One way to work on framing is to be more aware of the metaphors we use and to support each 

other in finding alternative ones, given the pervasive presence of metaphors in our conversations. For 

instance, at times people speak of organisations as machines that you can more or less easily tweak. 

Such a metaphor has a number of implications, for instance that you can design processes that will 

work the way you have planned and that the people actually working are interchangeable. Adding 

other metaphors opens up for other assumptions and courses of action. For example seeing an 

organisation as an organism means recognising the systemic nature of the organisation, but also that 

some processes may have a life of their own and emerge in an unplanned way.  Seeing an organisation 

as a culture means recognising that people are crucial and what guides them may be values and norms 
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rather than formal instructions. The more alternatives, the more insight we gain on the phenomenon 

we are trying to makes sense of, although of course, this also means learning to handle the uncertainty 

that several perspectives imply, compared to one limited view of the situation at hand. 

STOP & REFLECT 

Working with stories may also be a viable path (Barge, 2012). For example, think of a project or, 

more in general, some aspect of your life (for example, you like rock music or you love to travel). 

Starting from the current situation, try to describe when the story that leads to today starts and how: 

which the critical turning point were, who the people that had an impact were, etc. In other words, 

how come you are now in the situation you are? What I am asking you to do is to create a plot for this 

project/aspect of your life. After that, try to elicit the other possible plots: try to see what happens if 

you pick other points in time (before and after) as the starting point and see if the story that describes 

how things have developed from that point to now changes as a consequence of the new beginning. 

Ask also someone else to do the same exercise. What story does s/he tell? Finally, go on finding 

multiple possible stories that lead to the current situation. This exercise may appear difficult to begin 

with, but helps you developing how to move between frames. 

End student activity 
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Positioning 

 

Picture 5. Positioning. 

To consciously work with positioning may be challenging due to the quick and often unreflected 

nature of the conversational moves in which positionings unfold. Picture 5 shows two dancers flying 

together and helping each other in that effort. Building on the dance metaphor previously introduced, 

this picture is a metaphor of a practice of positioning resulting in people mutually expanding their 

space of action, thus empowering each other.  

Hence, working with positioning may regard the pattern that the conversation takes, a pattern that 

should avoid producing dominant positions that limit others’ space. People should therefore try to 

address one another in terms that allow for multivocality and invite the others to join in the 

conversation (Hosking, 2011). Responsive listening becomes an important competence to this purpose 

(Barge, 2012). Obviously, there is also a need to become sensitive to when, and how, the positioning 

that is taking place marginalises certain voices and views. Or, in other words, there is a need to 

recognise the exercise of power in conversation. Complete power symmetry may be not achievable, 
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but you should strive to be careful in how the flow of the conversation may result in certain positions 

becoming constrained in terms of space of action. Striving for values such as compassion for the other 

(Raelin, 2011) is an essential part of relational responsibility, but may also serve its purpose in 

approaches closer to relational achievement. 

 

Without reflection on positioning, it is difficult to advance a relational agenda. Think for 

example of a group meeting in which one participant is repeatedly positioned as not-knowledgeable. It 

may be the case of a male nurse that is sitting in an animated discussion with the parent of a patient 

and the female surgeon who has operated on the patient. This nurse may be positioned as not-

knowledgeable, and thus disempowered, by the parents mobilising his gender as not conforming to 

expectations about the area of knowledge (nursing) he is working with (‘how can a man understand 

what kind of care my son needs?’). The nurse may also be disempowered by the surgeon mobilising 

her professional belonging, and the consequent power asymmetries between doctors and nurses (‘how 

can a nurse know better than a surgeon?’). On the other hand, the nurse may mobilise his gender and 

the connected traditional power relations in society (‘women should take care of domestic affairs, not 

playing doctors’). These are all power-full moves. They may happen because of deliberate choices, but 

also unconsciously in the flow of the conversation. Failure to recognise them and openly discuss them 

leads to weak premises for working with the other relational leadership practices, as the ground on 

which to build is ‘damaged’. Arguing for an alternative frame, for example, may become difficult 

from such a disempowered position.  

Positioning takes place in a context, which is brought into being through the conversation by 

mobilising and reconstructing situated meanings, as in this example gender identity and professional 

belonging (Barge, 2012). Hence, positioning builds on previous conversations, both in the particular 

organisation and in society more generally. And skilful handling of positioning means being able to 

tuning in to both the content and the consequences of what is being said (Hersted and Gergen, 2013). 

STOP & REFLECT 
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If available in your country, go to a web service providing movies, TV-shows, realities or series, 

and choose one you are interested in. Take a pen and follow a dialogue. Try to write down how they 

position each other as they talk. Look several times at the dialogue and try to refine your analysis. 

Once you are satisfied, identify if there is some positioning that could be an obstacle to practicing 

relational leadership and propose at least two ways in which, if you had been one of the participants 

to the conversation, you could have contributed to avoiding the problematic positioning and co-

creating alternative positionings.  

END BOX 

Resonating 

 

Picture 6. Resonating. 

The last leadership practice that I am going to present to you mirrors the ‘bridging’ practice we 

can ‘see’ in organisations. Resonating is one way of working in order to make bridging happen. While 

the stones illustrating bridging were static, in order to illustrate the practice of resonating ripples may 

be better, as Picture 6 shows. As ripples meet each other, they change and interplay with each other. 

While this is a natural phenomenon, people may try to be open for interplay in a more conscious way. 

Barge talks of ‘resonant positioning’ (2012) and I build on the ideas he proposes. Resonating means 

being responsive to the emergent patterns in the conversation and being receptive to being moved or 

struck. Hence, it is not only about being alert for what frames are being mobilised, for example. 
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Resonating also includes recognising strong emotions that we may feel in the dialogue, as they signal 

that some note has been struck and it may be worth exploring that connection further (Barge, 2012). 

Resonating also means tuning to the tone of the conversation in order to connect with others in a way 

that opens the dialogue for multiple trajectories (Hosking, 2011). It means, therefore, to strike a 

balance between confirming and challenging what others are saying and how they are feeling (Barge 

and Fairhurst, 2008).  

Resonating is thus a subtle practice. It is difficult to exemplify in a written text, such as in this 

textbook, and it may actually be easier for you to recall some recent conversation and if you had the 

feeling, afterwards, that at some point the conversation left some potentially important path 

unexplored, because of something someone said or did – or you may have been left with the sensation 

of having interrupted some potential development. That could have been one moment in which 

resonating did not work. Or if you think of conversations that seem to lead to nowhere, every 

participant following his/her own path without succeeding in finding a way of at least partially joining 

the paths – thus failing in co-authoring the conversation. This may be another example of lack of 

resonating. But, on the other opposite, also when you face co-authoring that collapses into tight 

consensus on a single story or path you are witnessing lack of resonating. Relational leadership work 

is about producing direction in an organic fashion, not in a linear one. Potentially divergent trajectories 

are an important element, as well as the tension between different framings applied to a situation 

(Barge and Fairhurst, 2008, Carroll and Simpson, 2012, Hersted and Gergen, 2013). Hence, resonating 

is an act of balance guided by the respect for the other, an ethical engagement (Cunliffe and Eriksen, 

2011). 

STOP & REFLECT 

Now that you are familiar with the practice of relational leadership, you can try to apply what 

you have learned. Try to perform these three practices in a concrete situation. It may be some project 

work or some conversation you have with friends. If possible, you should explain to the others 

involved in the conversation the three practices you should jointly try to enact.  



 30 

What did you learn from your attempt? What was difficult and what went well? Could you 

develop the diagram you sketched and provide a richer description of the relation between the 

practices based on your exercise?  

END BOX 

Relational competence 

The practices just described are just three examples of what a relational practice of leadership 

work may entail. Common to all practices is that you need to work on a different kind of competence 

than what is usually explored in leadership courses or development programs. First of all, the ‘who’ 

obviously changes. Managers are the actors usually expected to show and develop leadership 

capabilities. This is not enough for improving relational leadership work since they are influential co-

creators in interaction, not the only actors – which means that more people than managers need to be 

involved in developing leadership. With a more accentuated constructionist perspective, leadership 

work is not at all an individual question – leadership work is a social process of co-creation in which 

the practices described above may play important parts. Hence, rather than the person, it is the practice 

that has to be developed (Carroll et al., 2008). Of course, it is people who enact practices, but an 

explicit focus on the practice raises other kind of questions. It is therefore not enough that one person 

at a time works on how s/he acts and talks. It is the relational dynamics that have to be at the centre 

and you should work together with other people after having read this chapter and help each other in 

‘seeing’ leadership and in ‘practicing’ leadership relationally. It is when the abstract notions meet 

concrete situations that the full potential of relational leadership may be deployed. Hence, the kind of 

competence we are talking about is partially individual and partially collective and situated, which 

also means that there is no universal recipe of how to do. Rather, this competence grows by being in 

relation and learning to reflect on such being in relation.  

 

Relational competence should also be understood as being about ordinary situations and 

everyday conversations, rather than being related to some specific occurrences in which to exercise 
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leadership. Finally, especially if subscribing to relational responsibility, this is no value-neutral 

competence in which certain learned skills are applied without questioning their ethical aspects and the 

power effects they may contribute to. 

Concluding with some questions 

This chapter has provided you with an introduction to relational leadership, both in the form of 

lenses to analyse current practices and of suggestions on how develop such relational practices. Figure 

5 provides a map of which alternative views you can find in the literature, views that imply somewhat 

different meaning given to the concept of ‘relational’. This map orients you in the existing literature 

and enables you to find the approach that better fits your values and work. The chapter also provides 

more detailed descriptions of six leadership practices, but you are invited to read additional literature 

for other suggestions.   

Case study 

As a first application of what you have learnt, you are now invited to look closer at W.L. Gore 

and Associates, the company introduced at the beginning of this chapter, and to use this case in order 

to reflect on concepts and ideas related to relational leadership. You can find information about the 

company on the internet, for example at http://www.managementexchange.com/blog/no-more-heroes. 

You are also invited to watch the youtube clip given in the introduction section again.  

Once you have read or watched more information on the organisation, try to answer the 

following questions.  

1) what kind of notions does relational leadership as a perspective challenge? Can you 

exemplify by referring to what the people working at W.L. Gore and Associates say? 

2) listen to the interview mentioned at the beginning of this chapter. In which quadrant of 

the diagram in figure 5 would you place Terry Kelly’s story? Why?  
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3) if you now embrace a fully constructionist perspective, where would you look for 

leadership practices and how would you describe them? If you were the CEO, could you 

provide a different account if you were interviewed and what would you say?  

4) if you were to launch an initiative for developing relational leadership practices in the 

organisation, what would you suggest you and your co-workers need to work with, how 

and why?  

Finally, the stories told by people employed by the organisation are, for obvious reasons, 

avoiding the subject of power and power relations. For example, peer evaluation and leaders chosen 

by their peers may sound as very democratic practices. But we have seen that in relational dynamics 

power is at play. Describe some practices in which you expect power to be enacted and how.  

Chapter Summary 

The key points in this chapter were… 

• Relational leadership is not a different kind of leadership; rather it is a different lens over what 

counts as leadership. It takes our eye out further than simply individuals who are designated as 

leaders, and looks to the social processes involved in producing leadership.  

• Entity & constructionist perspectives refer to how we see the nature of reality, including 

people.  Entity perspectives see individuals as stable entities, who increase in independence.  

Constructionist perspectives see individuals who are constantly in the process of constructing 

and being constructed by the world around them.  This is important because it fundamentally 

alters what we recognise as leadership. An entity perspective sees leaders and followers as 

stable roles, whereas a constructionist perspective sees leadership as an emergent co-creation 

between people. 

• Entity perspectives are the most prevalent way of thinking about leadership currently.  To see 

leadership relationally, we need a new vocabularly that can reflect a constructionist 

perspective.   

• There are three practices of leadership that we use to see and work with relational leadership: 

o Framing – a frame is a perspective on a situation. We can become conscious of the 

frames we are using as well as provide alternatives. 

o Positioning – roles (such as junior, senior, insider etc) are produced in conversations 

and need to be understood in relation to each other.  We can work with these by 

becoming aware of the way we (or others) are  
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• positioning ourselves in ways that marginalise others. 

o Resonating – rather than independent, people are constantly leaning on each other in 

organisation, like parts of a bridge.  We can be conscious of this by thinking of 

conversations as ripples in water, resonating off one another in ways that build 

movement without collapsing difference .  

Leadership on Screen 

While the focus of ‘practicing relational leadership’ is on more inclusive and multivocal forms of 

leadership, the dynamics of framing, positioning and bridging can also be observed in processes that 

are neither democratic not inclusive. For instance, recent successful series as The Shield or Game of 

Thrones that have been criticised for their violence and gender views, provide examples of such 

dynamics. This reminds us of the importance of being aware of power effects in leadership work. 

Other popular series focused on friendships and work, often in a hospital setting as for example Grey’s 

Anatomy or Scrubs, contain elements of relational dynamics as doing work and being in relation are 

intertwined. Finally, the popular trilogy of the Hunger Games provides us with instances of relational 

dynamics and one example of construction of a leader as a symbol (rather than a leader intentionally 

influencing people).  
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