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Introduction 

Relational Leadership Theory (RLT) defines leadership “as a social influence process 

through which emergent coordination (i.e. evolving social order) and change (new values, 

attitudes, and approaches) are constructed and produced” (Uhl-Bien 2006: 688).  Relational 

models of leadership, which emphasize the degree to which an organization has constellations of 

positive collaborative relationships among its participants, are shown to be more effective in 

knowledge intensive workplaces than the individual heroic practice of leadership (Badarraco, 

2002; Bass, 1998; Conger, Spreitzer, & Lawler 1999; Drath, 2001; Hargadon, 2003; Heifetz & 

Laurie, 1997; Pearce & Sims, 2000; Yukl, 1998).  However, the operationalization, co-creation, 

and meaning making of interpersonal interactions and collaborative relationships as a process to 

achieve leadership outcomes are less understood.  A significant gap in the RLT literature is 

understanding how micro-processes generate leadership outcomes.  As Fletcher (2006) notes 

there is a critical “need to unpack and identify micro-processes between actors that would 

operationalize two dimensional concepts such as egalitarism or mutuality in a leadership context 

where there are status differences due to position or organizational level” (p. 87).  From the 

perspective that leadership outcomes include the ability for organizations to be adaptive and 

change, RLT practices must be “co-created, performative, contextual, and attributional process 

where ideas articulated in talk or action are recognized by others as progressing tasks that are 

important to them” (Barge & Fairhurst, 2008:232).  Leadership practices are purposive 

interventions (Polkinghorne, 2004) that contribute to accomplishing leadership.  

The paper is a conceptual examination of a specific theoretical framework highlighting 

the collective dimensions of leadership and proposes a way to address the methodological and 

measurement challenges associated with the framework. These micro-processes are characterized 
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by a social flow of interacting and connecting whereby organizations, groups, leaders, leadership 

and so forth are constantly under construction and reconstruction (cf. Chia, 1995; Hernes, 2007).  

This paper introduces the DICCe framework to examine how the micro-processes of 

relational leadership are articulated. The DICCE framework represents the constructs of 

dependence (D), interdependence (I), conflict (C), and collective efficacy (Ce) (adapted from 

Nolan, Conti, & McDevitt, 2004; Goddard, Hoy, & Hoy, 2004) that contribute to relational 

leadership practices. Dependence (D) measures the level of “dependency” on the leader or a few 

core leaders.  Members over relying on their leaders or other members to guide group activities 

may interfere with the functioning of the group. A low level of dependence supports the 

alternative perspective of leadership that emphasizes a dispersed activity and which is not 

necessarily lodged in a single formally, designated leader or leader(s) (Parry and Bryman 2006 p. 

455).  Interdependence (I) is the degree to which members of a group engage in cooperative 

activities and rely on each other to accomplish the goals of their unit. In some situations, 

leadership is preferably a collaborative and collective responsibility where the responsibilities, 

competencies and decision-making are distributed onto several individuals rather than one 

(Collinson & Collinson, 2009; Huxham & Vangen, 2000). Conflict (C) is the degree to which 

group members address divergence of goals, issues, or norms.  Conflict is manifested in several 

ways including avoidance, accommodation, compromise, competing, and problem solving (Van 

de Vliert, 1997).  Collective efficacy (Ce) is defined as “a group’s shared belief in their conjoint 

capabilities to organize and execute the courses of action required to produce the levels of 

attainments” (Bandura, 1997:476). Collective efficacy represents the degree of social cohesion; 

feelings of agency among members of the group; the shared belief in the efficacy of their group 

to work together and create improved conditions (Bandura 1997).  
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Framing Relational Leadership Practices   

Today’s work environment reflects several essential ingredients for leading well in 

complex, diverse, and ambiguous contexts.  There is an emerging need to invite, consider, and 

incorporate alternative perspectives, and actively engage in reflection and meaning making 

through networked relationships (Wasserman and Blake-Beard 2010).  This is in contrast to 

heroic, charismatic, or transformational approach to leadership that relies on a single individual 

to frame, communicate and inspire a vision.  Leadership in the contemporary context cannot be 

based on exclusive workplaces where individuals or groups need to conform to pre-established 

“mainstream” value systems and ways of doing things. A relational view recognizes leadership 

not as a trait or behavior of an individual leader, but as a phenomenon generated in the 

interactions among people acting in context (Hosking & Morley, 1988). At the core of this view 

is the assumption that leadership is co-constructed in social interaction processes that Day 

(2000:582) notes “generally enable groups of people to work together in meaningful ways” to 

produce leadership outcomes (Day, 2000; Drath, 2001; Hosking & Morley, 1988; Ospina & 

Foldy, 2010).  

Relational leadership emphasizes practices that are interdependent, where leaders shift 

their focus from themselves as creating and transmitting leadership to being a leader who invites, 

considers, and incorporates other perspectives and new ways of making meaning in relation to 

those perspectives (Wasserman and Blake-Beard, 2010).  This suggests that relational leadership 

“means recognizing the entwined nature of our relationships with others.” (Cunliffe and Eriksen, 

2011, p.1434) Moreover, the Cunliffe and Eriksen (2011) study of Federal Security Directors 

found that they articulated a form of relationality built on creating and knowledge with others 

(talking with people, acting collaboratively, etc.)  This represents relational leadership practices 
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as an intersubjective view of where leaders think of themselves in-relation to others (human 

beings, partners) and how they might work with others within the complexity of experience.  

Leadership scholars are beginning to recognize broader, multi-paradigmatic perspectives 

sharing a view “that leadership is co-created in relational interactions between people, and 

that…leadership is dynamic, developing and changing over time” (Uhl-Bien & Ospina, 2012: 

541). According to Denis, Langley, and Sergi (2012), these views represent a “growing body of 

organizational research and theorizing that examines leadership not as a property of individuals 

and their behaviors, but as a collective phenomenon that is distributed or shared among different 

people, potentially fluid, and constructed in interaction” (p. 2). They locate leadership in the 

ways actors engage, interact, and negotiate with each other to influence organizational 

understandings and produce outcomes (Barge, 2004a; Barge & Fairhurst, 2008). 

Extant literature on inclusion and organizational culture, reflect the layered micro-

processes relevant to relational leadership.  Feldman, Khademian, Ingram, and Schneider (2006) 

and Mor Barak (2011) discuss inclusion as a function of the individual level (internal micro), 

group level (internal meso), and within organizational processes (internal macro level), as well as 

operating on a larger external macro level outside the organization, involving other stakeholders, 

communities, societies, and even nations. Inclusive workplaces are based on a “collaborative, 

pluralistic, co-constructed, and co-evolving value frame that rely on mutual respect, equal 

contribution, standpoint plurality (multiple viewpoints), and valuing of difference” (Booysen, 

2014, p. 298) 

Normative perspectives of relational leadership imply that social processes cannot be 

controlled. We are argue that relational leadership practices can be coaxed along with the 

adoption of specific micro-processes to promote construction and reconstruction.  Adopting the 
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perspective advanced by Crevani et al. (2010) we recognize the converging processes of 

leadership that involves moving away from a focus on individual leaders to a focus on process 

and practices of people in interaction. They point out that studies of leadership tend to emphasize 

direction as accomplished in a linear way through successful, converging, common practices. 

The alternative view is that the study of leadership practices and interactions “include possibly 

diverging processes and instances of unresolved conflicts, ambiguities and debates” (Crevani et 

al., 2010: 81). Building on the practice perspective, Denis et al. (2010) argue for the need to 

study “doing leadership” by examining micro-level activities that are situated in an 

organizational context and is a dynamic phenomenon in that leadership evolves over time in 

context. With this in mind, the paper frames the methodological approach on understanding how 

individuals experience the Dialogues practice to achieve relational leadership outcomes. 

Methodological Context: Work Group Dialogues  

One approach to understand the micro-processes of relational leadership practices is 

through the implementation of an intervention.  We developed a process called Dialogues, to 

improve the climate in work groups by increasing perceptions of collective efficacy and 

interdependence among work group participants, and decreasing perceptions of dependence and 

conflict among the specific work group leaders.   The Dialogues process applies theories from 

social psychology and sociology to implement micro-processes that build relational leadership 

practices to develop positive workplace climates. See Figure 1. We apply the constructs of 

dependence, interdependence, conflict, and collective efficacy (adapted from Nolan, Conti, & 

McDevitt, 2004; Goddard, Hoy, & Hoy, 2004) to assess how work group participants articulate 

the micro-processes in the Dialogues process that contribute to relational leadership practices. 

Based on these constructs - referred to as DICCe dependence (D), interdependence (I), conflict 
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(C), and collective efficacy (Ce) - this paper provides frames a qualitative approach to 

understanding how participants articulate the DICCe constructs as micro-processes of leadership. 

Dependence (D) measures the level of “dependency” on the leader or a few core faculty 

members.  Members over relying on their leaders or other members to guide group activities may 

interfere with the functioning of the group, especially when those in power reduce overall work 

group governance and/or are unable to live up to the unrealistic expectations of the group. A low 

level of dependence supports the alternative perspective of leadership that emphasizes a 

dispersed activity and which is not necessarily lodged in a single formally, designated leader or 

leader(s) (Parry and Bryman 2006 p. 455).   

Interdependence (I) is the degree to which members of a work group engage in 

cooperative activities and rely on each other to accomplish the goals of their unit. The essence of 

a group is the interdependence among members. For interdependence to exist, there must be 

more than one person or entity involved and the people or entities must impact each other.  A 

change in the state of one individual or group causes a change in the state of the others. In some 

situations, leadership is preferably a collaborative and collective responsibility where the 

responsibilities, competencies and decision-making are distributed onto several individuals rather 

than one (Collinson & Collinson, 2009; Huxham & Vangen, 2000). Because relational leadership 

is co-constructed, communication is a key element of relationally-oriented leadership (Shamir, 

2007). 

Conflict (C) is the degree to which group members address divergence of goals, issues, or 

norms.  Conflict is manifested in several ways including avoidance, accommodation, 

compromise, competing, and problem solving (Van de Vliert, 1997).  Conflict is resolved 

constructively when both parties are satisfied with the outcome, their relationship is undamaged 
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or improved, and their ability to resolve future conflicts with each other is improved (D. W. 

Johnson & F. Johnson, 2006).  

Collective efficacy (Ce) is defined as “a group’s shared belief in their conjoint 

capabilities to organize and execute the courses of action required to produce the levels of 

attainments” (Bandura, 1997:476). Collective efficacy represents the degree of social cohesion; 

feelings of agency among members of the group; the shared belief in the efficacy of their group 

to work together and create improved conditions (Bandura 1997). Perceived collective efficacy is 

not a monolithic group attribute (p. 479) and the level of collective efficacy for any given group 

may vary across different domains of activities.  

Figure 1: Dialogue Process

 

Methodology  

To capture the aggregate interpretation of the DICCe constructs, the methodology reflects 

leadership in terms of “processes and practices organized by people in interaction, and study that 

interaction without becoming preoccupied with what formal leaders do and think” (Cervani et al. 

2009, p. 78).  The methodology engages individuals in a work group though a series of 

discussions and activities to work toward a common, mutually beneficially goal, while changing 
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patterns of interaction and drawing attention to the process of change itself (Latimer, et al 2012). 

Embedded in the Dialogues process, we collect qualitative data about the individual perceptions 

about process.  The qualitative responses are intended to open "new paths of thought" (Talburt 

2004, p. 81) rather than verify a particular phenomenon.  The intent of this methodology is to 

explore the diversity of responses to provide a more nuanced interpretation of the DICCe 

constructs.  This approach generates a more explicit theoretical framework that defines the 

micro-processes relevant to relational leadership.    

After each Dialogues session, we invited participants to briefly and anonymously respond 

in writing to two questions: What worked about this process, and what could be done to make 

things better? We used their responses as the data for the study. Using a template analysis 

approach (King, 2004) we produced a list of codes that represented the four key constructs that 

contributed to relational leadership. These included:  

(D) Dependence: How do we rely on others to shape our future? 

(I) Interdependence: How do we engage with each other?  

(C) Conflict: How we deal with disagreement or move toward agreement? 

(Ce) Collective Efficacy: How confident are we that we can achieve our goals?  

Considerations in Developing a Theoretical Framework  

As the concepts of relational leadership are articulated, it is important to articulate the 

distinctions with conventional interpretations of leadership.  Transformational leadership 

assumes an idealized influence of a leader who is trusted and respected by employees by serving 

as role model, builds employees confidence and pride in an organization (Moynihan et al 2012), 

provides intellectual stimulation by supporting individual innovation and creativity, and 

motivates by creating a sense of collective vision (Bass et al 2003; Moynihan el al. 2012).  At the 
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end of day, it is the leader that generates and guides the learning opportunities and fosters a 

supportive climate for individual growth.   

The limits of this assumption is that it relies on a singular leader, singular perspective, 

without acknowledging the interactive effect of leadership.  Emerging perspectives of leadership 

recognize that leadership is a process, may strive for inclusion, and is dynamic in embracing 

diverse voices.  Leadership "becomes a question of coordinated social processes in which an 

appointed leader is one voice among many. [Leaders] share responsibility with others for the 

construction of a particular understanding of relationships and their enactment." (Dachler and 

Hosking, 1995, p. 15) Pless and Maak (2004) note that “instead of defining a solitary role, 

leadership becomes a relational, interactive task aimed at involving all people within the 

company, all members of teams, departments and areas in the ongoing processes of initiating, 

defining and realizing projects and the company's objectives.” In the relational role as mentor, 

coach, moderator, facilitator and cultivator, the leader is no longer the sole author of a particular 

reality but rather becomes a co-author, and to some extent a lead-author, in a community of equal 

employees (Dachler, 1992).  

The contrast with transformational leadership is extended to decisionmaking. Relational 

leadership strives for consensual decisions with a multitude of parties.  It recognizes that “even if 

the decision-making process takes longer, the translation into action will be more efficient and 

successful since motivation and commitment of those participating are higher and resistance and 

micro-political barriers smaller” (Pless and Maak 2004). Ianello (1992) and Srivastva and 

Cooperrider (1986) have demonstrated with case studies of egalitarian organizations that 

participatory decision-making is also connected with long-term top performance and economic 

success. Perhaps what this means is that leadership is no longer reducible to a tangible act of 
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influence between stable categories of ‘leader’ and ‘follower’ with ‘leadership’ standing for a 

kind of dialectic that emerges from the joining of the two (Collinson, 2005, 2006).  

What emerges from the initial findings is that relational leadership practices can be 

coaxed along.  The Dialogues process can advance group members perceptions of dependence, 

interdependence, conflict, and collective efficacy to achieve leadership outcomes.  Key micro-

processes include the use of external facilitators, scaffolding the engagement process, and 

intentionally working through prioritization activities, and documenting commonalities that can 

lead to consensus.  The impact of these micro-process on group member perceptions suggest an 

acknowledgement of dependence, increased awareness of interdependence, a redefinition of 

conflict, and greater confidence in collective efficacy.  The relational leadership outcomes result 

in embedded inclusive and participatory norms, integrating iterative and mutually engaging 

processes, and commitment to shared responsibility for visioning, decision-making, and 

implementation.  
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