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individual, personal terms” (Nash & Bradley, 2011, p. 83). I have enjoyed working with the SPN 

approach because it has helped me maintain coherence between my philosophical stance, an 

intersubjective view of the construction of social reality. Nash and Bradley (2011) prefer the 

term perspectives because it “suggests more of a constructivist approach to research in that the 

subject gives meaning to (rather than simply receives) what is observed” (p. 7). My personal 

narrative reflects my perspective on working in IT, leadership experiences, and also my own 

journey as an Egyptian immigrant learning at a young age to cope in a different culture. I 

recognize this might discourage readers, who are looking for the objective view of relational 

leadership, or “just the facts” DevOps. From my philosophical perspective, objectivity, as in the 

separation of the researcher from that which is being researched, is a myth (Bentz & Shapiro, 

1998; Green, Franquiz, & Dixon, 1997; G. Thomas, 1998). 

The SPN process can be divided into four components, as identified in Figure 4.3.  

 

Figure 4.3. Scholarly Personal Narrative approach process 
 

Nash and Bradley (2011) identified the guiding questions for each component as: 
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1. Pre-search: How do I get started?  

2. Re-search: What scholars and researchers have informed my writing?  

3. Me-search: What is my personal narrative regarding the ideas emphasized in my 

writing?  

4. We-search: What are the implications for my profession, or field of study, that can be 

generalized from my scholarly personal narrative? (pp. 6-7)  

Pre-Search  

According to Nash and Bradley (2011), the pre-search is the first phase of the process of 

writing an SPN dissertation.  “First and foremost in the pre-search component of SPN writing is 

the discovery, by the writer of a belief or burning question that cries out to be answered. This 

aspect of pre-search is essential” (Nash & Bradley, 2011, p. 36). The start of this study did not 

begin when my committee was formed or when the proposal was accepted. I entered the Ph.D. 

program with a desire to connect my professional experience with scholarship and communicate 

my story as an approach to develop connections with other scholarly practitioners and 

technology managers. The general burning question was about how I can be a better leader 

(focused on being) and how I can help others be better leaders. As part of my admissions essay, I 

wrote the following:  

I am applying to this PhD program because I want to continue to practice being a 
reflective leader. Reflection is an ongoing work and practice for me. By learning, 
thinking, and writing about leadership and change, I will continue to gain more clarity 
about who I am as a person, and a leader…. I believe we come to know who we are 
through community and connection with others. By being a member of a learning 
community like Antioch University, I believe that I will be able to achieve this first 
outcome of knowing myself and becoming more true to who I am. 

The past few years have allowed me to continue to think about these questions and to 

form a compelling dissertation topic from all of the “Pre-Search” work that I had been doing. 

Even from the passage I wrote above, I can begin to see that I was thinking in relational terms, 
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but I had only a vague understanding of how a relational view of leadership, social 

constructionism and DevOps would be connected in a way that would potential have an impact 

in creating new knowledge and influence managerial practice. To use a Kezar’s (2004b) term, I 

was also “wrestling with philosophy” (p. 42) because I believed cultivating a philosophical 

stance can have a positive impact on clarifying what it means for me to be a leader and shed light 

on the goal of leadership.  

Re-Search  

My research phase was an extensive literature review across multiple disciplines from 

general social construction theory, post-modernist critiques, leadership studies, and relational 

leadership. In addition, I reviewed presentations, videos, and blogs on the evolving DevOps 

movement. I attended multiple virtual conferences to better understand how the DevOps 

conversation is evolving. As I evaluated journal articles and books, I was also forming an area of 

focus where I had to make decisions of what literature is relevant for my study and what material 

should be left out. This is perhaps the connective tissue between scholarship and the personal 

experience. The literature review (Re-Search) needs to engage the research and allow for “loving 

ideas so much that we are willing to play with them, to take chances with them, to express our 

passions about them, to deliver them in some fresh, new way” (Nash & Bradley, 2011, p. 101). 

The scholarship component is what distinguishes SPN from writing a memoir, autobiography, or 

an autoethnography.  

Me-Search  

 The Me-Search component of SPN writing required that I reflect and think about my own 

experience in the context of conducting this study. I began by sharing stories of my challenges 

and difficulties with education and learning that were linked to immigrating to the United States 
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while still not understanding the language. It also allowed me to reconnect with professional 

disappointments and setbacks that were painful moments. The Me-Search also forced me to think 

about my own assumptions and to challenge my earlier beliefs of what I thought a good 

technology manager did. The dissertation became a space for me to evaluate and try out ideas. 

These ideas turned into practice as I engaged with others in my organization.  In order for the 

Me-Search to be effective, I needed to develop a level of honesty and vulnerability that is not 

common in academic and graduate studies. The most difficult challenge was to suppress the 

“need to look good”, which is ironic, because throughout all of the years in school, the primary 

focus we are taught is the need to look good. This happens by winning stars and answering the 

questions in the correct approved way, graduating at the top of the class and using grades and 

other achievements to hide behind them. Unfortunately, the need to look good does not end in 

school. A similar situation occurs at work as well, where the need to look good, to appear that I 

have everything under control is prevalent. There is a logic that maintains because I am being 

paid for my knowledge and skills, I need to maintain a posture that I know everything.   

 Bentz and Shapiro (1998) referred to Jordan and Margaret Paul’s (1983; 2002) work on 

communication in relationships. They describe two basic intentions: the intent to learn  (being 

open) and the intent to protect (being closed). Bentz and Shapiro (1998) describe these intentions 

this way:  

The intent to learn is a genuine openness to exploration and discovery, to go beyond 
existing boundaries in order to find out something about the other, which may sometimes 
involve personal discomfort. The intent to protect is an intention to defend one’s existing 
boundaries, feelings, and self-definitions… to avoid taking anything about the other that 
does not fit in with one’s own preexisting feelings, beliefs, values, and ideas. (p.163) 

In performing my study, I needed to think reflexively about my own intentions, which 

shifted from one of learning to one of protecting along the journey of writing and researching 

relational leadership and DevOps. I discovered my early drafts would sometimes shift to 
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protecting my ideas, which would take the form of making universal claims that stood in 

contradiction with my philosophical stance of the social constructionism. 

We-Search  

We-Search is the process of exploring how my practice-based study can help others learn 

from my experience and use the knowledge and the concepts to apply them in their own unique 

context. Relational Leadership is not a one-size-fits-all approach. It depends on the people who 

are in conversation together. Based on my understanding and experience working in a relational 

leadership perspective, I offered some of the lessons I have learned and developed into a set of 

practices for DevOps leaders. Chapter VI is my We-Search in this study.  

Nash and Bradley (2011) claim “SPN researchers think of what they do as giving 

personal testimony to make their points rather than accumulating empirical evidence to prove 

something beyond a shadow of a doubt” (p. 7). The SPN methodology enabled me to give 

personal and professional testimony in the context of technology management and my own 

journey of discovering new ways of “doing technology.”  

  



 

 

117 

Chapter V: A Conceptual Discussion of Social Construction 

A shoe factory sends two marketing scouts to a region of Africa to study the prospects for 
expanding business.  One sends back a telegram saying, “Situation hopeless, stop, no one 
wears shoes.”  The other writes back triumphantly, “Glorious business opportunity, stop, 
they have no shoes!” 

(Zander & Zander, 2000, p. 8) 

If any term can raise small hairs on the backs of contemporary necks, it is ‘Construction.’ 

(Godfrey-Smith, 1998, p. 9) 

“Doing Things With Words” 

I did not always value the importance of engaging in conversations with all members of 

my organization. This was because I learned how to be a manager by watching how my senior 

managers acted, and after each promotion, I watched more carefully and learned to act like my 

superiors. The senior executives who were at the top of the hierarchy spent less and less time 

with the missing word below them. The job of engaging in meaningful conversations about the 

past, present and future of the organization was left for someone else to do. However, I noticed 

that the mid-level leaders (e.g., directors, senior managers) were also “too busy” to spend time 

establishing connections through conversations and sharing stories with the employees of the 

company (Kuratko, Ireland, Covin, & Hornsby, 2005). Outside of the scripted quarterly “All 

Hands,” we rarely saw or engaged with the senior leaders of the organization. So, early in my 

career, I learned that one sign you are a senior leader or an executive is that you don’t engage 

directly with the front-line employees. There are much more important things to do, and you 

don’t want to give the impression that you are not an executive.  

I remember holding a staff meeting with my team. At the time I was a director 

responsible for close to over 90 staff. One of the managers complained that his team had not seen 

our VP in several months.  
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“He sits in the building across from us. Why can’t he just walk by once a quarter and just 

meet the staff. They would love to hear from him and get to know him better.”  

“You know he’s very busy, and is constantly traveling around the country. Look! He 

really appreciates all that you do for our department, and he has hired people like myself to take 

care of the frontline employees and managers. That’s why I am here!” I honestly did not know 

what else to say.  

“Ok. But I don’t even think he knows the names of my team members. I bet he probably 

does not even know that I report to you. He probably thinks that I still work for Kevin.” 

“Well, you know our VP is an introvert and it’s not his thing to walk around and meet 

people.”  

Although I delivered that feedback to my VP, at the time I downplayed the importance 

and actually framed it as the team is “whining about not seeing you around.” Eventually, the 

team stopped asking and I think we, as a leadership team, lost an opportunity to establish better 

engagement with the organization.   

This story and similar ones have played out several times in my career and I often 

wondered what would happen if the top leaders of the organization would invest the time to have 

conversations, both formal and informal. Could we have improved the performance of the group 

by working on constructing a shared vision of the future, and formulate the types of technology 

services and capabilities we needed to have so that our organization would be better served? 

Could the significant changes that we all desired have happened because we took engaging in 

meaningful conversations more seriously?   

On the one hand, yes, being an executive requires attending lots of meetings and focusing 

on the strategic goals for the company, while making decisions that impact the long-term 
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prospect of the business. Yet, my study of social construction has allowed me to question the 

hidden assumptions that might be blocking leaders from seeing the value of conversations that 

help shape and make meaning and sense of our social context. When a leader sees that having 

conversations is just “empty talk,” they redirect their attention action and simply focus on 

“getting things done.”  It’s no wonder conversations are not valued and even minimized among 

senior managers.  F. Kennedy (2012) suggests leadership from a social constructionist 

perspective “requires working with the dynamic territory in between people and this territory is 

shaped through conversations. Conversations ‘carry’ the nuances and possibilities of how people 

frame, reframe and respond to leadership problems” (p. 89). 

In the course of my doctoral studies, I have come to see that conversations are actions 

that have a real impact. They might be the single most important action a leader performs. 

Conversations have the power of shaping the future of the organization. But conversations are 

actions that happen with other people. A leader who is “heads-down,” hiding out in their office, 

and not engaging with their team is missing a significant opportunity for helping shift their 

organization towards whatever goals are important for that particular context. In business terms, 

conversations have helped me save millions of dollars and retain high quality talent, because I 

learned about the power of conversations to create new context and establish meaning with 

others in my organization.  

 The purpose of this chapter is to provide an overview of social construction as a meta-

theory and as an overarching lens for my inquiry into relational leadership and technology 

management. I will provide the foundation of the theory, while comparing and contrasting it with 

the more traditional views of knowledge and reality. After providing several ways of defining 

social construction, I proceed to describe the strengths, limitations, and critiques. As a 
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scholarly-practitioner, I continue to weave a personal narrative by sharing my experience of 

learning about and working in a social construction context in my professional field (Nash, 

2004). Referring back to Nash and Bradley’s (2011) SPN guide, this chapter is part of the Re-

Search component of scholarly personal narrative inquiry. What I have discovered, based on the 

review of the literature and my reflection, is that social construction has many practical 

applications in both leadership studies as well as in the everyday interactions in organizational 

settings (Cunliffe, 2002). Social construction is also a philosophical lens that informs and 

underpins my understanding of relational leadership and how humans communicate and 

coordinate activities each day (Hosking & McNamee, 2006).  

 I have selected this philosophical approach to help me explore my research question: 

How can a new conception of relational leadership for DevOps practices provide new 

possibilities for being in this new age, where technology plays such a fundamental role in most 

businesses? Because my work inquiry includes dimensions that are theoretical and conceptual, as 

well as practical, social constructionism is a good approach for connecting my lived experience, 

theoretical knowledge, philosophy, and practical knowledge in the domain of IT management 

and the evolving organizational concept of DevOps.  

Reality Constructed 

 The opening lines in this chapter offer a strange view of the world when one first 

encounters it. Whereas most contemporary people think of the world they inhabit as a permanent 

and fixed reality, there is an idea that our social reality is far more pliable. In the opening lines 

above, two people observe the same situation. Yet, they come away with two different 

conclusions about the possibilities of their respective situations, or as they would say their reality 

of what exists “out there” for them. The conclusions, whether it is an opportunity or the situation 
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is hopeless, will surely have significant outcomes for that person’s future. And these will not be 

just metaphysical consequences. Rather, the impacts will be real and experienced beyond just our 

language or stories of what happened. For example, seeing the situation as hopeless, one 

marketing person will return from the trip resigned and seeing no way to get her shoes into a new 

market. This person might quit all together or see their incomes and businesses shrink.  The other 

marketing scout has just discovered a large and unfilled market. We can only guess that this 

person will get to work on developing a strategy for selling millions of new shoes, perhaps 

designing shoes that are affordable and more appropriate for that market. The conversations and 

interactions that each marketing scout will have with others in their firm will also be quite 

different. One might be full of hope and enthusiasm, while the other will take a more pessimistic 

outlook of the future. As will be discussed later, knowledge and social action are interrelated. 

 Why does this happen and how do we explain such a phenomenon? In many 

relationships, both personal and professional, we often have different reactions and conclusions 

to what we observe as reality. If reality is fixed and objective, then why is it possible that we can 

often feel like we are living in completely different worlds from each other. This phenomenon is 

amplified when we observe political parties, global conflicts, or in intimate relationships between 

spouses or partners. This is where the liberating power of social construction can be applied to 

challenge existing ways of thinking, seeing, and ultimately knowing our social world. Using a 

social constructionist lens, we can begin to ask and challenge our everyday taken for granted 

reality, and ask, does it really have to be so? (Gergen, 1985).  As I explore social constructionism 

and provide the background ideas and assumptions that have led to the rise of this way of 

thinking and the methods in the social sciences, I will show why this approach is especially 

helpful in organizational contexts.  
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“The Woman on the Boardwalk”  

 In downtown San Diego, along the waterfront, my wife and I were walking and enjoying 

a breezy sunny Sunday afternoon. A disheveled looking woman was talking to herself as she 

walked along the boardwalk. Tourists and others were staring, glued to the odd behavior. At one 

point she began yelling, “You call this reality? This is not reality!” Onlookers smirked and made 

funny faces as they passed this woman. Perhaps because I had been deeply immersed in my 

studies, or just developed a sensitivity to listening differently, I found her question not crazy at 

all.  

 This is a question I have asked over and over again in the different organizational settings 

where I have worked, primarily managing technology organizations. Each organization has a 

particular culture, with a fixed set of beliefs about “the way the world is” with regards to the 

customers, the products, technology, and a host of other issues. While some may have dismissed 

the ranting’s of a mentally disturbed woman, there is perhaps some deeper truth to looking at the 

current structures of our organizations and ask that rare question: “Do you call this reality?” Or 

as Gergen (1985) suggests, “Does it really have to be so?”  This chapter is an invitation to look at 

the world with a new sense of vision and, rather than reject or accept ideas, consider the 

possibilities.   

What is Social Constructionism?  

 Before exploring some of the ways theorists have described social construction, I will 

begin by outlining the predominant worldview prior to the rise of social construction as a 

meta-theory. The predominant worldview or paradigm that has fundamentally shaped Western 

thought of knowledge and science for the past several hundred years can be best described as 

positivism based on logical empiricism (Hibberd, 2005). It shapes the taken-for-granted 
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worldview of most people living in a shared Western culture (Kezar, Carducci, & Contreras-

McGavin, 2006). Yet, until I enrolled in a graduate program, I had never heard of positivism as 

one method for understanding reality and generating knowledge (Harding, 2003). It was never 

explained in a way that indicated it was but one of several approaches to knowledge. Since 

elementary school we are taught the “scientific method” as the only acceptable approach for 

understanding, explaining and predicting our world (Gergen, 1999). Social constructionism as a 

meta-theory is not the commonly held view, and one may never hear of it as part of the popular 

discourse outside of higher education.  

Modern Western Cartesian Worldview   

 The Cartesian worldview, named after Rene Descartes, can be summarized by a few 

potent ideas that remained unchallenged for several hundred years, until more recent 

developments in philosophy, language, and philosophy of science questioned the essence of 

reality and the process for generating scientific knowledge (Kuhn, 1970; Rorty, 2003).  The five 

following points provide an overview of the Cartesian worldview as I have come to understand it 

reading the literature.  

1. There is a world that is objective, fixed and real. The truth is available and waiting to 

be discovered.  

2. We can use our senses and rational abilities (logic) to understand and deduce what’s 

out there, since it exists independent of ourselves (subject/object).  

3. The “hard sciences” have developed a method for conducting scientific inquiry, 

which has led to many discoveries. This method is appropriate for studying any 

phenomenon, from physical sciences to the human sciences.   
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4. Based on reviewing the facts that exist out there, most reasonable people will arrive at 

a similar conclusion, which allows us to predict, control and manipulate our 

environment. Domination and control are valued and seen as a worthy outcome. 

5. Language is a tool used to describe things as they are. In other words, its primary 

purpose is to describe what’s “out there.”  We use language to send and receive 

information, just as a computer can send and receive date from other computers in the 

same network. The focus is on inputs, outputs, and feedback.  

As I will be describing later, the Cartesian worldview includes multiple dimensions: ontological, 

epistemological, and specific methodologies for accessing what is “truth.”   

The Problem With Defining Social Constructionism  

 Stam (2001), in the opening introduction to the special issue of Theory and Psychology 

on social construction, writes of the challenges of how to define social construction. He asks, 

“What is social constructionism? Sometimes called a movement, at other times a position, a 

theory, a theoretical orientation, an approach… at its most general it serves as a label denoting a 

series of positions” (p. 294). Like the term “leadership,” social construction does not have a 

single authoritative definition. There is no single person or school of thought that exercises 

exclusive control of social construction.   

 Given the nature of social construction, it should be no surprise there is not a singular 

construction for defining social construction. In many articles, Gergen (1999) invites readers into 

a dialogue about the truth behind claims, definitions, and constructs. To stay true to the spirit of 

social construction, I will be offering several ways of describing this to show the multiple ways 

of conceptualizing this term. This is meant to be the start of the conversation, rather than the 

final word, since it is open to interpretation and I imagine will continue to evolve.  In this 
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section, I provide several characteristics of social construction that have been offered by the 

thinkers and scholars who are most often credited with developing or exploring the construct in 

their work. Table 5.1 provides key characteristics of social construction. These can be seen as 

Stam’s (2001) core positions of social constructionism.  

Table 5.1  

Key Characteristics of Social Constructivism 

Defining Characteristic Summary 

Challenging that which is 
taken-for granted 

In any social domain, social constructionists challenge the status 
quo and critique social systems, seeking new alternatives to 
existing structures. Many subjects have been critiqued using 
social constructionism (e.g. social construction of gender, race, 
capitalism, drug abuse, sexuality, etc.). Critical management 
studies (CMS) has produced great insights by challenging the 
taken-for-granted in organizations (Alvesson, & Willmott, 
1992). 

Historical and Cultural 
Impact 

Culture and history play an important role in our understanding 
of our social world. Much of what we define as "real" is to a 
great degree influenced by our personal and collective cultures 
and history. From our perspective, North Koreans are hostile and 
represent the "Axis of Evil."  However, from their vantage point, 
The U.S. is the only remaining superpower that is a bully to 
other sovereign nations. 

Knowledge is a social 
process (constructed) 

Kuhn (1970) was able to demonstrate that knowledge is a social 
process that is generated in language with other people. Unlike 
empiricists, the data is not just out there waiting to be 
discovered. Knowledge is constructed and sustained in 
relationships with others. Education plays a significant role in 
communicating the "right" knowledge that is consistent and 
accepted as the correct way of seeing the world (See Historical 
and Cultural Impacts above). 

Knowledge and social 
action are interrelated. 

Actions of a group of people depend greatly on the knowledge 
that is based in that community. Whether one thinks the world is 
flat or the world is round will lead to different actions and 
outcomes.  

Ontology  

There is not a singular reality that is fixed and knowable by all. 
There are multiple realities that are local and specific to the 
relevant social group.  Reality is constructed with others in 
conversations. This blurs the epistemology with ontology; what 
is known with what is constructed by the social actors.   
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Social Construction Defined 

 Using the Web of Science search engine, I was able to find 1,787 articles that included 

Social Construction within the title of the article, and over 4,000 articles returned using social 

construction as a keyword. Many of the articles I reviewed had different operational definitions, 

depending on their area of inquiry.  Hacking (1999) writes, 

Social construction has in many contexts been a truly liberating idea, but that which on 
first hearing has liberated some has made all too many others smug, comfortable, and 
trendy… The phrase has become code. If you use it favorably, you deem yourself rather 
radical. If you trash the phrase, you declare that you are rational, reasonable, and 
respectable. (p. vii)   

Hacking published his book in the midst of the “Science Wars,” where natural science 

researchers with an objectivist perspective and social scientists using a qualitative, interpretivist 

lens were arguing for why their approach is most appropriate for creating knowledge 

(epistemology) and protecting the overall enterprise of episteme and techne (Bentz & Shapiro, 

1998; Flyvbjerg, 2001; Segerstrale, 2000).  

 Social construction can be described as a paradigm or a meta-theory, that suggests reality 

itself, or at least our knowledge of it, is wholly, or in part, the product of our own actions and 

social interactions with others. Kuhn (1970) developed a new approach to understanding 

scientific revolutions and the changes in the scientific community’s thinking over time. He was 

curious about how researchers made scientific progress and challenged the common view that 

knowledge is cumulative and builds upon itself like building blocks. In an indirect way, he 

demonstrated how paradigms were not merely the outcome of accumulation of knowledge, but 

rather a shift and reconstruction of prior knowledge. Kuhn (1970) writes, 

That is why a new theory, however special its range of application, is seldom or never 
just an increment to what is already known. Its assimilation requires the reconstruction of 
prior theory and the re-evaluation of prior fact, an intrinsically revolutionary process that 
is seldom completed by a single man and never overnight. (p. 7) 
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In this way, Kuhn offered a new vision of epistemology that was not based on a fixed 

reality, but one that is based on shared beliefs inside a community.  In his case, it was a scientific 

community. His book became a widely cited work in the social sciences because it provided a 

radical perspective and liberated social science researchers to challenge the taken for granted 

assumptions of doing scientific work. It should also be noted that many scholars protest the 

social scientists’ interpretation of Kuhn’s work and insist he was not a social constructionist or 

would have approved of their interpretation (Wray, 2011).  

 Social constructionists belong to a spectrum of belief about how much of reality is 

constructed. Commenting on the varied users of social constructionism, Danziger (1997) wrote,  

Overall, the field lends itself to the image of a loosely knit network. There are clear links 
among some of the parts, but no two contributors share exactly the same set of concerns 
or background assumptions. Sometimes the links are quite superficial and even 
misleading because different contributors will use similar terms in ways that diverge 
fundamentally from each other.  (p. 401)  

I started by offering the Cartesian view because most constructionists have critiqued the 

conventional way of seeing the world and began to co-construct a different discourse that 

proposes different knowledge claims.   
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Figure 5.1. Social Construction: “Reality” is shaped by forces such as language, culture, history, 
and social interactions. 
  

As I was creating Figure 5.1, I reflected on my own experience as an immigrant leaving my 

homeland as a child. I was born in Egypt and my reality in that country was drastically different 

than my life in the United States. I was a product of a predominantly Muslim culture and 

customs, Arabic language that expresses ideas differently, and interactions with other Egyptian 

boys who were also zealous nationalists.  My ideas, expectations, thoughts, and, more 

importantly, what I thought was possible was shaped by that history and social interactions. My 

everyday way of being in Egypt represented a different life.  When I moved to the U.S., I had to 

unlearn many things because they were inconsistent with the American reality.  

Grounding Assumptions 

The following section will introduce important grounding assumptions that underpin 

social constructionist thinking. These include language and social interactions. Our 

understanding of reality is constructed in conversations in relationships with others.   
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Language  

 Rorty (1979) wrote about the “picture theory of words” (p. 14), which is the theory that 

the mind is a mirror that reflects attributes of the world and captures them into words. This view 

has become the predominant view of expressing our understanding of language. As human 

beings, we are constantly living in language like a fish lives in water and birds fly in the air. 

Humans do not think about it on a moment-by-moment basis, because it is in the background of 

our understanding, hidden by our commonsense. It is something we take for granted each day 

without much reflection or thought (Held, 2002). We do not notice we are linguistic beings in the 

same way most people do not notice they are breathing or their heartbeats; it just happens. In this 

sense, language is a broad construct and includes all of the listening and speaking that occurs. It 

also includes all of the internal conversations humans constantly have with themselves about 

their desires, fears, likes, and dislikes. In many ways, the world and personal lives are composed 

of many stories, “narratives,” about who we are, what happened in our past, what’s going on in 

our present, and what it is we anticipate in the future (Brothers, 2004; Winograd & Flores, 1987).  

Language does not only have to be verbal. People (especially leaders) also communicate 

by the way they dress, the way they move their bodies, and how they “show-up” to others, as in 

when we say, “It was his body language that told me he was disappointed in the last quarter’s 

financial results.” Again, language is all around us and there is no escaping it. Language is 

fundamental and constitutive of who we are as human beings. Sieler (2003) put it this way 

“Humans are linguistic beings” (p. 8). Social construction ideas are based heavily on the 

linguistic turn and the importance of language in constructing our social reality in relationships.  

 Maturana and Varela (1987) make the case that language is fundamental to what it means 

to be a human being from a cognitive-biological point of view: 
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The living system, at every level, is organized to generate internal regularities. The same 
occurs in the social coupling through language in the network of conversations which 
language generates and which, through their closure, constitute the unity of a particular 
human society. (p. 232)  

Maturana and Varela are suggesting that social construction is biologically rooted and has grown 

out of a “social coupling” of many conversations that have occurred over time. Theorists don’t 

deny that language itself is a social construction (based in historical discourse, culture, social 

interactions, etc.). At the same time, language is the way we construct what we call our 

coexistence in social communities. 

Social Interactions  

In my company, performance reviews and merits are performed in the first quarter of 

each year. During that time, an interesting phenomenon occurs. Some employees have positive 

social interactions with their manager and, after the conversation, engagement and productivity 

typically increases. It is a sense that I get when I walk into the workspace of an engaged person; 

the energy level is higher and there is a strong willingness to collaborate and be committed to the 

organization’s outcomes.  But some other interactions between manager and employee don’t go 

so well. The employee may walk away with an interpretation that she is not valued and perhaps 

the effort, sacrifices, and deliverables were wasted on the manager performing the assessment. 

All of that can change in one conversation. The entire outlook of that person and how they 

experience work has fundamentally shifted. Some employees remain and attempt to repair what 

they see as a misinterpretation. Others give up and begin searching for a new job opportunity. 

Social construction places a strong emphasis on the everyday social interactions that take place 

between people in business, communities, families, and, in fact, most social units. Culture can be 

described as the values, beliefs, and the unwritten rules regarding what’s accepted in a social 

system (Cameron & Quinn, 2011). Social interactions are the building blocks of an 
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organization’s culture. Describing culture, Schein (1992) writes, “Culture is both a ‘here and 

now’ dynamic phenomenon and a coercive background structure that influences us in many 

ways…Culture is constantly reenacted and created by our interactions with others and shaped by 

our own behavior” (p. 3).    

Philosophical Underpinnings  

In this section, I explore philosophical underpinnings and provide an overview of how 

social constructionist approaches differ from the more predominant way of understanding reality.   

Cartesian Ontology 

Ontology deals with the study of being and human existence (reality). Although the study of 

being has been investigated for thousands of years, starting with Plato, it remains a vital issue for 

thinking about leadership practice, as well as conducting social science research. The positivist 

or Cartesian researcher maintains social reality is concrete and fixed. Bentz and Shapiro (1998) 

explain the positivist ontological view by noting, “The world and knowledge are structured 

atomistically. That is, reality consists of a collection of disconnected facts, and experience 

consists of a bunch of disconnected perceptions or observations” (p. 28). A Cartesian view of the 

world can be explained as a state that operates like a rigid machine or a clock with various gears 

that turn precisely to measure each second. Since the 17th Century, this has been the predominant 

Western perspective and it has proved potent in the physical sciences and technology. This 

ontology has given rise to the belief humans can use their senses and rational faculties to 

predicate, control, and manipulate most things they can observe. In many domains, this 

ontological perspective has produced benefits and also introduced what Heidegger, et al. (2008) 

calls “breakdowns.” Breakdowns occur when what we take for granted is not present as 

expected, so our thoughts and intentions are turned to that which we were not previously 
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conscious about. For example, during this last economic downturn many people were negatively 

impacted and lost their jobs. Many other breakdowns were created due to the sudden drop in 

income. One explanation is that in the background of a Cartesian mindset, we believe that hard 

work, experience, and being a good employee will lead to lifelong employment (i.e. reality is 

more fixed and objective). What many employees discovered is that companies care about 

employees who have the knowledge that is most current and relevant for their business today. 

Without staying technically current, employers lay off the older generation and shift their 

investments to younger employees. This breakdown exposes what was once taken for granted, 

forcing many people to go back to school to study, earn a degree, or a certificate in something 

more relevant to the current competitive business practices.    

Critique of Social Constructionism 

 Critics point out that to take social constructionist thinking to its limits creates 

epistemological issues that are difficult to defend. They find the following issues most 

concerning: 

1. Scientific knowledge (facts, theories, and “truths”) are socially constructed. This 

denies the materiality of principles and the physical properties of things that have 

been discovered by the scientific community.  

2. The scientist’s own beliefs of what constitutes true science is also socially 

constructed.  

3. The very scientific standards, accepted rules for observation, and theorizing are also 

socially constructed. (Fagan, 2010; Kuhn, 1970) 
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The critics of social constructionism often misunderstand ontology from a social constructionist 

perspective. As was described above, social reality is constituted in language and becomes real in 

the everyday interactions we have with each other.   

A story is told of an anthropologist lecturing about an African tribe he had recently 

visited and said, “Because the tribe I studied did not have the word for orgasm, it was nearly 

impossible for the men and women to experience it during intercourse.”  A positivist scientist 

upon hearing this absurdity, raised his hands and asked, “What if they did not have a word for 

oxygen. Would they still be able to breath?”  

 Many critics highlight the limitations of social constructionism by claiming that it 

oversimplifies a complex set of issues dealing with objects that exist independent of us. Most 

social constructionists do not completely reject the existence of everything except language and 

they often point out that the focus of social construction is on that which is political, ideological, 

cultural, and social. Trying to force social constructionism and applying broad brushstrokes can 

have severe consequences (e.g. arguing that air pollution is a social construction).  

Cromby and Nightingale (1999), who profess to be social constructionists, raise several 

issues with the radical way of viewing social constructionism that places all emphasis on 

discourse, language, and social interactions. Two primary objections are embodiment and 

materiality. They suggest, “The intense focus on language and discourse has served social 

constructionism well so far”, but they warn “Continuing to ignore or downplay embodiment and 

materiality may eventually create the conditions for the tide of knowledge and practice to simply 

sweep social constructionism away” (p. 14). 
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Embodiment (Ignoring the Body) 

I recently fell ill with laryngitis, yet I continued to go to work and attempt to lead my 

teams and the many projects that are running simultaneously. After one frustrating day trying to 

speak, I woke up the following morning with no voice. It was incredibly humbling, because I 

realized that without a capable body, in this case an ability to speak, I was severely limited in 

what I can do as a leader. Even though discourse, social interactions with others facilitated by 

language, stories, and meaning-making, are fundamental to shaping our social reality, there is 

little emphasis placed on our bodies. Some social constructions talk about bodies, as a critique of 

western notions of beauty, art, and health, but social construction theorists seems to ignore the 

importance of our bodies in shaping our world.  Cromby and Nightingale (1999) argue: 

Not only does constructionism have no notion of the body to call its own, it views other 
approaches to the body with deep mistrust, branding them as biologistic, cognitivist or 
essentialist. It then has little choice but implicitly to reduce the speaking bodies we meet 
and find ourselves to be to mere discursive traces, transcribed echoes of their actual 
fleshy substance. (p. 10) 

Materiality (Ignoring the Physical in the World)  

When we are born into this world, we emerge with bodies as mentioned above, but we 

also inhabit a physical space of materiality. There is the sky, mountains, dirt, and trees. These 

material “things” exist outside of our constructed world. The natural world, as well as technology 

like the Mac Book Pro I am using to write these words, exists alongside (or near) the discourse 

or language, or conceptual understanding of computers. Cromby and Nightingale (1999) argue 

this is an important issue that should not be ignored: 

Materiality matters because it both creates possibilities for, and puts constraints upon, the 
social constructions by and through which we live our lives. Most fundamentally, the 
ecosystem which supports life, is a necessary precondition for any and all social 
constructions, discursive or otherwise. (p. 12)  
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Maturana and Varela (1987) argue for finding the middle road and accept that there is 

something else besides the text: 

The world which we bring forth in our coexistence with others [social construction], will 
always have precisely that mixture of regularity and mutability, that combination of 
solidity and shifting sand, so typical of human experience when we look at it up close. 
(p. 241) 

Epistemology 

The question of epistemology asks what exactly is knowledge and how do we know what 

is so? For the past several hundred years, the Western notion of “true” knowledge was that we 

can only trust our senses and our mental faculties, but not our intuition or emotions 

(Scheurich, 1997; Wilberg, 2003). Furthermore, true knowledge can be observed and measured 

using our senses, logic and reasoning. The human brain is capable of induction, based on careful 

observations and continual experimentation. The historical tradition of empiricism is still strong 

and can be experienced each day in elementary schools, where children are mostly educated 

using a positivist orientation towards epistemology as the only effective mode of understanding.  

However, if one broadens the scope of how humans come to know something, a host of 

approaches present themselves as new and refreshing ways of inquiry. The interpretivist 

approach does not seek an objective truth so much as to unravel patterns of subjective 

understanding. The latter assumes that all versions of the truth are shaped by the viewers’ 

perceptions and understanding of their world. These interpretivist approaches are considered 

phenomenological because they access the lived experience and consciousness (Merleau-Ponty, 

2002; Schutz, 1967; Van Manen, 1990). Phenomenology, as Van Manen (1990) defines it, is 

“the systematic attempt to uncover and describe the structures, the internal meaning structures, of 

lived experience” (p.10). To contrast phenomenology with a positivist/empiricist approach to 

knowing, Van Manen (1990) suggests, 
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From a phenomenological point of view, we are less interested in the factual status of 
particular instances: whether something actually happened, how often it tends to happen, 
or how the occurrence of an experience is related to the prevalence of other conditions or 
events. (p. 10)   

Heidegger, et al. (2008) not only introduced a new understanding of ontology, he also 

demonstrated the power that lies behind phenomenology. Given the focus on thick description 

rather than explanations, phenomenological approaches are great at surfacing deep issues and 

making voices heard, especially those that are at the margins (Merleau-Ponty, 2002; Schutz, 

1970). 

Methodology  

The question of methodology arises out of our core understanding of ontology and 

epistemology in a social constructionist context. For example, if one believes that reality is fixed 

and what’s out there is unchanging, a certain objectivist epistemological understanding is used to 

view the world and what is observed. This leads to a worldview or paradigm of a scientific 

laboratory where careful experiments and manipulation of variables is the only appropriate way 

for generating new knowledge and discovering or explaining phenomenon. That particular 

example is a purist positivist view. Although there are purists, the two extremes are not the only 

possibilities that exist.  

Conclusion 

This chapter explored the ideas behind social constructionism. Its purpose was as a 

general introduction to an important shift in thinking that has had a positive impact on social 

science research (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998; Gergen, 2011). What follows are my reflections based 

on my review and understanding of the literature.  

The social constructionist view of organizations is potent and has immense potential for 

improving how managers work with their employees and for employees working together as 
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teams and functions. There is a growing body of literature that spans multiple domains, where 

theorists are questioning taken-for-granted realities in society. Social constructionism does not 

deny the existence of things such as the stars, mountains, or the real pain of a hammer that 

accidently hits one’s thumb instead of its intended target. Rather, it asks us to challenge and 

think about the social order of things. Does it really have to be so? Social constructionism invites 

us to challenge what we take for granted as the “natural order” of organizations and society.  By 

using this paradigm, we can ask questions like: Why do we treat employees like human resources 

rather than human beings? What happens when we look at human beings as resources that can be 

added or removed? What about the language we use in conversations with each other, such as 

military terms like “in the trenches,” “I need a few good lieutenants,” and “can you provide me 

air cover during this meeting?”  

As a reflective scholarly-practitioner, I am interested in sound theory and also in 

pragmatic solutions to today’s corporate organizational challenges. Social constructionism offers 

both a theoretical framework for seeing how social systems are constituted, as well as practical 

ideas, in that it liberates me from thinking I have few or no possibilities in specific situations. If 

the world is not a hardened set of objective realities, which leaves an opening to creating new 

social systems that treat human beings with more dignity and respect. This is one of the ways we 

can reduce the immense suffering of people working in toxic work environments (Kusy & 

Holloway, 2009).  The power of social constructionism is to challenge the existing social 

conditions and systems in place and ask if this is the only way we can hold an organization.  In 

that sense I am thrilled about the potential and possibilities for conducting research using social 

constructionism as a framework of inquiry.  
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 Researching and writing this chapter has reinforced the importance of understanding and 

appreciating the different methods of inquiry. This requires cultivating a philosophical mind, or 

becoming a practical philosopher (Bentz & Shapiro, 1998; Cunliffe, 2009b; Kezar, 2004a). 

Reflective scholarly-practitioners who cultivate a philosophical perspective are better able to 

critically assess the results, methods, and modes of research. It is the responsibility of the 

researcher to use a mode of inquiry that has integrity and is consistent with the epistemological 

and ontological understanding of the researcher. Finally, my study of social construction helped 

me learn to appreciate different modes of understanding and looking at the world. There is a risk 

of falling into an essentialist view and only perceive the world through a limited perspective, 

rather than being open with a sense of wonder about our world and the unfolding of our 

understanding.  

This chapter has focused on exploring social constructionism as a broad worldview and 

the philosophical underpinnings of that approach. Now that I have established this foundation, I 

will build on the constructionist approach by focusing on relational leadership in general and the 

ways it intersects with DevOps in an IT context.  
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Chapter VI: Relational Leadership  

Nash and Bradley (2011) suggest SPN studies should start with a nagging feeling or a 

belief about something that cries out for a deeper examination. Unlike traditional research 

approaches, SPN is not about seeking a “gap” in the literature and try to “fill it” from an 

impersonal, detached posture. My organizational experiences, which included moments of 

triumph and rich learning, as well as times of doubt and failures, have led me to examine 

leadership theories and practices and positing my research question: How can a new conception 

of relational leadership and DevOps practices provide new possibilities for being in this post-PC 

era, where technology plays such a fundamental role in most businesses?  

After the initial excitement and enthusiasm of entering the workforce and earning money 

for performing tasks that I already loved doing, I began to feel unease about technology 

management As I learned and grew professionally and earned promotions to higher and higher 

management roles, I was confused and concerned by  how senior people were leading and 

managing the organization. Even when I was copying my superiors’ behaviors and actions, I was 

bothered by the way employees were being reduced to machines that can be directed by reward 

or fear of punishment. Without knowing it at the time, the Cartesian philosophy of management 

was being enacted each day and I doubt if the managers themselves recognized it as such.   

There was a defining moment when I was consulting at a large financial institution in Los 

Angeles. A serious computer virus had entered the company through an email with the subject 

line “I Love You.” The virus was brilliant in that it relied on human’s psychological needs to 

discover who the admirer is by clicking on the email, thus releasing the virus (social 

engineering). The “I Love You Virus” quickly spread, infecting thousands of computers and 

causing a significant disruption across the company. My team and I were responsible for quickly 
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assessing the situation and developing a plan to quarantine and clean the machines and restore 

the PCs so the employees could return to their jobs. One of the senior managers in the IT 

department got angry and began shouting obscenities while we struggled to understand the 

seriousness of the virus. The virus was effectively shutting down the business, so the pressure 

was understandable. Since the manager was my client, I tried to focus on my task while he 

berated us. He continued to threaten us about terminating the consulting agreement and the 

hundreds of thousands of dollars’ worth of services we were delivering to his bank.  I also got 

heated and started to raise my voice and speak more firmly. I finally pushed back and asked that 

he not scream at us since we did not cause the problem and were working as fast as we could to 

resolve the problem. Surprisingly, he listened and walked off. I later apologized for responding 

to the confrontation, and he also apologized for “getting a bit too excited.”  

This was one of those defining moments in my professional career because I learned that 

it is okay to stand up and be courageous, regardless of the employment consequences. It also 

allowed me to see an existing model of leadership that relies solely on punishment, fear, and 

seeking to please the angry boss, was blocking the amazing capacities people had and were not 

able to express fully at work. Unfortunately, this experience became the norm for me in IT. I saw 

this situation happen over and over again. 

We are born into traditions that are always already at work within a structure anchored by 

a discourse (Heidegger, et al., 2008; Leonard, 1989). One of the first lessons I learned about 

technology management and leadership was to watch my bosses interact with me and others. 

What I recognized as the way to manage people is what Flaherty (2011) calls the “Amoeba 

Theory of Management,” which refers to the single-cell protozoa that responded to only two 
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different types of stimuli, sugar or being poked by a needle. He suggests human beings are more 

complex than what we have seen in the high school biology classes with the Amoeba.  

The more I have reflected on my experiences in IT, the more I have seen how deeply 

ingrained the idea humans are mechanical and employees will either respond to pain (fear) and 

rewards has become. Other language that is often used in management conversations is the 

“carrot-and-stick,” which has its roots in dealing with domesticated animals, like a donkey.  I 

learned about the Amoeba theory of management not as one possible approach, but really the 

only correct way to manage people. I am not discounting behaviorism insights of Pavlov, 

Skinner, and Watson, but I am claiming this has become the taken-for-granted view of how 

people behave in all contexts, especially in a work environment.  The Amoeba theory of 

management can seem effective in the short run. When people are threatened or enticed by a 

reward it can certainly impact behavior, but it does not have long-term effect. Many of us have 

experienced the overbearing boss who micro-manages our tasks and insists people work ten 

hours each day. However, the long-term impact is that when the boss is gone or out of sight (the 

stimuli) the behavior or performance is degraded. This was the case for me while I consulted and 

worked for the manager who operated by threatening and bullying everyone around him. His 

behavior and attitude did not make me work harder; on the contrary, his fear-based approach 

caused me to be nervous and agitated, which means I opted for the most conventional approach 

to solving the problem. Innovation or creativity was not a possibility in the context he created for 

us.  

The other challenge with Amoeba management is that people are much smarter than the 

amoeba and will figure out how to give the perception of performing the behavior so they can get 

the reward. For example, I once had a manager comment that my employees were not in the 
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office early enough in the morning.  After offering the many reasons why I did not think it was 

important, especially since I knew they were up very late at night doing work, he insisted that 

they still show up to the office. To avoid the negative behavior, people would show up and 

appear to be functioning and working, but they were not effective.  

The other challenge with Amoeba management is that people stop thinking for 

themselves. “If the boss is going to tell me how to do my job, then why should I think about it or 

try to self-correct?” This question has been posed many times by my staff and I have also 

thought about it many times. I am reminded of a time when I joined a technology group and 

attended the daily morning meeting. I noticed the front line managers were not sure what to do 

and were literally waiting for instructions for the day. It was later explained to me the former 

manager would provide the “marching orders” each day and ask the managers to execute them. 

Once that manager was removed, the people lost their sense of direction because they are not 

empowered to generate actions and priorities for themselves.  Flaherty (2011) writes, 

the amoeba theory eliminates the chance for people to be self-generating because their 
ambition and curiosity are crushed, since any unauthorized initiatives or unsanctioned 
relationships are thwarted. All attention must be on only those actions that lead to the 
immediate cessation of the pain or the immediate acquisition of the reward. The 
immediate is worshiped. The building of the long-term competence is thwarted. (p. 7) 

 In this chapter, I will share what I have learned about relational leadership and why it has 

the potential to shake the foundations of the amoeba theory of management that is often 

taken-for-granted approach as the de facto way of dealing with employees.  

Relational Leadership and the “Culture of Unconditional Love” 

Relational Leadership in Action.  Fernandez (2014), a partner at the executive search 

firm Egon Zhender, shares a story of his experience in a corporate culture he calls “culture of 

unconditional love” (p. 1). He writes that when he first opened a local Egon Zhender office in the 

late 1990s in Buenos Aires, the executive search consulting practice was delivering the largest 
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revenue gains per capita for the whole worldwide firm. He and his team delivered this 

performance consistently for five consecutive years. It was a period of unprecedented growth in 

Argentina and the firm grew as a result. As often happens in business and economic cycles, 

Fernandez-Araoz fortunes turned in 2001 when the entire Argentine economy collapsed. 

Recalling that bleak period, he writes, “Over 12 days, five different presidents took 

control…One bank lost more money in a few weeks than it had accumulated over the previous 

century” (p. 1).  A year later in 2002, Fernandez attended the annual partners’ meeting and when 

it became his turn, he stood up and delivered a sobering account of the situation in Argentina. In 

his candid manner, he informed the rest of the partners that the stellar growth that was enjoyed in 

Argentina would most likely never be repeated again. He paused and said that in another year, he 

would be able to assess the future prospect and decide if the firm should even keep that office 

and staff, or whether to close it and exit the Argentina market (Fernandez, 2014). 

Fernandez (2014) continues,  

As soon as I finished, one of our Dutch partners, Sikko Onnes, stood up and said: 
“Claudio, if I understand what you are implying, you are totally wrong.  Our partnership 
has benefited from the extraordinary contribution of your office for well over a 
decade.  Now it’s the time for us to support you.  Your only job is to go back to the 
Buenos Aires office and tell every single member of the consulting and support staff that 
they all have our full and unconditional support.” The whole group then stood up and 
applauded.  I tried to thank Sikko, but I couldn’t because I was in tears. What I felt then, 
from my colleagues, was unconditional love. (p. 2) 

This type of story, or more specifically an organizational narrative, illustrates the power 

of relational leadership, grounded in a constructionist perspective. It demonstrates how strong 

relational connections can influence and help shape and construct a great culture that drives high 

performance. Egon Zhender is the third ranked executive search firm in the world and has 

continued to grow in both revenue ($663 million in 2013) and adding consultants over its fifty 

year history.  
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Relational leadership is not just about creating a nice country club culture, but one that 

attracts, retains, and encourages people to deliver their best performance at work (Campbell, 

1992; Cherniss & Goleman, 2011; Zehnder, 2001).  As I will explore later, this story also 

provides insights that this form of leadership theorizing has a strong moral and emotional 

dimension. Relational leadership is not based on the law of the jungle or the supreme power of 

the free hand of the market.  The other important observation that arises from this story is how 

relational leadership “shows up” in conversations, in the moment, as situations unfold. 

Leadership does not follow a rationalistic linear approach as it is often depicted in the popular 

press. The partner that offered unconditional support was not applying a set of techniques or tips 

or tricks. His response was an expression of his way of being-in-the-world, and as a relational 

responsive actor (Cunliffe, 2002; Shotter, 1993).   

In this chapter I echo Drath’s (2001) provocation that “nothing less than a revolution of 

the mind is required, a shift in order of thought, a reformation of how leadership is known” 

(p. 124). The aim of this chapter is to enter into dialogue with the scholars who have been 

helping shape and frame the need for a new conception of leadership based on a relational 

leadership ontology that is underpinned by social constructionist lens.  

Chapter Overview 

In this chapter I review the relational leadership literature. In addition to conducting an 

exhaustive view of the literature over the past 30 years, I have found the volume edited by Uhl-

Bien and Ospinia (2012) to be particularly useful in providing a broad view of the field and 

making certain paradigms and their assumptions explicit, whereas the researchers’ ontological 

and epistemological stances are either not mentioned or well-articulated.  Their book, Advancing 

Relational Leadership Research: A Dialogue Among Perspectives, included 30 of the leading 
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thinkers from objectivist and interpretivist orientations. This book also attempted to bring 

together the entity, or individualist, view of relational leadership along with a constructionist 

perspective. The editors argued for working across the disciplinary and paradigmatic boundaries 

and integrating the different perspectives, rather choosing a side. Uhl-Bien and Ospinia (2012) 

favor what they call paradigm interplay, which “recognizes the value of heterogeneous 

assumptions and insights from multiple perspectives for advancing understanding” (p. xxxi). 

While I agree with this approach, and the lofty goals associated with the notion of paradigm 

interplay, the context for me is that we have been dominated by the Cartesian post-positivist 

paradigm that is deeply integrated into every aspect of our lives and is not restricted to only 

leadership scholarship. Since the Cartesian position forms our background, or common sense, of 

what it means to be a leader and leadership, this chapter will mostly focus on relational 

leadership from a constructionist perspective.  

Hosking (2012) is one of the relational leadership scholars who has focused on dialogue 

as a core construct to understanding relational leadership. Throughout this chapter, I work to 

write in a style that enters into dialogue with relational leadership scholars. I do this for two 

reasons. First, by applying the dialogical practice in writing, I attempt to practice relational 

leadership as part of the inquiry. Secondly, the notion of dialogue fits well within the scholarly 

personal narrative (SPN) methodology that attempts to blend and connect the researcher with the 

phenomenon being researched. The nature of my inquiry requires that the lived experience and 

the conceptual intermingles so I am able to articulate practices that are pragmatic and can help 

leaders and managers support the DevOps revolution that is underway.   

To begin, I provide a summary of the conventional leadership theories and describe 

where the different schools of thought attempt to place the source of leadership (locus of 
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leadership). This section is meant to provide a high-level view of some of the key theories of 

leadership. I adapt Gronn’s (2002) distinction between ontological, observational, and analytic 

units as part of the discussion in section one.  

I then speak to the issue of language. When one first learns to speak a new language, in 

the early stages of using that new language, there is a process of translation that happens inside 

one’s mind before answering or responding in the new language. This happened to me when I 

was first learning to speak English. I had to first listen to the utterance, perform a translation 

using my existing mental models of Arabic and English and then make an assessment of what I 

think I heard and then respond. My research into the social constructionist paradigm and 

relational leadership has often felt like learning a new language, because we still live in a 

predominantly Cartesian paradigm, as well as conventional mental models about what leadership 

and being a leader means. Even though, I have been studying this new paradigm for a few years, 

I still have to pause and translate, since a constructionist way of being is still my “second 

language.”  

Hosking (2012) suggests, “the researcher writes a narrative in the form of a journal 

article—and does not claim to ‘tell it how it (probably) is’—but tells one possible story—

recognizing that others could also be told” (p. 474). This is the approach that I take with this 

dialogue and an open conversation about relational leadership as “one possible story” that is told 

from a particular perspective. 

Finally, I outline the major themes of relational leadership that emerge from the 

literature. In addition, I describe the ways that scholars have focused on theory development and 

an orientation to extending research, while other scholarship has focused more on practices.  
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Locus of Leadership: Where Is “Located” 

 Fold and Ospina (2011) have developed a helpful framework to describe the locus of 

leadership as the place “where leadership resides; it is the source of leadership or its “epicenter” 

(Hiller, Day and Vance, 2006); it is where, as researchers, we look for leadership. There are three 

loci: the individual, the relationship and the system” (p. 9).  Over the 20th and into the 21st 

centuries, leadership studies have focused on these three distinct locations. Each epicenter 

presents a particular focus: the individual or an entity view (Uhl-Bein & Ospina, 2012), the 

relationship, such as the Leader Member Exchange (LMX) theory of dyads (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 

1995; Uhl-Bien, 2006), and the context, social system or in-the-moment situations where it is 

co-created in conversations with others (Cunliffe & Eriksen, 2011; Gergen, 2009; Hosking & 

McNamee, 2006).   

In this section, I will provide an overview of each of these ideas as a way to create the 

context for exploring a constructionist view of relational leadership theorized later in this 

chapter. For brevity, I provide brief snapshots that are most relevant for this inquiry. I have 

consulted a number of the classic leadership texts and much of my review here is a synthesis. 

One insight that comes from reviewing the literature is that we have a myriad of scholars 

working on explaining and unpacking the phenomenon of leadership (Bass, 1990; Bryman, 1992; 

Bryman, Collinson, Grint, Jackson, & Uhl-Bien, 2011; Day & Antonakis, 2012; J. W. Gardner, 

1990; Hickman, 2009; Rost, 1993; Stogdill, 1974). Table 6.1 presents an overview of a selection 

of the literature that represents each of these locations 
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Table 6.1  

Locus of Leadership: Individual, Relationship, and System 

 View of “Self” 
Locus of leadership 

Individuated self Connected self 

Individual  Skills—Katz (1955); Mumford, 
Zaccaro, Connelly, et al. (2000) 
 
Co-leadership—Sally (2002); 
Hennan & Bennis (1999)  
 
Leadership couples—Bennis & 
Biederman (1997); Gronn (1999) 

Connective leadership—Lipman-Blumen 
(1992) 
 

 
Diads 

LMX—Graen & Scandura, (1987); 
Graen & Uhl-Bien (1995) 
 
Relational Leadership—Gittell & 
Douglas (2012) 
 
Follower Centered Leadership—
Meindl (1995); Shamir, Pilai, Bligh, 
& Uhl-Bein (2007) 
 
Shared Leadership—Conger & 
Pearce (2003) 

Relational Leadership Theory (RLT) —
Uhl-Bien (2006) 
 
Post-heroic Leadership – Fletcher (2004) 
 

 
Relationship 
 

Distributed Leadership—Gronn 
(2002); Spillane (2006) 
 
Shared Leadership—Day, Gronn & 
Salas (2006) 
 

Relational Leadership—Cunliffe & 
Eriksen (2011) 
 
Relational Leading—Hersted & Gergen 
(2013) 
 
Constructed Leadership—Drath (2001); 
Ospina & Sorenson (2006); Foldy, 
Goldman, & Ospina (2008) 
 
Discursive Leadership—Fairhurst (2007) 
 
Processual Leadership—Hosking (1995); 
Dachler & Hosking (1995) 

 

Leadership in the Individual  

In this section, I review some of the theories and ideas about leadership residing in the 

individual. This is meant to be a brief overview, given the large body of literature that exists for 

each of these theories and constructs. The individual as the epicenter for leadership represents 

the most traditional and conventional place to look for leadership. Work in this area continues 
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with both popular and scholarly researchers investigating what makes successful leaders 

successful.   

Traits Approach  

Beginning in the middle of the 20th century, early organizational researchers explored 

managerial and leader traits and behaviors. The trait approach of looking at leader-as-an-

individual is quite seductive and intuitive as the first place of inquiry. For example, it is easy to 

watch the late Steve Jobs perform one of his outstanding product introductions and wonder what 

makes Jobs “tick” and what can one learn from him so that it can be imitated. Some managers 

have gone as far as dressing like Jobs, hoping that perhaps his style alone can bring about the 

innovation of Apple (Kwoh & Silverman, 2012).  Another reason why the trait concept is 

seductive is that people generally like the celebrity status of leaders like Jack Welch, Bill Gates, 

and Michael Dell. They look at these public personalities, which appear larger than life, and want 

to mimic them in hopes they can achieve the same business success. After careful review, a 

number of researchers rejected the traits approach, citing they were “insufficient to explain 

leadership and leader effectiveness… rejection was widespread and long lasting, and it echoed in 

most of the major social and industrial and organizational psychology textbooks for the next 

30- 40 years (Zaccaro, 2007, p. 6) 

Research pursuing the question of traits and looking for leadership with an individual as 

the unit of analysis have varied and come from many different fields (e.g., psychology, 

management, and education).  Goleman’s (1995, 1998) investigation of emotional intelligence 

(EI); Goldberg (1990); McCrae and Costa’s (1987) Five Factor personality model; Lord, 

DeVader, and Alliger (1986); Kirkpatrick and Locke (1991); and Zaccaro, Kemp, and Bader 

(2004) have all developed theories about the characteristics and traits of effective leaders. 
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Skills Approach  

The second view of the leader as an individual explored the different skills that managers 

and leaders were required to possess. Katz (1955) was one of the first scholars to publish an 

article on the necessary skills for an “effective administrator.” Katz (1955) outlined three skills 

that he believed could be developed and urged corporate executives and human resource 

managers to focus on what a “man can do” (p. 2) rather than their innate traits and 

characteristics. He referred to these skills as technical skills, human skills, and conceptual skills. 

Katz suggested that, depending on the role, certain skills are more relevant and important than 

others. For example, the CEO needed to have higher conceptual and human skills, and less 

technical skills, whereas the first-line manager working on the assembly line needed to have 

higher technical and human skills and less emphasis placed on conceptual skills. 

Mumford, Zaccaro, Connelly, and Marks (2000) further expanded the skills approach by 

defining additional skills and competencies that can be taught and developed in people who hold 

managerial roles. These skills included problem-solving, social judgment, and knowledge. Part 

of the premise is that over time, and with experience and training, these skills can be developed, 

which will lead to better business outcomes for the business and the individual. Although the 

skills approach is still leader-centered, it provided a new perspective that leaders are not merely 

born as leaders, but perhaps if certain skills are identified as core or fundamental to doing 

leadership, then perhaps they can be taught to the masses. I believe this was a necessary 

development, since corporations were on the rise and businesses and other governmental 

organizations had a need for a new managerial class of people. Cunliffe (2009a) has provided an 

excellent overview of what she calls managerialism, providing a historical perspective for this 

new type of employee in organizations.  
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Situational Leadership  

The last leadership perspective that falls under the idea of focusing on the leader as an 

individual is situational leadership. Situational leadership was developed by Hersey and 

Blanchard in the late 1970s. (Blanchard, Zigarmi, & Nelson, 1999; Hersey, Blanchard, & 

Natemeyer, 1979). The concept is both simple to understand and is practical. Blanchard offered 

four leadership styles that need to be applied based on the follower’s needs. These include 

Directing, Coaching, Supporting, and Delegating. These styles are a composite of two activities: 

Supportive (high and low) and Directive (high and low) that the leader increases or decreases, 

depending on the situation. Again, the focus is still on the leader, but Blanchard and Johnson 

(1982) does recognize that there is a relationship dynamic also at work. Northouse (2012) 

summarizes situational leadership by suggesting it is 

constructed around the idea that employees move forward and backward along the 
developmental continuum, which represents the relative competence and commitment of 
subordinates. For leaders to be effective, it is essential that they determine where 
subordinates are on the developmental continuum and adapt their leadership styles so 
they directly match their style to that development level. (p. 103) 

 “My Experience in the Epicenter”  

My personal narrative about this epicenter started when I first became a team leader 

while holding the role of a senior technology consultant. Although the consultants on my team 

did not report to me in a formal capacity, the principal of the company asked me to read the book 

“One Minute Manager” (Blanchard & Johnson, 1982; Blanchard, Zigarmi, & Zigarmi, 1999). 

This was my first introduction into the field of management and leadership. I read the short book 

with enthusiasm and astonishment at how “easy” it was to be a manager. From an IT (systems 

engineering) perspective, it appeared that people operated like computers, where if you need a 

specific output, you must “program” the input using a specific process. “Easy enough and logical 

too,” was the conclusion that I drew from the work. Blanchard and Johnsons’s text was the first 
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and led me to read other short books in the same series, and pretty quickly, I began to use the 

language and observe the organization through the eyes of someone following the situational 

leadership approach.  

As I began to apply what I learned from my readings, I ran into situations where the 

people I was interacting with at work were not responding in the same way that I had read. My 

employees were not responding in ways that I was expecting them to respond.  The One Minute 

Goals, One Minute Praise, and One Minute Reprimands did not produce the results that were 

promised in the book.  At that point in my management education, I was only focusing on myself 

as the leader, the orchestrator, or if I was honest, the manipulator of others so they can produce 

the results that I had desired or that my boss wanted me to produce. The more I worked with my 

team, the more I began to understand them better and then I realized that each person, depending 

on their own experience, culture, and background responded differently to my One Minute 

manger techniques. The people that I had considered unmanageable were, in fact, ignoring the 

mechanical tips and tricks that I thought were the “management secrets” for influencing people 

and getting a team aligned and committed to complete a project on time.  

This was perhaps the first crisis of confidence that I experienced as a young developing 

manager and launched my pursuit of trying to better understand this phenomenon we call 

leadership. Fortunately, my fascination to the study and practice of leadership sustained me and 

allowed me to keep exploring the topic. This was not only a philosophical or intellectual pursuit, 

because I also relied on this knowledge to keep my job and to grow as a technology manager.  

Leadership in the Relationship  

In this section, I will review three other leadership approaches that emphasize not only 

the leader as an individual, but also the relationship between leaders and followers. These 
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approaches recognize that without a relationship that connects the followers with the leaders, 

there can be no space for leadership and followership. I also selected these theories since they 

were some of the most often discussed and widely recognized in my graduate education, from 

my MBA to Ph.D.  First, I will review Transformational/Transactional leadership (Bass, 1985; 

Burns, 1978). Second, I will describe Greenleaf’s (1970) Servant Leadership (SL), and complete 

the discussion with Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995).  

Transformational and Transactional Leadership  

 Burns (1978) is most often credited with the idea of transformational and transactional 

approaches to leadership. As he was studying world leaders and historical events, he made the 

observation that some leaders behaved in a transactional way, which he defined as “one person 

takes the initiative in making contact with others for the purpose of an exchange of valued 

things” (p. 4) versus transformational leadership which is "one or more persons engage with 

each other in such a way that leaders and followers raise one another to higher levels of 

motivation and morality” (pp. 19-20). In this manner, transactional leadership can be 

summarized as “if you follow me and do what I request, I will be provide you with an income 

[economic] and good working situation [social/psychological].”   

 Bass (1985) built on Burns’ work by focusing more on the follower’s perspective and 

argued that transformational leadership engages and motivates followers to do more than they 

had imagined by “(a) raising followers’ levels of consciousness about the importance and value 

of specified and idealized goals, (b) getting followers to transcend their own self-interest for the 

sake of the team, and (c) moving followers to address higher level needs” (Northouse, 2012, 

p. 190).  The focus of the transformational and transactional leadership is placed on the leader 

engaged with and in a relationship with the follower. Researchers studying this approach focus 
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on individual leaders and managers by evaluating how they measure on transactional and 

transformational scales, with a focus on being able to establish effective relationship with 

followers (Bass & Avolio, 1990; Rowold & Heinitz, 2007; Nemanich & Keller, 2007).  

Servant Leadership  

Servant Leadership has been defined by former AT&T executive, Robert Greenleaf 

(1970), who first conceptualized the concept as:  

Servant leadership begins with the natural feeling that one wants to serve, to serve first. 
Then conscious choice brings one to aspire to lead...The difference manifests itself in the 
care taken by the servant— first to make sure that other people’s highest priority needs 
are being served. The best test . . . is: do those served grow as persons; do they, while 
being served, become healthier, wiser, freer, more autonomous, more likely themselves to 
become servants? And, what is the effect on the least privileged in society; will they 
benefit, or, at least, will they not be further deprived? (p. 15) 

As the description above states, the focus of servant leadership is on the leader’s individual 

behaviors and their attributes towards their followers. One can see the focus of SL in building 

relationships with followers. The individual “doing the work” is still the leader or the person in 

charge of the organization. The followers are conceptualized as receivers of the servant 

leadership, and as recipients, they become more engaged, inspired, motivated and grow 

personally and professionally (De Pree, 2004, 2008).  Greenleaf, who was influenced heavily by 

his Christian faith believed that leaders should not be self-centered, but work to think about and 

take care of the other stakeholders (employees, customers, and shareholders). This leadership 

theory has significant moral and ethical implications for the leaders. The standards of what a 

leader has to do and be is much greater in this approach versus the others.  

Spears (2002) provided further clarification to Greenleaf’s initial essay by providing a set 

of behaviors that are consistent with servant leadership. Whereas Greenleaf was more 

descriptive, Spears articulates specific skills that include listening, empathy, healing, awareness, 

persuasion, foresight, and stewardship. Again the emphasis was to challenge the power models 
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associated with leadership and shift the focus to leaders as thinking of the “other” first, and 

demonstrating a commitment to help grow the employees in the organization. Just as 

transformational leadership is associated with quantitative instruments to measure it, Servant 

Leadership also has the Servant Leadership Questionnaire (SLQ). This instrument was developed 

by Liden, Wayne, Zhao, and Henderson (2008), and is currently used in many studies. In SL, the 

focus of the study is on the individual leader building high quality relationships with the “other,” 

and is an essentialist leadership approach (Kezar, 2004a). SL is presented as a universal set of 

principles that can be applied in any situation or context. As I will discuss later, constructionist 

researchers tend to eschew essentialist ideas. As anti-essentialist, they oppose the “one best way” 

(Kezar, 2004a, p. 110) approach to leadership theorizing.  

Leader Member Exchange (LMX)  

In LMX, the focus shifts even further to the quality of the relationship between the leader 

and the subordinate. The entity of research becomes the dyadic relationship. The quality of the 

relationship will deepen only if the subordinates feel like they are being treated as part of the in-

group versus feeling like neglected members of the out-group (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995). What 

LMX provided that the other two theories I described so far is the insights into the dynamics 

between leaders and subordinates. Later studies in LMX examined how certain dynamics, such 

as context and empowerment, helped or hindered the effectiveness of the relationship between 

the dyads. In LMX, the epicenter becomes the quality of the exchange between the leader and the 

follower.  
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In addition, LMX pursues two lines of inquiry: how leaders can work to build trust with their 

employees, as well as how employees can work to develop more mature, trusting relationships 

with the leader (Nahrang, Morgeson, & Ilies, 2009).  Northouse (2012) writes, 

LMX theory is noteworthy because it directs our attention to the importance of effective 
communication in leader–member relationships… it reminds us to be evenhanded in how 
we relate to our subordinates…[and is] supported by a multitude of studies that link high-
quality leader– member exchanges to positive organizational outcomes. (p.183)   

Interestingly, LMX is one of the few conventional theories that seem to be the closest to the 

constructionist approach to leadership. Uhl-Bien (Graen & Uhl-Bien, 1995; Uhl-Bien & Ospinia 

2012), has been at the forefront of LMX research, has shifted her perspective to encompass 

constructionist relational leadership theorizing. 

In my pursuit of this work, I have come to a broader understanding that each theory 

provides some view or perspective on the phenomenon we call leadership. Rather than draw 

artificial boundaries about what is a good theory and what is a bad theory, I would prefer to offer 

the idea that each theory from the traditional or “conventional” theories to the more radical 

post-modernist ones are all stories or narratives about what the authors have experienced in their 

lives. I recognize some of the same authors might sincerely believe they hold the truth or the 

right way of doing leadership, but I will do my best to refrain from making those types of 

judgments. Uhl-Bien (2006) suggests, “we are best served not by arguing over whether entity or 

relational offers the ‘best’ way, but rather by considering how our perspectives will be informed 

if we view these issues from multiple orientations” (p. 656). Furthermore, I recognize that I am 

also narrating a story that is linked to how I see my self and my context in organizational life 

(Ricouer, 1992).  
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Leadership as a Social System 

Referring to this third location of leadership as a social system, Hiller, Day, and Vance 

(2006) use the term “collective leadership” as a radical departure from existing conventional 

theories. They suggest,   

The epicenter of collective leadership is not the role of a formal leader, but the interaction 
of team members to lead the team by sharing in leadership responsibilities. Possessing 
leader traits, skills, and behaviors is still potentially important to collective leadership; 
indeed they are helpful and allow one to more easily think like a leader and be an active 
participant in creating leadership. Collective leadership, however, is not a characteristic 
of a person, but involves the relational process of an entire team, group, or organization. 
(p. 388)  

A number of different approaches by different scholars belong to leadership-as-a-social system 

concept. They range from entity to constructionist perspectives (e.g.,  Dachler & Hosking (1995) 

for constructionist perspective focused on relational processes; Pearce & Conger (2003) for a 

more entitative perspective).  One of the reasons why I find a constructionist view of relational 

leadership (RL) research difficult to understand is that different RL scholars emphasize certain 

aspects while minimizing others, such as narrative, discourse, practices, philosophical, and moral 

dimensions. “These differences lead to distinct orientations to the study and practice of relational 

leadership such that any categorization is a highly contested matter and hybrid or blended 

approaches are not uncommon” (Fulop & Mark, 2013, p. 255).  

Again, trying to approach this relational leadership literature with a linear, systematic 

mindset makes it challenging, because the approach does not fit into a neat box. It is just as 

messy and unwieldy as the organizations and the people it describes. 

Hosking (1988) has been at the forefront of re-construction the vision of leaders and the 

leadership process. She writes, 

It is essential to focus on leadership processes: processes in which influential “acts of 
organizing” contribute to the structuring of interactions and relationships, activities and 
sentiments; processes in which definitions of social orders are negotiated, found 



 

 

158 

acceptable, implemented and renegotiated; processes in which interdependencies are 
organized in ways which, to or greater or lesser degree, promote the values and interests 
of the social order. In sum, leadership can be seen as a certain kind of organizing activity. 
(p. 147)  

In the spectrum of approaches, Uhl-Bien (2006) places herself in the middle between an entity 

view of leadership and a radical constructionist conceptualizing. She writes of adopting “a view 

of leadership and organization as human social constructions that emanate from the rich 

connections and interdependencies of organizations and their members” (p. 655).  The terrain of 

social constructionism and a constructionist view of relational leadership has shown me that 

although there are many unique ways of articulating what relational leadership means to an 

individual author, all of the studies and papers published promoting relational leadership share 

one common root: “that leadership is fundamentally more about participation and collectively 

creating a sense of direction than it is about control and exercising authority” (Uhl-Bien, 2006, 

p.654). This assumption problematizes the individuality of leadership, which in turn requires a 

reconceptualization of what leaderships and, for some, what indeed it should be. 

Epistemology and Ontology of Relational Leadership  

In the previous section, I provided an historical perspective and also worked to situate 

relational leadership in the broader study of relational leadership.  In this section, I describe the 

specific epistemological and ontological issues that underpin a constructionist relational 

leadership perspective. I consider this section to be fundamental to understanding my subsequent 

outline of the key characteristics and themes of a constructionist perspective of relational 

leadership. Building on the epistemology and ontology questions, I present the differences in 

paradigms between what has been called an “Entity” and a “Constructionist” perspective when 

exploring the relational leadership construct.  
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Bechara and Van De Ven (2007) have offered this insight: “The philosophy underlying 

our scientific practice is a choice, and should not simply be a default inherited without question 

from our teachers and mentors. Understanding the implications of this choice… is important for 

any reflective and responsive scientific inquiry” (p. 36). Throughout the course of this inquiry, I 

have grappled with the philosophical issues that underpin much of what happens in the academic 

pursuit of creating new knowledge, as well as in the domains of practice in the real world of 

corporate technology management. These philosophical issues are challenging to most students 

and, because of the complexity, I think many students and even scholars avoid this territory 

altogether and shift to the content of their inquiry, without addressing what lies beneath, or in the 

background of what we take for granted (Kezar, 2004b).  

Dachler and Hosking (1995) are often credited with establishing a relational leadership 

perspective that was inherently built on a social constructionist perspective. One of their key 

issues was to make explicit the epistemological issues of any relational approach. They defined 

epistemology as 

a means to address the following assumptions: the processes by which we come to ask 
particular questions in the first place (and not others); the processes by which we come to 
know, and the processes by which we justify claims to reality. What is experienced as 
real or true depends on (usually implicitly) held assumptions about processes of knowing. 
(p. 1) 

They started with epistemology because they reasoned that, based on the knowledge claims, one 

can begin to see the ontology, or the real-ness of the thing being understood or interpreted. They 

write, “It is on the basis of epistemological processes that individual and social phenomena 

obtain ontology, that is, are interpreted as real or as having a particular meaning” (p. 2).  

This explanation seems to follow what we experience on a daily basis. For example, if we 

don’t believe there are merits or find the reports on climate change to be credible, then we do not 

behave as the changes in the climate exist for us, therefore no change in our behavior would be 
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required to slow it down (e.g., recycling, being thoughtful about or use of energy, etc.). The same 

can be said of technology leaders who are forced, due to the dynamic changes in the industry, to 

adopt new practices, such as DevOps.   But if they do not believe that dialogue, sense-making 

and storytelling are fundamental to creating a context for effectively connecting the individuals 

together, then those very things disappear as possibilities for improvement.  

Entity View of Relational Leadership 

The entity view of relational leadership focuses on the individual components or entities, 

which is positivism or postpositivism. Uhl-Bien (2006) who has developed the relational 

leadership theory (RLT), which is based on an entity perspective, defines it as “something that 

exists independently, as a particular and discrete unit” (p. 6). The word entity shapes the 

ontological and epistemic approach to relational leadership. From that perspective, distinct units 

are researched from a specific vantage point, such as the leader, or the followers, or a specific 

macro or micro view of how teammates interact with each other.  Uhl-Bien and Ospina (2012) 

draw the following distinction by saying that in the entity view “relations are derivative of the 

independent entities” (p. 7). Which means: 

entity perspectives approach relational leadership from the standpoint of relationships 
lying in individual perceptions, cognition (e.g., self-concept), attributes, and behaviors 
(e.g., social influence, social exchange). They view leadership as an influence 
relationship in which individuals align with one another to accomplish mutual (and 
organizational) goals. (Uhl-Bien, 2006, p. 661) 

Figure 6.1 represents the entity perspective of relational leadership. The multiple circles 

indicate the individualistic view and the independence that I had discussed previously. This view 

also separates the researcher or the observers from the “action.” The observer is merely a 

collector of the “objective data.” This view has some strengths in that it can provide insights into 

specific behaviors that are enacted by the leaders and followers, and describe attributes which are 

helpful in understanding how to better relate to others (Goleman, 1998; Senge, 1990).  
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Figure 6.1. Relational Leadership from an entity perspective. 
 

Subjective (Constructionist) View of Relational Leadership 

Given that constructionists are ontologically and epistemologically grounded in the 

notion that our social reality is co-constructed in relationship and in language and meaning-

making that we share we each other, it’s no surprise that relational leadership theories with this 

view see the phenomenon differently than entity theorists. The constructionist view of relational 

leadership is one of interdependence, embededness, and contextualized interactions. In that 

sense, the mode of analysis is different. Individuals are constituted or the derivative of the 

conversational and linguistic acts embedded in relationships, rather than the other way around. 

Shotter (1993) has written, “conversations is not just one of our many activities in the world. On 

the contrary, we constitute both ourselves and our worlds in our conversational activity” (p. 1). 

Shotter and Cunliffe (2003) suggest the implications of this view, “organizations are not seen as 

structures, but as ‘landscapes’ of socially-maintained features, providing a common sense (an 

ethical sensibility) of organizational life. This landscape emerges within relationally-responsive 

dialogue between organizational participants” (p. 3).  
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Figure 6.2 represents the constructionist, intersubjective view of relational leadership. In 

this picture, there are fewer circles or boundaries that separate the people from one another, 

because the location of the leadership occurs in-between them, in the context (Barge, 2004). The 

same holds true of the researcher who is observing, not from a detached perspective, but also 

from an embedded perspective. Cunliffe and Eriksen (2011) describe an intersubjective view of 

relational leadership as having “four main conceptual threads… leadership is a way of being-in-

the-world; encompasses working out, dialogically, what is meaningful with others; means 

recognizing that working through differences is inherently a moral responsibility; and involves 

practical wisdom” (p. 1433). 

 

Figure 6.2. Relational Leadership from a constructionist perspective. 
 

Constructionist Relational Leadership Themes  

In the previous section, I provided an overview of some of the conventional leadership 

approaches that represent an essentialist “commonsense” of both practitioners and researchers 

(Kezar, 2004a). In this section we turn to focus on relational leadership themes. While there are 

many approaches and angles for constructing relational leadership through a constructionist lens, 
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there are a few important common characteristics that seem to unite most researchers. The three 

items I highlight below—focus on language and narratives, not being leader-centric, and 

leadership as a co-constructed reality—will demonstrate how the constructionist relational 

leadership view diverges from the mainstream ways of thinking about leadership.  

A relational approach to leadership resonates well with a constructivist view because it 

sees the world and reality as constructed in and through social interactions with each other 

(Hosking, 2011a). One idea that Cunliffe and Eriksen (2011) point out is: 

Relational leadership is not a theory or model of leadership, it draws on an  
intersubjective view of the world to offer a way of thinking about who leaders are in-
relation to others (human beings, partners) and how they might work with others within 
the complexity of experience. Relational leadership means recognizing the entwined  
nature of our relationships with others. (p. 1434) 

Organizational Discursive Analysis (ODA) 

One of the hallmarks that unites most discursive leadership scholars is that they all have 

been influenced by the linguistic turn. In this way, the discursive scholars view language as not a 

fixed representation of reality, but rather constitutive of reality. In this paradigm, language is 

more generative than descriptive (Fairhurst, 2007, 2009; Rorty, 1992). Discursive leadership 

scholars are interested in the specifics, in the specific context that makes a leader say and act in 

that unique way. Unlike the more mainstream leadership scholars, they are not interested in 

forming comprehensive and generalizable theories. They are content with delving deeply into the 

analysis of talk in organizational settings.  

Fairhurst and Uhl-Bien (2012) describe organizational discourse analysis (ODA) as 

having three dimensions.  

ODA is interactional because it can study leadership-as-it-happens, a relationship made 
possible only through the sequential flow of social interaction. It is relational in that it 
sees leadership not as a solitary activity, but as people co-creating a relationship as they 
interact. Finally, ODA is contextual in that it has the capacity to incorporate social 
context into leadership research in various ways. (p. 43) 
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Researching ODA in the context of relational leadership and reading some of this 

research made me more aware of the ways in which power, hierarchy and dominance are 

displayed just in the mundane staff meetings that I attend each week. On a leadership team of 

seven people, two are females and it’s clear that the men dominate most of the conversations. 

Even when the women try to make a point, they have less “air time” and the discussion is 

quickly dropped, while the senior leader in the group continues to push his agenda in the 

meeting. Observing the room and myself interacting has provided a new perspective in seeing 

the difference between high quality interactions and exchanges and low-quality, power-driven 

interactions (Fairhurst, 2007).  Tourish and Barge (2010) suggest that leadership from a social 

constructionist lens encompasses multiple ways of observing and assessing interactions and 

dialogue in organizations.   

To study leadership must be to study voice, power, words, discourse—and not just those 
of the elite. Leaders have no divine right to rule over followers. Rather, the challenge is 
to delineate the limits of their power, to explore the sense-making processes whereby this 
power is enacted in the minds and lives of leaders and followers alike, to ascertain what it 
is that holds people enthralled by flawed visions and dysfunctional leaders, and to 
question continually and challenge the legitimacy of a leader-centric view of the social 
world we inhabit. (Tourish & Barge, 2010, pp. 324-325) 
 

Language and Narratives  

Fairhurst and Grant (2010) suggest social constructionists believe “language does not 

mirror reality; rather it constitutes it. Seen in this light, communication becomes more than a 

simple transmission; it is a medium by which the negotiation and construction of meaning takes 

place” (p. 174).  One of the main points that most relational leadership scholars tend to focus on 

or emphasize is the importance of language, interpretations, and discourse in observing 

leadership in organizations. In much of the literature I reviewed, language was described as 

constitutive of the co-created social reality among leadership actors (Barge, 2001; Barge & 
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Little, 2002; Grint, 2000). Human beings are meaning-making organisms. We are always 

embedded in language and use it to observe, assess, perceive and create meaning out of our 

social reality.  Since the linguistic turn, constructionists have written about the many ways that 

language not only describes what goes on in organizations, but it is also the way we construct our 

social life. Shotter and Cunliffe (2003) use the term, “managers as practical authors” (p. 15) to 

highlight the importance of language. Kezar et al. (2006) describe a key difference between 

constructionist and traditional approaches to studying leadership: “To understand leadership, 

language and discourse become primary sites for examining perceptions and views.  [Researches 

do this by shifting their] methodological emphasis to the words of leaders and followers as well 

as observe the interactions between individuals in leadership context” (p. 21).  

 As a practitioner, embedded in organizations, each day I witness that what appears for me 

as leadership is always centered in language and conversations (text and con-text) (Dachler & 

Hosking, 1995). Another way of saying this is leadership is conversations and interactions in a 

specific social context. Without conversations, nothing gets done, since conversations are 

required for communication and coordination between two or more people (Carroll, Levy, & 

Richmond, 2008). So using language effectively and cultivating the ability to create meaningful, 

relevant, and valuable narratives is an important practice that is linked to the core principles of 

constructionist leadership (Cunliffe & Eriksen, 2011).  

As I discovered in my research, language can be used to create open spaces for dialogue 

to occur, or it can be used to dominate and silence voices of others while amplifying the voice of 

the leader in the group. Gergen (1995) and other constructionists emphasize the importance of a 

“reflexive dialogue” as an approach for disclosing taken-for-granted assumptions, which can be 
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hidden far below the surface. For constructionists, reflexive dialogue is crucial to both studying 

leadership as well as for the leadership actors in organizations. 

Avoiding Leader-Centric Approaches  

 Another common theme of most relational leadership approaches is they avoid the 

mainstream leader-centric ways of theorizing and discourse. Fairhurst and Grant (2010) write 

that constructionist scholars “eschew a leader-centric approach in which the leader’s personality, 

style, and/or behavior are the primary (read, only) determining influences on follower’s thoughts 

and actions” (p. 175). Unlike what I described with transformational leadership or with servant 

leadership, constructionists look elsewhere for the leadership process. In my research, I have 

observed a continuum where some researchers are more radical than others (see Meindl, 1995). 

Because leaders are not the primary focus, the follower’s perspective is emphasized and explored 

more deeply as a key component of how leadership is co-constructed. (More on this in the 

following section.) There is a greater interest in how followers are: (a) an integral part of the 

leadership process (Cunliffe, 2011); and, (b) how followers make sense of their organizational 

context and those who are in formal leadership roles (Meindl, 1995). In short, the followers’ 

perspective is elevated as an important location or site for observing the leadership process. It is 

not an afterthought or secondary to the individual leader (e.g., opposed to entity or essentialist 

thinking). This is a key differentiation between the traditional leadership orthodoxy and the more 

constructionist, critical perspectives on leadership. As I will describe in a later section, some 

leadership scholars would rather do away entirely with the very idea of a “leader,” as they see it 

as social construction with a long history that is oppressive and dominating (Gergen, 2009).  
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Leadership as a Co-Constructed Reality  

Similar to the first characteristic of rejecting a leader centric view, constructionist 

researchers maintain: 

leadership as a co-constructed reality, in particular, the processes and outcomes of 
interaction between and among social actors. Communicative practices—talk, discourse, 
and other symbolic media—occasioned by the context are integral to the processes by 
which the social construction of leadership is brought about. (Fairhurst & Grant, 2010, 
p. 175)  

Table 6.2 is a listing of words and phrases that describe the different orientations.  

This is yet another major departure from conventional leadership theories where the focus 

and premium is placed on the leaders’ traits and personal qualities. Grint (2000) suggests that 

leadership is attributional, as in the eye-of-the-beholder, as opposed to an objective phenomenon 

that can be empirically studied in a lab. Grint (2000) argues that in most organizations, “what 

counts as a ‘situation’ and what counts as the ‘appropriate’ way of leading in that situation are 

interpretive and contestable issues, not issues that can be decided by objective criteria” (p. 3).  

I found Gergen’s (2009) explanation of relating and relational leadership to be helpful. 

Since most readers who have a background in entity thinking would relate to the traditional way 

of understanding it. Gergen (2009) writes,  

virtually all faculties traditionally attributed to the internal world of the agent—reason, 
emotion, motivation, memory, experience, and the like—are essentially performances 
within relationship…in all that we say and do, we manifest our relational existence. From 
this standpoint, we may abandon the view that those around us cause our actions. Others 
are not the causes nor we their effects. Rather, in whatever we think, remember, create, 
and feel, we participate in relationship. (p. 397)  

Gergen makes a bold claim about the centrality of relationships in all of our human dimensions. 

Relational leadership from a constructionist perspective raises the question of how leaders really 

lead. In other words, can leaders lead if the followers are unwilling to follow, or do the leaders 
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lead where the followers want to be lead? How powerful is that interaction and relationship 

between leaders and followers?  

Table 6.2  

Relational Leadership Terms From a Constructionist and Entity Perspectives 

Constructionist Constructs Entity Constructs 

Context-bound (local) Individuality 

Movement and Fluidity Independence 

Social Embeddedness Rationality 

Collective Dimensions; Social 

Practices/Experiences 

Agency 

Relational Practices Behaviors 

Communication; Conversation Attributes 

Organizing Conversations, Actions 

and Interactions 

Experience 

Situated Motivation 

Language & Discourse Focused on Things 

Task, Place and Time Cause and Effect 

Shared Responsibility  

Reality as co-created Subject-Object 

Sense-making and storytelling  

Ethics and Morally responsive Value-Free 

 

Summary  

In this section I described some of the common themes amongst constructionist 

leadership scholars. Language, narratives and discourse were highlighted as the site of leadership 
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inquiry. This is a significant departure from the traditional leadership orthodoxy where 

behaviors, traits, and personality of the leader are evaluated and dissected in great detail. In 

addition, I described the way constructionist scholars eschew a leader-centric view, and focus 

more on leadership as an intersubjective, interpretive experience. Finally, I explore the common 

theme that leadership is viewed as a co-constructed social reality. It is not performed in a 

vacuum. Having established some of the common characteristics of social constructionist 

leadership approaches, in the next section I will provide a summary of my research on several 

leadership theories and how they have contributed to towards my understanding as a scholar -

practitioner. 

In this section I offered a reflection on relational leadership and DevOps. As I was 

studying social constructionism and relational leadership in my doctoral program, I was 

grappling with technology management breakdowns (Heidegger, 1966) in my corporate role. 

There was an “aha” moment when I began to see the connection between reframing what it 

means to be a leader and leadership in general with the grassroots movement of DevOps. At that 

point, I recognized that there were “dying cows” that needed a new solution. As I will describe in 

the next chapter, I have used my first-hand lived experience along with the scholarly research to 

craft some specifically relational leadership practices that are aimed at specifically helping 

technology leaders cope and adapt to the changing world of technology management. It is my 

hope that by presenting the practices that have been most helpful in my own journey as a 

practitioner-scholar, that others might be able to learn the fundamental practices and apply them 

in their own unique way to their own work context. The next chapter will be dedicated to 

exploring these practices.  
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Chapter VII: Relational Leadership Practices 

Failure of existing rules is the prelude to a search for new ones… The significance of 
crises is the indication they provide than an occasion for retooling has arrived. 

(Kuhn, 1970, pp. 68, 76) 

I begin this chapter by summarizing the ground I have covered so far, as well as 

introduce the concept of a personal theory of practice, or what Raelin (2003, 2007) calls 

Leadership-as-Practice (LAP), which is consistent with a constructionist relational leadership 

approach that I have explored the previous chapter.  This scholarly personal narrative has been 

fueled by the many difficulties and breakdowns associated with managing complex IT systems in 

functional silos. I, along with many in the IT industry, have experienced a form of corporate 

suffering, which often included operating in high pressure situations, sleep deprivation, and 

mentally taxing situations. Sometimes my manager showed appreciation and offered 

encouraging words during the stressful long nights. However, the situations shifted from just a 

bad day in the office to suffering when a manager would become angry about an outage and 

berate the team. As Kuhn wrote, it was during these times of failures when anger, hostility, and 

criticism created a desire in me to search for new ways of managing.  My study has been an 

opportunity to contribute to both the scholarship and to practitioners by articulating leadership 

practices for DevOps that are underpinned by relational leadership principles.  My inquiry has 

enabled me to use my training as an IT professional, my education, and experience as a 

technology leader to present a new vision of relational leadership for DevOps. 

As a social constructionist thinker, I conceptualize DevOps as a conversation that 

continues to morph and evolve amongst its practitioners. This conversation is dynamic and is 

dialogically-responsive to what the practitioners are facing. Much like open source software, 

DevOps is not owned or controlled by a single entity. The entire community of people is 
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contributing to evolving DevOps to meet the unfolding business and technology challenges. My 

primary objective and focus of this study has been to explore how a DevOps management 

philosophy and practices derived from a social constructionist perspective might help 

practitioners save the dying cows in their work context. Kim (2014) writes: 

The obstacles facing DevOps adoption may be marginalized as merely “technology 
problems”—however, business leaders who do so put themselves in grave risk. 
Transforming the IT value stream by adopting DevOps methods will likely result in a 
productivity surge as large, or larger, than the manufacturing revolution 30 years ago, 
making this one of the most important and urgent business problems of our age. 
(para. 15) 

Similarly to Kim’s quote, I see DevOps as extending beyond just technology problems, 

thus requiring a relational leadership approach as a way of being. One of the main components of 

my dissertation is to share my stories with hope that my vision of leadership practices for 

DevOps will help create new and stronger communities out of the ideas and concepts I have 

created in this document. 

Throughout my scholarly personal narrative, I have made the case that something terrible 

has been unfolding in most IT departments. This is mostly due to the top-down, classic 

bureaucracy of the forgotten industrial age. In that era, knowledge was limited and controlled by 

a few “great men” in the organization, where a hierarchical structure, well-defined roles, policies 

and procedures were a necessity.  Technology has changed the nature of the organization, and 

now most people working in a modern organization are “knowledge workers,” which often 

means they know their work the best, and have the necessary skills and tools to achieve the 

desired outcome. This shift has only accelerated in IT, with the rise of the Internet, and the post-

PC era, delivering software through the Internet at scales that were never seen before. In my 

narrative, I have used the term “dying cows in IT.”   The practices that I will share here reflects 

the following understanding of the role of managers:  
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Managers are no longer the self-appointed hubs of information, and their insistence on 
controlling the transfer of knowledge can only impede the workflow. What is required 
from management is the support services and tools necessary to help those on the front 
line of service do their jobs more effectively. Accordingly, managers and supervisors take 
on such new roles as consultants, facilitators, coaches, team-builders, and coordinators.  
(Raelin, 2007, p. 9)  

My inquiry should not be understood as being “anti-management.” I am a manager and I still 

recognize the need for organization and structure. Rather than a polemic against all forms of 

management and leadership, or “boss-bashing,” My interest is to introduce practices that change 

the conversation about how managers in technology should be. One of the underlying 

assumptions of a practice-based approach is that “No one knows the practice better than the 

practitioner who must in relation to others negotiate and arrange the objects of his or her own 

practice” (Raelin, 2007, p. 10).  

In this chapter, it is not my objective to develop a comprehensive set of practices and 

strict prescriptions, or a formula that will work in every situation and under all circumstances. 

That would be the antithesis of a constructionist relational leadership perspective and what I have 

set out to do in my SPN study. What I hope to produce and articulate here are some practice 

patterns that have worked well for me, in my work context across several different companies. 

My most recent role as senior vice president of operations allowed me to further clarify and 

refine my thinking about these practices. Over the past year, I have engaged with my managers, 

my peers and team members in different conversations and I have continued to observe how 

these practices create new space for innovation, collaboration and overall better business results.  

In this section, I also offer the process for developing one’s personal theory of practice (Jarvis, 

1999). I refer to them as practice patterns because they have a recurrent nature. They have 

become patterns that I have been able to recognize. They are patterns that seem to produce 

similar outcomes, recurrently.  I do not make the claim they are comprehensive or the only set of 
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practices that work. I think any relational leader who wants to engage with these sorts of 

practices, needs to approach them from a perspective of humility, and an intention to experiment 

and learn.  

This chapter is divided into three primary sections. In the first section, I offer the 

background of what I mean by practices and discuss the theoretical foundations of the concept of 

practices. I follow Raelin’s (2007) presentation, as well as Flyvbjerg’s (2001) interpretation of 

what Aristotle conceived as episteme, technè and phrónēsis. I focus on practices as phrónēsis. 

My thinking has also been influenced by Jarvis (1999) who explored the notion of the 

practitioner-researcher. In his work, he “conceptualizes theory, arguing that all practitioners 

generate their own personal theories” (Jarvis, 1999, p. xii). In section two, I outline and provide 

an overview of the practices that I have learned and began applying as part of my own work 

effort to move the technology organization towards DevOps principles. These practices include 

maintaining a connection, integrity, dialogical process, learning, and reflexivity. In the final 

section of the chapter, I offer reflections on the importance of finding a good workplace, an 

environment that is supportive of applying these practices and also offer a perspective about the 

changing tides in corporate America. I use a recent situation at Apple as an example of the small 

changes that are taking place, where companies are thinking beyond next quarter’s financial 

goals.  

Locating Practices: Technè, Épistémè, and Phrónēsis 

My research led me to a more philosophical understanding of the different forms of 

knowledge and how they might apply in various domains. Aristotle classified forms of 

knowledge into three distinctions: technè, epistémè, and, more importantly, phrónēsis.  In this 

section, I describe the different forms of knowledge and their meaning. In my discussion I hope 
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to link phronesis to the relational leadership practices, which I will describe in the next section of 

this chapter.  

Épistémè (“Scientific Knowledge”) 

Épistémè means “to know” in Greek. This is the kind of knowledge that is gained from 

reading articles, books, as well as lectures on the works of leadership theorists. This knowledge 

is explicit, in the sense that one can be “tested” on it. For example, over the past few years of 

leadership studies, I can now articulate the different schools of thought in leadership theorizing, 

and explain the differences.  I can begin with trait theory, great man theory, transformational and 

transactional leadership, leader-member exchange, and the romance of leadership. This form of 

knowledge is good, required, and is fundamental to being an educated person. In technology 

management, there is a tremendous amount of episteme that is grounded in electrical engineering 

and computer science discourses. Flyvbjerg (2001) writes, “episteme concerns universals and the 

production of knowledge which is invariable in time and space, and which is achieved with the 

aid of analytical rationality” (pp. 55-56). Episteme is also relatively inexpensive to collect, learn 

and transmit. One of the reasons why the Internet is so revolutionary is that it has democratized 

episteme on a global scale. A poor boy in the heart of “garbage city” in Cairo can access a 

lecture delivered by an award-wining Yale professor for free. To paraphrase Friedman (2005), 

the world is flat because technology has democratized episteme.  

Technè (Skill and Craft Knowledge)  

The Greek word for technè translates to craftsmanship, craft, or art.  This form of 

knowledge is less about what is in one’s head and more about what can be done that is 

embodied.  This means that my body has to perform something for it to be technè. For example, I 

have developed my technè in the field of IT infrastructure. With this form of knowledge, I can 
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build a computer, install the necessary software, and publish applications so that the server can 

run a website and a blog site. While I am less “hands-on” now, I still have the embodied technè 

that I can recall when it is needed. One of the main features of technè is that it requires practicing 

the craft (Gladwell, 2011).  It’s not something that one catches, like the flu. Flyvbjerg (2001) 

writes, “The objective of technè is application of technical knowledge and skills according to a 

pragmatic instrumental rationality, what Foucault calls ‘a practical rationality governed by a 

conscious goal’” ( p. 56). In the Ph.D. program, I had to practice to gain technè knowledge to be 

able to succeed in the program. For example, if I don’t know how to conduct a literature review, 

critique an article, or format a paper using the American Psychological Association (APA) 

guidelines, the journey ahead is going to be far more difficult.  

Phrónēsis (Practical Wisdom)  

Phrónēsis means practical wisdom in Greek. Not sure if Aristotle would approve of my 

definition, but I see phrónēsis as cultivating “street smarts.” Phrónēsis includes the effective use 

of episteme and technè in real life situations. Again, Flyvbjerg (2001) makes the following 

distinction, “Whereas episteme concerns theoretical know why and technè denotes technical 

know how, phrónēsis emphasizes practical knowledge and practical ethics. Phronesis is often 

translated as ‘prudence’ or ‘practical common sense’” (p. 56). Phrónēsis requires being a critical 

thinker, a reflective and reflexive person. One must be able to look at whole systems and 

challenge what is easily taken for granted. Phronesis is the sort of practical wisdom that 

scrutinizes statements like “This is the way it’s always been around here” or “it is what it is.”  

Drucker has been quoted as saying the difference between a manager and leader is that the 

“manager does things right, while leaders do the right things” (Cohen, 2009, p. 57). As I reflect 

back on my scholarly journey, I see that developing phrónēsis is the goal of getting an education 
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and becoming a scholarly-practitioner. Regarding the connection between phrónēsis and the idea 

of the scholar-practitioner, McClintock (2004) writes,   

Most of all, the ideal of the scholar-practitioner embodies and displays wisdom: The 
concept of wisdom captures the essence of the ideal of the scholar practitioner, in that it 
represents an integration of cognitive, affective, and behavioral dimensions. The work of 
wisdom for a scholar practitioner requires alternating between the abstract and the 
observable, questioning what is taken for granted and overlooked, complicating with 
unexpected findings, and simplifying with new interpretations. These intellectual and 
social skills require multiple forms of intelligence and are manifested through principled 
and ethical action. Nurturing the capacity for wisdom is the goal of education and lies at 
the heart of the scholar practitioner ideal. (p. 396)  

This chapter is about my understanding of practices as phronesis, the practical wisdom in 

a DevOps environment. I shared the three forms of knowledge because I believe they all serve a 

purpose and needed. However, what is often missing is the focus on cultivating the necessary 

practices that allow people to embody phrónēsis.  

Theories-In-Use and Espoused Theories 

The stories of breakdowns and challenges in IT management that I have shared in my 

study shed light on the distinction drawn by Argyris and Schon (1978) between what they call 

theories-in-use and espoused theories. They suggest,  

When someone is asked how he would behave under certain circumstances, the answer 
he gives is his espoused theory of action for that situation. This is the theory of action to 
which he gives allegiance, and which, upon request, he communicates to others. 
However, the theory that actually governs his actions is his theory-in-use, which may or 
may not be compatible with his espoused theory; furthermore, the individual may or may 
not be aware of the incompatibility of the two theories. (pp. 6-7) 

Many of the same leaders that offer their particular espoused theories of action during 

employee gatherings, or in front of Human Resources, behave differently when confronted with 

the high stress of outages and issues, and when no one but their subordinates are looking. I am 

wondering if the differences between what is espoused and what actually happens is somehow 

connected to phrónēsis. In other words, without being able to cultivate certain practices, when a 
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situation arises that requires an immediate response, the person is unable to react. Argyris labeled 

this “action science” (Argyris, Putnam, & Smith, 1985). 

Jarvis (1992) reminds us that practice and practical knowledge are “individual, personal, 

subjective, and dynamic” (p. 133).  Although my personal theory of practice is subjective and 

dynamic, it is not entirely unique so that other technology professionals would find it 

unworkable. This is because, as I have shared my personal narrative throughout the previous 

chapters, most of the technology professionals are stuck in similar “traditions” of coping with the 

problems of their industry. That tradition has generated similar sets of process, procedures, and 

the current discourses of how to manage infrastructure. I have adapted the Figure 7.1 from Jarvis 

(1999) because it powerfully demonstrates the process that I have followed along the journey of 

studying, reflecting and developing a set of practices that have helped me deal with the 

breakdowns, the “dying cows,” of IT management. 
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Figure 7.1. The process for developing the personal theory of practices. Adapted from The 
Practitioner-Researcher: Developing Theory from Practice (p. 134), by P. Jarvis, 1998, Boston, 
MA: John Wiley & Sons. Copyright 1998 by John Wiley & Sons. Adapted with permission. 

 

Step 1: There is usually some experience of a breakdown that occurs in a specific 

situation. Example, “My team is unable to get the cooperation it needs to solve ongoing 

problems in production. Without engineering’s help, the team will suffer long nights and many 

disruptions.”  

Step 2: Breakdowns cause people to reflect, because it makes that which was transparent 

(in the background of experience) rise to the surface. Learning and reflection on current practices 

and what has been taken for granted prior to the breakdown.  Example: Why do I only engage 

my peer when there is a crisis and emotions are running high? Why do I begin by complaining 

about the lack of cooperation and essentially blame the engineering team? How are others 

solving this type of problem?  
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Step 3: By learning and reflecting on the breakdown and assessing current assumptions 

and practices, new knowledge, practices and approaches to addressing the breakdown are 

introduced and integrated, forming new ways of being. Example: By developing a 

cross-functional team that owns the entire problem, both operations and engineers become 

accountable to solve the customer problem and focus on delivering a higher quality service 

Step 4: New knowledge and practices becomes part of the personal theory of practice that 

is unique and dynamic. Those new practices are tested in Situation 2, the next breakdown. 

Example: As new teams are formed, or as the leader in this examples moves to a new work 

context, they would be able to recognize this patter and either apply it or modify it to adapt to the 

new situation or breakdown. As I have shared in previous chapters, when the external 

environment is stable, this process is not as important, because whatever set of practices that 

were learned as a novice IT professional can be maintained over long periods of time.  However, 

in a constant state of change, and when new disruptive technologies are being introduced each 

day, this process of developing a personal theory of practices becomes vital for effectively 

leading into the unknown. 

Relational Leadership and Personal Theory of Practice 

Before describing each of the practices (See Figure 7.2 for an overview), I would like to 

offer the following observations:  

1. These practices are connected to a real-world context; they are not detached from 

what happens in everyday interactions at work. I have worked hard to not idealize the 

practices or the interactions, so they may sound mundane and ordinary situations.    

2. I have been developing my personal theory of practice and trying out how these 

practices fit in my context. As Figure 7.1 shows, as the situations and conversations 
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change, there is often a direct link with the practice and it is dialectical process. As 

Cunliffe (2009a) has suggested, we “shape and are shaped by our experience as we 

talk and interact with others” (p. 140).  

3. Like any conversation, this is an evolving domain, hence I offer these practices as the 

beginning, and certainly not the last word. This makes this work challenging because 

there is always an expectation and an end. A clean finish, wrapped up in a bow. 

However, as I mentioned elsewhere, leadership is a messy business. There are times 

when I feel like I am doing a great job helping shape a progressive and enlightened 

organization, and other times I experience breakdowns that cause me to doubt my 

approach, philosophy, and these practices.  Part of the integrity of this work is to 

expose the vulnerabilities as well as the successes. This is also what I believe how 

leadership actors should be around their teams, which makes them more human and 

authentic.  

Practice # 1 Learning to Learn 

I begin with learning because I believe this to be the most fundamental and required 

practice in today’s rapidly changing economy. Without fostering and cultivating the practice of 

being a dedicated learner, not much of the other practices will make a difference. This is because 

new ideas, concepts, tools, services, and products are being invented and introduced daily. New 

conversations are constantly evolving in the marketplace. How does one cope with that level of 

change without first being an expert at learning new distinctions and practices (Argyris, 1991). 

From a DevOps perspective, the teams that are most productive are the ones that are able to 

continually learn and expand their capacities to take effective actions. Many relational leadership 
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scholars, as well as others, have suggested that learning plays a crucial role in the work of 

leadership (Cunliffe, 2009b; Grint, 2007).  

 

 

Figure 7.2. Five practices that form the foundation of my personal theory of practice. 
 

President John F. Kennedy (1962) wrote, “Leadership and learning are indispensable to 

each other” (para. 2). I started with learning as a practice because it is the starting place for being 

a relational leader. I have continued to be amazed at the need to learn many different forms of 

knowledge to support a DevOps shift; from learning about new tools and technologies to 

learning new distinctions from the other departments in the organization, as in operations 

learning about the software development process and software developers learning about how to 
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manage and administer systems in a production environment. Raelin (2004) has offered several 

characteristics of what constitutes a learning practice: 

They commit to their own and other’s continuous learning-in-action, freely exchanging 
knowledge; They develop a personal self-consciousness that values reflexive self-
awareness, develops insight, and engenders a commitment to examine their own 
defensive reactions that may inhibit learning; they develop the capacity to make 
contextually relevant judgments; They develop a peripheral awareness of others; They 
extend time to their colleagues, to listen to them and to suspend their own beliefs during 
precious moments of empathy; They develop a systemic perspective that understands 
organizations as an integrated set of relationships, not as bastions of isolated expertise. 
(p. 134) 
   

Learning to Learn: Cultivating a Growth Mindset 

Learning does not have to occur in the traditional manner as seen in the surrounding 

culture, but may pull from other cultures, traditions, and external discourses. Relational leading 

and learning are connected. Being a relational DevOps leader is a commitment to being a 

beginner and embracing a mood of humility. This is why it’s important that leaders cultivate a 

growth mindset, rather than a fixed mindset that is shutdown to learning and reflection. Dweck’s 

(2006) theory on learning explains the difference:  

Believing that your qualities are carved in stone—the fixed mindset—creates an urgency 
to prove yourself over and over. If you have only a certain amount of intelligence, a 
certain personality, and a certain moral character—well, then you’d better prove that you 
have a healthy dose of them… Growth mindset is based on the belief that your basic 
qualities are things you can cultivate through your efforts… everyone can change and 
grow through application and experience. (pp. 6-7)   

The language that leaders use, the meaning and interpretations made, moods and changing 

emotions, as well as body posture, are all connected to a fundamental state or mindset that can 

either restrict and limit our potential for leadership or invite us to growth and expand our 

abilities, and skills to positively influence others.  

Vaill (1996) wrote about permanent whitewater, to describe a state where leaders, as well 

as technology professionals, are constantly bombarded by new and challenging events in their 
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environments. The answer to surviving and thriving in a world that is constantly changing and 

evolving is learning. Vaill’s definition of learning is relevant to how I conceptualize the DevOps 

relational leader ability to continually stay in a learning-reflective mood: “Learning [is a] change 

a person makes in himself or herself that increases the know-why and/or the know-what and/or 

the know-how the person possesses with respect to a given subject” (Vaill, 1996, p. 21). Given 

the challenges associated with leading high technology organizations, the growth mindset is 

critical for effectively surviving in permanent whitewater.  

Another aspect of leading in the midst of permanent whitewater is to engage in reflective 

practice as a practice of learning. Schon (1983) argued that the positivist, Western and scientific 

approach to learning and thinking has serious gaps. Schon (1983) developed the notion of 

“reflection-in-action” and “reflection-on-action” as an innovative framework to help leaders and 

practitioners engage in a rigorous form of professional practice.  

The practitioner allows himself to experience surprise, puzzlement, or confusion in a 
situation which he finds uncertain or unique. He reflects on the phenomenon before him, 
and on the prior understandings which have been implicit in his behavior. He carries out 
an experiment which serves to generate both a new understanding of the phenomenon 
and a change in the situation. (Schon, 1983, p. 68)  
 
The parable of the boiled frog is a great analogy of the threat that exists when leaders 

stop learning and drift into a fixed mindset. Gradually leaders find themselves cooked, or more 

specifically, irrelevant to the leadership role they once held. The parable of the boiled frog, as 

told by Senge (1990), shares that if a frog is dropped into a large pot of boiling water, it will 

immediately jump out or at least react to the boiling water by trying to escape. However, if the 

same frog is placed in a pot of cold water and the temperature is raised gradually, the frog will 

remain in the pot until it becomes too hot and will eventually die. The reason for this is that the 

frog’s biology does not allow it to sense gradual changes in its environment. The cool water that 
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slowly heats up, feels good to the frog until it is too late. For a DevOps culture, leaders and 

teams must be smarter than a frog. Learning to learn is about continually reflecting, adapting, 

altering, even if the current environment is still comfortable. This simply means that the best 

time to learn may be when everything seems stable and fine.  

The Enemies of Learning   

Learning about and keeping the “enemies of learning” in the background of my intention 

to practice being a learner has been profound.  I have shared these principles as a way to 

sensitize leaders and IT professionals to be aware of the enemies of learning that shutdown 

growth. I give great thanks to Olalla (2004), a noted coach, writer, and teacher, who taught me 

how to see and work with the enemies of learning that hinder reflection and stunt growth. The 

following list is a paraphrase from a seminar taught by Olalla. 

Our inability to admit that we don’t know. From a very young age, humans learn that 

knowing the answers is what gains positive reinforcement from teachers, parents, and adults. 

This learning disability only gets stronger in adulthood, where it’s not safe to admit that we don’t 

know. In certain organizations, the culture pushes people to feel that answers must be known. 

However, admitting a lack of knowledge creates the opening for learning, inquiry and a mood of 

wonder. When I first began to learn about DevOps, I had to first declare I am a beginner in this 

domain and needed to learn about new approaches to running technology that were different 

from the way I was taught to do that work for 20 years.  

The desire for clarity all of the time. This desire for clarity does not allow for an 

opportunity to be in wonder about what is unknown or enter into a mood of inquiry that would 

create a space for learning and reflecting about what is unknown. Relational leaders must create 

the space that makes it okay to not have all of the answer or know exactly what is required in 
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every step of the way. In chapter two, I described the Lean Startup approach to product 

development, which is an iterative approach that begins with the assumption that not having 

clarity about the final deliverable is fine, and through iteration and experimentation with ideas 

and conversations with the clients, clarity is gained. 

Lack of priority for learning – “I don’t have the time.” Getting caught up in the daily 

activities and the need to “just get things done,” can cause many leaders and technology 

professionals to forego the budgeting of the time, money, and energy to learn. Rather than 

continually doing the same thing and expecting a different result, prioritizing learning and seeing 

that learning is not a luxury or a benefit for only the select few. Whenever I experience the “I 

don’t have the time” explanation for not learning, I ask if by learning new practices, how could 

that possible provide more capacity and increase the team’s effectiveness. For example, learning 

to automate software deployments requires learning new skills, tools and practices. It is 

understandable that for most people, operating in “survival mode,” they don’t see they have time 

to take on an additional task, but if that automation was introduced to the environment, the entire 

team would potentially benefit and get more free time to learn and introduce other DevOps 

practices.  

Inability to unlearn. The phrase “The purpose of today’s training is to defeat yesterday’s 

understanding” is relevant in this context. In order to learn and grow, one must learn to unlearn 

certain things. In technology this happens all of the time. Learning to use software development 

methods requires one to unlearn the old practices of manually configuring systems. One of the 

hardest things to learn when making the shift to DevOps is to change the orientation of the team 

from a reactive firefighting team to a proactive team that anticipates, monitors, and alerts on 

issues before they turn in system outages.   
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Confusing learning with acquiring information. Most people would recognize that 

learning to ride a bike is different than learning about riding bikes. Relational Leaders need to 

learn to do and be more, rather than learning about things. Being clear about the difference is 

crucial. 

Practice #2 Reflexivity  

Reflexivity is an intellectual approach that has its roots in postmodernism and critical 

studies, which recognized the significance of the researcher’s role in what is being observed and 

studied. The term has been expanded to refer to a mode of reflection “in which practitioners 

explicitly question the underlying norms of a particular practice and engage in argumentation 

processes in order to agree on revised norms of good practice” (Geiger, 2009, p. 140). Although 

Geiger refers to practice, reflexivity encompasses all of our ways of being and relating to one 

another. Reflexivity is about seeing the interactions, or the interplay between language, 

communication, the local context, meaning, and the associated actions (Barge, 2004).  

I consider reflexivity to be another fundamental practice that has shaped my sense of who 

I am in my pursuit of being a relational leader. Gergen (2008) describes reflexivity as the 

practice of placing “one’s premises into question, to suspend the ‘obvious,’ to listen to 

alternative framings of reality, and to grapple with the comparative outcomes of multiple 

standpoints” (p. 12). For the constructionist this means an unrelenting concern with the blinding 

potential of the “taken-for-granted.”  A recent example of applying the practice of reflexivity 

unfolded as the operations and engineering teams were both working on a tool that would help us 

automate our infrastructure and software code deployments. This is often one of the first steps 

that a company takes towards adopting DevOps practices. I was excited by this project and I felt 

like enough team members were behind it. The challenge was that my team wanted to use a tool 
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that was different from the tool that the engineering team had selected. Both tools had 

stakeholders, and it was becoming clear that the work of automation was being stalled due to the 

conflict of which tool to use in our environment.  

One of the suggestions was to use and maintain both tools. The engineers would keep 

their tool running in all of the non-production environments, and the operations team can use 

their automation to promote code to production and to build systems automatically. I did not like 

this choice, because it felt like a compromise that would create new silos of technology. Not a 

good choice considering the commitment and intention that we had to develop common tools. At 

the same time, I also did not want to dictate what the tool was going to be, which would have 

guaranteed that one team was going to be unhappy with the decision and lose enthusiasm for the 

project of automation. This was a difficult decision and I became unsure about what action to 

take. At the same time, certain team members began escalating the issue with me, essentially 

forcing me to make a decision about the tools so they could move forward with the project. At 

this point, I began to apply what I had learned about being a reflexive leader to see if by entering 

a different type of conversation with myself and others new possibilities for action would show-

up that perhaps were hidden up to this point. 

Reflexivity and Office Space 

Cunliffe has written much about the construct and practice of reflexivity (Cunliffe, 2002; 

Shotter & Cunliffe, 2003). The practice of reflexivity is relevant for beginning to engage and to 

be a participant in being a relational leader. The film Office Space (Judge, 1999) is a good 

illustration of the importance of reflexivity.  Office Space became an instant hit among 

technology workers and the wider public for its portrayal of the misery associated with working 

in an uninspiring corporate work environment.  The film was about three software engineers 
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working in a dysfunctional technology company with incompetent disinterested managers.  Their 

boss was the opposite of a relational DevOps leader, whose very presence caused breakdowns 

and disengagement. The boss behaved in ways that showed no regard for his employees, such as 

asking employees on Friday to come back to the office on Saturday. Eventually, the employees 

find a way to get back at the boss in a comedic plot. What is interesting is how unconnected the 

boss (leader) was to his staff emotionally, socially, and in conversations. As I was reading the 

literature on reflexivity and some of the descriptions in the literature (Barge, 2004; Cunliffe, 

2002), I recalled certain scenes from that film where the interactions were not only 

uncomfortable, but also monological and disconnected. Although the movie was meant to be a 

dramatic comedy, the issues it raised are all too familiar in technology and corporate contexts.   

To practice reflexivity is to linguistically create a space where the other person is 

comfortable and can see the potential for a human connection that allows one to be more open, 

honest, and less reserved (Barge, 2004). The person practicing reflexivity maintains a stance that 

they do not have all of the answers and they must be willing to challenge their own assumptions, 

beliefs, preconceptions, and actions (Cunliffe, 2009b). However, reflexivity does not mean 

leaders become “wonderful” and create such a comfortable environment where no one is willing 

to speak truthfully of the situations. Discomfort can be one of the signs people are being 

reflexive, because they might have to face and ultimately denounce one of their sacred cows. 

Self-reflexivity, according to Cunliffe (2009b), gets at the heart of relational leadership by 

“questioning our ways of being and acting in the world… question our ways of making sense of 

our lived experience, and examine the issues involved in acting responsibly and ethically” 

(p. 93). 
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Practice #3 Maintaining a Connection  

I have shared in previous sections about watching senior managers behave as if they can 

lead from afar and still be effective. As I continue to study and reflect on what it means to be a 

relational leader, I began to practice deeper engagement at the different levels of the 

organization. I refer to this practice as maintaining connection. I first learned about this type of 

relational practice from Aikido, the Japanese martial art. Two things can happen without 

maintaining a proper connection with the person one is engaging with in Aikido. My “moves” 

may not be effective because I have a weak connection with my partner. The other thing that can 

happen is that we hurt each other. I think the same ideas are true in my context of technology 

management setting. Cunliffe (2009a) writes, “managing is about somehow connecting with 

people, recognizing and respecting differences and creating meaning” (p. 140). In this section, I 

offer some of the ways that I have been practicing maintaining connection.  

One of the ways that I have worked to maintain a connection with my own department is 

to simply create an informal space for dialogue. Each Friday morning, I or one of my direct 

reports, buys bagels, donuts, and fruit. We meet in a large conference room and just “catch-up” 

and talk as a team. Everyone in my organization is invited, yet I don’t make it mandatory. I do 

not believe you can force a connection with others and coercing people to enter into the 

conversation is not consistent with my values or the spirit of being a relational leader. I have 

maintained this type of open and collaborative meeting for over a year and the level of 

participation has continued to endure, One of my concerns when I first created this space was 

that it would end after a few weeks, but that has not been the case. I don't think people attend as a 

result of the free food. I think it’s because we have all have a need to make and maintain 

connections with other people in the organization. This weekly gathering has helped me to share 
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and continue to help make sense of what our company is trying to accomplish and how our 

technology operations team is included. I believe maintaining a connection is important for 

forming what Godin (2011) calls a tribe, “A group of people connected to one another, 

connected to a leader, and connected to an idea… people want connection and growth and 

something new” (pp. 1-2). Maintaining a connection also sends an important message that I, as 

the head of the department, care about each individual. It is uncontested that people want to have 

their work mean something. Maintaining a connection allows for deeper meaning and for deeper 

relationships. While not every meeting is fantastic, I have been encouraged by the conversational 

space that is created, and the safe environment, where team members feel they can express 

themselves freely.  

I have also applied the same practice with my peers who are each heads of distinct 

technology and products functions. We created a weekly operating mechanism that we called 

“C4.” The purpose of the meeting was to work to breakdown the organizational silos and to 

agree on how we need to lead our respective organizations to common purpose. In these 

meetings, there are two dynamics going on. First, there is the content of the specific projects and 

technological decisions that we need to make. This is an important dimension of DevOps that 

cannot be understated. The other dynamic is the relational dynamic. Learning to work together. 

Learning to better understand each person’s point of view, while we work on constructing a 

shared view of the future of organizations.  

These are but two examples and I recognize they seem “mundane” (Carroll et al., 2008; 

Chia & Holt, 2006). I recognize there is nothing unique or proprietary about these gatherings. 

From the outside, it looks like people sitting in a conference room or a large meeting room. But 

that is looking at from a Cartesian perspective. From a constructionist relational leadership 
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perspective, the conversations we are having in those different spaces and the shared meaning we 

are developing is making all of the difference between coordinating activities and operating as a 

functional system.  

 One of the pitfalls that leadership actors tend to do is to ignore and act indifferently to the 

people in their organizations. The individual contributors don’t often establish a relationship or a 

connection with the senior leader in an organization. In multiple different work environments 

where I was the middle manager, my team members would often complain that they had not seen 

the head of our organization in months. Often, the top executives felt working and dealing with 

the front line team members was the job of the frontline managers and their middle managers. 

However, I have come to see that if a technology leader wants to change the game and transform 

their organization (whatever that happens to be in their own context), then they must engage 

fully with all members of their organization. I am not aware of any technology that is able to 

replace the in-person conversations between people.  

By maintaining a connection with the teams in the organization, a space is created for 

changing the future that is co-constructed in dialogue with others. The C4 meeting as well as the 

all staff weekly touch points are not solely managed by me. We practice shared leadership, 

where multiple people, both managers and non-managers share ideas, and offer recognition of 

each other’s work. I think that is an important aspect of maintaining a connection. This is not just 

a single connection, but it’s the practice of developing and maintaining connection across the 

network of actors. It is a post-heroic form, not the single charismatic leader dominating all of the 

space that is available in these gatherings. 
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Practice #4 Integrity and Trust: A Constructionist Perspective 

A careful reading of the literature as well as my experience in working with teams has 

demonstrated the importance of integrity and trust as a practice for establishing and maintaining 

a connection with others. This presentation of integrity might sound different from the more 

conventional understandings that become part of many company’s operating values.  One does 

not have to look far to observe what happens in relationships when there is low or no trust 

established. But what exactly is integrity and trust from the standpoint of observing them as 

practices that can be experienced rather than concepts to be understood.  

Relational Integrity 

I see that integrity is another important practice that is closely linked to the use of 

language. Someone who has integrity keeps their word and is consistent about what they say; not 

forgetting the commitments made until they were fulfilled. In my experience, what stops 

relational leadership from occurring is a lack of trust and integrity in the speaker. That kills any 

opportunity for further dialogue and engagement. Cunliffe (2008) suggests, “if we really believe 

our lives are so interwoven then this brings a moral responsibility to speak and act with integrity” 

(p.132). Like other practices that arise out of one’s being, integrity is an ongoing conversation 

that unfolds with others in situations.  

Argyris (1991) perceptively observes, “Put simply, people consistently act inconsistently, 

unaware of the contradiction between their espoused theory and their theory-in-use, between the 

way they think they are acting and the way they really act” (p. 101). Through conducting my 

re-search, I have come to recognize that integrity is fundamental to being a relational leader. 

Jensen describes integrity as someone who is “whole and complete” This is a process that occurs 

when  
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We can honor our word in one of two ways: first, by keeping our word, and on time; or 
second, as soon as we know that we won’t keep our word, we inform all parties counting 
on us to keep our word and clean up any mess that we’ve caused in their lives.                  
(K. Christensen, 2009, p. 16) 

Keeping my word and honoring missing word is the single fastest way to establish trust 

and produce a situation for engaging in higher quality relationship. It is not a surprise that 

employees often distrust their management teams. They can’t always articulate why that is the 

case, but as I speak to my staff and colleagues, the break in trust often happens when the “leader” 

does not keep their word, particularly about major changes within the organization, such as 

layoffs, outsourcing, or moving offices to another state. Sometimes the lack of integrity shows 

up in smaller, more mundane activities where certain promises are made about purchasing a 

technology, sending technical staff to training or a conference, or even making statements about 

supporting a flexible working environment, yet when employees ask to work from home, the 

request is outright denied or the employee feels at risk for suggesting it.  

Since relational leadership from a constructionist perspective is concerned with the 

linguistic turn, keeping one’s word offers a fundamental practice. Leaders who see the need to 

transform their organization to operate using the DevOps approach must proceed by checking 

their integrity and ensuring they are building trust along the way and ensuring that other team 

members are also maintaining their integrity. If the operations team makes a commitment to 

automate the technology built of new virtual systems and then grant access to the development 

team, they have to deliver on that promise and honor their word. In the same way, if the 

development team agrees to provide operational support and participate in the 24x7 on-call 

rotation, then that team has to answer the phone and join calls as needed on the weekend and 

after  hours.  I have experienced a total loss of trust and respect from an operations team when 

they call multiple cell phone numbers, searching for an engineer and are unable to reach anybody 
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for hours. Events like this set the entire organization back because a lack of trust will hold people 

back from sharing and actually helps maintain the siloed organizational structure of the “us vs. 

them” mindset. “Without integrity, the workability of any object, system, person, group or 

organization declines; and as workability de- clines, the opportunity for performance declines” 

(Erhard, Jensen, & Zaffron, 2009, p. 17). 

Keeping integrity is not a  luxury in a DevOps world where high levels of trust are 

required.  As I have been able to demonstrate by exploring the relational leadership literature, as 

well as my narratives, if leadership is based on a dialogical process where people are 

co-constructing the future together, our words and what we speak needs to be whole and 

complete. Our promises and commitments need to be unbroken.  

Reflexivity plays an important role in helping maintain my practice of integrity. I have 

made it a practice to ask basic questions of myself.  

1. Did I make commitments, assertions or promises with the intent to deceive or hide the 

truth?  

2. Did I offer my word and now I know that I cannot honor or keep it in the future?  

3. What are the consequences of the statements I made in this last conversation?  

4. Am I willing to stand by my assertions and defend them?  

5. What’s my response to seeing someone else break their promise to me?  

These are some of the examples where reflexivity helps.  This is consistent with Cunliffe and 

Eriksen’s (2011) notion of relational integrity, which they define as “respecting and being 

responsive to differences, being accountable to others, acting in ways that others can count on us, 

and being able to explain our decisions and actions to others and ourselves” (p. 1444). 
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Practice #5 Confluence: A Dialogical Practice 

One of the main points that most constructionists would agree on is the importance of 

language and discourses that constitute our co-created social reality. As an observer of what goes 

on in organizations, what shows-up for me is conversations. Leadership is conversations. 

Without conversations, nothing gets done, since conversations are required for communication 

and coordination between two or more people (Carroll et al., 2008). Using language effectively 

and cultivating the ability to create meaningful, relevant, and valuable narratives is an important 

practice that is linked to reflexivity (Cunliffe & Eriksen, 2011).  

Language can be used to create open spaces for dialogue to occur, or it can be used to 

dominate and silence voices of others, while amplifying the voice of the leader in the group. In 

relational leadership, the leadership actor is accountable and is self-reflexive about their use of 

language and the way it impacts those who are in the conversation.  

Hersted and Gergen (2013) write, “If the contemporary organization is to thrive, it is 

essential that information, ideas, opinions, and values move freely across the borders that 

otherwise separates the organization from its context” (p. 27).  

We recently purchased and installed a tool called Confluence. This tool was designed to 

allow multiple departments, functions, and teams to interact with each other and share 

information that would otherwise be hidden or remain as “tribal knowledge” with only a few 

individuals. This tool was an example of the importance of sharing information and approaching 

dialogue from a technology perspective. Confluence is defined as “a coming or flowing together, 

meeting, or gathering at one point” (Confluence, n.d.). 

In this section I use the metaphor of confluence as the practice of dialogue that is often 

missing from organizations. Confluence is the idea that multiple voices come or flow together is 
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the very thing that sets apart DevOps from the traditional siloed model of organizational design. 

Dialogue and entering into conversations can take many shapes and forms. In this section I share 

what I have learned and experienced so far in my journey to practice being a relational leader. 

Cunliffe and Eriksen (2011) state,  

Heroic models of leadership are mainly grounded in monologism: based on a single 
authority who is unresponsive to how his/her voice is being received, advocates a 
particular view or ideology, manages meanings and impressions, and aims to get a 
common understanding of his/her pre-established view or vision. (p. 1434) 

Monologue Versus Relational Dialogue  

I was recently talking with one of my employees and I was asking about his work 

experience prior to joining my team. He told me a story that is not uncommon in today’s large 

and complex organizational structures. He told me he began working for a large consulting 

practice that sold managed services to allow companies to outsource entire functions, like the 

helpdesk and desktop support. As he joined the organization, he was informed that he can work 

from home and a new laptop would be shipped to his home address. “I really had two bosses,” he 

said. “One supervisor was really an HR person who helped me with time off, benefits and other 

related things. The other manager was the service delivery manager for the outsourcing deal.”  

He explained that he never met either of his managers, only spoke to them on the phone, 

and even that was often brief and transactional in nature. When he decided to leave and offered 

his resignation, no one responded until just a few days before his last official day at the firm. The 

HR manager called him and apologized for not responding sooner. She then asked him, “I know 

it might be too late to save, but is there anything we can do? The client really likes you and 

would prefer that you stayed on the account.”  
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He politely declined their offer and decided to work at a smaller company.�“It was really 

an odd experience. I was just asked to box the laptop and ship it back. It was seriously that 

impersonal!”  

While this story did not surprise me, it was a great illustration of the challenges facing 

most businesses today. This story illustrates what it feels like to work at a company where there 

is no dialogue between managers and their staff. The practice of dialogue that I share here is 

perhaps the secret ingredient to high performance DevOps teams.  

What has continued to surprise me is the disconnect that exists where most people 

recognize the importance of engaging with one’s clients (Argyris, 1991). When I was consulting, 

my manager would often remind me “if you’re not talking with your customers every day, your 

competitor is.” Why is that important? Conversations with clients, builds trust, loyalty, develops 

understanding, and allows the two parties to build agreements on the future that hopefully will 

lead to a partnership or closing a deal. It is dialogue for coordination and to negotiate action in 

the future. At the same time, the internal relationships and dialogue between teams and across 

the organization is not perceived to carry the same value as the external relational leading that is 

required of sales professionals.  

One of the reasons I have been successful at leading change in my current work 

environment is I have been intentional about asking other leaders to engage in the dialogue about 

what we need to do to be a world-class technology operations organization. Technology 

managers have often suffered and negatively impacted their situation by not including other 

thought leaders from across the different functions which might include legal, human resources, 

finance, as well as engineering, and the product teams. Although I have been told the practice of 
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having other leaders join my staff meeting is rare, I do this because it broadens the conversations 

and brings other important view points, exposing new issues we might not have considered.  

Hosking (2012) suggests dialogue  

is theorized as a slow, open and curious way of relating characterized (a) by a very 
special sort of listening, questioning, and being present; (b) by a willingness to suspend 
one’s assumptions and certainties; and (c) by reflexive attention to ongoing processes and 
one’s own participation. (p. 469)   

My learning about language and experiencing the power of conversations for forming actions 

and everything else has been one of the most exciting and empowering learning experiences in 

my journey. Conversations for Actions is a shorthand for the realm of speaking and listening that 

takes place amongst teams.  

I start with this reflection because much of what I see as high performance delivered by 

my organization is connected with an ability to co-create our future and establish a shared 

mission and vision by having conversations; not once or twice, but recurrently as we make and 

share and clarify meaning. The leader that wants to hold an annual or quarterly all-hands and 

hopes that everyone will just “get” the message and jump into action will continue to be 

disappointed by the results. 

Much of the work of relational leadership has articulated this concept that leadership 

happens in conversations. If that is the case, then what happens when leaders are busy 

responding to emails, withdrawn from their team and not engaged in conversation across the 

organization. I consider the work of responding to emails, approving purchases, and attending 

status meetings to be the work of administration, but not leadership. Administrative work is 

required, but that should be considered as the “price of entry” for leadership actors. 
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“Shifting Conversations, Shifting Reality, and Context”  

It was early April and we had a big celebration; it was the end of our first fiscal quarter, 

and we had an incredibly challenging 90-day stretch. During an all staff meeting, the president 

spoke about how well the technology team was performing and spoke of the many projects and 

“value” we had delivered over the last quarter. This meeting was held with all 3,000 employees, 

listening and watching the web conference presentation. It was a good day for my colleagues and 

me, so we celebrated by going to a nearby brewery. We had good conversations and we reflected 

on both the difficulties of our work, and also the recognition when things go well.  Just a few 

short weeks later, we were thrown into a crisis (breakdown) and the many different actors 

(including me) shifted from thriving into survival mode. The only “thing” that happened between 

these two situations or context was a single meeting that started early, at 4A.M. with the same 

president of the company. Afterwards, I sat in astonishment at how fast the reality had changed, 

and again, we found ourselves in the same brewery, except this time we were lamenting at how 

bad things have gotten and how do we get out of this “cycle of despair.” Cunliffe (2011) 

describes this shifting as “social reality relative to interactions between people in moments of 

time and space.” (p. 654).  

Much of my thinking lately has revolved around how leaders use language to make 

meaning and create narratives in interactions with their teams. Some leaders are able to construct 

nasty situations for their teams, as when a leader declares, “We are too busy and have too many 

projects need to be completed before the end of the year. Unfortunately, this means no training or 

conferences for the staff.” A sense of urgency was just created, which can sometimes be good to 

energize a department (e.g., Kotter, 1995; Kotter & Schlesinger, 2008), but another dangerous 

narrative was also communicated, which is “I don’t really care about your professional 
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development and the time you need to improve your skills.” I have also seen the same 

mechanisms play out in such a way that conversations create new hope, energy, inspiration and 

greater commitment to achieve the company’s objectives. Although this is my stance as a 

scholarly-practitioner, I am still learning, developing and refining my thinking regarding how I 

see the nature of being in a social context.  

Where You Practice Might Be as Important as What You Practice 

One important assumption that I bring to these relational leadership practices that I would 

like to make explicit is that, as technology leaders and technology employees, we are free to 

choose our workplace and the environment and culture that we want to participate in. As obvious 

as this might seem, I came to this realization one evening as I was practicing reflexivity. It was 

during a time that I was doubting the impact I was having across the organization to help make 

the environment more consistent with my values and a desire to create a workplace where people 

are not being disrespected in undignified ways. As I was thinking about why I was not making 

progress, I suddenly came to a horrible conclusion: I was being used to sustain a culture that was 

in direct conflict with who I wanted to be as a technology leader.  If my presence in the 

organization was going to legitimize, or help bad leadership practices and behavior that were not 

promoting my values, then I should hold myself accountable and see myself as part of the 

problem rather than solution. Martin Luther King, Jr. (1988) said, “The ultimate measure of a 

[person] is not where he stands in moments of comfort and convenience, but where he stands at 

times of challenge and controversy” (p. 49). 

That idea was both liberating and scary. I recognized my presence in the organization 

was not going to help improve the culture. It was actually having the opposite effect by 

sustaining and supporting a management philosophy and approach that was simply inconsistent 
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with the relational leader that I wanted to be. Maturana and Valera (1987) talk about the 

“knowledge of knowledge compels” (p. 244). I began to work through a process of reflection and 

action. I remember coming home and sharing with my wife my decision and my plan for exiting 

from my work environment and taking as much time as I needed to discover the right 

organization and leadership philosophy that would be aligned with my stance and the kind of 

leader that I want to be in the world.  

Fortunately, I was able to find an organization and a team that seemed more consistent 

and open to my approach to leadership. I share this story because my professional progress 

would have been stunted if I had decided to remain in a work environment where I was not able 

to fully express myself and apply these practices in a fulfilling way.  So the first thing an aspiring 

relational leader needs to consider is if the work environment they are in can properly support 

their growth and learning, or perhaps a new organization might better align and thereby 

accelerate the learning. I also recognize that there is no perfect or ideal organization. I have come 

to believe that by better understanding one’s core values, one would be able to find an 

organization that is suited to support them.  

In the 2005 Stanford University commencement, Steve Jobs said,  

Remembering that I'll be dead soon is the most important tool I've ever encountered to 
help me make the big choices in life. Because almost everything — all external 
expectations, all pride, all fear of embarrassment or failure—these things just fall away in 
the face of death, leaving only what is truly important. Remembering that you are going 
to die is the best way I know to avoid the trap of thinking you have something to lose. 
You are already naked. There is no reason not to follow your heart. (para. 18) 

Whenever I hear his speech, I am reminded of how little and precious the time is that we have to 

make a contribution and try to do great things professionally. Selecting the right company to 

work for is probably the single most important career decision. And what’s important is to have 
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the courage to make the necessary corrections when you feel that a management team or the 

culture has lost its way.  

Relational Leadership and Leadership Development 

Although I did not find this explicitly mentioned in the relational leadership literature, I 

have been reflecting on the idea that perhaps a constructionist perspective on relational 

leadership is part of a developmental cycle, where one does not start at the relational leadership, 

but grows into this broader understanding of what it means to be a leadership actor. I say this 

because relational leadership requires competencies and skills that are rare among new 

managers. You need to be able to listen and speak in new ways. This requires a deeper 

sensitivity, reflexivity, and a higher level of awareness. In others words, I am suggesting that 

relational leadership does not just show up without the leadership actors having honed and 

developed themselves in a way that allows them to be effective participants. I believe this is less 

of a critique and more of seeing there is a process that enables leaders to effectively learn and to 

be a person that can carry on this work.  

There are similar parallels with DevOps. Learning how systems operate without the 

automation, configuration management, and deep monitoring is an initial step along a maturity 

cycle. One must begin with the basics first and deliver them consistently, before tackling the 

more complex practices, like operating an application from multiple data centers across the 

globe. From a relational leadership perspective, with education, coaching, and embodying certain 

practices, we can improve our capabilities and capacity to be relational leaders These practices 

have helped me perform in my role and achieve results that have been characterized as 

outstanding by others. While it might appear that I am only focusing on the individual as the 

leader, I don’t restrict that role to people holding a particular title in an organizational hierarchy. 
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Team members can perform in the dance of leadership. So these practices are positioned as a 

starting point for opening the possibilities to enter into a more meaningful relational leadership 

interactions.   

In this research project I followed a path throughout the territory of leadership studies.  I 

began with the premise that our conventional ideas, theories and popular business books have 

presented an outdated approach to significantly place the emphasis on the individual and her 

traits, attributes, and behavior. My experience in several high technology work contexts has 

allowed me to see what many scholars have suggested: the shift to a knowledge-based economy 

has required us to re-think our approach.  

I have also tried to outline the main developments that are occurring in the technology 

department. The DevOps movement has confirmed for me that the world is really changing. The 

DevOps movement is a “post-heroic” approach to running and managing complex technology 

infrastructures, where people work not only in teams, but across disciplines and even across 

different organizations in the pursuit of common goals. The DevOps movement has no leader, 

but lots of people making a contribution to furthering a movement that aims to simplify and 

automate the world’s systems that run and host websites and services.  I shared the connection 

between a social constructionist view of leadership and how relational leadership scholars are 

working to enhance our view of the importance of seeing leadership as a process that occurs in 

between people.  
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Chapter VIII: Implications for Leadership and Change  

UNLESS someone like you cares a whole awful lot, nothing is going to get better. It’s not. 

(Seuss, 1971, p. 58)  

“Relational Connections” 

The birth of my first child, Samuel Alexander, has brought to me many new experiences. 

On July 30th 2011, the night before I was leaving early in the morning to travel for my first PhD 

residency, is when I first learned that my wife was pregnant. The news brought many emotions: 

shock, disbelief, elation, as well as worry. I was faced with a dilemma: do I get on that plane in 

the morning and start my doctoral studies in Leadership and Change, or do I forego, or at least 

put my education off, for a few more years until I can return to a more stable family life.   

Fast forward to a few months ago. We are watching the animated film, The Lorax, and I 

hear that famous Dr. Seuss quote: “Unless someone like you cares a whole awful lot, nothing is 

going to get better. It’s not.” At that point it occurred to me that my Ph.D. journey, as well as the 

dissertation, was an expression of my caring about my practice as a technology leader and 

concern for uncovering new practices in an effort to improve what I see as the dying cows in my 

industry. My relationship with my son, and now baby daughter, continues to teach me what it 

means to be a relationally responsive human being. As I described in the previous chapter, 

integrity is about being whole and complete. Constructing a life that has integrity across the 

different domains (i.e. family, work, education, play, etc.) has continued to be a focus for me. 

When all of the wheels of life are aligned, there is a greater chance at delivering higher 

performance. 

Fast forward yet again. It’s Friday afternoon and I have been preparing for this event for 

a few months. As the starting time drew near, I was anxiously watching the clock. With fifteen 
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minutes prior to start time, I left my office to head to the large meeting room where the event 

was going to take place. It was going be the first product and technology symposium of its kind. 

My work in relational leadership and DevOps was the source of my inspiration for creating a 

symposium that would include the different organizations that rarely meet together in this 

capacity outside of an all-company meeting.  I was anxious because I wanted the event to be a 

success and I knew that if I were to continue to help change the organization by breaking down 

silos, people needed to “feel” what it means to operate in a different context that was not entirely 

defined by the team that we belonged to.  

A few moments before I started the meeting, I noticed that my CEO had walked to the 

front row and sat down. He was there before many of my peers and others had arrived. I was 

excited to see him wanting to participate and engage in the experience. As I was welcoming 

everyone and offering some introductory remarks and shared the purpose and expectations of the 

technology symposium, I noticed that the room was filled to capacity and a new row of people 

were now standing in the back.  The concept behind this meeting was to begin increasing our 

capacity to expand the conversation between organizations, and breaking down silos between 

four distinct organizations. It was DevOps at a grander scale than the typical operations working 

alongside engineering. It was a time for members from each department to share insights and 

work they were proud of.  

After each presenter finished there was an opportunity for questions and answers, and this 

is what made me so enthusiastic about what was happening in the room. Different parts of the 

organization were learning from each other and creating new meaning for what we are trying to 

accomplish as a company. Multiple times during the session, with over seventy-five technology 
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professionals in the room, “Ahas” were heard and new understanding about our vision and 

technology capabilities were disclosed in new ways.  

At the end of the presentations, I invited people to continue the conversation over a 

“Happy Hour” that I had sponsored with food, beer, and wine. As I stood there feeling elated as 

people from different departments mingled and delved deeper into the topics that were presented, 

I wondered how powerful the relational leadership concept can be when enacted across the 

organization.  At the end of the event, my CEO pulled me aside and was also very pleased at the 

level of engagement and the quality of the conversation that took place in the room. He finished 

by saying, “We have to keep doing this; this is so important for aligning and staying true to our 

strategy as a company.”  

The planning for the event and the conversations that I had with my peers to collaborate 

and get this event schedule and well attended was a direct reflection of the practices that I have 

learned during my doctoral journey and inquiry into a constructionist relational leadership 

paradigm. Dr. Seuss and Max Van Manen both have hit on a practical truth. This story illustrates 

the types of personal and work transformations that I have experienced while conducting the 

research and writing. By sharing this story, I am hesitant that it smells of a return to the “heroic 

leadership” where I am the single individual doing all of these things and essentially 

manipulating people to behave a certain way. On the contrary, a number of individuals across the 

organization are engaging with me to help improve our ability to collaborate, communicate and 

coordinate action. “leadership is fundamentally more about participation and collectively 

creating a sense of direction than it is about control and exercising authority” (Denis, Langley, & 

Sergi, 2012, p. 254).   
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But this type of transformation must have a beginning, a source that initiates the 

conversation. My assumption is that as people begin to challenge taken-for-granted views of 

what it means to be a leader, they will recognize the power they have and begin to create a new 

linguistic and practical context for themselves to participate in the leadership process.  Ruth 

Behar (1993), the anthropologist, wrote, “Each of us needs to write our lives as an act of personal 

witness” (p. 20). By using my professional and personal life experiences, I have attempted to do 

that in the context of discovering and re-imagining what a relational leadership approach can do 

for people looking to embrace DevOps as a way to transform their organizations.  

Leadership and Change Implications  

Throughout the process of researching and writing my inquiry, I have continued to run 

multiple article and dissertation searches. As of June 2014, I have continued to run multiple 

searches including the terms “DevOps” and “Relational Leadership” and have yet to find any 

other research dealing directly with the topics that I have raised here. Thus, I recognize that my 

study is exploring unchartered territory. One that I hope other practitioner-scholars can use as a 

building block to improve both theoretical and practical (applied) understanding.  This work 

represents what I consider to be researching new and evolving movements in the technology 

industry that will have lasting positive impact on technology workers. This dissertation is the 

first of its kind that explores a constructionist relational leadership approach to DevOps 

management and leadership perspectives.  

I began the dissertation with Davenport’s (1997) quote: 

The state of IT-oriented research is downright dismal.... Much IT oriented research is 
neither comprehensible nor practical.... The journals in which academic IT research is 
published are rarely read by practitioners.... They are often unfathomable, even to other 
academics.... [The] publications contain pseudoscientific jargon, arcane statistical 
techniques and slavish footnoting. (p. 38) 
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I produced this research because I wanted to offer a new perspective on relational leading 

that would inform the practices of leaders working in a DevOps context. I have written this work 

from the perspective of not only other scholars reading and evaluating it, but also hope that 

practitioners can use the distinctions and practices as outlined and begin to change and better 

inform them what it means to be a DevOps leader.  Using Nash’s (2004) approach of scholarly 

personal narrative (SPN), this inquiry has served as a way of bringing together my current 

theorizing and presenting new ways of thinking and perceiving to save the “dying cows” in my 

IT industry.  The social constructionist view of relational leadership (Cunliffe & Eriksen, 2011; 

Hosking, 1995; Uhl-Bien & Ospina, 2012).  As Cunliffe and Eriksen (2011) have articulated, 

“relational leadership is both a way of theorizing leadership and being a leader: a practical theory 

that ‘increases the prudence or social eloquence of practitioners by enhancing their ability to 

discern and draw upon the resources of particular social settings’” (p. 1428).  

As I described in the previous chapter on leadership practices, I would like to summarize 

how these practices should be assessed. I have adapted this way of assessing practices from 

Flaherty (2011) who applies the outcomes of coaching by suggesting that good practices, like 

good coaching should lead to three distinct outcomes:  

Long-term excellent performance. Are these practices and the relational concepts being 

applied in ways that allow the practitioner to meet and exceed the standards associated with their 

work environment or context? Is the DevOps culture increasing and the quality of the 

conversation improving overtime?  Are the objectives that I outlined in the Chapter II being 

achieved, like higher system availability, faster time to market, and improved relationships 

between engineering, operations, product management and the other functions? Practices involve 

a process of first understanding the distinctions (e.g., reflexivity, dialogue to make sense, and 
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create shared meaning), then beginning to apply them, in a sense moving from being conceptual 

and cognitive to embodied.  

Self-correction. Relational leadership practices should help the practitioner be a better 

observer of themselves and the people they engage and interact with. Self-Correction is about 

being connected to the context and make adjustments in the moment as part of the person’s 

self-expression. This is the difference between living in the third person and dealing with 

situations as they unfold in real-time. This also explains why I have devoted time to articulating 

the epistemological and ontological issues that are fundamental to better understanding what it 

means to be a leadership from a constructionist perspective. By learning to see the fundamental 

underpinnings of organizations and the always-already set of conversations, practitioners are 

better able to self-correct in the moment.  

Self-generation. Self-Generation is about having certain relational practices embodied in 

such as way so that as unpredictable situations and issues occur, the practitioner is able to 

self-generate the response most appropriate for the situation at hand. This premise behind 

self-generation is that behaviors are an outcome for how the world shows-up for us in language 

and moods in our body.  

Applying Relational Leadership Practices in Other Contexts 

As I had described in the previous sections, true dialogue and connecting with the 

“other,” to create a new organizational context is how a DevOps culture is created and sustained. 

As I conducted my study, I began to see that other functions in the organization could also 

benefit from breaking down the barriers to experience collaboration, communication, and 

coordination.  There are many scenarios or situations where this can apply more broadly. In this 

section, I would like to share a few.  
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Mergers and Acquisitions  

Big silos often exist when one company merges with another or acquires another firm. 

There are host of challenges when one combines, acquires, merges, and then attempts to 

integrate business functions and processes. A relational leadership approach can help 

organizations going through change to increase the speed of their execution because teams that 

trust and have a human connection with each other will work better together.  

Executive Leadership Teams  

The leader of leaders is often a privileged role to hold, but it is also one that is fraught 

with challenges. As part of an executive team, I have experienced first-hand the challenges of not 

fully understanding the other executives in other functions. This leads to trouble and can be a 

major cause of issues for the rest of the organizations.  

Startups  

Just as relational leadership can support DevOps teams, the practices and principles can 

also apply in other teams where there is no single defined leader, and where teams need to work 

closely together to achieve the outcomes. This becomes even more important when the goal or 

the destination is not very well known or clear. Cunliffe and Eriksen (2011) used the experience 

of the Transportation Safety Agency (TSA) when it was first organized to show how relational 

leadership can support groups of people who are all working together to figure it out.  

It should be clear by now that there are no specific tasks or steps that are required to be 

performed in a linear fashion. Relational Leadership is not a perspective theory or model. It is a 

way to observe the world and a set of practices for interpreting, communicating, and 

coordinating action and meaning with others. So in each context, the leadership actor or team 

members will need to generate for themselves the necessary actions and narratives that would be 
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most appropriate for their context. The context for my organization in a real-time analytics 

software company is different than managing security in the nation’s airports. But this is one of 

the reasons why a constructionist perspective and a relational way of observing organizations 

and leadership provide a flexible and broad lens with the power to be practical and philosophical 

at the same time.  

Breaking Down Communication Silos 

The premise for DevOps has been to breakdown the silos that block effective 

communications and relationships between teams. In my doctoral journey, I have witnessed the 

silos that exist in academia that block scholars from entering into conversations outside their 

comfortable silo and intellectual paradigm that has guided their thinking. Uhl-Bien and Ospina 

(2012) lament “the lack of openness to methodological pluralism and limited dialogue across 

perspectives” (p. xxii). It is my hope that one of the implications for this inquiry is to expand the 

conversation and enter the dialogue. This notion that dialogue, conversations, and relating to 

others can have a powerful impact in the many domains in our lives, both the public and private 

realms.  

 Across the globe, we see breakdowns in relationships with countries not trusting one 

another, and, even inside of nations, we see different groups fight and actively working to 

destroy the other. Can relational practices help us begin to understand and connect with others?  

Can we turn away from destructive behaviors and perhaps declare new possibilities and new 

ways of being that can help us see that what we think are our “differences” can be articulated in 

new and more life-affirming ways?  

In this document, I have attempted to ask and work to answer the questions that are most 

pertinent to my work and professional context of managing technology organizations. However, 
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even after all of the research, reflection, and writing that has gone into the finished product, I 

remain open to new possibilities for better understanding the phenomenon of leadership and 

what it means to be a leader. A constructionist perspective has taught me that I need to not hold 

on too tightly to whatever it is that I believe to be true today. Maturana and Varela (1987) warn 

of the “temptation of certainty,” and explain, “we tend to live in a world of certainty, of 

undoubted, rock-ribbed perceptions: our convictions prove that things are the way we see them 

and there is no alternative to what we hold as true” (p. 18).  Certainty is the enemy of learning 

and responding to new possibilities and insights. In a world constituted by what Vaill (1996) 

calls “permanent whitewater,” we need to hold a different posture towards certainty—one that 

reflects an understanding that while I may have a current understanding of a particular 

phenomenon, I am open to a new more powerful interpretation might be constructed by others 

that can help me cope and thrive in the world more effectively than the knowledge that I 

currently hold.  

Bentz and Shapiro’s (1998) book on Mindful Inquiry has remained an important text for 

me and it became one of the books that I return to multiple times for wisdom and inspiration. 

They urge scholar-practitioners to “link your inquiry to the project of reducing suffering or 

increasing freedom, justice, or happiness in the world, either locally or globally or both” (p. 47). 

This is not only consistent with Antioch’s mission, but also my own desire to be a leadership 

actor that works to reduce the suffering of employees and managers in corporate settings. A sign 

of maturity for me has been to expand my domain of concerns beyond myself, and my own 

needs and desires, and to see that my life can also be in service to others, without sacrificing my 

own identity.   
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 The Ph.D. program has provided me with a more defined purpose in life. I once again 

return to the analogy of “making windows where there were once walls.” My education at 

Antioch has created new windows to see the world more fully. Scholarship with a purpose is 

about connecting the unique needs of my community of practice with the knowledge that I have 

gained as a scholar. There are now more windows for me to observe the social injustice in the 

world, and not be moved by guilt or shame of privilege, but rather be moved by a sense of 

responsibility and a commitment to reducing the suffering and increasing people’s capacity to 

reach their full potential so that they may experience a more holistic life.   

Conclusion  

I conclude the dissertation with one of the books that I read several years ago and has 

been a powerful text that has shaped and continues to teach me to see the world anew. In 

Maturana and Varela’s (1987) conclusion to their book, they connect the social phenomenon of 

relating and accepting others as fundamental and necessary for human existence. It is a beautiful 

expression of the hope that I have for this work in helping bring the people that work in 

organizations together. They suggest that the act of love is the ability to “see the other person and 

open up for him room for existence beside us” (p. 246). They continue by saying, 

without love, without acceptance of others living beside us, there is no social process, and 
therefore, no humanness… To dismiss love as the biologic basis of social life, as also the 
ethical implications of love, would be turn our back on a history as living beings that is 
more than 3,5 billion years old. (pp. 246-247)  

I began my inquiry with a question that I have been curious about for several years now. 

Namely, how can a new constructionist conception of relational leadership and DevOps practices 

provide new possibilities for being in this new age, where technology plays such a fundamental 

role in most businesses? I hope that the practices that I defined and have helped in my own work 

context can contribute to moving beyond traditional conventional leadership as an individual and 
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towards a more post-industrial leadership theory by offering a way of conceptualizing relational 

leadership as a set of practices.   

Finally, I return to Pasteur’s dying cows which I shared in the first chapter as a metaphor 

for what has been happening in technology organizations across geographies and industries. Just 

like Pasteur discovered new practices (vaccines) based on a new understanding of science and 

infectious diseases, my study has proposed new practices for liberating managers in pursuit of 

DevOps. I recognize that adoption of new practices and new ways of being can be slow, 

especially if the existing system creates a sense of safety and where established relationships, 

power dynamics are threatened. I am optimistic that just as Pasteur was able to demonstrate the 

power and effectiveness of his practices, little by little, the old ways of managing will fade as 

new leaders begin applying relational leadership practices similar to what I have described here.  
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Appendix A: Permissions 

Openclipart.org is the source of the Clip Art in these figures: 
  
 

Figure 2.1 Development and Operations Tribes and the Wall of Confusion!

Figure 3.1 Dominant Technology Cycles by Decade!

Figure 3.2 Mainframe Computing Model!

Figure 3.3 Personal Computer Local Processing Power!

Figure 3.5 Client Server Computing Model!

Figure 6.1 Relational Leadership from an entity perspective!

Figure 6.2 Relational Leadership from a constructionist perspective!

 
 

Openclipart.org states on the website: http://openclipart.org/unlimited-commercial-use-clipart 
 

“Unlimited Commercial Use 

All Clipart on Openclipart are available for unlimited commercial use. That means you 
may use the clipart commercially, for education, for church, for school, for your job, or 
even to manufacture products globally.” 

http://openclipart.org/share 

“All Clipart are Released into the Public Domain.  Each artist at Openclipart releases all 
rights to the images they share at Openclipart. The reason is so that there is no friction in 
using and sharing images authors make available at this website so that each artist might 
also receive the same benefit in using other artists clipart totally for any possible reason.” 
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