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Challenges we face
• Interdependence is growing – physically, 

economically, technically, biologically, 

logistically, emotionally

• Some kinds of interdependence we are not yet 

trained to manage

• Are our organizations and institutions ready?

• Are we ready as leaders?  What kind of 

leadership is needed?



“None of us works in isolation. Our ability 

to do our work depends upon how others 

do theirs, and vice versa. We all must 

carry out our individual tasks mindful of 

what others are doing so we can 

intentionally coordinate and combine our 

work into a seamless whole, with benefits 

for the people we serve and ourselves. 

This is the essence of interdependence.”             

-- Tony Suchman

What is interdependence?



“Relationships matter at the most basic 

level. As human beings, we exist as 

members of collectives, and we survive 

only if we are accepted and recognized 

by others, starting at birth. We are thus 

interdependent, both emotionally and 

physically, at the most basic level of 

survival.”

-- Jody Hoffer Gittell

What is interdependence?



“We are caught in an inescapable 

network of mutuality, tied in a single 

garment of destiny. Whatever affects one 

directly, affects all indirectly. I can never 

be what I ought to be until you are what 

you ought to be, and you can never be 

what you ought to be until I am what I 

ought to be...This is the inter-related 

structure of reality.”

-- Martin Luther King, Jr.

What is interdependence?



Interdependence means we are 
responsible to each other for the 

outcomes we create together



Interdependence creates 
coordination challenges that no 

leader can manage by themselves
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Every role has some insight to contribute - so 
coordination is best carried out through this…

Shared goals

Shared knowledge

Mutual respect

Frequent

Timely 

Accurate 

Problem-solving 

communication



… rather than this

Competing goals

Exclusive knowledge

Lack of respect

Infrequent 

Delayed 

Inaccurate

“Finger-pointing” 

communication



This process is called

relational coordination  

“A reciprocal process of communicating and relating
for the purpose of task integration”



How can leaders help?



Humans have a wide range of potentials and can be shaped 

in multiple directions through leadership choices. 

As leaders, we can seek power-over.  We can create in-group 

and out-group identities. 

Or we can seek power-with.  We can build inclusive identities 

to avoid in-groups and out-groups.  

The decision about how to shape others is a leadership 

decision each of us makes in every moment.  

Leadership is a choice



How we lead affects those around us

for better…

…or worse



Leaders can strengthen relational coordination…

Shared goals

Shared knowledge

Mutual respect

Frequent

Timely 

Accurate 

Problem-solving 

communication



Competing goals

Exclusive knowledge

Lack of respect

Infrequent

Delayed 

Inaccurate

“Finger-pointing” 

communication

… or they can weaken it



What do relational leaders 
do, in your experience?

Take 5 minutes to discuss with those around you



Some tools for 
relational leadership



◆Identify a work process that is of strategic importance for 
your organization and that needs better coordination

◆Which workgroups are involved?  

◆Draw a circle for each workgroup and lines connecting 
between them (color of circle = within group RC, color of 
line = between group RC)
• WEAK RC = RED

• MODERATE RC = BLUE

• STRONG RC = GREEN

Start with relational mapping



Relational mapping

WEAK RC

STRONG RC

MODERATE RC



Relational mapping



Relational mapping



Relational mapping

OBAT = Office 

Based Addiction 

Treatment
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Then measure RC with a simple survey



RC and its seven dimensionsHow well is relational coordination working now?



How well is it working between different roles? 



Reflect on our findings

▪ Share data with key stakeholders

▪ “Looking into the mirror”

▪ Where are our strengths? 

▪ Where are our challenges?

▪ How does this impact our performance?

▪ Any opportunities for change?



Remember to create psychological safety 

▪ Set up the room to signal inclusion 

▪ Be attentive to who is invited, why they 
are invited and your expectations for 
their participation

▪ Role model positive relational behaviors

▪ Establish behavioral standards

▪ Engage in humble inquiry



Engage in humble inquiry 

▪ Express vulnerability by asking questions 
to which you don’t know the answer

▪ Admit publicly you are dependent on the 
expertise of others, thus lowering status 
barriers 

▪ “I know a lot but I can’t possibly know 
everything - we will need diverse 
perspectives to see the whole picture”



When we invite diverse perspectives, 
we can see more together



Then build shared knowledge

▪ Conversations of interdependence

▪ Gather in a room with people from different workgroups

▪ Invite everyone to find someone from a different workgroup 

and ask:

– What do people in my workgroup do that helps you do your 

work?

– How could we do that better?

▪ Trade places

▪ Then find a person from a different workgroup and repeat



Identify shared goals

▪ Sit around a table with the different workgroups

▪ Invite each person to write down three goals they have 
for the work of the group

▪ Put them in the middle of the table

▪ Organize by themes

▪ Note the shared goals that already exist

▪ Note the differences too, and discuss



Develop mutual respect

▪ Sit around a table with the different workgroups

▪ Invite each person to write down three things they need to 

bring their best self to work

▪ Put them in the middle of the table

▪ Organize by themes

▪ Note common themes, note the differences

▪ Create behavioral standards for group, based on themes



Relational leaders also design
structural interventions when needed



WEAK SUPPORT STRONG SUPPORTMODERATE SUPPORT

The Org Structures Assessment Tool can help

Structures Nurses Therapists Residents Physicians Case Managers Social Workers

Selection for Teamwork

Training for Teamwork

Relational Job Design

Shared Accountability 

Shared Rewards 

Conflict Resolution 
Process

Boundary Spanner Role

Shared Meetings & 
Huddles

Shared Protocols

Shared Info Systems



Relational leadership is the foundation

Relational coproduction

Relational coordination

Relational leadership

Co-workersCo-workers

Leaders

Clients/customers



Learn more - RC Master Class tomorrow 



And welcome to Oslo in November! 



Thank you!  
Questions?  Ideas?
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