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Abstract

Organizational uncertainty and change sometimes requires leaders to practice the art of engaging with not knowing. At its simplest this art constitutes the act of moving forwards with the conscious awareness that all decision making is based on information that is incomplete or even entirely absent. This might seem obvious and straightforward. We all know that we do not know everything – and we are particularly aware that there are times when nobody knows what we would like at least someone with power and responsibility to know!

However, typically in organizations the prevailing dynamics encourage both leaders and followers to favour characteristics of ‘knowing’ in leaders. This can encourage leaders to feel the need to create an illusion of knowing, even in situations of uncertainty, both for their own sense of competence and in order to inspire the confidence of followers. In such a context it can be difficult even to hold onto the thought that 'not knowing' is a more accurate description of the state of organizational leaders. 

The leadership literature has been dominated by the myth of the ‘leader as hero’, most prevalent in some of the literature on the leadership of transformational change (Kouzes and Posner 1987, Manz 1989, Tichy and Sherman 1993). It is commonly assumed that such leaders must know something that others do not. However, there has been a growing realisation that the complexity of organizations, and of the markets and society in which they operate, is never going to be ‘knowable’ or ‘controllable’ (Senge 1990, Stacey, 2003). This challenges the notion that leaders can guide the organization through change and uncertainty by means of superior knowledge. It might be that some individuals do have capabilities that contribute to effective leadership, but it is not possible that they can know what cannot be known.  Consequently, if we are to understand what contributes to effective leadership in situations of uncertainty then it is necessary to investigate not merely what leaders know but also how they engage with not knowing (French and Simpson 1999, Simpson and Burnard 2000).

The 'knowing' imperative is so pervasive that it appears to dominate thinking and practice even within institutions whose primary task is holding and containing faith in the unknown and unknowable on behalf of society. This paper reports on a research study that gathered the narratives of leaders in one such institution, the Church of England. 

The discussion will explore the potential links between the behaviours of religious leaders and the managers of secular organizations. In part this will be achieved by demonstrating how, increasingly, clergy in the Church of England are being encouraged to apply organizational management principles to their own roles and behaviours. In addition, the growing literature on spirituality in organizations will be drawn upon to show that the thinking and behaviours of religious leaders may also have relevance to business leaders. 

The investigation of experience and action in a context of uncertainty requires a methodology that works at the interface between certainty and uncertainty. Narratives of personal experience have been argued previously
 to provide this. The study was based on a process of semi-structured interviews and action inquiry workgroups that encouraged six church leaders to tell and share stories in a conversational setting about their experiences of working in situations of uncertainty. Field texts, predominantly in the form of stories of personal experience
, interpreted as a product of the creative interplay between raw experience and cultural discourse, have been used to access meaning rather than knowledge. The analysis identifies patterns, threads, tensions and themes
 in the leaders’ narratives. 

Previous work has addressed this theme of leading in situations of uncertainty from the perspectives of Stoic philosophy (Simpson, French and Harvey 2001) and of psychoanalytic theory, in particular object relations and the writings of Wilfred Bion (French and Simpson, 2001, etc). This study extends this theoretical work by drawing upon Stacey’s (2003) work on conversations and narratives as complex responsive processes
. In a similar manner to stoicism and psychoanalytic theory, Stacey’s theory challenges the prevailing organizational dynamic of knowing and offers the basis for a nuanced critical understanding of practice in situations of uncertainty and change. 

Leadership in the Church of England

The Church of England has not been immune to the pressures for change that have been characteristic in other fields over recent years. This has meant that those in leadership positions have found themselves taking on new responsibilities and having to define their roles in new ways. The causes of these changes are multiple. The Church, like every other sector of society, is trying to find ways to come to terms with powerful shifts in economic and technological forces. At one extreme, well-documented losses from stock market investments and declining church attendance challenge the institution’s ability to resource its existing commitments, let alone to fulfill its mission to “go into all the world”. At another extreme, the uncertain impact of technology on spiritual leadership is perhaps well illustrated by Father Basil Pennington who believed it necessary to include a chapter on “Lectio in Cyberspace” in a book on ‘renewing the ancient practice of praying the Scriptures’ (1998). 

Less tangible, but equally significant, are political and social trends that directly and indirectly stimulate change within the church. For example, the politically driven shift in thinking in the public services to copy private sector practices and ideologies has also found its way into religious settings. In part this drive to “run a parish like a business” has its roots in the prominent examples of financial mismanagement already mentioned, but equally important is the increasing dominance of a business discourse in society that is difficult for the church to resist. The generally unspoken challenge to church practice is that it would be irresponsible, and therefore un-Christian, to fail in the efficient and effective management of resources. Management control is the art of the known – and such knowledge is powerful and difficult to resist.

Another impetus for change in leadership practice is the social trend towards increased participation. This has lent support to the move towards “collaborative ministry” over the last two decades (see, for example, Council for Ministry, 1995; Pickard, 2009), which promotes a greater involvement of the laity (church members rather than ordained ministers) in the leadership and work of a church. Whilst this might be seen as a response to diminishing financial resources to support “paid” ministry, the Council for Ministry challenge this limited, perhaps cynical, view in their very first paragraph of their report:


“’Collaborative’ or ‘shared’ ministry… should not arise from the needs of the institution facing a professional staffing shortage (i.e. responding to crisis management), nor is it envisaged as a stop-gap measure. It is rather a way of opening up, forming and strengthening the ministry of all God’s people within a local context, that is either a single parish or a group of parishes, which takes fully into account the local situation, local resources and needs.” (p. 1)

A related change is towards church leadership structures based on “team ministry”. This model places the senior ordained minister in charge of perhaps four or more people working within that team. The dominant model for many years has been that of the “lone ministry” in which the vicar has considerable power to operate autonomously – perhaps entirely without a team or a collaborative leadership style. This change is significant because the organizational systems within the institution and the cultural expectations of the congregations, as well as of the clergy, are all established in line with this dominant model. 

The challenge to clergy is to determine the new parameters, requirements and expectations of their role. There are two forms of response possible. The first is to place a greater emphasis upon what is known and therefore controllable. This might manifest in the forceful dogmatic assertion of existing church positions or through secular ideologies and practices such as the requirement for more effective financial control systems or an increase in political lobbying and other power games. The second is that leaders engage with the experience of not knowing, which may in due course allow for the emergence of innovative responses to new challenges. In this sense we can see clear parallels between church leaders and managers in any form of organization.
Rethinking the Leadership Role

An important feature of engaging with not knowing is that it requires a different conceptualisation of leadership. When there is a lack of task clarity, as occurs in times of change or innovation, we are drawn to consider personal and relational factors such as the leader’s state of mind or capacity to engage with the situation. One such capacity is the ability to cope with uncertainty (Morgan 1997, Parry 1999), which can be a source of power and effectiveness even where the leader lacks the knowledge to resolve the uncertainty. Other examples of capacity include ‘humility’ (Collins 2001, Bennis 1998) and the related notion of negative capability (French 2001, Handy 1989: 54, Simpson, French, and Harvey, forthcoming), which has been described as a state in which a person ‘is capable of being in uncertainties, Mysteries, doubts, without any irritable reaching after fact & reason’ (Keats 1970: 43). 

The relational disposition required for engaging with knowing is characterised by such attributes as clarity, decisiveness, acting and directing. Engaging with not knowing, however, requires an attitude characterised by such attributes as openness, receptivity, waiting and listening. Even these terms, however, can be construed in active terms. What is being proposed here is that the leader may engage with not knowing in the first instance by doing nothing other than to attend to the present moment (Hadot 1998). The struggle in such circumstances is to remain open to impressions but not to judge, to wait for matters to unfold without pre-empting the outcome, to listen without knowing what the other will say. The hard work is to sustain a state of not knowing and not to impose one’s knowing upon the situation.

The leader needs to be able to engage with both knowing and not knowing. However, there is a subtle difficulty in conceptualising the dimension of leadership that is engaging with not knowing because the moment it is conceptualised one is no longer engaging with not knowing. In such a state of mind these attributes may become mere techniques that resolve the uncomfortable experience of not knowing. To engage with not knowing is to accept one’s ignorance, to live it, not to resort to technique. The danger with this re-conceptualisation of leadership is that it may readily become the basis of the practice of leader-as-hero, the one who is able to listen, wait and remain open even in the face of extreme difficulty. This is not the intention of this paper.
The disposition required to engage with not knowing is radically different to the disposition required to engage with knowing. In order to grasp this we must grapple with a paradox that in itself requires us to engage with not knowing. That is, we cannot know how to engage with not knowing: only in ignorance can we engage with not knowing. 

Leadership and Complex Responsive Processes

In this paper we offer a way of observing this ignorance in practice through attention to leaders’ narratives. The rationale for this choice of methodology is provided by Stacey’s (2003) theory of complex responsive processes, which eschews grand solutions to the problems of human relations. For example, Stacey offers an explanation of the leadership of change and transformation in the ‘micro processes’ of organizational relationships:


‘Instead of macro processes (systems) of participation and reification, the theory of complex responsive processes is one micro process (one social act) of gesture-response in which meaning emerges. This micro process is at one and the same time communicative interaction and power relating.’ (p. 355)

It will be argued that the leadership of the clergy men and women in this study may be understood as aspects of a complex, emergent social process. Unlike approaches to the analysis of organizational leadership and complexity that employ systems thinking, the individual is not seen as the prime agent of emergent change. Narrative themes, not individuals, are the basis of emergent self-organization, for it is not people but 

‘…themes organizing conversations, communication and power relations. What is organizing itself, therefore, is not individuals but the pattern of their relationships in communicational and power terms...’ (2003, p. 332)

Stacey continues, 

‘…conversational processes are organizing the experience of the group of people conversing and from them, there is continually emerging the very minds of the individual participants at the same time as group phenomena of culture and ideology are emerging.’ (2003, p. 350)

Stacey’s theory draws our attention away from the individuals and puts our focus upon the conversational processes, the culture and, in this situation, the ideology of spirituality. It is necessary to give attention to the process of conversation, to its free flowing or repetitive character, and to the identification of themes. In the interplay of responsive processes, in which themes become significant, interact with other themes, and change form, it is possible to understand organization as a pattern of interdependence, in which power relations form and develop. 

These self-organizing processes of communicating enact webs of power relations, which, depending upon the quality of various factors such as the quality of participation and the presence of diversity, will lead either to novel forms of organizing, in free flowing conversation, or to stability, in stuck or repetitive conversation. 

The theory of complex responsive processes suggests an understanding of leadership as a theme in an emerging pattern of relating. The significance of positional leaders does not necessarily diminish, but power relations are understood differently. In particular, this view recognises that these individuals are not ‘in control’ and cannot present a blueprint for an innovative future (Stacey, 2003, p. 334).

Leadership and Spirituality

It has been suggested that our understanding of leadership as ignorance in practice can be enhanced through an appreciation of the theory of complex responsive processes. We now turn our attention to the growing body of literature that is shedding light on our understanding of leadership and spirituality. This literature identifies a number of the narrative themes that help us to understand the complex responsive processes at play in the leaders’ narratives.

Mirvis (1997), in his classic paper on ‘Soul Work’ in organizations, touches on many of the themes that are of importance in our discussion, not least with his emphasis on issues of conversation within communities. In making connections between leadership and spirituality he also draws attention to the importance of ‘leading from within’ (p. 198), which arises from finding a sense of meaning that has a mobilising effect upon the individual. 

A number of authors have suggested possible links between spirituality and organisational leadership (Fairholm, 1996; Strack, Fottler, Wheatley and Sodomka, 2002). In one form or another, the link between spirituality and leadership is to be found in the experience of a deeper meaning in life. This is referred to in many different ways, but appears to have the common characteristic of something important engaging the self, which constitutes a spiritual transformation, and this in turn engaging others, which is the basis of leadership. 

Values are at the centre of Vaill’s (1998) conception of spirituality and form the basis of the connectedness between organisational members, including between leaders and followers. He argues that where others experience the leader’s values as able to stand up to scrutiny, then there is the potential for a deeper level of connection. These ideas are further developed in the literature on values-based leadership (Bass and Avolio, 1994; Fry, 2003; Shamir et al, 1993). Bennis and Nanus (1997) suggest that the ability to engage others is a function of ‘trust, integrity and positioning’ (p. 174), which combines core themes in the values-based leadership literature with Barnard’s notion of leaders as occupying a position at the ‘centre of communication’. 

In relation to issues of participation and diversity that will be discussed in more detail in the following section, there is an important debate in the current literature on spirituality and leadership concerning the relationship between religion and spirituality (Bell and Taylor, 2004). Some seek to distinguish between, indeed to separate, the two. Steingard (2005) argues for focusing on spirituality rather than religion in organisations ‘because we are far from realizing any consensual religion in the so-called everyday life of the workplace’ (p. 228). 

From the perspective of complex responsive processes, this interplay of religion and spirituality in leadership is both significant and problematic. It is significant in the sense that the values and beliefs embodied in evangelical Christianity form the substance of the ‘deeper meaning. These are the conversational themes that, through complex responsive processes, contributed to change and transformation. The church leaders were able to ‘lead from within’ because of their spiritual practice. These conversational themes engaged others for whom the expressed values also resonated.

This combination of religion and spirituality is problematic to the extent that religious language can be excluding and even offensive. It has the capacity to inhibit conversation as much as to facilitate it. Stacey argues that high quality conversation is essential for emergent change. 

However, whilst clearly a source of some conflict, it is not always possible to separate religion and spirituality, even if some might prefer to. It is our contention that it is more important to give attention to high quality conversation and participation in the presence of a diversity of values and beliefs, including religious ideology. 

Researching Church Leaders’ Experience

One of the features that led to the development of this research project was the particular role of religious institutions to engage, by faith, with the unknown and unknowable. On this basis it would seem that the capacity to engage with not knowing ought to be prevalent in church leadership. This was certainly the view of one of the participants in this study, who in the very first session asked,

“What do you mean ‘engaging with not knowing’? This is what we do all time because we are doing it in faith.”

Although I did not ask it at the time, I have a similar question that underpins this work, which is: “What do you mean ‘we are doing it in faith’?” The question is not to challenge the validity of the claim but to explore the nature of faith, which, for the reasons outlined already in this paper, can become framed as a form of ‘knowing’ rather than as a practice of engaging with not knowing (Simpson 1997). 

The investigation required a methodology that works at the interface between knowing and not knowing, between the social construction of experience and the experience itself. The nature of leadership, which is predicated upon an orientation towards action, suggests a form of action research (Eden and Huxham 1996) involving working with participants on real issues in their practice. 

In negotiation with the regional Director of Training, the decision was made to invite six curates, leaders in training (2 of whom became vicars during the course of the project), to form a research group. The design required the group to meet five times over a 6-month period, with each meeting lasting for 2 hours. This involved working on problematic issues brought to the group by the participants. An established group process, “Managing Oneself in Role” (Simpson & French 1998), was used. This process provides participants with the opportunity to share a specific experience of taking up their leadership role in a ‘live’ situation within their church where they did not know what to do. The 'presentations' varied in the degree to which they were structured or unstructured and but all lasted no more than 5-10 minutes. This was followed by questions for clarification only, after which the presenter sat back and listened while the rest of the group talked through what was thought may be going on. After 20 minutes the presenter was allowed to rejoin the discussion, which continued for another 20 minutes.

The action research methodology was augmented by personal experience methods (Clandinin and Connelly, 1994), with a focus upon narratives and stories through the analysis of transcripts of the workshop sessions (Cortazzi 1993, Czarniawska 1998, Riessman 1993). In terms of accessing narratives of personal experience, the requirement for participants to explore situations in which they did not know what to do can be likened to Labov’s ‘danger of death’ question (1972, p. 354), but as narrative-in-process rather than as an historical event.

This analysis involved seeking to identify both aspects of engaging with not knowing that have been explored above, that is:

· attending to a reality that is present but unknowable; and 

· a process of social construction, in interaction and conversation 

As has already been discussed, the first of these is the primary form, whereas the second is an outcome of the process. However, the first may only be experienced in the moment and is not amenable to translation into knowledge: it is unsayable. 

This difficulty in the analysis of experience has led some to suggest that the only meaning we may have access to is in texts, and so the study of texts and the means by which they are constructed becomes the primary focus of analysis. Clandinin and Connelly however, suggest a “middle ground” which focuses upon

“the study of narrative and storytelling… [The] case is made that when persons note something of their experience, either to themselves or to others, they do so not by the mere recording of experience over time, but in storied form. Story is, therefore, neither raw sensation nor cultural form; it is both and neither. In effect, stories are the closest we come to experience as we and others tell of our experience. A story has a sense of being full, a sense of coming out of a personal and social history.” 

Stories and Narratives of Engaging with Not Knowing

In the following two illustrative case studies, each one is used to draw out a particular theme relevant to the practice of engaging with not knowing. This is largely a presentational device rather than a suggestion that only one theme was relevant to each case. 

Case 1: Building good quality conversation
Mary had recently been appointed vicar of a village church. She described to the research group a difficulty she was having with two churchwardens who would not talk to each other, which was causing some difficulties of organization. One of the wardens, Rodney, was a successful businessman, also recently appointed to his post. He believed that the church needed “turning around” and was “uncomfortable with women’s ministry”. 

The knowledge that Mary had of Rodney, the misogynist businessman, was causing her a great deal of anxiety. This knowledge made it difficult to engage. The discussion within the group did not present any obvious solutions, which led to the contribution that was eventually followed up:

Hannah: I think I would want to try and get to know him better

John: With a big stick.

Hannah: Well, behind my back. Just to find out what makes him tick, to build up something more of a friendship…

To engage with Rodney was to engage with not knowing. The sense of risk is reflected in the use of humour, suggesting that Mary take with her “a big stick”. It is also reflected in the ambiguity of the phrase “get to know” which has two facets: “what makes him tick” is the pursuit of knowledge that will allow Mary to control and defend; whilst “a friendship” suggests a relationship that goes beyond defensive knowledge. 

The practical difficulty of overcoming the anxiety of engaging with Rodney occupied a great deal of time in the group. This anxiety led Mary originally to present the problem as being between the church wardens. Only later did she admit 
“I don’t want to go and see Rodney…I’m absolutely terrified knowing what he thinks about women in leadership”.  
Attention was given to what might be called, the 'rules of engagement', which involved considering the needs of both parties:

Mary: With Rodney you have to make appointments. It makes it possible to get anxious about seeing him… 

Hannah: But if that’s how he works then…

It was suggested that “neutral” territory was important, with the suggestion of meeting for a drink. 
At the next meeting of the research group Mary reported what had happened: 

“I said to him, “Why don’t we meet up at the pub. Have a chat about things, kick some ideas around” and we did…  I think it was good just to get out of our normal environment... and I think it was good talking about all sorts of things that weren’t strictly church. We were talking about ideas and he did say at one point that he hadn’t actually ever had that sort of conversation with a woman before.”

Mary engaged with not knowing without knowing what would happen: 
“I was so scared when I was going up to the pub.” 
She took care to find a way that made it possible for both parties to engage. Moving to a new environment and not talking about church constructed a “cloud of forgetting” that put both parties in a place of not knowing. What then happened emerged spontaneously from the engagement. The challenge was to meet without knowing but giving attention to building good quality conversation.

Case 2: Working with Paradox

Trevor was faced with a hostile working relationship with the Liaison Officer for those in the community with disabilities. Previously a Social Worker specializing in working with the disabled, Trevor had been asked by the Archdeacon to “manage” this Officer, whose competency to perform the role was in doubt. The Liaison Officer was herself disabled and had recently been off work for a number of months following a family bereavement.  

In an already challenging role as parish curate, Trevor had agreed to take on this additional responsibility. Perhaps expecting gratitude at his willingness to volunteer, he was angered by the hostility and criticism that was directed at him by the Liaison Officer. The situation seemed impossible. During the discussion in the research group, Mary identified the need for Trevor to work with a paradox:   

“The Liaison Officer is in that job whether Trevor thinks she’s right or not, and she’s got the support and authority that comes from the Bishop and the Archdeacon, and she’s been there for two years or so. It’s very difficult. I’ve not had a lot to do with the disabled, but it is very difficult for able-bodied people to understand where they are coming from. The fact that she hasn’t got high self esteem and in some ways does not seem terribly competent may actually be a huge gift to the disabled community, because that’s actually where they are coming from.”

The paradox has two elements. Firstly, that Trevor had taken on responsibility to manage a situation but did not have the authority to manage it in the way that appeared to him necessary (replacement of the Officer). The challenge of responsibility without authority is a common issue that requires the leader to engage with not knowing: what is known is not possible or allowed. Secondly, certain aspects of the incompetence of the Officer might be central to the Officer’s competence to perform the role. 

In the event, Trevor did nothing but wait for something to happen. That something was a conciliatory move on the part of the Officer saying that “she realised that they needed to meet up”. Trevor’s reaction was that this move could be used “as a strength rather than a weakness”


“We talked a lot last time about the weaknesses of this person. The strength, for her and for me, is that she has not just flounced off and given her notice in, which would be detrimental at this time to the diocese. The fact that she is wanting things to work is quite encouraging.” 

Engaging with not knowing in meeting requires a preparedness to meet on both sides. As the leader with authority in this situation, Trevor appears, paradoxically, to have taken up his role effectively by waiting and doing nothing thereby allowing the Liaison Officer to take the initiative. The positive outcome of this reminded Trevor of his social work training: 

“Often you could see a situation in a private home where they clearly needed to move on to a residential nursing home or a mental health hospital but they weren’t ready to do that. I won’t say it was always easy but what was necessary was to walk back to Social Services and just write on the file, “Waiting for this person to fall”… [Eventually] you would get a phone call either from them or from a relative to say, “Actually I need to go”. If I had gone in and said you need to do this, that and the other it probably would have failed. Sometimes that can take 18 months, but it happened eventually.”

As well as re-learning an old lesson, Trevor noted the emergence of some self-knowledge: 

“The thing that has struck me since… listening to what everybody was saying, is that I don’t suffer fools gladly. I’m more conscious of that now than I was and it’s not how I work with a fool – I don’t mean that – but how I work with somebody who doesn’t come up to the same expectations that I have…”

These expectations of others, this knowledge of how competent the Officer should be, made it difficult for Trevor to work with the paradoxes of leading without authority and the potential competence of incompetence. However, the lack of a possible resolution, and the research process itself, compelled him to persist with this experience of not knowing.

Themes in Narratives of Engaging with Not Knowing

In these two case studies we find common themes that reflect the two aspects of engaging with not knowing that were identified earlier, 

· attending to a reality that is present but unknowable; and 

· a process of social construction, in interaction and conversation 

We observe a number of ways in which the participants were forced and/or chose to attend to an unknowable reality. The first was imposed by the structure of the research group process, requiring the presenter to sit back and listen to the group as the case study was discussed. Trevor noted explicitly that this imposed experience had an impact upon his later thinking:

“Speaking for myself, I felt very differently walking out of this room last time just by the fact of sitting back and having other people talk about it. It gives you the confidence and indeed the insight to look at different things that you perhaps haven’t thought about before. So you come at the situation in a slightly different light.” 

In both cases these leaders had thrust upon them a difficult situation that they did not have the authority to resolve by removing the "problem" people. We see them both struggling with anxiety or resentment about what they do know but alongside this they are forced to consider the possibility that another reality might emerge and resolve the situation. They were both, in different ways, prepared to accept their ignorance and it was this that made it possible to continue to engage. The strategies for engagement were, however, different. 

Mary developed a strategy to meet, constructing a ‘cloud of forgetting’ by taking care over the 'rules of engagement'. These rules, which encouraged both parties to forget previous interactions and roles, made it possible to meet without knowing. Trevor, in contrast, developed a strategy of waiting, of doing nothing. He did not withdraw, remaining available, but neither did he take control of the situation. In doing nothing he allowed the other party to take the initiative.

These experiences of engaging with not knowing are littered with emotions and knowledge about self, other and the situation. However, alongside this we can see a simplicity of engagement that is beyond knowledge, which appears to have a subtle wisdom. In one case letting go of what is familiar, and in the other case doing nothing, we observe leadership in action. 

The second aspect of engaging with not knowing, the outcome of the social construction of knowledge, is also amply demonstrated in both cases. We see learning and insight being developed about self, other and the practice of leadership. A number of themes can be identified that suggest types of learning that may arise from engaging with not knowing. We see Mary struggling to make sense of a range of difficulties she has with the situation, exploring various strategies and issues:

building and changing relationships

getting into conversation

identifying appropriate rules of engagement

the potential for both conflict and creativity

learning to appreciate different cultures: traditional, business, scriptural

preparing emotionally for a difficult encounter

working with feelings

accepting limitations

developing self awareness

getting the right context

challenging current forms of participation

An analysis of Trevor’s case study also presents a set of themes: 

the impact of power relations upon participation

the impact of personal circumstances upon participation

identifying barriers to conversation

the nature of conversation initiated by the use of authority

diversity as both threat and potential strength

the leader’s role in re-interpreting diversity

concerns about incompetence

the challenge of empathy: what is really going on for others?

waiting for the unpredictable / uncontrollable
All of these themes suggest the range of leadership capacities required in the active, knowing, phases of these particular situations and interactions. These themes have a similarity to the “implications for managers” that Stacey (2000) suggests arise from an understanding of organizations as complex responsive processes. This understanding suggests that organizations operating under particular conditions (far from certainty and far from agreement) may possess the capacity to change spontaneously. He describes this capacity as an “unfolding, potentially creative process, [in which] unpredictability is central inviting further exploration of how people act into the unknown” (p. 399). The implications for Stacey are that leaders should attend to the quality of conversation, participation, diversity, holding of anxiety, and working with paradox and unpredictability. 

Complex Responsive Processes and Spirituality

When considering transformation in an individual mind, the pattern of inner conversations must be considered. This is significant for our consideration of spirituality and leadership, because most forms of spirituality have developed some very specific forms of ‘inner conversation’, such as prayer, meditation and study. Stacey suggests that 

‘Mind is silent conversation, that action of a body directed to itself, which is private meaning, or consciousness. The silent conversation is the same process as the conversation of gestures between bodies and in this sense mind is always a social phenomenon.’ (p. 322)

This is in keeping with Driver’s (2005 p. 1096) psychoanalytically informed view of the self: “that we construct our selves and our identities in discourse…” Stacey elaborates, 

‘…power, ideology and emotion [are] at the centre of social relationships and therefore at the centre of conversation. All of these factors will, thus, characterise the silent conversations individuals have with themselves. Minds too will be taken up with power relationships, ideological and emotional interchanges of a body with itself, some of which will be the voices of group opinion.’ (p. 326). 

The struggle described in both case studies above may be better understood with an appreciation of this emotional mix of evolving power relations and shifting ideology. We observe not an idle assent to new sets of values but a more signficant re-orientation in understanding of self and other. This was the basis of leadership, ‘leading from within’ (Mirvis, 1997) with the capacity to connect deeply with others through managing to touch those deeper parts of self (Vaill 1998, p.219). 

However, the theory of complex responsive processes encourages an understanding of leadership, and followership, as part of a larger process. It is possible to see in these case studies that leadership is an expression, not the source, of an ongoing and emergent conversation. The practice of leadership is participation in a wider process.
IMPLICATIONS FOR ORGANIZATIONAL LEADERS

This paper has explored the contribution that can be made to understanding leadership in situations of uncertainty through the lenses of complex responsive processes and spirituality. Implicit in Stacey’s theory is the importance of conversational processes that comprise a high quality of listening. 

The church leaders were transformed by their inner and outer conversations, and this transformation was important in their ability to play a role in the leadership of change. This highlights the developmental potential for leaders of forms of meditative or reflective practice (see, for example, Jaworski, 1998) and the development of greater levels of self-awareness. Stacey refers to this development of self-awareness as ‘paying more attention to the quality of your own experience of relating and managing in relationship with others’ (2003, p. 422). 

This is not necessarily a simple or pleasant process. There is a challenge to leaders to be prepared to serve (Greenleaf, 1977) and to pay a price in the struggle required to engage in the complex power relations that emerge and unfold. 

Underpinning the theory of complex responsive processes is an awareness of the essential connectedness of human beings. The literature on workplace spirituality identifies this as the basis of a value set that challenges self-centred behaviours, particularly in the exercise of power. This form of principled leadership stands in contrast to the unethical behaviour that characterises the way some choose to participate in their organizations. 

This connectedness is also significant at a time when many social and global conflicts are characterised by fundamentalism and exclusivity. The ability to engage in a high quality of conversation and participation and with increasing levels of diversity seem more essential than ever. This does not need to be at the expense of one’s own values and beliefs, but it does require a belief in the value of finding ways to talk and listen to one another.

The argument of this paper has been that it can be fruitful for leaders to engage with the experience of not knowing. An analysis of leadership practice that gives attention to what is not known rather than what is known can give a different emphasis to an understanding of what leaders do. Rather than perpetuating the leader-as-hero myth, leaders and their actions appear merely ordinary. We see leaders as people without all the answers but with a responsibility to engage with difficult situations and to find a resolution. What might be unusual about effective leaders is that they somehow manage to stay in touch with the human condition, of their own and others’ limitations as well as the cooperative contribution of individual strengths. 

If there is merit in learning to attend to the unknowable reality of the present moment then there are some significant implications for leadership practice that require further exploration. For example, leadership development might concentrate not only on gaining relevant knowledge, skills and processes of creative thinking, but also in practicing the opposite: learning to forget what is known, to do nothing and to resist the inclination towards knowing. From this perpective, effective leadership practice is dependent upon the development of sound judgement, for example in finding the appropriate balance of knowing and not knowing, of acting and waiting. 
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