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ABSTRACT AND AUTHORS

This paper explores the key dements of relationa practice as atheoretica pergpective that is emerging
at the intersection of three streams of feminist research: feminist psychology, afeminist sociology of

work and feminigt critique. It argues that exploring rdaiona work from this feminist perspective
highlights unique aspects of this activity that are absent from more traditional, presumably gender neutrdl
representations. The paper delineates the intellectud roots of reationa practice, outlinesits key
attributes and characterigtics, the belief system and skills associated with it, and the unique contribution a
feminist conceptudization of rdationa work can make to organizationa theory and practice.

Joyce K. Fletcher/is Professor of Management at the Center for Gender in Organizations, Graduate
Schoal of Management (GSM) a Simmons College, 409 Commonwedth Avenue, Boston, MA
02215. E-mall: joycefletcher@s mmons.edu

Roy Jacquesis Senior Lecturer for the Department of Management, University of Otago, Commerce
Building, P.O. 56, Dunedin, New Zedand. E-mail: rjacques@commerce.otago.ac.nz
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|.INTRODUCTION

A. RELATIONAL PRACTICE: AN EMERGING STREAM OF THEORY AND ITSSIGNIFICANCE FOR
ORGANIZATIONAL STUDIES

A subgtantia body of work has emerged urging organizations to rethink traditiona structures and
practices in favor of more relationa gpproaches. Increasingly, organizations are being encouraged to
foster teamwork, collaboration and systems thinking (Hammer & Champy, 1993; Kearns & Nadler,
1993; Senge, 1990), to value emotiona intelligence (Goleman, 1995, 1998), “intimacy” aswell as
“masgtery” kills (Kofodimous, 1993), to relax the boundary between work and family (Bailyn et d.,
1996; 1997), to gppreciate the socia and interactive dimensions of learning (Gergen, 1994; Marsick &
Watkins, 1993), and to understand the importance of atype of work that stands outside traditional
measures of job performance called “organizationa citizenship behavior” (Organ, 1988, 1990;
Konovsky & Organ, 1996; Konovsky & Pugh, 1994).!

While this body of work challenges current organizationd principles and suggests that newer more
relationa ways of organizing are needed, it does not offer atheory of relational effectiveness that would
help us understand the chalenges and implications of making this type of change. The lack of a cogert,
practica "rdaiond theory of organizing" limits the ability of organizationsto respond to calls for
transformational change and accounts, &t least in part, for the fact thet progress in making or sustaining
these changes has been dow (Hetcher, 1999). We believe that an emerging theoretica construct in
feminist research, relational practice, can make a significant contribution to the development of such a
theory.

B. WHAT ISRELATIONAL PRACTICE?

Relationa practice is aterm used by Fletcher (1994b) to refer to away of working that is rooted ina
“growth-in-connection” (Jordan et a. 1991) model of human psychologica development. We have
broadened the term and use it here to refer to other forms of relational work and to atheory of work
practice that is emerging a the intersection of three bodies of feminist research: feminist psychology, a
feminigt sociology of work and feminist critique. The premise these three research perspectives shareis
that organizations—their practices, processes, structures and underlying theories of effectiveness—are
gendered. (e.g., Ferguson, 1984; Acker, 1987; Mills & Tancred, 1992; Caas & Smircich, 1996).
Indeed, afundamenta axiom of this research is that organizations implicitly privilege traits that have been
culturally ascribed to maes and identified as masculine, such as independence, rationdity, and
individudity, while de-emphasizing other, equally important aspects of work that are more relationd in
nature, such as enabling, emotionality and connection, that have been ascribed to females and identified
asfeminine. From this perspective, organizationd efforts to move from traditiona to more relationa
modes of organizing can be thought of as efforts to move from a stereotypicaly masculine world view to
one that is more stereotypicaly feminine. What differentiates the congtruct of relationa practice from
other concepts of organizationa relationality (cf. Gergen, 1994) that are assumed to be power- and
gender-neutrd is the explicit recognition of the inherent gender/power dynamic within organizationd
discourse.
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I[I. INTELLECTUAL ROOTS

Theinitid objective of the feminis activity that emerged in the U.S. in the 1960s, was to decry the
margindization of women in society (e.g., Freidan, 1963/1983). Soon after writers from a variety of
perspectives began to confront the relationship between the margindization of women and the
margindization of acduster of vaues and practices socidly coded as feminine. Thiswas an important
shift. While women's exclusion from pogtions of authority and wedlth can be rectified by demographic
changes (such as affirmative action legidation), excluding feminine vaues and practices from our
understanding of the norma person and the good society has required rethinking basic socid constructs
of redity and subjectivity aswell as knowledge making itsdlf (eg., Harding, 1986). Theintdlectua
roots of the relationd practice are based in this tradition (cf. Humm, 1992) of chdlenging primary socid
congtructs from afeminine pergpective in order to envision new socid gructures. It isimportant to note
thet the reification of the masculine and the absence of the feminine have little to do with the
characteridics or intentions of individua men or women. Refication isasocid processthat idedlizes
certain practices and “disappears’ the experiences of both women and men that do nat fit thisided.
Two additiond cavesats are important for understanding the intellectua history of relationa practice as
we present it here. Fird, the citations given represent only a portion of a vast, multidisciplinary
reference literature. Second, we present only a portion of relationd practice as alinear construct even
though we know this practica congraint obscures the richly complex interconnections underlying its
development.

Charlotte Perkins Gilman's Women and Economics (1898/1966) and the nearly forgotten \Why
Women Are So (Coolidge, 1914) show the themes we raise to be as old as the industrid organization
itself. However, we trace the development of relationd practice from amore recent perspective,
drawing on micro leve literature we label feminist psychology, a macro leve literature we labd a
feminist sociology of work, and abody of work rooted in critica studies we labd feminigt critique.

A. FEMINIST PSYCHOLOGY

1. Psychology of women. Like mos aress of feminist inquiry, women's psychology began with the
observation that theories of the human sdf had been produced largely through the study of boys and
men. This raised the question of whether the norma sdf of psychologica knowledge was based on
humanity or on a subset of the population that might differ sysematicaly from the understudied (femae)
remainder of the species. While this critique has been a margind theme throughout the history of
psychology (e.g., Westcott, 1986), we will begin with two highly influentid theoriss of the 1970's,
Chodorow (1978) and Miller (1976).

Drawing on object reations psychology, Chodorow documented the pervasiveness of mother-dominant
child-rearing practices worldwide, noting that this posed an asymmetry for boy and girl children. The
girl grows through continued identification with her primary parent experiencing development as
occurring in acontext of connection. The boy learns early that devel opment means becoming an
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individud different from the primary parent experiencing growth as a process of individuation and
Separation.

At about the same time, Miller (1976) began drawing heavily on her clinica experience with women to
propose amodd of devel opment—growth-in-connection— that occurred through a process of
connection rather than a process of individuation. Although she developed the tenets of what she and
colleagues now call relationd theory (Jordan et d., 1991) by listening for and to the experiences of
women, Miller asserts that this modd of growth highlights important and overlooked aspects of all
human development. She cites severd sudies indicating that early infant development occursin a
context of connection and mutud influence. This suggeststhat even in the earliest days of life an infant
influences the emotiond field between sdf and caretaker and begins to develop an “interacting sense of
sdf.” Quite early, however, boys “are encouraged to dread, abhor, or deny” aspects of thisrelationd
field such as vulnerability, emotion and interdependence, “whereas women are encouraged to cultivate
this sate of being” (Miller, 1976:29). The dilemma for men of denying something in themsalvesthat is
critical to human growth and development is resolved by their relying on women to bethe “carriers’ of
these traitsin society.

The modd Miller and her colleagues at the Stone Center articulated as growth in-connection has made
severd important contributions to psychology, but for our purposes, three are most noteworthy.

1) It identifies specific conditions and outcomes of growth-fostering relational interactions.
Growth-in-connection is not conceptualized as occurring in any relationship, but through a specific kind
of rdationd interaction. Growth-fostering interactions are those characterized by mutua empathy and
mutual empowerment, where both parties recognize vulnerability as part of the human condition, where
both parties gpproach the interaction expecting to grow from it, and where both partiesfed a
responsibility to contribute to the growth of the other. Outcomes of growth-fostering relationd
interactions, something Miller and Stiver (1997:30) cdl “five good things,” are zest, empowered action,
increased knowledge, increased sdlf-worth, and a desire for more connection.

The importance of this contribution to the development of an organizationd theory of relationa practice
istwofold. First, it posits growth as opposed to affect asthe motivation to engege in rdaiond
interactions. Second, it moves the discussion away an undifferentiated idedl that “ relationships are good
for business’ toward a discussion of the characterigtics of growthfostering rdationd interactions as
differentiated from non-growth-fostering interactions and relaionships.

2) It identifiesrelational skills within a language of competency. Miller and her colleagues suggest
that engaging growth-fostering interactionsis a complex affair requiring a number of competencies and
relationd sKills (Jordan et d., 1991; Miller, 1976). These include empathy, an ability to acknowledge
vulnerahility, an ability to experience and express emotion, an ability to participate in the development of
another, and an expectation that relationd interactions will be stes of growth for both parties. Miller
notes that articulating these attributes as strengths and skillsis quite different from the language of
deficiency (weakness, hysteria, dependency) presently used in psychologica discourse to describe these
same attributes, “Even the very words, the termsin which we conceptudize, reflect the prevailing
consciousness—not necessarily the truth about what is happening” (Miller, 1976:94). She usesasan
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examplethe term passivity, which is currently used to cover agreat variety of behaviors and
experiences that, she notes, are redlly quite different. These include, for instance, “listening to another,
taking in, recalving, or accepting from another” (Miller, 1976:54).

Detailing the inadequacies and limitations of current definitions highlights the need for a new language of
competency grounded in an epistemology of relaiona experience. 1t dso highlights one of the basic
tenets of 20™ century philosophy which posits that language is not a mere collection of labds, but isa
powerful force shaping and reflecting our redlity (Jones, 1975). Developing alanguage of competency
to describe rdationd skillsis, then, apowerful act, involving acritica episemology of experience and an
explicit theory of knowledge (Burrdl & Morgan, 1979; Calés, 1987; Cdés & Smircich, 1992;
Alvesson & Deetz, 1996).

3) It situates relational activity within a gender/power context. The third contribution this branch of
feminist psychology makesto atheory of relationd practiceisthat it cals atention to the gender/power
dynamic inherent in rdationd interactions, whereby shouldering the respongbility for reationd growth is
something that marks one as feminine and adlowing it to be shouldered by another marks one as
masculine. Through this gendering process, women accept the obligation to enact growthin-connection
invisbly in order not to chalenge what Miller cdls the “myth of independence’ and individudity upon
which this society and mogt of its sructuresrest. This highlights the way in which the invighility of
relationd practice is not abenign or passve atifact in society but an active exercise of power
reinforcing the contradiction that “relationd activity is not necessary and women will provideit”
(Fletcher, 1996a).

Thus, the Stone Center work highlights the fact thet it isimpossible to detail atheory of relationa
practice without addressing the issue of power. To do so (asin some of the “female advantage” work
summarized below) isto congruct amode that is functionaly deficient and to invite misinterpretation of
women'srelationa activities as evidence that they are naturd carriers of these traits for al of society.
As Miller notes:

It may be important to differentiate [relationa theory]... from other idess... For
example...Yin and Yang, Jung’s notion of the hidden woman in every man and vice
versa... [and] the opposition of agency and community...Christopher Lasch has
described a period when, in response to the first wave of feminism it was advocated
that women move into public affairsto do “socia housekeeping” for the society, in
order to bring their cleanliness and morality into the corrupt world. These formulations
fail to take serioudy the inequality of power and authority between men and women. It
is hardly women' stask to go into the dominant culture to “cleanse’ it of its problems.
Thiswould merely be repetition in another form of “doing for others’ and “deaning” for
others—now cleaning up the “body palitic’... The notions of Jung and others deny the
basic inequality and asymmetry that exist; they are dso ahigtorical... The present
divisons and separations are, | believe, aproduct of culture as we have known it—that
is, aculture based on a primary inequity. It isthe very nature of this dichotomization
that isin question. (Miller, 1976: 79-80)
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Thisframing of power d0 offers ameans of developing relationd theorizing beyond madefemde
differences. In her introductory chapters, Miller attempts to contextudize relaiondity with reference to
amore generd discusson of dominance and margindity, often building upon the experiences of African
Americans. For ingance, Miller theorizes that women may, at thistime, “have a much greater sense of
the emotiond components of dl human activity than most men” because “anyone in a subordinate
position must learn to be attuned to the vicissitudes of mood, pleasure and displeasure of the dominant
group.” “Black writers” she then states, “have made this point very clearly” (Miller, 1976:38-9).
While our eaboration of relationd practice has been primarily areflection of white, middle-class,
femde, American experience; another path for developing relaiond theorizing would be to move from a
theory of gender difference within the dominant culture to one more reflective of the interaction among
race, class, culture, and ethnic socid identities. The task of expanding relaiond theory in thisway is
beginning as theorigts explore how other aspects of socid identity interact with gender to influence
growth-in-connection. Two important new contributors to this work are Maureen Waker (1999) who
has written about the effect of historical oppression on individuads' ability to establish connection acrass
racial and culturd divides, and Gelaye Debebe (1998) who is studying the specific relaiond skills
needed to establish effective cross-culturd connection.

Rdationd theory’sandyss of power highlights how understanding the operation of reationd practiceis
inseparably connected to the operation of the social forces through which dominance and margindity,
voice and slencing, vighility and invighility are constructed. Moreover, it reminds us that sengtivity to
relational phenomenaand awillingness to act based on relationa considerations are not inherently mae
or femdetrats. Rather, it highlights the need to focus on the complexity of socia processes through
which both men and women learn to expect that this work will be provided mainly by women.

2. Women’svoice. Women's psychology has spawned alarge body of work that has chalenged or
proposed additions to a number of mainstream theories. One of the most influentid statements of this
perspective is that of Gilligan (1982), who put reationdity within the metaphor of voice. In a Different
Voice was asudy of mora reasoning in girls and women, focusing on Kohlberg's (still) popular theory
of mora development. For Kohlberg, maturity of judgment is indicated by athinker’s ability to make
decisons using increesingly universd, rule-based principles abstracted from immediate experience.
Gilligan, noting that Kohlberg's research had been conducted primarily on boys, argued that girls had a
different form of moral/ethical reasoning grounded in the experience of connection articulated by Miller
and Chodorow. While this has sometimes been interpreted as sex-based universdizing by critics (e.g.,
Kerber et d., 1986), Gilligan took painsto disclaim such an association. She notes that her work was
never intended to spesk for dl women, only to highlight how certain voices and certain perspectives are
arbitrarily devaued in current conceptudizations of mordity. In her later work (Brown & Gilligan,
1992), she addresses the issue of universdizing women more explicitly by stressing the contingency of
gender socidization among female subjects of different cultura backgrounds.

Alsoinfluentid is alater work that acknowledges debts to Gilligan and Miller and sought to articulate
“women’ sways of knowing” (Belenkey, et a., 1986). In this book, the authors explore the connection
between rdationd experience in the world and relationd gpproaches to learning, knowing, teaching, and
communicating. A point these authors raise is thet to take relationa theorizing serioudy isto
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acknowledge such fundamentd categories as sdif, truth and vaue to be highly contingent upon socid
experience. Thismeansthat it isnot sufficient to look at relaiond practice; it isaso necessary to ask
how dl practices ook when viewed through ardationd lens. Reationd theorizing involves more, then,
than new objects for analyss. It requires different paradigms to conceptudize epistemologica,
methodologica and ethica philosophies of knowledge. This chdlenge has been taken up by Grimshaw
(1986), Tronto (1987), Kittay and Meyers (1989), and Larrabee (1993), among others.

The contribution these and other “voice’ perspectives make to relational practiceisthat they further
develop alanguage of competency to describe behavior that privileges connection over individuation.
Furthermore, by re-presenting women' s experience within its own vaue system and framework, this
work presents amodel of how to challenge currently accepted schema from areationa perspective and
begins to articulate the belief systlem underlying this chalenge.

3. Female advantage. Loosdy labeled “femde advantage’ studies, women'’ s voice perspectivesin the
management literature have proposed a connective mode of managerial behavior that differs from
traditiond, hierarchica norms (Loden, 1985; Grant, 1988; Jdinek & Adler, 1988; Fierman, 1990;
Helgeson, 1990; Peters, 1990; Rosener, 1990; Tannen, 1996). With few exceptions (e.g., Cavert &
Ramsey, 1992; Liou & Aldrich, 1995), thistype of andlysis has not recognized the need for anew
epistemology of work experience or the asymmetrical power rel ationship between relationa practice
and “norma” management practices. Asaresult, what has appeared has either essentidized relationa
activity asafemaetrait or haslacked the critical framework to resist being interpreted that way by
others. Thetone of this literature has been that women and organizations could mutually benefit from
women'srelationdity. Thisassumption ignorestwo key points. Firg, relationdity has been theorized as
asocid influence, not something inherent in women. Thus, it could not be a useful principle to guide
individua hiring decisons; it would only gpply stochagtically to women asawhole. Second, it ignores
issues of power. Within a context of asymmetrical power, “when women act on the basis of this
underlying psychological motive, they are usudly led into subservience’ (Miller, 1976:89). It isnot
necessary that men seek to dominate for this dynamic to apply. It is sufficient that men (and women) be
unaware of the need to actively resst dominating (Jacques, 1997a). Thus, to a great extent, awoman’'s
sucecess in work organizationsis likely to be proportiona to her ability to dissociate herself from
relationdity.

Although this work has been critiqued for these limitations, (Calas, Jacobson, Jacques & Smircich,
1991; Pollitt, 1992; Caéas & Smircich 1993; Hetcher 1994b) it is generdly recognized as having
contributed to the understanding of relationa practice in two ways. Fird, it cdls atention to the
potentialy strategic importance of rdationa attributes for organizationa effectiveness. Second, it
contributes to the development of alanguage of competence rather than alanguage of deficiency to
describe behavior that privileges connection, and begins to make visble the notion of intentiondity
underlying this behavior.

To summarize, feminist psychology has identified severd factors important to the development of a
theory of relationa practice. These contributions are summarized in Table 1 below.
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Table 1:
Contributions to Relational Practice from Feminist Psychology

Offersamodel of “growth-in-connection”: An dternative to mainstream models of growth and
development giving preeminence to relationa interactions as the locus of human growth and
development.

Posits growth, as opposed to affect as the primary motivation in enacting relationa principles.

Digtinguishes between relational interactions which are growth fostering and those which are not.
I dentifies specific characteristics, pre-conditions and outcomes of interactions that foster growth.

Offers anuanced analysis of the gender/power dynamic that predisposes women to enact this model
of growth and development invisibly, obscuring such activity.

Moves from focus on individua behaviors to social-structural power dynamics linking subjective
behaviors and durable socid identities.

Highlights the role of language in shaping “redity” and “experience.”

Identifies a complex set of skills needed to enact a relational model of growth and begins to create a
language of competence to describe them.

Cadlls attention to potentialy strategic significance of relationd activity.

B. FEMINIST SOCIOLOGY OF WORK

1. Domestic sphere. Since Hartmann (1981) and others noted that the labor theory of value focuses
only on the production of commodities, while ignoring the also-necessary labor of producing,

mai ntaining and reproducing the producers themsalves, there has been some attempt to broaden
theories of work to include domestic labor (cf. Oakley, 1974, 1976; Rich, 1976/1986; Ruddick, 1989;
Hochschild & Machung, 1989; DeVault, 1991). Exemplars of thistype of analyss focus on the socid
gructuring of work from awoman-centered perspective. As such, they treat “women’swork” asa
legitimate object of andysis and in doing so, implicitly or explicitly show thet thislarge domain of work is
both necessary to the operation of work organizations and society in generd, and peripherd to the
concept of “read” work.

One of the more ambitious examples of thistype of andyssis Ruddick’s (1989) description of maternd
practice as a set of behaviors rooted in a philosophy—or way of thinking—she cals maternd thinking.
Thisway of thinking conceptudizes child rearing as the practice of responding to three separate, and at
times contradictory, sets of relationa demands—(1) for preservation, (2) for growth, (3) for socid
acceptance—placed by children on anyone doing maternal work. Responding to these demands
requires atype of relationa behavior that balances thinking, feding and acting. Ruddick asserts that the
complex underpinnings of maternd practice—whereby, for example, the contradictory demands of
preservation (e.g., safety) and growth (e.g., exploration) must be resolved in the immediate moment—

Fletcher and Jacques, 1999 9 Center for Gender in Organizations



are obscured by the concrete, ordinary actions that make up the work. Thejob isto oversee the whole
and make sure that connections with others who are critica to the child’ s well-being are in place and are
maintained. Drawing on Miller, who suggests that from arelational perspective “[w]hat one learned
yesterday is not good enough and does not apply today” (Miller, 1976:56-67), Ruddick notes that the
mode of change underlying materna practice is one that welcomes rather than seeks to manage or
control change™.

Asaform of management, maternd practice “does not require enthusasm or even love; it Smply means
to see vulnerability and to respond to it with care” (Ruddick, 1989:19). Ruddick’s observation that
maternd practice is not based on what one is feding, but on what one enacts hel ps to chdlenge the idea
of such work as merdly alabor of love or anaturd expression of femininity. This de-naturdization dso
makes it more possible to explore men's “maternd” practices and to understand that the process of
devauing women can be distinct from the process of devaluing “feminized” work practices—whether
those practices are performed by men or women.

DeVault's (1991) work on feeding the family highlights yet another aspect of relationa practice in the
domedtic sphere. By ligtening carefully to how women describe the different activities that go into
creating afamily meal she makes visble anumber of reaiona dimensions of the work. For example,
she notices that women describe attending to family member’ s preferencesin food sdection as away of
meaking sure that individuas experience the feding of being vaued family members whose needs, desires
and expressed wishes are listened to and taken serioudy. She aso notes how women describe specific
actions they take to create an amaosphere during the family meal in which members can interact and
build a sense of intimacy and trust with each other. These actions include things such as smoothing the
conversation, engaging those who are withdrawn, or introducing topics that will be of interest to certain
members. Highlighting these relaiona aspects of the work has the effect of expanding the definition of
what it meansto feed afamily. Feeding the family becomes ardationd practice.

These and other studies that delineate the structura aspects of work in the private/domestic sphere
make severa important contributions to atheory of relaiond practice. Firdt, they highlight the relationd
underpinnings of what appear to be mundane, straightforward tasks such as feeding afamily, cleaning,
or watching children. Highlighting the structura nature of work in the domestic sohere differentiates this
practice from affect-based notions of caring in which rdationd activity is assumed to be motivated by
fedings of affection. This differentiation creates the opportunity to articulate not only away of thinking
underlying the behavior but o the rdlationa skills necessary to enact it effectively.

An additiona, more genera contribution this body of work makesisthat it suggests that in order to
understand the significance of relationa practice, it is necessary to sudly it in terms sympathetic to the
vauesit represents. Otherwise, if amply interpreted from the perspective of the dominant discourse, it
islikely to betriviaized, overlooked or actively “disgppeared.” For example, Howe (1977:238) citesa
government job rating system which, by using sandard measures of kills, equates the difficulty of the
work of child care attendant with that of parking lot attendant; the work of home hedth aide with that of
mud-mixer helper. Studying relaiona practice from the perspective of the belief system that motivated
the behavior and from the experience of those enacting it, avoids this type of disappearing. Indeed, a
theme connecting these explications of work in the domestic sphere is that they dl began by attempting
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to understand experiences from the perspective of the domestic actors embedded in them. The purpose
was not to shape the experiences to fit existing models, but rather to develop models of understanding
rooted in the values and redlities of those who were studied.

2. Organizational Sphere. > Thereisagrowing body of organizationa literature that seeks to
chdlenge the gendered nature of work from the vantage point of femae experience. One gpproach has
been to chalenge the supposed gender neutrality of organizationd systems by exposing the ways certain
organizationd roles recreate domestic, patriarchd relationshipsin formal work organizations through
secretaria work (Kanter, 1977; Pringle, 1988; Sotirin & Gottfried, 1997); nursing (Reverby, 1987),
“pink collar” occupations in generd (Howe, 1977) and service work (Hochschild, 1983; Leidner,
1991). Thisbody of work cdls attention to the gender/power relationship in relationd interactions and
the way in which women are expected to shoulder the emotiona or relaiond burden of such
interactions. For example, building on Hochschild's (1983) work on emationa Iabor, many studies
have sought to make visble the capitaization of emotion in work settings (Leidner, 1991; Rafaeli, 1989;
Sutton & Rafadi, 1988; Wharton, 1993) and the gender implications of this practice. Inthe samevein,
Anne Huff (1990) and Deborah Kolb (1992) have each written on the “invisble work” of emotionally
supporting co-workers. Both observe that men and women seem habituated to using contact with a
femae co-worker for sharing and processing emotiond issues that would be more difficult to present to
amde colleague. They note that athough this time-consuming work adds vaue in terms of preserving
an effective work group, thereis no organizationa reward for doing it. On the contrary, there appears
to be an expectation that women will do it—one that women themsedlves accept—that operates with a
simultaneous devauing of the ectivity itsalf such that it would never, for example, qudify onefor a
promotion or count in tenure considerations.

This type of research makes two vauable contributions to the development of atheory of relaiond
practice. Fird, it implicitly makes visible the unrecognized and unrewarded skills and organizationd
benefits associated with relational attributes such as support work and emotiona competence. Second,
it offers a concrete example of the contradiction in organizationa belief systems noted earlier in which
relationd attributes like emotionality are smultaneoudy deva ued as ingppropriate to the workplace and
exploited for their usefulnessin achieving organizationd goas.

Another important body of work in this areais research that seeks to make visible the structura
dimensions of “caring work” in organizationa settings. For example, Parker (1997) articulates the
relaionship between medica personnel and clients not smply as the context for such work nor asa
personal attribute of the care-giver (bedside manner) but as the technol ogy through which the work
of delivering medical care gets done. In the same vein, Benner and associates (Benner & Wrubd,
1989; Benner, Tanner & Cheda, 1996) describe the relationa aspects of expertise in nursaing—things
such as atentiveness, involvement and empathy—not as affect- based behavior moderated by the
nurses emotiona attachment to the patient, but as ructura practices that are cognitive, intentional and
have a predictable pogtive effect on quality of patient health and measurable medica outcomes.

Jacques (1992) study of nurses as knowledge workers highlights another structural aspect of the
medicd caregiver/care-seeker rdationship. He observes that through a seemingly automatic process he
cdls*information passing,” nurses serve as the conduit for critica patient information anong medica
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personnel an average of 87 times a day. Theimportant contribution his work makes to the
development of atheory of relationd practice is the way in which he articulates the invishility and the
preventive potential of what he calls“ caring/connecting” work. He notes that, despite the obvious
impact on organizationd effectiveness, the information passing was not included in the forma definition
of the work, was not recognized in the hiring, evauation, promotion or reward structures of the
organization or noted as a vauable resource. It was, instead, left to happenstance, its presence
assumed and the codts of its absenceignored. As he notes, information passing may be just one
exampleof an

“ entire economy of work practices that begins out of sight and ends at what
theorists of work consider to be the beginning of analysis. An innate characteristic
of thiswork is that, when it is performed competently, the worker and the work
disappear, leaving no evidence that something had to be done in the first place
(Jacques, 1992:247; emphasisin the original).

In later work drawing on relational theory to further understand the behavior he observed, Jacques
(1993) argues that in addition to understanding relational practice’® as aform of behavior, it must be
understood both as a*“ structura practice” and a“way of seeing ..., that is, as aworld view with bundled
assumptions about what is redl, true, and important, and with its own methods for knowing” (Jacques,
1993:7).

The contribution this stream of work makes to an understanding of relationd practice isthat it further
articulates structura dimensions of relaiond work that are aosent from commonsense definitions of

what it meansto“care for’ others and cdls aitention to the effectiveness dimension of doing caring work
with these rdaiond/structurd underpinnings in place.

Y et athird stream of work in this area has sought to define relationa attributes of work in settings not
commonly associated with caring and/or support. For example, Lynn Zimmer’s (1987) work with
female prison guards identified a type of relationa work that entailed listening to prisoners, mediating
disoutes, and caming potentidly incendiary Stuations through interpersond interactions. Significantly,
she notes that the potentia cost savings of these measures and ther effectivenessin preventing fights,
damage and persona injury were not recognized by forma measures of effectiveness. In fact, the
guards who employed these techniques recelved lower performance ratings from a system that gave
behaviors such as skill in bresking up fightsits highest rating.

In asmilar vein, Fletcher’'s (1994b; 1998) study of female design engineers’ identified away of working
that stood in marked contrast to traditiona norms of engineering practice and as aresult, “got
disappeared” aswork. She used the term relationa practice to refer to thisway of working. The set of
behaviors that made up relationa practice were motivated by what she called ardationa belief system,
abdlief that effectiveness and growth, in this case work-related growth, occur best in a context of
connection. Relationd practicesincluded activities related to task (actions rooted in an acceptance of a
“responsibility for the whole’ and intended to preserve the life and well-being of the project)®, behaviors
focused on other (actions intended to enable or empower others to achieve and contribute to the
project); behaviors related to self (actions using rdaiond skills to enhance one' s own achievement);
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and findly, behaviors relaed to team (actions intended to congtruct the socid redlity of “team” by
cresting the occasion and the environment in which positive outcomes of group life could be redlized)°.
She notes that these four categories of relationd practice required a set of relationd skills—such as
empathy, an ability to admit mistakes with no loss to self esteemn, emational competence and an ability to
acknowledge one' s vulnerability and operate in a context of interdependence—that are not commonly
thought of as skillsin organizationa discourse and not commonly associated with organizationa
effectiveness.

The mgor contribution of this work was the identification of the process through which these activities
were rendered invisble, something she cdls the “disgppearing dynamic.” She ddlineates three
dimensions of this disgppearing dynamic, a process that resulted in the behavior “ getting disappeared”
aswork and getting congtructed as something other than work. These three dimensionsinclude: the
attribution of the behavior as ingppropriate, the lack of organizationaly strong language to describe it as
work, and the socid congtruction of gender in which the work is conflated with idedlized images of
femininity. These forces gppeared to operate in concert, reinforcing each other-and providing strong
dructurd disncentives to engage in these types of activities, while amultaneoudy creeting conditionsin
which exactly this type of work is required and some (largely female) workers were expected to do it.
The atributes of relationd practice that got disgppeared in the process were the strategic intentionality
of the behavior, the reaiond skills needed to enact it, and the potentidly positive organizationa benefits
of thisway of working.

In more recent work, Dutton, Debebe & Wrzesniewski (1996) examine the relational aspects of
another task assumed to be straightforward, unskilled and non-relationd: hospital maintenance work.
They note that maintenance daff use relationa schemato understand the impact of the way they do their
work-on patient health and well-being and the relationa dimengons of their tasks. These dimensions
include things such as understanding the patient’s medica requirements, sensitivity to the interruption of
interpersona dynamics, and efforts to “connect” with patients to bring them out of themsdlves and
remind them of the outside world. They eaborate the mechanisms through which thiswork is devaued
and include dimensions of the process that focus on race and class as well as gender.

The contribution of studies such asthese is that they have begun to identify atypology of behaviors
associated with relationd practice. In addition, they have further eaborated the relationd skills required
to enact these behaviors effectively and have begun to identify the relationd logic of effectiveness that
underlies them.

A summary of the key contributions, this feminist perspective on the sociology of work makesto a
theory of relationd practice, is presented in Table 2 (on the next page).
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Table 2:
Contributions to Relational Practice from Feminist Sociology of Work

Highlights the relational aspects of structural tasks assumed to be straightforward, mundane and non-
relational.

Offers concrete examples of “caring” work that are motivated by desire for growth, not affect.

Offersamode of listening to female experience, interpreting it within its own vaue system and using
it to challenge, supplement and more fully represent knowledge about dl human experience.

Beginsto identify atypology of behaviors (task-directed, other-directed, self -directed, group-directed)
motivated by a belief system which privileges connection over individuation as the primary-source of
growth and achievement.

Highlights the potential benefits of doing these tasks with their relational underpinnings intact and the
potentia costs of not doing them this way.

Further identifies and develops a language of competence to describe the complexity of relationa
practice and the skills needed to complete it effectively.

Further identifies the motivation to enact relational practice as rooted in away of seeing the world, a
way of thinking and a belief system that stands outside the organizational discourse on success,
effectiveness, growth and achievement.

Calls attention to the patriarchal processes through which the worker is bonded to the work through
gender socidization and though which afailure to be competent at this work can be experienced as a
failure to be awoman.

| dentifies the dynamics through which relational practice, the belief system motivating it, the skills
necessary to enact it and its potentia contribution to effectiveness “get disappeared” in organizationa
discourse.

Identifies the implicit contradiction in organizationa discourse whereby relationa attributes such as
emotional competence are smultaneously devalued as inappropriate to the workplace and exploited
for their usefulness in achieving organizationa godls.

C. FEMINIST CRITIQUE

A third stream of research in which reational practice hasits rootsisabody of literature loosdy
described asfeminigt critique. Unlike feminist sociology, which seeks to observe and capture e ements
of work asit is enacted, this body of work seeks to destabilize and denaturalize organizationd theory
and systems of knowledge production in order to show the influence of gender not only in shaping
femae and mae experience in organizations (P.Y. Martin, 1993; Collinson & Hearn, 1994; Conndll,
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1995; Jacques, 1997a; Maier, 1997), but aso in shaping “normal, objective’” knowledge about
organizing itsdf (e.g., Smircich, 1985; Mills, 1988; Caas & Smircich, 1991, 1992, 1993, 1996; Mills
& Tancred, 1992; J. Martin, 1990; Mumby & Putnam, 1992; J. Martin & Knopoff, 1995; Gherardi,
1995).

Typicaly, these analyses expand organizationd concepts by articulating a“femining’ dterndive that has
been slenced or ignored in the current definition. For example, Dennis Mumby and Linda Putnam
(1992) chdlenge the way emoation is denigrated and rationdity reified in theories of organizationd
decison making. They note the impossbility, indeed the irrationdity, of ignoring the influence of emotion
on the decision-making process. They offer amodd that includes the ability to assess and consder the
emotiona context in which organizationd decisons are being made and assart that this modd might not
only be more effective, but aso more reflective of the current Situation. In the same vein, Joanne Martin
& Kathy Knopoff (1995) reved the way in which Max Weber’ s principles of organizing vauethe
masculine side of gendered dichotomies such as objective/subjective, abstract/concrete and
rationa/emotiond while dismissng the feminine as ingppropriate to the busness of organizing. In
discussng the way in which objectivity isreified and subjectivity denigrated in organizationd norms, they
too note the impossibility of understanding organizationa phenomena from a purely objective stance.
They offer an dternative modd that incorporates rather than ignores subjectivity and suggest thet this
mode actualy offers amore accurate picture of organizationa practice.

In anayses such as these, expanding exigting theories by offering afeminine dternative is meant to sheke
up the organizationd status quo by chalenging unguestioned masculine assumptions, or at least raising
them for discussion. Once an dternative, arguably more complete definition of an organizationd

concept has been offered, the andyssturns to the issue of power. That is, the question of why certain
aspects of the feminine have been absent from these concepts is explored. It asks, for example, who is
benefiting from the current definition? Whose interests are being served? What power relationships are
being maintained and reinforced by defining the concepts in this way and slencing the feminine? What
dternative structures suggest themsdlves when the feminine is added to these concepts? What
dternative systems of power?

By destabilizing what were once presumed to be gender neutral theories of organizing, thisresearch
provides a space within organizationa discourse to begin theorizing relationd practice and examining the
gendered lens through which knowledge about organizing is constructed. More specificdly, it cdls
attention to the strong forces operating to disappear any activity associated with the feminine—whether
that practice is done by maes or femaes—thereby aerting us to the negative attributions (weak, soft,
inappropriate, evidence of emotional dependency, etc.) that are likely to be made about relationa work
when it is done in organizationd settings.

The contributions of this literature are summarized in Table 3 (on the next page).
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Table 3
Contributions to Relational Practice from Feminist Critiquein Organization Studies

Moves organizational gender studies from a focus on discrimination of women to broader
consideration of effects of gender on men, women and organizational phenomena.

Highlights the power of gender to determine organizational practice, structure and behavior.
Cadlls attention to the congruency between masculine and organizational norms, values and practices.

Cadlls attention to the congruency between masculine norms, values, practices and the norms of
organizationa knowledge production.

Illustrates the socia contingency of subjectivity.

Destabilizes the monolithic nature of organizationa concepts by offering alternative, suppressed
and/or formerly invisible aspects of these concepts.

[llustrates the degree to which commonsense understandings of organizational phenomena are
condtituted in language, which isinevitably vaue and power |aden.

To summarize, relaiond practiceis emerging as a stream of research at the intersection of a micro-leve
literature of feminist psychology, a macro-leve literature of afeminist sociology of work, and a
postmodern literature of feminist critique. Its relevance to current issues of organizationa change and
trangformation stems from the evolution of more relationa ways of organizing to facilitate the loosdy
structured, group- oriented work practices that are gaining prominence in knowledge-intensive, post-
industrial work situations (Jacques, 1997b).
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1. ELEMENTS OF RELATIONAL THEORY AND PRACTICE

It is now possble to summarize some dements of an organization theory of relationa practice. We
outline these e ements under three headings: the work, the skills workers need, and the contextua
factors which influence its disgppearance in organizational discourse (see Tables 4a-4c).

A. THEWORK

Specific behaviors associated with the work itself, listed in Table 4a, encompass any tasks intended to
creste conditions in which growth-in-connection (achievement, effectiveness, new knowledge, credtivity,
efc.) can occur. Thus, reationd practice expands the current definition of “real” work to include a
broad range of preparatory activities. These include activities that range from the mundane, set-up
activities, such as making meeting arrangements, to more sophisticated preparatory effortslike creating
medtime environments where family members can interact in an atmosphere of trust and acceptance,
team mesetings where member’ s contributions are affirmed, or engaging in individua enabling activities
that teach others new skills or pass on information that will enhance their ability to be effective
Recognizing these activities for what they are requires an expanded definition of the work task itsdlf.

Another generd characteridtic of the work isthat it is preventive in nature, making it difficult to measure.
As one engineer noted “if nothing bad happensiit is assumed that nothing bad was going to happen”
(Fletcher, 19944). Y et engaging in relational practice—doing the preparatory work noted above,
smoothing conflict, engaging in behind the scenes peace- meking in offices; creating an experience of
team for individua group members by listening and building connections with their ideas, passng on
seemingly mundane nursing informetion thet is critica to patient care, taking the time to pass on
knowledge and embed competency in others—has greet potentid to prevent future problemsthat are
often quite codtly to resolve,

The problems prevented can be as serious as a patient getting the wrong medications or as mundane as
waded time. For example, a high-tech company with which one of the authors was working recently
followed the trend of “hoteling” workers—giving them acar phone and fax and removing their accessto
permanent office space. One such group, dispersed over the West Coast of the U.S., met in Sesttle
one day but found that no one had arranged aroom for the meeting, or a speaker phone for the member
cdling infrom adistance. Severd days of work and thousands of dollars were wasted because the
preparatory work, creating the concrete context within which the group goa could be achieved, was not
done. The devaluing of such preparatory tasksis reflected by the fact that they routinely are assigned to
lower level “support” staff and are taken for granted. Their critica nature is noted only when the tasks
are not completed. The consequences of failing to creste emotiond contexts where individuals fed
vaued and free to speak with little threet of ridicule are even less tangible and perhaps are more costly
to organizations than other preparatory work. Thiswork is classfied as “maintenance-" or “ process-”
oriented work in current discussions of organizationa theory. Setting relationd practice apart from task-
oriented work subtly divorces preparatory tasks from messures of effectiveness and ignoresthe
functiond benefits of prevention.
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Another distinguishing characterigtic of the work isthat it expands the definition of outcome to include
results embedded in others and in socid interactions. Taking the time to pass on sKills, to teach in ways
that are most likely to enable others, to put effort into cresting conditions in which the positive effects of
group life can be redlized, are dl work activities whose products are currently invisble in most
assessment and evauation systems. Including them as work activities and defining them as part of the
job requires expanding the concept of “outcome’ to cover these less tangible results.

The lagt feature of the work isthat it expands the concept of the “other” in reationd interactions.
Redationa practice is characterized by something FHetcher cadls “fluid expertiss” (1998) whichis aview
of the other as co-actor, co-learner, and co-teacher. Thisis quite different from traditiona views of
relationships (mother/child, teacher/learner, boss/subordinate) in which expert status is assumed to be
datic during the course of the interaction.

Table4a

Characteristics of Relational Practice: The Work

Taking responsihility for the whole and doing Enacting an expanded definition of “outcome’ to
whatever it takes to connect the task to the include outcomes embedded in others, such as
resources it needs to survive. increased knowledge or competence.

Resolving conflict and disconnections that might | | Enacting an expanded definition of “outcome’ to
interfere with task goals. include outcomes embedded in socid Situations,
such as creating conditions in which “team” or
Enabling, empowering others through sharing group life can be experienced.

information, teaching (fluid expertise).
Enacting an expanded definition of “task” to
Using emotional data (others' emotional redlities, | include preparatory work.

one's own emotional responses) to understand
and respond to organizational phenomena

B. THE SKILLS

Competent engagement in rationd practice requires that workers have the skills summarized in Table
4b. Generdly, the basic skill is an ability to bridge a number of gender dichotomies: thought/fedling,
abstract/concrete, mind/body, task/process, sdlf/other, predictable/ambiguous, compete/collaborate
(Fletcher, 19944). This has dgnificant implications for doing this work in gendered organizations (Mills
& Tancred, 1992) where “red” work is qudified by those behaviors closdy digned with idedized
masculinity.

Sgnificantly, growth-fostering interactions require alevel of mutudity and authenticity that precludes
using relaiond practice to “one-minute manage’ or to superficidly sell a predetermined agenda. It dso
requires the worker to be embedded in the immediate work process, which conflicts with the
bureaucratic norm of hierarchica authority.
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Reational practiceisthe property of aworker who has some characteristics of the employee (low
reliance on forma authority), some characteristics of the manager (responsibility for the whole, enabling
and empowering others) and some characterigtics of the employed professiond (complex work,
discretionary activity, without being well described by any of these three categories. S/he exists outside
of what Jacques (1996:147-9) termsthe ‘tripartite box’ of organizationa subjectivity. Perhgpsthis
complex subject is akey to understanding another €usive subject—the knowledge worker. It isentirey
plausble that as work is changing, the centra problems of the workplace are shifting outside of the area
illuminated by traditiona management theory into the shadows where relationa practice has existed as
anintegra yet dlent partner with the world of organizationd work.

Table4b

Characteristics of Relational Practice: The Skills

Empathic competence: ability to understand Ability to empower, enable or share information

others experience and perspectives with no loss to self-esteem

Emotiona competence: ability to understand, Vulnerability: ability to admit “not knowing,” to

interpret and use emotiond data seek others' help and expertise with no |oss of
sef-esteem

Authenticity

Ability to engage synergy of thinking, acting and
Ability to connect or “build relationships’ with feding

others ideas
Ability to affirm others with no loss to self-esteem
Ability to enact “fluid expertise” and move easily
between the expert and non-expert role A welcoming stance toward change

An openness to being influenced by others
emotiond, intellectuad and physical redity

C. THE CONTEXT

In the context of organizations, severd institutiona forces, listed in Table 4c, interact to influence
relationa practice and discourage itsinclusion in current definitions of work. Firg, the strategic work-
related intention of the practice is often invisible because relationa practitioners are often assumed to be
seeking affect (they need/want to be liked, etc.) rather than effectiveness.

Second, the complex set of skills need to enact the practice competently “get disappeared” because the
language used to describe relational aspects of work (helping, listening, responding to emotiond
contexts) associates these behaviors with personality traits as opposed to skills and competencies.
Third, the organizationd benefits of the practice are obscured by another type of semantic eclipse. That
is, the language used to describe the behavior has, in many cases, dready been incorporated into
organizationd discourse in ways thet fail to capture the essence of relaiond practice. For example,
empowerment, mentoring, collaboration, teams, and people skills are dl relationdly-based terms.
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However, when explored from ardationd theory (growth-in-connection) perspective, the concepts are
subtly but powerfully different from their typica organizationa definitions. For example, relationd theory
offersadifferent definition of other in the sdf/other reaionship, different definitions of “expertise” and
power, and a different definition of the primary path to growth and effectiveness.

The fourth contextud factor is related to the socia congtruction of gender in the workplace and the
language used to describe rdationd activity associates it with femininity and the domestic sphere. This
brands the behavior as inappropriate to the workplace, stigmatizing women who enact it as
inappropriately domestic and men who enact it as effeminate. These negative attributions discourage
both men and women from enacting relationd practice.

The last contextua factor has to do with the fact that, because the work’ s importance is not recognized,
it does not appear in reporting and evauating systems which structure the primary organizationd redlity.
Not only does this provide a strong disincentive to engage in the behavior, it aso limitsthe

organization’ s ability to assess either the supply or use of this resource.

Table4c
Characteristics of Relational Practice: Contextual Factors Related to Disappearing

Motivation underlying work is assumed to be Consequences of work not readily visible or
affect (need to be liked, emotional dependency, | quantifiable using traditional organizationa measures

etc.) as opposed to effectiveness
Because its consequences are invisible and the costs

Skills reduced to persondlity characteristics (nice, | of its absence is not calculated, relationa practiceis

dependable, thoughtful) vulnerable to evisceration by seemingly unrelated
organizations' actions such as downsizing,
I dentification with the work (being known to restructuring, relocation, etc.

perform or discuss it) detrimental to career
because of its association with femininity and the | A limited language of competency to describe the
domestic sphere work

Work does not appesar in formal organizationa The dynamic of “semantic eclipse” inhibits
reporting and evauation systems recognizing the potential, the consequences, the
importance of the work
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V. RELEVANCE: RELATIONAL PRACTICE AND EMERGING
PROBLEMS OF ORGANIZING

When consdering paradigmetically divergent theory development it is important to note that our theories
are not organizationa phenomena, but constructed representations of these phenomena. Thus, our
theoretical frameworks are fragile templates we place provisonaly over selected domains of organizing,
those of interest to researchers, funding sources, managers, consultants, and students.

Astimes change, these areas of interest shift. In their place, other issues emerge. In generd, today’s
issues are centered on understanding knowledge intensive and group-oriented work, within fluid
organizationa and environmental boundaries, where a variety of factors make command-and-control
authority an ineffective means of diciting the best effort of workers. In this new context, the task
management concept of the worker who does repetitive action as a pre-planned sep in alaerdly- and
verticdly-differentiated production processis worse than irrdevant; it is a hindrance to effective
management. In the same vein, it may be that our current models of scientificinquiry are not only
inappropriate for exploring emergent topics such asrelationd practice, they may actualy be hindering
our ability to recognize, understand and appreciate the very phenomena we propose to study. We
believe there is a homologous relationship between the challenge posed to organizations by today’s
changes and the challenge relationa theorizing poses to organizationd theory development. We have
identified three areas where this challenge could make an important contribution to the theory and
practice of organizing.

First, atheory of relationd practice offers an opportunity to detail a more nuanced representation of
relationa interactions in the workplace. For example, the fundamenta concept of mutudity in growth
in-connection model's of development suggests that the one-directiona representation of relationd
interactions common in organizationa discourse inadequately captures the dynamics of growth. Two-
directiond modd s that capture the action, interaction and involvement of both parties, such asthe
“relationa work” patients do in the doctor/patient relationship (Parker, 1997), would more accurately
represent the dynamic that occurs. These models could offer new leverage points for enhancing the
growth potentia of such interactions. For example, applying this two-dimensiond lensto other
relationdl interactions thought to be crucid to organizationa learning, such as communities of practice
(Sedly-Brown & Durguid, 1991), multifunctional teams (Lipnack & Stamps, 1993; Sater, 1994), and
collaborative learning efforts (Marsick & Watson, 1993) has the potentia not only to surface formerly
obscured dimensions of these knowledge- producing interactions, but also to suggest changesin
organizationa structures—such as team formation, reporting relationships and reward systems—that
would foster these conditions (Fletcher, 1999). Additiona characterigtics of growth-fostering
interactions such as empathy, involvement, authenticity and fluid expertise could be used to more
accurately detail the activity that occurs in these interactions and the relationd skills necessary to engage
them effectively. Thistype of analyss could grestly inform current efforts to articulate new models of
organizationa concepts that are more appropriate for knowledge intensve environments.
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The second contribution a comprehensive theory of relationa practice offers organizationsisthe
potentia to make visible the hidden costs of doing business as usud, especidly in knowledge intensive
environments where relationa practice is or could be enhancing effectiveness. For instance, one of the
authors recently worked with a high-tech sales team who, as they described their work, articulated a
complex and mobile web of relationships that had to be maintained in order to sdll effectively. Because
the importance of these behind-the- scenes relationships was invisble to management, they inadvertently
destroyed them through a cost-cutting initiative thet diminated personnel, substituted support people
with technology, reduced travel budgets and increased sales quotas. The result was areduction in saes
that sparked further personnd cuts. The spirding, negative effect of ther actions was invisble to them.
Even when failure to attend to relational practice was the source of serious ‘hard” consequences for the
organization, these * soft bottom line’ consequences did not appear as management information. Further
theoretica development of rdationd practice will dlow its effects—and the costs of ignoring these
effects—to be documented and made “redl” in the managerial decision process.

The third contribution relational practice offersisaway to understand the powerful forces that
discourage, diminish and devaue relationd work in organizationa settings. The gender/power dynamics
inherent in the disgppearing of relationa work highlight the way in which this work is coded as feminine
and therefore ingppropriate to the workplace. This suggests that any effort to change organizationa
structures and processes to increase the occurrence of growth-fostering interactionsis likely to engage
serious resistance. Attempting to undertake change of this type recognizing—and developing specific
strategies to address—the gender implications of the change, are likely to be serioudy undermined in
subtle, invisble and yet powerful ways.
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V. TOWARD A THEORY OF RELATIONAL PRACTICE:
POSSIBILITIESAND CHALLENGES

We believe that further developing the concept of relationd practice has great potentid for the theory
and practice of organizing in knowledge intengve environments. One chalenge in moving forward is
exploring how atheory of reationd practice can help us extend or critique existing theories. Thereis
clearly an overlap of domains between atheory of relationa practice and transaction cost theory,
network theory, socia identity theory, etc. How can the differences of foci and incompatibilities
between atheory of relationa practice and these other theories help us to see new things and envision
new organizationa structures, patterns and practices?

There are severd practical, methodologica and epistemologica problems that must be Smultaneoudy
addressed in the design, conduct, interpretation and gpplication of research on relationa practice. For
example, how does one design field studies to capture relationa practices before they “ get disappeared’
and without digtorting them into something ese? Devising methodol ogies that will amultaneoudy
capture micro-level practice, the macro-level determinants of that practice, and the process of
disappearing important elements of the practice in the interpretive process, present some significant
chdlenges to traditiond field study or large scale survey research design. Capturing additiona aspects
of the “disgppearing dynamic,” are criticaly important in addressing questions of practica applications.
For example, how can relationd practices be formulated so they are representable in budgeting
systems? In management reporting? In performance eva uation and recruitment criteria? Perhaps even
more critical is the question of what procedures can be developed to vaue relationa practices as
organizetiond assets.

The questions, “what adds value?’ and “who is entitled to what portion of that value?” will resurface as
theories and gpplications of relaiond practice develop. These questions divided industridizing societies
but were settled by the relative strength of manageria capitaists and labor interests rather than by
mutua agreement. The questions are prominent in the classica writings of the field up to Barnard
(1938), then disappear from the management disciplines except within critical management studies.
Because of the questions heated and sometimes violent history, one can perhaps see why they were put
adde. Emerging organizationa problems will bring us back to these difficult issues. Organizationd
effectiveness requires that management systems identify the roles that add vaue to the organization,
reward those roles proportionately, and secure their development and steady supply, even if this
process disrupts the current gender/power relations.

Articulating atheory of relationd practice and further developing its key principles of mutudity, fluid
expertise and co-influence, can make a significant contribution to the task of re-thinking organizations
and re-vauing the type of work—and the type of worker—critical to organizationd success. The
chalenge relationd practice presents to current organizationa notions of what does and does not add
vaue has the added power of disrupting organizational discourseto cregte “discursive space’ inwhich
new ways of thinking, new ways of working and new ways of organizing might evolve. In summary, we
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believe that while the challenges of developing areationd theory of effectiveness are gredt, the potentid
contributions and the costs of not doing so are too high to ignore.
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ENDNOTES

! 1t isinteresting to note that this concept of ‘learning for change' is highly congruent with the problems of
learning and change management presently being articulated as key issues of ‘ organizationd learning’
and ‘knowledge intensive firms' (cf., Jacques, 1997b).

2 To date, most research on gender in organizations has been a part of the literature on women in
management (cf., Powell, 1993; for exceptions, cf., Caés & Smircich, 1996). Explicitly or implicitly, this
has been a body of sex-difference, not gender, research, since it has devel oped by testing differences
between groups of men and groups of women. Driven by the entry of large numbers of women into
professona postionsin the 1960s and 70s, this research primarily offers empirical evidence to counter
the prejudice that women are inferior to men as managers. Other research has focused on the
structural determinants of gender differences by exploring the process of gender segregation through
which men and women are differentially channeled into jobs, largely to the disadvantage of women (e.g.,
Acker, 1987; Howe, 1978; Acker & Van Houten, 1974). These types of “sex difference” research,
while important, are unrelated to this discussion of relational practicein that they do not seek to define or
expand current definitions of work from arelational perspective.

% What is referred to in this paper as relational practiceis termed “caring work” in Jacques (1993).

* The study was done as part of a Ford Foundation sponsored project exploring work and family
integration (Bailyn et d., 1996).

® This category is similar to and derived from Sara Ruddick’s (1989) notion of preservative love as one of
the three dimensions of maternal practice.

® This category is similar to and derived from Marjorie DeVault's (1991) notion of creating the conditions
in which “family” might be experienced.
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