What Do We Mean
by Relationship?

By Dr Mark Crosweller AFSM

When we talk about relationship, we often imagine something personal—a friendship, a partnership, a deep
emotional bond. But the idea of relationship is much broader and more fundamental than that. Relationship
is ultimately about connection: the way one thing is linked to another, the way we influence each other, the
way we are shaped by the presence, actions, and choices of others. Whether we realise it or not, relationship
is the medium through which all aspects of life unfold. We live in relationship, work through relationship,
learn and grow in relationship, and lead only through relationship.

A relationship is not simply a static bond between people. It is a dynamic field of interaction—a space
between individuals or groups where meetings happen, ideas are exchanged, emotions arise, and behaviours
take shape. It is the ongoing pattern by which we respond to one another: the tone we adopt, the trust we
extend, the boundaries we set, the expectations we carry, and the meaning we derive from the connection.
Relationships are not inherently positive or negative. They can be nurturing, transactional, inspiring, painful,
transformative, or purely functional. But they always matter, because they influence how we think, how we
speak, how we behave, and ultimately how we interpret the world around us.

To understand relationship in a leadership context, it is helpful to first explore the different kinds of
relationships that exist in human life, because leaders must move between them constantly—sometimes
consciously, often unconsciously—and the choices leaders make in these spaces can either strengthen

collective resilience or fracture it.

Personal Relationships: Deep Connection and Mutual
Influence

Personal relationships are the ones we most intuitively recognise. They include family, close friends, romantic
partners, and other long-term intimate connections. These relationships are characterised by emotional depth,
shared history, vulnerability, and a willingness to reveal parts of ourselves we typically protect.

In a leadership context, personal relationships play a more subtle role. Leaders often avoid personal closeness
for fear of favouritism, compromised objectivity, or emotional entanglement. Yet genuine leadership doesn’t
require personal intimacy; it requires personal presence. Leaders who understand personal relationships are
more attuned to human complexity. They recognise that people do not leave their private struggles at the

door when they arrive at work. They bring their histories, hopes, insecurities, and grief with them.
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Good leaders know how to ofter compassion without overstepping; how to listen without absorbing; how to
acknowledge the person without becoming enmeshed. They understand personal relationship as a lens—not

to over-familiarise but to humanise.

Professional and Organisational Relationships: Role-Based and
Structured

Most relationships in leadership form within the boundaries of professional roles. These include relationships
between colleagues, supervisors and staff, departments, teams, and partner organisations. They are shaped by
responsibilities, expectations, power differentials, and organisational culture.

Professional relationships can be hierarchical (leader-employee), collaborative (team member—team
member), interpersonal (informal mentorships, workplace friendships), or cross-boundary (between agencies,
sectors, or disciplines).

While these relationships may lack the warmth of personal relationships, they carry profound emotional
weight. Trust, respect, clarity, fairness, compassion, and communication determine whether people feel valued
or diminished, supported or undermined.

In a leadership context, understanding professional relationships means recognising how structure influences
behaviour. A leader does not simply relate as an individual—they relate as a role, and the role itself carries
expectations. Leaders who ignore this risk creating confusion. Leaders who rely only on the hierarchy create
distance. Effective leadership acknowledges both the necessity and the limitations of formal structure.

Within that structure, leaders can create psychological safety, inclusion, and a sense of shared purpose.

Functional Relationships: Task-Driven and Goal-Oriented

These are relationships built around activities rather than identities—relationships that exist to achieve
something specific. They might include project-based collaborations, emergency management teams,
cross-functional working groups, stakeholder partnerships, or contractual or vendor relationships. These
connections may be temporary, fluid, and highly outcome-driven. They often form quickly because of
need—a crisis, a deadline, or an organisational priority.

Leaders operating in functional relationships must understand how to build rapid trust, manage conflicting
priorities, and balance competing interests. These relationships often involve negotiation, balancing power
dynamics, and coordinating diverse skill sets. They also require leaders to “read the room” quickly—to

sense whether the relationship is strong enough to carry the weight of difficult conversations or contested
decisions.

Functional relationships highlight a key truth: shared purpose creates connection. Even if people are
unfamiliar with one another, a collective aim can align energies, temporarily transcending differences.
Leaders who recognise this can mobilise groups, inspire cooperation, and help people focus on what matters

most.

Transactional Relationships: Exchange-Based and Conditional

Some relationships exist primarily around an exchange—of resources, information, labour, or services. They

may not carry emotional depth, but they still require clarity, fairness, and consistency. Examples include
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client—service provider relationships, leader—contractor interactions, policy advisors and political offices,
regulator relationships, or institutional partnerships driven by compliance or reporting.

Leaders in transactional relationships must maintain mutual benefit. When one party feels used,
undervalued, or misled, trust disintegrates quickly. Transparency becomes essential. So does accountability.
Even in relationships that seem purely transactional, the tone and manner of interaction matter deeply. A
leader who treats transactional relationships with respect signals that all contributions are valued, not only

those tied to loyalty or familiarity.

Relational Relationships: Mutual Presence and Shared
Humanity

These are the relationships most relevant to ethical leadership. A relational relationship is not defined by
intimacy, roles, tasks, or exchanges. It is defined by presence: a willingness to meet another person as a
human being rather than an object or function. Relational relationships involve attentive listening, mutual
acknowledgment, respect for difference, awareness of shared vulnerability, and an openness to being affected
by the other. They form when a leader genuinely pays attention—not just to what a person does but to who
they are. Importantly, relational relationships can co-exist with all other forms of relationship described
above.

In crisis leadership, relational connection is often what enables shared resilience. When communities

suffer loss, grief, or fear, they respond best to leaders who show compassion, humility, sincerity, and moral
courage—not leaders who hide behind authority or detachment.

Relational relationships are the antidote to the leadership dilemma described in the climate and disaster

context: the tension between invulnerability and shared humanity.

Systemic and Interdependent Relationships: Beyond the
Individual

Leadership never happens in isolation. Leaders are embedded in networks—systems of influence, authority,
expectation, and accountability. These systems include organisational structures, community networks.
government frameworks, cultural norms, professional standards, and media ecosystems. These systemic
relationships influence how leaders lead, how people respond to them, and how decisions unfold. Leaders
operate not just in interpersonal space but in the interdependent relationships between institutions and the
public.

In disaster leadership, for example, the relationship between government and citizen becomes acutely visible.
Trust rises or falls depending on communication, transparency, competence, and moral alignment. Leaders
must understand that every action—every message, every plan, every decision—aftects the broader relational

ecosystem.

Relationships in Leadership: How They Take Shape

Having explored the different forms relationships can take, we can now examine how they appear in
leadership practice. Every leadership moment is relational, whether we acknowledge it or not. Here are key
ways relationships manifest in leadership.

Relationship as Trust-Building: Trust is the foundation of all relationships. In leadership, trust is not

simply about credibility; it is about consistency, fairness, and human presence. People trust leaders who are
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predictable in their values, honest about uncertainty, willing to listen, capable of admitting mistakes, and
able to follow through. Trust forms slowly and fractures easily. Leaders who build trust deliberately create
conditions where teams feel safe to innovate, speak up, and take risks.

Relationship as Power Navigation: All relationships involve power—sometimes balanced, sometimes
unequal. Leadership often involves asymmetry: leaders hold authority, influence, and decision-making power.
Ethical leadership acknowledges this imbalance and uses power responsibly. This includes protecting the
vulnerable, ensuring fairness, avoiding manipulation, being transparent, and creating voice and agency for
others. Leaders who understand relational power dynamics avoid using authority as a shield or a weapon.
Instead, they use it as a stewardship.

Relationship as Emotional Intelligence: Emotions run through every relationship—enthusiasm,
frustration, hope, fear, grief, pride, and sometimes disappointment. Leaders who recognise emotional
undercurrents can navigate conflict, support wellbeing, and foster cohesion. This does not mean leaders must
become counsellors. Rather, it means being aware that emotional reality shapes behaviour and decision-
making. Leaders who ignore this often misread situations or misinterpret resistance. Leaders who pay
attention create resonance, not dissonance.

Relationship as Meaning-Making: People look to leaders not only for direction but for meaning. During
crises or uncertainty, meaning becomes essential. Leaders make meaning through storytelling, framing,
acknowledging suftering, naming shared values, and connecting actions to purpose. Meaning-making is

a relational act: it requires leaders to understand how people interpret events and how narrative shapes
collective action.

Relationship as Vulnerability and Shared Humanity: Perhaps the most important aspect of leadership
relationships is the willingness to acknowledge shared vulnerability. In contexts of disaster, crisis, or
profound change, leaders who pretend to be invulnerable create distance. Leaders who acknowledge their
limits, uncertainties, or emotional impact create connection. Shared vulnerability is not weakness; it is the

foundation of compassion, empathy, moral courage, and relational integrity.

Relationship as the Heart of Leadership

Relationship—whether personal, professional, functional, or systemic—is not peripheral to leadership. It

is the heart of leadership. Leaders cannot lead without relationships, because leadership is fundamentally

a relational art: influencing others, supporting others, making decisions that affect others, and creating
environments where people flourish.

Difterent types of relationships require different approaches: empathy in personal relationships, clarity in
professional ones, negotiation in functional ones, consistency in transactional ones, and presence in relational
ones. But across all of them, the essential qualities of good leadership remain constant: compassion, respect,
humility, openness, fairness, and a willingness to be affected by others.

When leaders understand relationship as connection—not control—they create the conditions under which
trust deepens, collaboration strengthens, and resilience grows. In moments of crisis, this relational grounding
becomes not just helpful but essential. It enables leaders to hold communities together, navigate complexity

with humanity, and transform suffering into shared purpose.
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