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THE 
PROBLEM 
WITH 
LEADERSHIP

Many leadership theories neither 
manifest as described nor deliver 
their supposed benefits in the 
‘real world’ 

(Alvesson and Spicer 2012)

Some HRM/ER scholars are 
actively sceptical, viewing 
leadership theories as
• universalistic
• management-centric (unitarist)
• autocratic
• inconsistent with their own 

values
(eg. Teague 2005)

THE 
PROBLEM 
WITH 
COOPERATION

Everyone talks about cooperation
• HRM/ER/management scholars 

promote the benefits
• Also embraced by practitioners 

and policymakers

But cooperation is rarely defined
• means very different things to 

different people
• creates inconsistency and 

confusion
• a barrier to successful 

implementation and
theoretical development

(Bray, Budd and Macneil 2019)
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Introduction

5

CHALLENGES 
FOR 
TODAY

1. To find a helpful way to talk 
about cooperation

• Highlight different 
(legitimate) perspectives

• Focus on role of managers

2. To find a specific way to talk 
about leadership

• consistent with particular 
views of cooperation

3. To provide evidence of 
collaborative leadership that 
can support sustainable 
cooperative change

• Public sector case study
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DEFINING
COOPERATION

Our definition: 

‘working together to the same end’

8



22/07/2019

5

DEFINING
COOPERATION

 ‘Working together to the same 
end’ 

 Something more than simply 
consenting to an employment 
relationship (and not just the 
opposite of conflict)

 But still open to many 
interpretations

 The concept of frames of reference 
can help us clarify what 
cooperation means to different 
people

1

0

 Frames of reference

• how we see the world, what we think is interesting, 
important, or ‘true’, depends on values/perspective

Frames of reference in employment relations (ER)

 ER Frames of reference determines our views on 

 role of power in the employment relationship

 legitimate role of the parties, including managers

 validity of different interests

 likelihood of conflict
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Frames of reference and conflict

11

Free-market
Individual agents contract with each other in their self-interest; exit 
in place of conflict; managers write and oversee contracts

Radical or Critical
Deep structural impediments to resolving the sharply antagonistic 
interests of managers/owners and workers

Pluralist
As economic unequals, employers and employees have some 
legitimate conflicts of interest as well as some shared interests; role 
of managers is to recognize/minimize conflict

Unitarist
Employer and employee interests are the same; conflict is unhealthy 
but can be minimized with well-designed managerial policies

Frames of reference and co-operation

1

2

Free-market
Individual agents contract with each other in their self-interest; if their 
interests are not served, they separate, so no need for cooperation

Radical or Critical
Because of deep structural impediments to resolving the 
sharply antagonistic class interests, cooperation is not possible
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Frames of reference and co-operation

1

3

Pluralist
Employers/managers and employees (and their representatives) have 
some shared interests, on which they  may work together or cooperate

Unitarist
Employer/managers and employees have the same interests, 
on which they may work together or cooperate

Frames of reference and co-operation

1

4

Pluralist
Employers/managers and employees (and their reps) have some 
shared interests on which they may work together or cooperate

Adversarial Collaborative

Unitarist
Employer/managers and employees have the same 
interests, on which they may work together or cooperate

AutocraticConsultative
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Five questions which differentiate 
perspectives on cooperation:

•Who is working together?
•Are their interests compatible?
•What is the role of reciprocity/responsibility for each 

others’ interests?
•What opportunity and/or right do the parties have to 

make decisions about work?
• What issues are subject to co-operation?

Underlying Assumptions

1

5

An example of consultative unitarism

16

EVIL
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An example of collaborative pluralism

17

Expectations of significant differences across 
multiple dimensions:

• Structures or processes for rule-making

• Issues emphasised in the rule-making process

• Degree of information sharing

• The level of trust

• The nature of dispute resolution 

• AND LEADERSHIP BEHAVIOUR

Manifestations of different frames

1

8
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A CERTAIN 
KIND OF 
LEADERSHIP

“Leadership in the plural”
• how decision-making power 

is shared amongst individuals 
or groups at the top of an 
organization

• proposed especially when 
change requires ‘leadership’ 
from/for multiple groups, 
professions

(Denis et al 2012; 

Huxham & Vangen 2000)

LEADERSHIP 
IN THE 
PLURAL

• Two or more individuals 
work across professional or 
role boundaries within a 
single organisation to share 
leadership 
• eg. artistic director and 

CEO share leadership of 
a theatre company

• Individuals in two (or more) 
different organisations lead 
their people in a shared 
venture or project 
• eg. senior execs of 

hospitals in a health 
network
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COLLABORATIVE 
LEADERSHIP

• Collaborative leadership is 
shared among a group of 
people in order to work 
together as a collective 
(group) to make decisions, 
solve problems and meet 
goals

• Delivering results across 
boundaries 

• Requires a balancing act –
respecting and valuing the 
differences and smoothing 
them out to make the 
relationships work more 
efficiently

COLLABORATIVE LEADERSHIP

Executive

Concurrent 
membership of both 

organisations

Executive

ORGANIZATION 1

ORGANIZATION 2

Collaborative 
leadership

All members of 
Organization 2

All members of 
Organization 1
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• A (largely) common group of people, members of two (or 
more) different organisations

• Leaders of both organisations have power. 
• The source of their formal power is different.

• Common and conflicting goals exist. 
• Neither organization nor executive/leader, can achieve their 

goals without the other.

• Requires agreement on division of shared tasks/roles, and 
structures and processes for decision-making, problem-
solving, and conflict resolution

Collaborative Leadership for Cooperation

Union-Management Co-operation

• “For managers, this involved an acceptance of other 
sources of ideas; sharing of ‘authority and leadership’; 
and protection of those who took on more 
responsibility”

• For union representatives, these changes involved 
taking a broader view of problems; a great deal more 
focus on the workplace (potentially at the expense of 
other union responsibilities); and an increased need for 
persuasive skills for use with members 

(Ospina and Yaroni 2003: 463).  
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A PUBLIC 
SECTOR 
CASE STUDY

• Government-owned utility, 
Sydney Water

• Employees are also members 
of the Water Division of the 
Australian Services Union

• BEFORE: Strongly organised 
union, frustrated management; 
cranky, unproductive adversarial 
workplace

• CHALLENGE: Threat of 
outsourcing staved off with MD 
promise to ‘match or better’ 
private delivery

• AFTER: From “an organisation at 
war” to new workplace 
cooperation, with work security, 
participation in decision making, 
outsourcing of civil delivery 
avoided
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SYDNEY 
WATER 
Australian 
Services Union

Helping (and working with) 
each other 

• ‘… you’ve got to have two 
willing partners. Like two 
people that are prepared to 
stop the fight and two people 
that are prepared to do it a 
different way. In the end, I 
guess they have to be the 
decision makers, because it’s 
a big decision to make.’ 

(ASU union secretary)

• Normal AND joint/dual structures for rule-making and 
decision-making – formal, cascading, accountable

• Processes emphasise good communication, negotiation
• Focus on Interests (not positions), common ground, right to 

voice interests
• Early, open, frequent information sharing
• Trust increasing over time
• Focus on interest-based problem-solving, teaching skills, 

educating workforce and managers
• Leaders’ modelling behavior, supporting other leaders, 

open/honest, admitting mistakes

Manifestations of Collaborative Leadership 

2

9
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CHALLENGES 
FOR 
TODAY 
- REVISITED

To find a helpful way to 
discuss co-operation
• Highlights different 

perspectives

To find a way to talk about 
leadership 
• consistent with (some 

views of) cooperation

To provide evidence of 
collaborative leadership that 
can support sustainable 
cooperative change
• Public sector case study

CONCLUSIONS

1. Any organization comprises 
members with different views on 
cooperation and leadership – we 
need to understand these views

2. Recognising different 
perspectives on co-operation and 
on leadership is helpful in its own 
right

3. There is evidence that 
collaborative leadership that can 
support sustainable cooperative 
change
• Public sector case study
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