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Reflections on Leadership: 

Becoming a Shaper of Context 
By Dr. W. Craig Gilliam 

  
Pay attention to silence. What is happening when nothing is happening in a group? This is the 

group field...people’s speech and actions are figural events. They give the group form and 
content. The silence and empty spaces, on the other hand, reveal the group’s essential mood, the 

context for everything that happens. That is the group field. 
–John Heider, The Tao of Leadership 

 
After years of working with organizations and teams, both business and religious, those 
organizations’ context or emotional field have shaped me as much as I have shaped 
them. This article presents some insights into influencing an organization’s emotional 
field that I have learned, often by trial and error, in my 25 years of experience. The 
following questions are at the heart of this article: How do we as leaders become 
shapers of context rather than living at the mercy of it? What insights help leaders make 
this shift? 
 
1. What do we mean by context? 
According to the Business Dictionary online, context is defined as “the background, 
environment, framework, setting, or situation surrounding an event or occurrence.” The 
Gallup CliftonStrengths description of context has noted that people who are adept in 
context appreciate and remember predecessors, prior events, and important history. The 
theme of context understands that the past is crucial for understanding the present. I 
have heard others speak of context as culture, which is subtly different, even though 
each impacts the other. Sociologist Brené Brown s explained culture as “the way we do 
things around here” (Daring Greatly, 2012, p.174). While these three descriptions are 
part of context, there are other important descriptors to this nuanced reference important 
for leaders.  
 
The best leaders are aware of context, its complexity, and its multiple levels of meaning 
and influence.  Context is informed and shaped by location, physical appearance, 
memories of what has happened previously; a team’s anxiety or calmness, safety, 
invitational tone, and mood; interpersonal relationships; collective narrative, and the 
developmental stage of the organization, among other components. 
 
No cookie-cutter approaches or linear checklists are available for leaders to follow in 
influencing context. For leaders, shaping context is as much an art as a science. 
Prescriptive maps are overly simplistic and unhelpful when leading organizations and 
influencing context. The context is unique for each organization, although similarities 
exist across contexts. As a result, effective leaders listen and pay attention to the 
subtleties and nuances of a particular context—what is spoken and unspoken, behaviors 
and the narratives that inform them, and the voices, connections, silences, and hollow 
places among individuals. 
 
2. What are you listening for regarding context and container? 
For effective leaders, everything—from the boardroom to the bedroom—depends on 
invitational quality, tonality, and strength of the container and the context (for more on 
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the container, see W. Craig Gilliam’s article “Creating a container for conversation” on 
his website www.gilliamandassociates.com). 
 
Forming a container to hold the conversation is vital to shape the context or emotional 
field. Moreover, it is essential for successful leadership. As a colleague has expressed, 
“No container, no dialogue.” I agree, but with a slight reframing: “No container, no 
conversation.” In other words, the container holds the relationships while the 
conversation transforms the emotional field or context. The leader is the conductor. 
 
Given the contemporary political and social polarization across many fronts, 
conversation can be a remedy to division and silos. Conversation unlocks relationships 
that have previously been unable to connect or have remained dormant. 
 
When I evaluate the container in a context, I listen for its holding capacity, the coherence 
of the team in that context, what it can bear, to what capacity it holds or leaks, and what 
the participants’ capacities are for regulating their own anxiety and reactivity.  Critical 
work for effective leaders is to strengthen, deepen, and widen the container in their given 
contexts.  
 
3. What is a helpful focus for leaders when working with context? 
The words clients have used to describe emotional fields in their organizational contexts 
have included “high anxiety”, “toxic”, “volatile”, explosive”, “debilitating”, “cold”, 
“disconnected”, “siloed”, “energizing”, “toxic”, “open”, “creative”, “inviting”, “invigorating”, 
“stimulating”, and “nurturing.” Other comments that related to the emotional field in an 
organization have noted, “something strange was going on in the meeting, and I couldn’t 
put my finger on it.” Furthermore, a manager of a team has expressed, “They were not 
themselves today.” 
 
The psychologist C. G. Jung has explained that when a group comes together, it often 
functions according to a lowest common denominator of behavior.  In other words, in 
groups, people have the capacity to do things we never imagined we could as 
individuals. Jung’s observation is not a prescription for what people will do, but rather a 
caution for the potential in us. We can perform tremendous acts of compassion and 
courage or be selfish, mean, and cruel. Both of these options are within our potential. No 
behavior or performance is foreign to us, and in large crowds, the field can have a 
negative effect. Good leaders are conscious and aware of their capabilities to perform 
responsible acts of benevolence and maturity and irresponsible acts of selfishness and 
immaturity and are willing to live in this tension. 
 
Over the years, I have become better at not being hooked by an organization’s 
emotional fields and have learned to maintain a sense of self (self-definition), integrity, 
and connection within such fields in his book Leading Change (1995), James O’ Toole, 

as noted, “People with integrity know who they are” (p. 46). Integrity for leaders is part of 
working in and with context. 
 
For leaders, one challenge of influencing or shaping context is to remain grounded, 
calm, non-anxious, and non-reactive; to be less focused on controlling the external world 
or group around them and more focused on taking responsibility for their own way of 
being, performing, and responding in the given context. When leaders stay calm, non-
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reactive, and authentic, it has a salutary impact on the organizations they lead. 
 
As I have learned more about influencing the context or field of an organization, I have 
become increasingly less concerned about criticism and failure and more convicted of 
certain points of focus and clarity: 
 

1. How to be present with others and myself in a calm, generative, invitational 
way; 

 
2. What I can and cannot do (voice, spirit, and/or action) in a given context; 

 
3. How to honor and respect agency, [1] my own and that of others; 

 
4. What invitation is available in a given context for the organization, group, or 

team. 
 
When leaders are clear on these points, it has a positive impact on the organizations 
they lead. 
 
I have come to believe the outer context is only as open as my inner context, and the 
same is true for other leaders. Outer and inner context are parallel processes. This is the 
underbelly of leadership and stands at the heart of my work: The interior conversation 
enables us to offer our deepest talents and strengths and to bring out the best self of 
others. The interior conversation is a key leverage point for helping leaders influence 
and shape context. 
 
4. How does your physical and emotional body impact context? 
For leaders to shape context, it is helpful for them to cultivate intimacy with their  
physical bodies [2]. 
 
Once while working with a group that was stuck and could not find its way past a 
situation, I asked, "What is your body telling you about this situation?” One woman 
exclaimed, “Wow! I have never considered my body and what it’s telling me. Every time I 
think about this topic, my stomach goes into knots, my throat gets tight, and my blood 
pressure rises. My body is telling me how much this has disrupted or upset me. What is 
that really about? Is there more behind this than what I am admitting to myself?” Others 
in the group responded similarly. The question about what their body was telling them 
began to change the conversation, which offered a crack in the window through which 
they found a way forward. The body carries its own wisdom if we are able to draw on 
and hear it. 
 
I stay in touch with my body through mediation, diet, and exercise. I have trained in 
traditional Japanese karate (Shotokan) since elementary school. Exercise is part of my 
DNA and keeps my mind, body, and spirit balanced. When I am in balance, my clients 
also seem to be in better balance. Being in touch with one’s body helps leaders 
influence and shape context, for body and context are connected. All things are related. 
 
The philosopher Martin Buber as explained, “In the beginning was relationship.” 
Systems, contexts, and emotional fields concern relationships. Everything lives and is 
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determined in the context of everything else. The quality of relationships is both an 
indicator of the emotional field or context and the emotional field itself. Effective leaders 
pay attention to and nurture these fields as well as the relationships that influence them. 
Conversations are the relationships. 
 
5. What invitation is the leader listening for? 
Dr. Edith Eger, clinical psychologist and writer, has recited her mother’s wisdom, “When 
you can’t go in through a door, go in through a window” (The Choice, 2017, p.88). In 
other words, find the opening and enter there. No matter how stuck or adversarial a 
group, most conversations and contexts have windows that appear, at moments, 
innately open. The role of leaders is to help individuals or teams notice those openings 
and step through them to deepen, broaden, and strengthen interpersonal relationships, 
possibilities, performance, and, in turn, the organization at large. Good leadership helps 
the team perceive those moments and find the courage to artfully move through them. 
 
Windows or openings mean more than common ground or common interests. Common 
ground or interests are content. Cracked windows happen at the level of emotional 
process. When they are present, genuine meeting occurs among people. Creativity, 
connection, innovation, and trust heighten. Clarity and results emerge in conjunction with 
new possibilities. 
 
When individuals, teams, or organizations are stuck or in conflict, leaders must be 
attentive to windows or openings, but they are easy to miss. The art of leadership and 
conversation depends on our attentiveness to those openings, those “between” spaces 
that present themselves in the moment, in conversation and in silence. 
 
Although I have not encountered many books on context, it is a significant topic for 
leaders to study. As such, my invitation is for leaders to increase the attention they give 
to context and the ability to shape or influence the field. Doing so amounts to effective 
leadership, thriving organizations, and high performing teams. 
 
Growing edges to consider: 

• How do we as leaders become influencers or shapers of context, so as not to live 
at the mercy of it?  

• In our various contexts, how do we as leaders bring our best selves and invite 
the best selves out in those we lead?  

• How do we as leaders create a context or field where everyone’s best is the 
norm, because they love what they do, who they do it with, and how they do it? 
 

Together, in our respective contexts and out of our abundance, new paths emerge, 
windows open, and invitations call. 
 

Agree or disagree, you are invited into the conversation! 
 
Endnotes: 
[1] Honoring agency and context are also deep values for conversation and conflict work. 
[2] Training in martial arts and doing exercise (weights and cardio) have helped me develop an intimacy with 

my body and its wisdom. Meditation, poetry, diet and an occasional massage are other ways to do so. 
Sometimes, this simply means taking time to listen to my body as I think about or work in different situations 

and contexts. 



 5 

 (Thanks to Mitch Saunders, Craig Fleck, Anne Linnea, Christina Baldwin, and other friends as well as  the 
many organizations and teams with which I have worked that helped me learn about the concepts and 

experiences in this article.)   
 
 
 
 

 


