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Relational Leading through Embodied Listening
By Jenny Helin
Relational leadership implies connectivity, movement and flux. What might
such leadership practices look like? Leading through “listening” is but one
thing that I will suggest here. For that, I will offer some practices of listening
– what I will call embodied listening – inspired by the work of Evelyn
Glennie.
I have been interested in listening for quite some time and when I first heard an interview with Evelyn
Glennie a couple of years ago I was amazed at how she was continuously striving to develop her
listening skills.
Evelyn Glennie is a Scottish virtuoso percussionist. She is the first person in history to successfully create
and sustain a full-time career as a solo percussionist, performing worldwide with the greatest conductors,
orchestras, and artists. With over 80 international awards to date, including the Polar Music Prize, Evelyn is
a source of inspiration for many. On every occasion, in every performance, her success is dependent on
how she works with the others in the ensemble. The way to do this, according to her, is by listening.
Wow, listening, you may think, what’s new about that? Of course musicians have to listen to each other.
What’s noteworthy is that Evelyn became profoundly deaf at the age of 12. Being asked about this, she
says:
“My career and my life have been about listening in the deepest possible sense. Losing my
hearing meant learning how to listen differently, to discover features of sound I hadn’t
realized existed. Losing my hearing made me a better listener.”
Not being able to listen only with her ears, Evelyn draws attention to our body as a resonance chamber and
listening as an embodied process. She tunes into the music by feeling the vibrations in her body. To do so,
she regularly plays barefoot during both live performances and studio recordings to feel the vibrations as
they are played out on the floor. This is a fully embodied experience where she feels the higher tones
foremost with her jawbone, teeth and scalp and the lower tunes with her breast and thigh. Furthermore, she
emphasizes how seeing is a way of listening; seeing what touches people as they listen to her music and
seeing how items move and vibrate: “Whatever the eye sees, there is always sound happening”, Evelyn
says. Thus, our bodily activities are on-going and intertwined in a way that they cannot be separated.
Evelyn’s work has inspired me deeply in ways that I have used in my collaborative research projects with
family business owners during leadership succession. I have started to have listening meetings. These are
meetings where the prime aim is to listen to each other. During one such meeting with five cousins that had
a history of troublesome relations they started to talk about what it would potentially mean to them to
become owners of the family business. One of them suggested it depends on where you are in relation to
the business:
Rod:

I think that depends on where you are in the business. Are you above, below, do you carry it
on your shoulders, behind your back or in front of you?

Stefan:

Dad had it, he lived like in a ball you can say, and he had it all over himself. In all ways. It
was in front of him, behind him and below him. I don’t want to have it like that. He was like
the restless soul, couldn’t escape the business.

Charlotte:

Yes, he always had to push it up a steep hill.

Josefine:

Oh, that is not good. I felt that too. We have to do it differently.

After the meeting, one of them said, “We listened to each other as if it was for the first time.” Another said
that as they listened to each other their relationship changed. According to her, it was not so much what
they had said, but how it had felt during the meeting.
What’s important for enabling embodied listening to emerge? Even though many things can be said about
that, and have already been said, it is not possible to give a straightforward answer. Importantly, I think, it
is a philosophical question: we have to re-think our orientation to language and interaction where we don’t
depart from talk, but rather the embodied and intertwined nature of relating to each other through listening.
I hope to see more initiatives along those lines as we continue to develop our capacity for Relational
Leading in the future.
********************************

Sources: www.evelyn.co.uk
An interview with Evelyn when she was awarded with the Polar Prize in the Spring 2015:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=u8Scrtd__C4
For Evelyn’s inspiring TED talk on “How to truly listen”:
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=IU3V6zNER4g
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