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This document has been developed by the Australian Public Service (APS) Mental Health and Suicide Prevention Unit (the Unit). The Unit promotes whole-of-service development of APS workforce literacy, capability and expertise in mental health and suicide prevention.
This document has been prepared by psychologists in the Unit to support agencies to build psychosocial leadership capability for their staff.
APS agencies, APS employees and contractors engaged by the APS are responsible for compliance with work health and safety laws, employment laws and any common law duties applicable to them. Agencies are responsible for taking steps to ensure the approach outlined in this material is appropriate for their workforce and to engage any additional clinical expertise or clinical review in relation to the content as indicated.
Please note, this document is to be used for guidance only and should not be considered legal advice. You may wish to obtain independent legal advice if your agency has any concerns about obligations under the law. 
[bookmark: _Toc185228346][bookmark: _Toc185228411]About this tool
In response to the APS Management Survey (Australian Public Service Commission, 2022) which indicated that leaders want to grow their interpersonal skills, and in keeping with the Unit’s focus on developing the relational capability of the APS workforce, this resource introduces a new tool in the Unit’s series of relational capability products: 6R Relational Leadership Capabilities: Self-Reflection Tool. 
6R is a relational capability paradigm that APS leaders can use to guide the development of their relational (people-to-people) leadership skills (Figure 1, page 6). The capabilities are (Self) Regulation, Reflection, Relatability, Reciprocity, Repair and Reliability. The 6R approach integrates research on the positive influence of relational leadership on employee engagement, performance and ethical behaviour (e.g., Cardiff, McCance and McCormack 2018; Teo, Lee and Lim 2017). 6R also acknowledges the importance of leaders’ self-awareness, self-regulation and compassion to their own and their employees’ wellbeing and decision-making (Dameron 2024; Eldor 2018). Relational leaders in the APS view psychological and psychosocial safety as paramount. This fosters a pro-integrity culture, encourages stewardship and enables high-performing teams.
6R spotlights a subset of leadership skills that may not always receive dedicated focus. The tool is scalable and designed to complement the mental health capability initiatives being offered by agencies to their leadership teams. Importantly, the paradigm is agnostic and its principles are able to be incorporated into any leadership theory or leadership training approach. 
[bookmark: _Toc137813912][image: ]Figure 1. 6R Relational Leadership Capabilities 
[bookmark: _Toc185228347][bookmark: _Toc185228412]How to use this tool
To support individual growth and development, each of the described relational dimensions includes several self-assessment questions. The purpose of these questions is to assist leaders to gain a deeper insight into their own strengths, values and areas for further focus. The 6R dimensions are interrelated and are intended to be implemented as a whole. When completing the self-assessment, leaders should consider how the capabilities can be brought together to ensure consistent, psychologically safe and sustainable relational leadership practice in their work context.
The self-assessment process can be used for private personal reflection, in an executive coaching session, peer consultation session and/or performance feedback sessions. By incorporating self-assessment, the paradigm moves from a theoretical framework to a practical roadmap that empowers and challenges leaders to seek out avenues to develop and grow their relational skills. 
A curated series of additional learning resources and tools have been provided for each dimension to support leaders to take immediate action on their relational capability journey. Leaders are encouraged to reflect on the implications of the learnings from each dimension and develop an accompanying action plan. 
[bookmark: _Toc185228348][bookmark: _Toc185228413]Alignment with broader approaches
[bookmark: _Toc185228349][bookmark: _Toc185228414]APS Mental Health Capability Framework
The tool aligns with the APS Mental Health Capability Framework (the framework). Specifically, building relational leadership capability aligns with the framework domain of Leadership and Governance (Figure 2). 
[image: ]Figure 2. Leadership and Governance domain.

When implemented, this domain will enable the workplace to:
· establish and enact a clear agenda to promote a mentally healthy work environment
· clearly define regulatory responsibilities in relation to mental health and wellbeing for the workforce and promote this by the SES, and
select, evaluate and review annual priorities and strategic directions for high quality mental health and wellbeing initiatives. 
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In an increasingly technology-driven world, where artificial intelligence is advancing rapidly and teams are increasingly hybrid and geographically dispersed, the importance of developing the relational skills of our APS leaders cannot be understated.
At its core, relational leadership emphasises the contribution of interpersonal connection, trust, integrity and compassion in driving organisational success. It supposes that for organisations to attract, retain and harness the power of high performing individuals and teams their leaders must have the skills to foster and maintain meaningful relationships that inspire, empower and support others. 
6R introduces a paradigm shift in leadership capability by emphasising the need for leaders to develop a distinct set of interpersonal micro-skills that are unlike those typically taught in traditional leadership programs. 6R recognises that effective leadership in the modern world requires a deeper understanding of human connections and the ability to navigate highly complex workplace relationships and environments, practice self-reflection and repair relationships when they fracture.    
6R is aligned to the APS values and the Secretaries’ Charter of Leadership Behaviours (DRIVE). By investing in building capability in the 6R domains, APS leaders will develop skills and strategies to develop strong authentic relationships, resolve conflict, and foster a culture of psychosocial, psychological and cultural safety, integrity, stewardship, performance and continuous growth. 
[bookmark: _Toc137813914][bookmark: _Toc185228351][bookmark: _Toc185228416]The 6Rs of relational leadership capability
[bookmark: _Toc185228352][bookmark: _Toc185228417][bookmark: _Toc137813915]1. (Self) Regulation 
Relational leaders identify and regulate their own emotions to promote psychologically safe working relationships. They understand the influence and autonomy their leadership role affords them, are aware of the impact of their words and actions on others, and adapt their approach to the circumstances. 
Regulation is the foundation of the 6R capabilities. Self-regulation is a precursor to meaningful reflection, including access to more complex judgement and reasoning (Huang 2017). Relational leaders recognise that self-regulation is essential to maintaining their mental health and wellbeing, particularly during periods of high demand (Pinna and Edwards 2020; Schultschen et al. 2019). Self-regulation enables leaders to remain emotionally and behaviourally consistent under pressure, and extend this sense of calm to others.
Self-assessment 
· How do I maintain wellbeing and self-regulation when working under prolonged pressure?
How aware am I of my own emotions? Do I recognise and acknowledge them in a timely manner?
· How do I express my emotions in high-pressured situations? How might others experience that? 
What impact do emotions have on my decision-making? Do I tend to make reactive choices when I am overwhelmed?  
· How well do I understand my own stressors that lead to specific emotional responses? Are there patterns or situations that consistently provoke certain emotions for me? How do I respond to these? Is there room for improvement?
How do I manage high stress environments? Do I maintain a level of emotional balance, or do my emotions escalate? Do I tend to shut down or become indecisive when I am under pressure?
· What helps me to manage my responses when I notice I am frustrated, overwhelmed or shut down?
· What practices and processes do I use to help embed self- and co-regulation in my teams?
Click or tap here to enter text.
Learn more
· Brearley B (2022) How to manage your emotions for better leadership, Thoughtful Leader, accessed 13 December 2024. 
· University of Queensland (n.d.) A leader’s guide to managing emotions at work, Momentum: The Business School Magazine, accessed 13 December 2024. 
Action plan
Reflect on your learnings from this relational dimension, its implications, and what this means for the future using the What? So what? Now what? model from The University of Edinburgh (2020). 
	Reflection stages
	Consider…
	Your reflections

	What?
The experience of the learnings
	What…
· is the context?
· are you trying to achieve?
· was helpful/unhelpful about the learnings?
	Click or tap here to enter text.
	So what?
The implications of the learnings
	So what…
· does this teach you about relational leadership?
· other information, perspectives, theories and/or models can you use to help understand the situation?
	Click or tap here to enter text.
	Now what?
The action plan
	Now what…
· do you need to do to reinforce your learnings and put them into action?
· do you need to do to ensure you follow your plan?
· Tip: Use SMART goals to develop your action plan.
	Click or tap here to enter text.

[bookmark: _Toc185228353][bookmark: _Toc185228418]2. Reflection
The relational leader is open to new experiences and incorporates practices of self-reflection to continuously learn, grow and improve their leadership effectiveness. Reflective practice overarches the 6R capabilities; without it, the other key relational micro-skills cannot be developed. Reflective practice enables leaders to recognise tensions and fractures earlier in their working relationships, understand diverse individual and cultural perspectives, and routinely test assumptions, beliefs and values behind their practice (Kiersch and Gullekson 2021; Rowe et al. 2020). This further promotes inclusive, culturally responsive and psychologically safe leadership.
Reflective practice
Reflection is “the conscious examination of past experiences, thoughts and ways of doing things. Its goal is to surface learning about oneself and the situation, and to bring meaning to it in order to inform the present and the future. It challenges the status quo of practice, thoughts and assumptions and may therefore inform our decisions, actions, attitudes, beliefs and understanding about ourselves.” (The University of Edinburgh 2020). 
Reflection can be used for many things, including − increasing and improving your practice, performance and skills; applying knowledge and frameworks into action to better understand the theory behind these skills; increasing your awareness of your abilities and attributes and critically evaluating the quality and success of your actions.
Self-assessment 
How do I take time for self-reflection amidst my busy schedule? Do I prioritise it as a regular practice? 
· How do I encourage self-reflection in both my team and among my peers?
· What specific leadership experiences or challenges have I faced recently? How have these experiences shaped my understanding of my leadership style? How do I integrate lessons from past experiences into my current leadership approach?
· Am I open to challenging my own assumptions and beliefs? How do I actively seek diverse perspectives to broaden my understanding? 
· How do I use feedback to grow as a leader? How do I openly invite feedback from my staff and other leaders? 
Click or tap here to enter text.
Learn more
· Australian Public Service Commission (2022) Learning reflection template, APS Academy, accessed 13 December 2024.
· Neale P (2021) Seven tips for designing a leadership self-reflection practice, Forbes, accessed 13 December 2024.
· Bailey JR and Rehman S (2022) Don’t underestimate the power of self-reflection, Harvard Business Review, accessed 13 December 2024.
· University of Edinburgh (2022) Reflection toolkit, accessed 13 December 2024.




Action plan
 
	Reflection stages
	Consider…
	Your reflections

	What?
The experience of the learnings
	What…
· is the context?
· are you trying to achieve?
· was helpful/unhelpful about the learnings?
	Click or tap here to enter text.
	So what?
The implications of the learnings
	So what…
· does this teach you about relational leadership?
· other information, perspectives, theories and/or models can you use to help understand the situation?
	Click or tap here to enter text.
	Now what?
The action plan
	Now what…
· do you need to do to reinforce your learnings and put them into action?
· do you need to do to ensure you follow your plan?
· Tip: Use SMART goals to develop your action plan.
	Click or tap here to enter text.

[bookmark: _Toc137813918][bookmark: _Toc185228354][bookmark: _Toc185228419][bookmark: _Toc137813917][bookmark: _Toc137813916]3. Relatability
Leaders are perceived as relatable when they invest in developing meaningful workplace relationships and engage with authenticity, empathy and compassion (Laguna et al. 2019; Wang et al. 2022). Relational leaders prioritise human connection and take a person-centred approach, where all employees are valued regardless of their status or position. Relatable leaders create a welcoming environment for staff to approach them and are genuinely interested in their employees’ experiences and ideas. Consistent relatability signals safety and conveys an attitude of respect, care and commitment to the wellbeing and performance of the workforce. 
Self-assessment 
· Do I create an environment where staff feel comfortable to approach me and raise issues?
Do I actively seek to understand the perspectives and experiences of my staff? Am I empathetic towards their challenges and needs?
· Do others appear nervous around me, or do they seem relaxed and at ease?
How do I demonstrate kindness and compassion in my interactions with people in the workplace? 
How attentively do I listen to concerns and support staff during difficult times? 
How do I resolve issues in my team? Do I approach them with compassion and a desire for a collaborative resolution, or do I tend to become more directive?  
· Am I self-compassionate? Do I recognise the limits to my own coping and wellbeing? Do I reach out for help when I need it?
· How do I ensure that my leadership team are consistently practicing relatability with their staff?
Click or tap here to enter text.
Learn more
· Australian Public Service Commission (2022) Compassionate Foundations, APS Mental Health and Suicide Prevention Unit. 
Bailey S and West M (2022) What is compassionate leadership?, The King’s Fund, accessed 13 December 2024.
Note: although this article contains reference to health care settings, the concepts and skills are highly generalisable across work environments.  



Action plan

	Reflection stages
	Consider…
	Your reflections

	What?
The experience of the learnings
	What…
· is the context?
· are you trying to achieve?
· was helpful/unhelpful about the learnings?
	Click or tap here to enter text.
	So what?
The implications of the learnings
	So what…
· does this teach you about relational leadership?
· other information, perspectives, theories and/or models can you use to help understand the situation?
	Click or tap here to enter text.
	Now what?
The action plan
	Now what…
· do you need to do to reinforce your learnings and put them into action?
· do you need to do to ensure you follow your plan?
· Tip: Use SMART goals to develop your action plan.
	Click or tap here to enter text.

[bookmark: _Toc137813920][bookmark: _Toc185228355][bookmark: _Toc185228420]4. Reciprocity
Relational leaders reciprocate the investment staff make in the organisation by empowering self-reliance and recognising individual and team strengths through actions such as delegating responsibilities and allowing autonomy. They proactively reduce the psychological load on staff by fostering collaboration, teamwork, and psychologically safe relationships that acknowledge power imbalances and maintain integrity and stewardship. Relational leaders genuinely seek to understand others’ perspectives and maintain reciprocity by regularly discussing employees’ workplace expectations beyond the formal employment contract, such as career advancement, job security, and work-life balance (Coyle-Shapiro 2019; Kilroy et al. 2022).
Self-assessment 
· Do I approach difficult conversations with an open mind and genuine desire to understand the other person’s point of view? 
· Am I prone to micromanaging or trying to excessively control tasks or processes? If so, how might my team experience this? What are some improvements I can make? 
· Do I allow staff to make decisions and take ownership of their work? Do I empower staff to be creative and problem solve?
· How do I foster an environment that encourages collaboration and team-led decision-making, while balancing organisational risk? 
· How do I balance for staff a need for oversight and control with allowing freedom and autonomy? 
· How do I manage not physically ‘seeing’ work being done? What are my beliefs about remote, hybrid or flexible work arrangements – are they helpful or unhelpful to my team? 
· How do I understand and clarify my own and my employees’ implicit expectations of their workplace? 
How do I incentivise and maintain reciprocity in my leadership team?
Click or tap here to enter text.
Learn more
· Fisher CM, Amabile TM and Pillemer J (2021) How to help (without micromanaging), Harvard Business Review, accessed 13 December 2024.
Institute for Healthcare Improvement (2021) Three ways to create psychological safety in health care [Video], accessed 13 December 2024.
Note: although this video contains reference to health care settings, the concepts and skills are highly generalisable across work environments.


Action plan

	Reflection stages
	Consider…
	Your reflections

	What?
The experience of the learnings
	What…
· is the context?
· are you trying to achieve?
· was helpful/unhelpful about the learnings?
	Click or tap here to enter text.
	So what?
The implications of the learnings
	So what…
· does this teach you about relational leadership?
· other information, perspectives, theories and/or models can you use to help understand the situation?
	Click or tap here to enter text.
	Now what?
The action plan
	Now what…
· do you need to do to reinforce your learnings and put them into action?
· do you need to do to ensure you follow your plan?
· Tip: Use SMART goals to develop your action plan.
	Click or tap here to enter text.

[bookmark: _Toc137813919][bookmark: _Toc185228356][bookmark: _Toc185228421]5. Repair 
As much as leaders work hard to do the right thing, mistakes can be made or tensions can naturally arise from challenging situations. Relational leaders recognise the importance of proactively identifying and responding to minor tensions and fractures to rebuild trust and strengthen their working relationships. In periods of organisational change, relational leaders maintain open lines of communication, make compromises if needed, and focus on common goals and shared interest to rebuild a sense of trust, collaboration and teamwork (Kähkönen 2021). They acknowledge any impacts to their employees’ wellbeing and ensure there are clear, procedurally fair processes being followed to resolve conflict. Where leaders have contributed to a fracture, they take responsibility and promptly attempt to repair trust (Lewicki and Brinsfield 2017).
As repair can feel uncomfortable, relational leaders maintain psychological safety by reflecting on their own responses before, during and following repair and exercising self-regulation strategies throughout. They also ensure that repair-related conversations occur at a time and place that feel safe for all involved, while ensuring important issues are addressed in a timely manner to prevent further escalation.
Self-assessment 
· How well do I listen and empathise with perspectives and emotions of others when I disagree with them? 
· Am I willing to take responsibility for actions or behaviours that have contributed to the strain or conflict in this relationship, or do I focus on wanting to be right or not at fault?
How do I allow for repair conversations to occur when the other party is also ready, while also ensuring important issues are still addressed in a timely manner?
· Am I able to offer a sincere apology when needed, without qualification, and make amends for any damage done?
· How do I find the courage to have uncomfortable or vulnerable conversations about repair?
· Am I open to seeking support or involving a neutral third party if needed? 
· Do I make observations of the situation, or do I tend to become critical of others’ behaviour? 
· How do I create an environment of proactive repair and restoration in my staff?
Click or tap here to enter text.
Learn more
· Australian Public Service Commission (2023) Connections [eLearning program], APS Mental Health and Suicide Prevention Unit. 
Barker CB, Olekalns M and Vogus TJ (2020) How to mend a work relationship, Harvard Business Review, accessed 13 December 2024.
Bridbord K (2024) Manage conflict, The Gottman Institute, accessed 13 December 2024.
Action plan

	Reflection stages
	Consider…
	Your reflections

	What?
The experience of the learnings
	What…
· is the context?
· are you trying to achieve?
· was helpful/unhelpful about the learnings?
	Click or tap here to enter text.
	So what?
The implications of the learnings
	So what…
· does this teach you about relational leadership?
· other information, perspectives, theories and/or models can you use to help understand the situation?
	Click or tap here to enter text.
	Now what?
The action plan

	Now what…
· do you need to do to reinforce your learnings and put them into action?
· do you need to do to ensure you follow your plan?
· Tip: Use SMART goals to develop your action plan.
	Click or tap here to enter text.

[bookmark: _Attachment_A:_SMART][bookmark: _Toc185228357][bookmark: _Toc185228422][bookmark: _Toc137813921]6. Reliability
Relational leaders are experienced as reliable and predictable. Their words and actions are congruent and they create environments where there is a general sense of calm and consistency, even during times of increased pressure, crisis and organisational change. Relational leaders in the APS manage the specific demands and risks of their operating environment while enabling flexibility in how outcomes are delivered. Reliable leaders provide a consistent foundation of support that enables their workforce to navigate complexity, uncertainty and change (Backhaus et al. 2022).
Self-assessment 
Am I consistent in my words, actions and decision-making? Do others see me as dependable and trustworthy? 
How do I respond to unpredictable challenges or changes? Do I maintain a level-headed approach and help others navigate uncertainty? 
· How well do I balance consistency with flexibility? Do I adapt to new circumstances while still providing a predictable base for my team to work from?
· How do I foster trust and reliability? How do I encourage and support my staff to become emotionally reliable leaders?
Do I maintain appropriate boundaries with staff when I notice my own negative emotions/ reactions? Do I debrief in a way that enables a constructive and supportive environment for my team?
· How do I build reliability in my leadership team?
Click or tap here to enter text.
Learn more
Bridbord K (n.d.) Develop colleague maps, The Gottman Institute, accessed 13 December 2024.
Action plan

	Reflection stages
	Consider…
	Your reflections

	What?
The experience of the learnings
	What…
· is the context?
· are you trying to achieve?
· was helpful/unhelpful about the learnings?
	Click or tap here to enter text.
	So what?
The implications of the learnings
	So what…
· does this teach you about relational leadership?
· other information, perspectives, theories and/or models can you use to help understand the situation?
	Click or tap here to enter text.
	Now what?
The action plan
	Now what…
· do you need to do to reinforce your learnings and put them into action?
· do you need to do to ensure you follow your plan?
· Tip: Use SMART goals to develop your action plan.
	Click or tap here to enter text.
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SMART goals (Locke and Latham 1990) are:
Specific
· Who’s involved?
· What do I want to accomplish?
· Where does my goal take place?
· Why is the goal important?
Measureable
· How will I measure success?
Achievable
· Does my goal stretch my knowledge/skills?
· Does my goal motivate or inspire me?
· How will I accomplish the goal? 
· Do I have the tools or skills needed? What would it take to attain them?
Relevant
· Does this seem worthwhile?
· Is this the right time?
· How does this goal align with my other goals?
Time-based
· When do I want to achieve this goal by? 
· Do I need to break down the task into smaller goals and set milestones?
· Is this timeline achievable?
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