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Abstract 

This thesis explored the question, “How might I, a first-generation white Canadian settler of 

British and Irish ancestry, navigate difference through reflexive and embodied practices to more 

intentionally lead with joy in the service of social justice?” As a first-person action research 

inquiry applying an action learning research methodology, methods included reflexive 

experiential learning, structured and emergent journal practices, and semistructured dialogues. 

This study found somatic indicators supported researching which was complex, and embodied 

leadership in the service of social justice may experiment with a yes-and approach to shift from 

old to new behaviours. Findings highlighted my interwoven and oscillating learning through 

moments of joy, difference, and actions toward social justice. Findings included reembodying 

the whole person; reclaiming my more authentic, wild wisdom; acknowledging white fragility 

and still acting in allyship; and learning to embody joy. Recommendations for embodied 

leadership praxis and areas for further study arose from this study. 

Keywords: action learning research; allyship; embodied leadership; first-person action 

research; joy; navigating difference; social justice; somatics. 
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Executive Summary 

This thesis offers a story of a first-person action research inquiry (e.g., Coghlan, 2013; Marshall, 
2016; Wilson et al., 2018) that sought to explore difference, particularly during challenge, to 
build capacity to act toward more socially just outcomes. 

Scope 

This inquiry focused on joy in the service of social justice. I first developed this phrase during 
the Embodied Leadership course. It is what the Strozzi Institute (n.d.)—an embodied leadership 
training centre that focuses on somatic awareness—refers to as a commitment. The commitment 
aims to direct a person’s embodied actions towards a valued-centred goal. My commitment 
statement evolved from “I am a commitment to joy in the service of justice” by honing my scope 
towards social justice. Embodying this commitment underpinned this inquiry. 

As a kinaesthetic learner, I recognize the wisdom of my body as a site of knowing and learning. 
Yet I often find I disregard my body’s signals and wisdom. Thus, the specific theory I sought to 
contribute towards is embodied leadership, a relational and “dynamic process that is shaped by 
follower and leader perceptions and reactions to each other” (Fisher & Robbins, 2014, p. 282) 
This centred the body to sense and provide effective, somatic information (Hamill, 2013) that 
orients people to the emerging circumstances. 

The following research question guided this research: How might I, a first-generation white 
Canadian settler of British and Irish ancestry, navigate difference through reflexive and 
embodied practices to more intentionally lead with joy in the service of social justice? This 
inquiry also explored the following subquestions: 

1. How do my current reflexive and embodied practices navigate difference in the service 
of social justice? 

2. As a leader, what do I hope to embody and act upon in my commitment to joy in the 
service of social justice? 

3. What barriers exist in my navigation of difference that I may address in my leadership 
practice of joy in the service of social justice? 

4. What might be one practice or capacity I might take action on that would help me 
achieve my commitment to joy in the service of social justice? 

Although the focus of this research was on the first person, it also explored second- and third-
person outcomes (Torbert & Taylor, 2008). A supporting organization, Insight for Community 
Impact (ICI) engaged with me to explore the question, “How might ICI integrate the learnings 
from this first-person action research into their Exploring Difference Workshop?” Toward 
leadership research and scholarship, this research asked, “How might my first-person action 
research inquiry of intentional and embodied leadership of joy in the service of social justice 
contribute to embodied leadership theory?” 
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Literature 

Aligned with this inquiry’s research questions, I conducted an exploration of literature on joy, 
social justice, and embodied leadership. Drawing upon the extant literature for each topic, I offer 
a working definition and explore how the topic interrelates with the other two topics.  

Methodology and Conduct 

This first-person action research inquiry applied an action learning research (ALR) methodology 
(e.g., Rigg, 2016). ALR was appropriate for this research because it is a “research methodolog[y] 
that [is] capable of grasping the messy complexities of people’s lives” (Brown & Strega, 2015, 
p. 11). Three data generation and gathering methods were used: experiential learning (e.g., Kolb, 
1984), structured and emergent journaling (e.g., Coghlan & Coughlan, 2010; Saldaña & Omasta, 
2018), and semistructured dialogue (e.g., Bushe & Marshak, 2015). Data included 22 weeks of 
journal entries of qualitative text, images, and sketches, which garnered personal reflections, 
somatic information, and critical inquiry into assumptions and perspectives. This inquiry adhered 
to Tri-Council’s ethical principles (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2018). There 
was minimal risk and negligible power over. The researcher sought to foster validity, reliability, 
and trustworthiness (e.g., Nowell et al., 2017) through 11 cross-section analyses, including 
dialogues with ICI and a four-person inquiry team, thematic analysis (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018), 
mind mapping (Stroh, 2015), charts, and narrative (Knowles, 2016). 

Study Findings 

This study found that somatic information serves to understand leadership behaviour change. 
Researching with the body was complex; embodied leadership in the service of social justice 
required experimentation and a yes-and orientation when shifting from old to new behaviours. 
Further, it found the body often leads actions and that, when faced with challenges, leadership 
may work with the body to make more socially just choices (Goldman Schuyler, 2013). Four 
deeply interwoven and oscillating themes emerged from this inquiry as I danced with the data: 
reembodying the whole person (Strozzi Institute, 2020); understanding my gendered good white 

girl identity and embracing a more authentic wisdom; acknowledging White fragility (DiAngelo, 
2011, 2018) and still taking action toward allyship (Womens Voices, 2019); and moving from 
performative joy into a sense of embodied joy (Bstan-ơdzin-rgya-mtsho et al., 2016). 

Recommendations 

This research offers recommendations to support white leaders in the process of reembodying 
their practices toward social change, future thesis students considering first-person action 
research, and organizations exploring how to support members in group relations to navigate 
difference. It also reinforces the need for further research focused on joy and leadership and on 
embodied leadership toward social justice. 

Knowledge Products and Outcomes 

I published a blog post for ICI (Bailey, 2021). I am discussing a podcast interview and a dialogue 
with ICI’s group relations members. Further outputs may include publication in peer-reviewed 
journals, integration of recommendations into the Royal Roads University’s (2020) School of 
Leadership Studies First-Person Action Research handbook, and additional blog posts. 
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Terminology 

The following terms are used in this first-person action research inquiry. 

Difference: “Includ[es] but not limited to race, class, gender, age, ethnicity, sexual orientation, 

education levels, occupations” (Insight for Community Impact, 2020, p. 3), which also 

includes intersectionality, or where more than one identity is impacted by social barriers 

and / or systemic oppression (Gopaldas, 2013; Hill Collins, 2019). 

Embodied Leadership: awareness of the tensions of challenge, many of which are sensed 

bodily through unconscious processes, and interrogating their assumptions such that they 

make intentional choices to take action toward social justice. 

Insight for Community Impact (ICI): A not-for-profit, social justice group relations 

organization based in Toronto, Canada. Their Exploring Difference Workshop (EDW) 

was one of the experiential learning activities in this research (Insight for Community 

Impact, 2020). 

Joy: A deep, sustained, and complex somatic experience arising intrinsically and extrinsically 

from a sense of connection and oriented toward the possibility of change in the face of 

challenges. 

Lived Experience: “A representation and understanding of a researcher or research subject’s 

human experiences, choices, and options and how those factors influence one’s 

perception of knowledge” (Boylorn, 2008, p. 489). 

Social Justice: Action taken at societal, institutional, and individual levels that recognizes 

injustice, challenges oppressive and inequitable systems and structures, and replaces them 

with systems that continuously recalibrate to create and protect equity and justice for all 

humans and our Earth. 
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Somatic: The integrated experience of the body, mind, emotions, histories, and soul or spirit, as 

they are centred on an expressed value. 

Strozzi Institute: A for-profit organization that teaches somatic learning, based in California, 

United States of America. Their Embodied Leadership Foundations (Strozzi Institute, 

2020a) course was one of the experiential learning activities in this research. 

White(ness)/white: Attention is given to the use of White and white in this thesis; the intention is 

to invite the reader to consider where White or Whiteness may be operating, referring to 

North American dominant systems, rooted in Western-European worldviews, values, and 

behaviours. The term white is used to describe the colour of the person. In the case of 

groups of people, White is used to describe group behaviour and white is used to describe 

the colour of the people in the group. See Kendall (2012) for a more fulsome discussion 

on White/white and DiAngelo (2011, 2018) for White fragility behaviour. 

Wisdom: Knowing and deciding that includes ability for complexity thinking, physical 

awareness, integrating past experiences, deep-thinking, emotional and ethical integrity, 

spiritual and contextual appreciation, creativity and intuition, thus applying insight from 

this integration toward future actions (Calliou & Wesley-Esquimaux, 2015; Kok, 2009). 
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Acronyms 

AL Action Learning 

ALR Action Learning Research 

APA American Psychological Association 

AR Action Research 

COVID-19 Coronavirus Disease 2019 

EDW Exploring Difference Workshop 

EL Experiential Learning 

GWG Good White Girl 

IAT Implicit Association Test 

ICI Insight for Community Impact 

RRU Royal Roads University 

SoLS School of Leadership Studies 

SJ Social Justice 

Note. First-person action research has no acronym; FPAR is feminist participatory action 
research. 
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Chapter 1: Focus and Framing 

From the start of my leadership learning, I mulled over the question, what it means to be 

in our bodies during leadership experiences? I found leading to be a particularly vulnerable and 

often alone experience (B. Brown, 2018; Senge, 2006; Short, 1998), especially in the face of 

complexity (Fenwick, 2003; Snowden & Boone, 2007) when the more socially just actions may 

feel the hardest (DiAngelo, 2011, 2018; Goldman Schuyler, 2010, 2013; Hanold, 2013; Kendall, 

2012; Kendi, 2020; Regan, 2010). As Brené Brown (2018) so beautifully stated, “Vulnerability 

is the birthplace of love, belonging, and joy” (p. 43). This first-person action research study 

explored how I, as a leader, might work with and be in my body to enact joy in the service of 

social justice. 

Throughout the inquiry, the inclusion of joy, especially conjoined with social justice, was 

challenging for me and for others. I chose to include joy because at the time of conceptualizing 

this research, joy felt both absent and important. What I mean by joy is “A deep, sustained, and 

complex somatic experience arising intrinsically and extrinsically from a sense of connection and 

oriented toward the possibility of change in the face of challenges.” 

On a medical leave for severe, acute depression, I sought to contribute toward social 

justice, but my inability to tend to my most basic needs made me question if I was fit to step into 

social justice actions. See Kendall’s (2012) discussion on the need for white people to show-up 

healthy and balanced for further insight. I missed joy. I craved it. I wondered if I committed to 

joy, might that resource my ability to take action against injustices? While taking a somatic 

leadership course, I crafted a commitment statement focused on feeling joy while in the pursuit 

of social justice. For me, joy did not equate to a big smile. Rather, I missed the intrinsic, subtle, 

nuanced expression that is often complex (Bstan-ơdzin-rgya-mtsho et al., 2016; Cottrell, 2016; 
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M. K. Johnson, 2019; Lee, 2018). Joy may not be the term others may choose for this feeling. 

Yet it is included in my research questions, thus I have retained joy in the service of social 

justice as a guiding commitment.  

This research did not begin as a first-person action research project (Coghlan, 2019; 

Grant, 2007; Marshall, 2016; P. A. Wilson et al., 2018). Rather, it began as an action research 

partnership with Insight for Community Impact (ICI) in service of their organizational goal of 

supporting social justice-oriented people to explore difference through group relations. The focus 

had been to understand the impact of movement in ICI’s Exploring Difference Workshop (EDW) 

on the workshop practitioners (ICI, 2020). In late summer 2020, it became evident that the 

direction of this project and the established academic timelines were incongruent. As a polarity 

challenge (B. Johnson, 1996), at first it seemed to be irresolvable. However, when we considered 

what else may be possible, ICI and I created an opportunity to explore a question that had led me 

to the Royal Roads University (RRU) Master of Arts in Leadership program. As such, ICI and I 

modified how we partnered on this project, and I adjusted the focus of this project to a first-

person action research inquiry. 

Applying an action learning research methodology (Coghlan & Coughlan, 2010; 

Edmonstone, 2016; Revans & Revans, 2011; Rigg, 2016) to this first-person action research 

inquiry, I captured my own lived experiences of difference from June 2020 to December 2020 

through experiential learning and engagement in reflective practices of journaling, movement, 

and dialogue. This study engaged my ephemeral knowing of the body, the phenomenon of joy, 

and the ever-changing and often-contentious ideas of social justice. 

In framing this inquiry, I sought to provide a developmental action research approach for 

what Torbert and Taylor (2008) call first-, second-, and third-person implications; in the context 
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of action research, first person refers to change within the researcher, second person refers to 

change within an organization or community setting, and third person refers to the cocreation of 

new knowledge and/or contribution to theory. This framework informs how I position and 

explore my research questions, findings, and recommendations. 

My main inquiry question was: “How might I, a first-generation white Canadian settler of 

British and Irish ancestry, navigate difference through reflexive and embodied practices to more 

intentionally lead with joy in the service of social justice?” For my subquestions, I was curious 

about: “How might my current reflexive and embodied practices navigate difference in the 

service of social justice?” I also wanted to learn: “As a leader, what do I hope to embody and act 

upon in my commitment to ‘joy in the service of social justice’?” To hold myself accountable to 

action-oriented growth, I asked: “What barriers exist in my navigation of difference that I may 

address in my leadership practice of joy in the service of social justice?” The hope was to come 

to understand: “What might be one practice or capacity I might take action on that would help 

me achieve my commitment to ‘joy in the service of social justice’?” 

Honouring my commitment with ICI to explore how my learnings could serve their work, 

I examined the following second-person research question: How might ICI integrate the 

learnings from this first-person action research into their Exploring Difference Workshop? 

Lastly, in an effort to contribute to scholarship, I explored this third-person research 

question: How might my first-person action research inquiry of intentional and embodied 

leadership of joy in the service of social justice contribute to embodied leadership theory? 

Style, Transgression, and Notes to the Reader 

While the inquiry questions directed the focus of this research, the project was inherently 

emergent (Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013; Snowden & Boone, 2007), and I did my best to honour the 
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learning needed from moment to moment. This thesis reflects my leadership learning and the 

corresponding theoretical underpinnings. It adheres to all requirements set out by the School of 

Leadership Studies (SoLS) at RRU and follows the 7th edition of the American Psychological 

Association (APA, 2020) standards, where appropriate. 

However, the organization of this thesis may be less familiar to a reader expecting a 

traditional structure. Specifically, I have intentionally changed the prescribed order of the paper 

to support greater flow between ideas and integrated transgressive approaches that honour and 

reflect the research process and experience (L. Brown & Strega, 2015; Moosa-Mitha, 2015). 

I integrate images and figures throughout, rather than at the end so that they are not 

treated as separate entities from the text. I use we and us in reference to white people with an 

intention to invite white readers to reflect on our shared experiences (Arits & Ostrowsky, 2019). 

When referring to Indigenous Peoples, I do my best to follow Younging’s (2018) Indigenous 

style guide. When referring to authors, I avoid assuming one’s sex or gender. Instead, each is 

referred to using the collective, nongendered pronoun, they. The only exceptions are for His 

Holiness, the Dalai Lama, whose title suggests male pronouns, and for persons whom I know and 

whose genders are clear to me. Further, authors’ works are, to me, still alive and teaching, thus I 

conjugate verbs in present tense when referring to their works. Similarly, this paper is 

represented in present tense as I hold this same wish for my research, except when referring to 

past action. Finally, in the places where I include my own narrative and poetry, I do not follow 

APA (2010) style and I represent them in Avenir Book, 11-point, fully justified text. 

Given the deeply personal nature of this work, readers might find themselves triggered by 

some of the embodied insights I refer to in this thesis. These include some inferences—but no 
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details—of grief, bullying, mental illness, and trauma. I trust the readers to make choices 

according to their needs in these instances. 

I wrestle with the fact that this work centres a white woman’s experiences (DiAngelo, 

2011, 2018; Okun, n.d.; Regan, 2010). I recognize the ongoing work for us White folks to take 

up less space and take better action toward antiracism (Chattopadhyay, 2018; Donovan, n.d.; 

Kendall, 2012; Kendi, 2019, 2020; Taylor, 2021; Womens Voices, 2019) and anticolonialism 

(“Accomplices Not Allies,” 2014; Moosa-Mitha, 2015; Regan, 2010; Voyageur et al., 2015). It is 

my hope that this inquiry might be of interest to individuals whose identities differ from mine 

and in service of shared work toward more socially just systems. For white readers, this is an 

invitation to stay with me (Arits & Ostrowsky, 2019). What may be possible when we use our 

bodies to joyfully enact social change? 

Thesis Structure 

In Chapter 1, I discuss the focus and framing, contextualize the guiding questions, and 

orient the reader to the thesis, including establishing limitations. I then explore the personal and 

systemic contexts of this research, followed by related organizational contexts of this research. I 

close with identifying the significance of this inquiry. In Chapter 2, I review literature related to 

the concepts of joy, social justice, and embodied leadership. An articulation of my research 

approach then follows in Chapter 3. This includes a discussion on first-person action research, 

action learning research, my methods, timelines, conduct, ethical considerations, approaches for 

analysis, and concludes with an exploration of study implications. 

Chapter 4 is where I spin things off the conventional thesis script. Inspired by Yettica-

Paulson’s (2015) dance metaphors for cross-cultural leadership, and aligned with the embodied 

nature of this research (Borovica, 2019; Goldman Schuyler et al., 2018; Vaez, 2019), I invite us 
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to dance with the findings and conclusions, rather than treating them as distinct entities 

(L. Brown & Strega, 2015; Fenwick, 2003). To support the embodied dance through this chapter, 

I infuse narratives, qualitative data quotes, images, and poetry, all in a movement toward theory. 

In Chapter 5, I offer recommendations to (a) further my own learning, (b) support social 

justice organizations like ICI to integrate embodied leadership awareness practices, (c) support 

SoLS and for future Master of Arts in Leadership thesis students to undertake first-person action 

research, and (d) identify opportunities and possibilities for future research. Lastly, I conclude 

this chapter with a synopsis, and reflection on the implications of this inquiry. 

I close this thesis with an Epilogue. This narrative and image honour the unspoken 

aspects of this work and my role within it as the researcher and researched. 

The Dancer: Situating Self and the Research Contexts 

To help situate this inquiry, I offer my researcher perspectives (Grant, 2007; Heen, 2005), 

or ologies upfront. Typically, this framing would be couched in the methodology chapter 

(Chapter 3). However, as a first-person action research study, for better or for worse, my social 

and embodied locations are both the site and the lens of this work (L. Brown & Strega, 2015; 

Coghlan, 2013; Grant, 2007; Kendall, 2012; Kendi, 2019; Marshall, 2016; McMahon, 2007; 

Moosa-Mitha, 2015; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018; Tracy, 2010; S. Wilson, 2008). 

My ontology (the nature of truth) holds that there are many truths (Bolman & Deal, 2017; 

Bradbury et al., 2019; Bushe & Marshak, 2015; Moon & Blackman, 2017; Moosa-Mitha, 2015). 

In simplest terms, I know knowledge is real through my senses, feelings, and somatic reasoning. 

I believe “how we come to have knowledge” (S. Wilson, 2008, p. 33; i.e., epistemology) 

includes dynamic and integrated emotional, energetic, physical, and cognitive processes that 

engage through dialogue and experiential reflection. My methodological orientation is 
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constructivist (Gergen & Gergen, 2015) and transformational (Knowles, 2016), meaning I 

explore through dynamic interactions within self, with others, and attune to the interconnectivity 

between human and nonhuman systems so that I may effect change within and for all involved 

(Brearley, 2018; Fenwick, 2003; Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013). My axiology (ethical standpoint) is 

both relational and seeks to honour multiple ways of knowing and being (S. Wilson, 2008). 

This first-person action research study aligns with my embodied, reflexive, and creative 

wisdom, as well as with my constructivist stance of cogenerating knowledge (e.g., Bradbury et 

al., 2019; Bradbury & Reason, 2016; Coghlan, 2019; Greenwood & Levin, 2006; Rowe et al., 

2013; Shani & Coghlan, 2019). Coghlan and Coghlan (2010), Senge (2006), Short (1998), and 

others show that to change an organization, the individuals must be willing to change as well. 

Anthemically, action research often suggests that change can take place when people change 

their minds and/or hearts (Coghlan, 2019; Goldman Schuyler, 2010; Shani & Coghlan, 2019; 

Torbert & Taylor, 2008). Yet to enact change, the body also engages (Fenwick, 2003; Hanold, 

2013; Taylor, 2021). Thus, this research extends beyond dialogic and reasoning; it includes the 

body and emotions to interrogate the role of the body in contributing to change and taking action. 

Our Dance Floor: Research Contexts and Boundaries 

Boundaries are useful; they define what is inside scope and what is out (e.g., B. Brown, 

2018; Cottrell, 2016; Meadows, n.d.; Oshry, 2015; Senge, 2006; Stroh, 2015). They hone efforts 

toward an environment, defined relationships, timelines, and focus. In the context of this inquiry, 

this section will identify the limitations of scope and the participant’s histories and lenses. The 

contexts of the research are also explored as they relate to the environments that informed this 

inquiry and that may also benefit from the recommendations. 
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Identities, Histories, and Locations 

The research project’s participant demographic is sliver-narrow: I am a white, CIS-

female, heterosexual, mostly able-bodied, middle-income, and I am an urban-landed settler. I am 

also a child-free woman with experiences of various invisible disabilities. The Arnold et al. 

(1991) Power Flower exercise (Figure 1) supported my exploration into my identities (in blue) 

and experiences of privilege. It also illuminated the impact of intersectional identities as they 

relate to proximity and distance to power (Gopaldas, 2013; Hill Collins, 2019). Most of the time, 

I enjoy unearned privileges arising from 68.7% of the 16 listed identities (smaller petals). These 

continue to offer me access to more resources, greater safety, inherent social power, and 

significant ease through no effort of my own (Hill Collins, 2019; Kendi, 2019). 

Figure 1  

Personal Context Analysis – Power Flower 
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Yet, identities shift. For example, I once believed I was the first-born Canadian to my 

British and Irish family, thus removed from the colonial violence in Canada. However, in 2020, I 

realized our family’s colonial truths. In the 1700s, my Scottish ancestor from Stornoway 

travelled to Canada as an explorer (“Alexander Mackenzie (Explorer),” 2020). Amongst his 

legacies, he claimed to have discovered Canada’s biggest river (Regan, 2010), although it ran 

through many Indigenous territories and was known to these Peoples. I hold this tension: his 

name is more famous than the river’s original Dene name, Dehcho. Entering this research 227 

years later as one of his female descendants, part of my ongoing learning is as a treaty-holder of 

the centuries-old agreements forged by the Canadian government with Indigenous. These treaties 

are still broken by settler Canadians and our government (King, 2013). Thus, Canada’s Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission’s 10 principles and 94 calls for action form part of the national 

contexts in which I conducted this research. 

In addition to my Power Flower identities, others relevant to this research include being a 

landed colonial settler on Treaty 13, the Dish with one spoon Wampum Belt Covenant (see 

Currie, 2020, for contextualized history on this Treaty). I hold a middle-lower leadership role at 

Canada’s largest university. I was a participant in the Embodied Leadership Foundations course 

in Summer 2020, and a member of the Exploring Difference Workshop in November 2020. My 

family roles include daughter, sister, sister-in-law, aunt, and cousin. I am a friend and a 

classmate. I orient to the world as a kinaesthetic learner, creative and strategic thinker, and 

intuitive decision maker. I am also a physically active, car-free nature-lover living alone in 

Downtown Toronto, Canada’s largest city under lockdown during a pandemic. 
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Context Analysis: First Person 

Although many of my privileges mean I do not experience most systemic oppressions 

(e.g., Kendall, 2012; Kendi, 2019), my commitment to joy in the service of social justice 

includes “a commitment to anti-oppressive research [that] means committing to social justice and 

taking an active role in that change” (Potts & Brown, 2015, p. 17). Yet, the racist systems and 

Eurocentric lens I was raised in remain deeply embedded in my patterns and worldviews 

(DiAngelo, 2011, 2018; Kendall, 2012; Kendi, 2019, 2020; Regan, 2010). 

Reflexive practice has shown me that at times, I have perpetuated systemic oppressions 

(e.g., Kendi, 2019; Regan, 2010; Taylor, 2021). For example, I delayed taking the Implicit 

Association Test (IAT; Harvard University, n.d.). This online research tool is structured to reveal 

biases held about race, gender, sexual orientation, and other identities. Through a series of speed 

sorting exercises, participants match words with images as quickly as possible. After, they reflect 

on their test experience and results, offering their thoughts on why they received the results on 

the biases. In March 2019, I learned about the IAT and had publicly committed to taking them as 

soon as possible. I had also encouraged colleagues to do the same. 

It took me 14 months to act on my commitment. My delay confused me. I had scheduled 

time to do the tests, yet week after week I did not complete this task. I would sit at the computer, 

access the website, and then wander off to do something else. This avoidance and discomfort 

with engaging in exploring my biases is the privilege I carry; society has taught me that my 

Whiteness affords me the privilege to avoid discomfort (Arits & Ostrowsky, 2019; Bhasin, 2017; 

DiAngelo, 2011, 2018; Foldy, 2015; Kendall, 2012; Kendi, 2019; Okun, n.d.; Regan, 2010). 
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Figure 2  

Personal System Analysis 

 

In the context of this research, my experience of resistance offered an opportunity to 

conduct a personal systems analysis (Figure 2). The goal: make evident what was blocking me 

from completing the IAT. While Stroh (2015) proposes systems mapping for complex 

organizational issues, especially when seeking to engage diverse community members, I find 

mapping helpful for personal reflections for two reasons. First, it slows my thinking which 

allows me to also sense my embodied responses when drawing. Second, the mapping mirrors my 

perceptions and engages my somatic, embodied knowing (e.g., Goldman Schuyler, 2010, 2013; 

Hamill, 2013; Hanold, 2013; Palmer & Crawford, 2013; Strozzi Institute, n.d.). 
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This analysis launched from the orange, spiky shape in the centre. Then, I identified my 

various responses at significant junctures. The role of the body as an informant of my resistance 

emerged. It also showed the integration of my studies, and the cyclical approach to reflection. 

Prophetically, it closes with “what if my change was the project?” (Figure 2)  

By drawing out my internal perspectives, I was able to challenge myself to continually 

reflect on my hesitancy in taking the IAT. Analyzing my internalized systems also articulated the 

lenses through which this work was conducted. Immediately following this analysis, recognizing 

that my inactions were causing more harm to more people (top-right blue circles) than taking the 

test, I sat myself at the computer one more time and finally delivered on my commitment. 

This IAT example is one of many cringe-worthy moments that fed my desire to change 

my behaviour toward more social and racial justice. As Grant (2007), Laszlo (2012), Meadows 

(n.d.), Scharmer and Kaufer (2013), Senge (2006), Short (1998), Stroh (2015), and others posit 

the systems we are a part of are also a part of ourselves; we are interconnected as a whole (Atleo, 

2004). Thus, in all areas of my life, I began to more intentionally notice my physical and 

emotional responses to injustices, and asked myself what might I take action on (Goldman 

Schuyler, 2010; Hanold, 2013)? As with any learning, I stumbled, made mistakes, and reverted 

to my older behaviour. And I also learned to recommit to trying again. 

Context Analysis: Second Person 

While the settings of this research were varied (school, work, volunteerism, and familial 

and social spheres), I note that most of them took place in one of five chairs, and on one of three 

electronic devices located in my home. In September to October 2020, I worked from a tiny 

cabin on the York River in the unceded and contested territories of the Algonquin People. All 
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research was conducted under pandemic distancing measures and stay-at-home orders. Further, 

three important contexts relate to this research project. 

School of Leadership Studies, Royal Roads University. SoLS offers a Master of Arts 

in Leadership: a 2-year full-time program that blends synchronous and asynchronous learning 

both online and in person. Action research is a distinguishing feature of this program, whereby 

students develop leadership capacity while researching directly with an organization to inquire 

into and make recommendations toward an organizational goal or challenge (RRU, n.d.-b). 

This research project emerged from our intensive three-in-one-course semester that 

included a 2-week residency. In nonpandemic times, this would be held on campus, “on the 

traditional lands of the Xwsepsum (Esquimalt) and Lekwungen (Songhees) ancestors and 

families who have lived [there] for thousands of years” (RRU, n.d.-a, para. 1). However, due to 

the pandemic, our second residency was held synchronously and online during the first 2 weeks 

of July 2020. During this time, I was establishing an action research partnership with ICI and 

navigating the ethical implications of the proposed project. Meanwhile, SoLS, in response to the 

pandemic impacts on students’ capstone partnerships, developed a first-person action research 

accommodation for students (RRU, 2020). 

Embodied Leadership Foundations, Strozzi Institute. Concurrent with my RRU 

program, I received an experiential learning award that funded my participation in the Embodied 

Leadership Foundations course with Strozzi Institute. This American-based organization offers 

somatic learning courses and coaching. The foundations of their somatics approach are rooted in 

acknowledging the interconnectivity of mind, body, emotions, and spirit. They suggest that 

through somatic practice, leaders may build sustained and stronger capacity to face some of the 

world’s most intractable issues (Strozzi Institute, n.d.). 
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During this 10-week program 250 to 600 of us learned about somatics, deepened my 

awareness of embodied holding patterns or conditioned tendencies, and learned about approaches 

to shifting these patterns toward embodiment that increased a sense of safety, belonging, and 

dignity. Further, our practices were developed in alignment with a commitment statement, a 

value-centred statement that guides our actions (Strozzi Institute, n.d.). My commitment was 

crafted during this course and ultimately formed the foundation of this inquiry. 

Exploring Difference Workshop, Insight for Community Impact. A not-for-profit 

social justice initiative, the EDW is one of ICI’s projects, sponsored by four not-for-profit 

agencies in Toronto, Canada, and by the University of Toronto’s Division of Student Life (ICI, 

n.d.-a). The goal of this workshop is to engage its members in an experiential learning group 

relations framework that helps them notice the here-and-now of their thoughts, feelings, and of 

the group’s behaviour, while attending to the conscious and unconscious forces of power that 

emerge in the group (Bion, 1991; Cooper & Mack, 2012; ICI, n.d.-b; Shapiro & Carr, 2012; 

Tuckman & Jensen, 1977). The EDW’s 2.5-day framework fosters a stance of curiosity in the 

face of ambiguity to become more socially just leaders in their own workplaces and 

communities. The 14–18 EDW members are paying participants. Approximately 12 practitioners 

staff the event, including the director of the workshop. Two paid staff members manage the 

technology and administration. 

Two innovations were brought into the November 2020 workshop. Due to the global 

pandemic, ICI delivered its first online EDW. Second, a researcher, who was also one of my 

inquiry team members, led two movement sessions to explore the impact of physical forms of 

knowing and expression on the Tavistock group relations model upon which ICI bases their work 

(Mueller-Heaslip & Lewis, n.d.). 
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Significance of the Inquiry 

While the focus of the inquiry is on myself as the sole participant, its significance could 

be useful to others whose research or leadership practice is working toward social justice. The 

inquiry may also support others interested in somatic and embodied leadership as it pertains to 

social justice action. The proposed strategies and insights on how to notice, name, and respond to 

somatic tensions between our articulated values and resistance to harder social justice actions 

may support leaders’ embodiment of authenticity (Goldman Schuyler, 2010, 2013; Hanold, 

2013; Ladkin & Taylor, 2010). I directly benefited from the sustained reflexive inquiry that 

challenged me to experiment with new and more socially just behaviour. I built capacity to 

sustain racial discomfort and reduced desire to be absolved of this experience (DiAngelo, 2011, 

2018; Kendall, 2012; Kendi, 2019; Regan, 2010). This project represents a segment of my 

lifetime journey as a White leader to make better choices toward social justice. 

Social justice organizations like ICI may find that my experiences and reflections could 

contribute to their thinking on group relations online delivery, the role of embodiment in this 

context, and to deepen their insights into a member’s lived experiences during a group relations 

event. Directly for ICI, I crafted a blog article that they shared in a newsletter and online (Bailey, 

2021). We are exploring how to share this research with their white members. Further, I 

participated in a parallel research project with all members of a movement experience during the 

EDW, which will result in a peer-reviewed journal article. 

Toward SoLS, this first-person action research resulted in a thesis, whereas their 

accommodation was primarily for engaged leadership project students (RRU, 2020). It may be 

that this project will inform the school’s future thinking about this action research framework. 

This may also offer insights for future SoLS students contemplating a first-person action 



EMBODYING JOY IN THE SERVICE OF SOCIAL JUSTICE 34 

research project. Further, my journaling method and embodied leadership praxis offered the 

school insights on a holistic and possibly even transgressive approach to leadership learning. 

Finally, I conducted applied embodied leadership research, which had been identified as 

an emerging area of leadership theory (Fisher & Robbins, 2014; Hanold, 2013; Jackson & Parry, 

2018). While embodied leadership during crises provided some insight (Fisher & Robbins, 

2014), Hanold’s (2013) theoretical offering on embodied leadership identified the need to 

integrate leadership challenges toward social change. Thus, this project proposes some 

possibilities that may engage leaders to engage in systemic change toward more equitable and 

socially just outcomes for all (DiAngelo, 2011, 2018; Kendall, 2012; Kendi, 2019, 2020; Regan, 

2010). I also mapped an action learning research model (Figure 3) that may illuminate this as a 

viable action research methodology. 

In this chapter, I introduced the first-person action research inquiry, broadly, and shared 

the framing questions for this research. After an orientation to the thesis structure, and 

identifying the limitations to this work, I provided my personal, historical, and contextual 

situations. I illuminated some of the second-person contexts of the inquiry and suggested the 

significance of this thesis. In the following chapter, I offer a literature review and discussion on 

joy, social justice, and embodied leadership. 
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

This first-person action research thesis seeks to understand my embodied responses to 

difference in relation to my commitment to joy in the service of social justice. With this focus, it 

was integral to explore literature related to three concepts: joy, social justice, and embodied 

leadership. Since embodiment and somatics are central in this capstone, literature situating the 

body in relation to each of these three topics was brought in to align the concepts with the 

intention to explore embodiment. Given my focus on difference, I intentionally read embodied 

leadership literature through a lens of difference and with an eye to research on embodied 

experiences of White fragility (DiAngelo, 2011, 2018), settler discomfort (Regan, 2010), and 

allyship (e.g., Womens Voices, 2019). 

It is important to note that each of the topics explored in this chapter could be written as 

their own extensive literature review. As such, I have tried to identify literature that is relevant 

and foundational to this study, and, when necessary, I refer the reader to more comprehensive 

literature on the topic. Of course, there are many texts and associated concepts that could have 

been included; however, this review is not intended to be broad and all-inclusive in nature. 

Joy 

Although the concept of joy is often referred to and the experience of joy sought after 

(Bstan-ơdzin-rgya-mtsho et al., 2016), it appears there is limited peer-reviewed literature focused 

on joy (Cottrell, 2016). Of the literature I found, most texts are created by theologians and 

psychologists. I did not find literature that explored joy and leadership. As such, this is an 

amalgam of peer and popular literature to understand the experience of joy more fully. 

To advance an understanding of joy, this review begins with a sweep of definitions and 

proposes a working understanding to inform this thesis. Following this, the differences between 
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joy and happiness are explored, which includes clarity about what the intended definition of joy 

is not. Next, the conditions and expressions of joy are articulated. To situate joy in this inquiry, 

relationships between joy and the body are explored. This section closes with a discussion on the 

question of the role of joy and social justice. 

Definition of Joy 

While recognized as an ephemeral experience (Bstan-ơdzin-rgya-mtsho et al., 2016; 

Cottrell, 2016; Lee, 2018), many attempts at defining joy have been made (M. K. Johnson, 

2019). The 1959 Concise Oxford Dictionary suggests joy is a “vivid emotion of pleasure, 

gladness; thing that causes delight” (“Joy,” 1959, p. 644). Whereas, a current version does not 

define joy, rather it states that joy is “the emotion evoked by well-being, success, or good fortune 

or by the prospect of possessing what one desires” (Joy, n.d., Definition section, para. 1), linking 

joy to attainment and extrinsic factors. Lee (2018) offers, “Joy is about feeling good, in the 

moment, right now” (3:05). Others have put forward that “joy subsumes happiness. Joy is the far 

greater thing” (Bstan-ơdzin-rgya-mtsho et al., 2016, p. 46). Some authors propose different joy 

experiences, including achievement after significant hard work, arising from surprise, in the 

suffering of a hated other, and sensual experiences that give rise to joy (Bstan-ơdzin-rgya-mtsho 

et al., 2016; M. K. Johnson, 2019). Given the vast definitions of joy, for the purposes of this 

inquiry, Wagamese’s (2016) articulation most aligns with the intention for joy as an experience 

of tapping into an internal resource; they say “Joy . . . is a spiritual engagement with the world 

based on gratitude” (p. 140). This definition speaks to the intrinsic quality of joy while situating 

it through compassion, curiosity, and connection to community.  

Based on the above analysis, my working definition of joy is a deep, sustained, and 

complex somatic experience arising intrinsically and extrinsically from a sense of connection, 
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and oriented toward the possibility of change in the face of challenges. This does not preclude 

the many spiritual traditions, including Buddhism, that centre joy in their practices. 

Joy and Happiness 

According to M. K. Johnson’s (2019) literature review, joy is often used interchangeably 

with happiness. Both terms are often defined with swappable criteria. Two common definitions 

(M. K. Johnson, 2019) were seen. One suggests a fleeting, momentary, and/or externally 

stimulated response. The other proposes a sustained, and internally stimulated feeling. A 

TedTalk from a joy coach proposed joy as an unexpected burst of positive emotion, but also 

proposed that reframing perspectives helps people find joy (Eartheart, 2018). In their talk, joy 

was a goal to be achieved, which directly contrasts my intended definition of joy. Thus, the 

fluidity of these terms means that joy needs to be redefined and clarified (Cottrell, 2016). 

Conditions for and Expressions of Joy. The ambiguity about what joy is begs the 

questions, can joy be found or can it be cultivated? Lee’s (2018) design-centred inquiry 

uncovered scientific insights on external and environmental factors contributing to joy. Based on 

neurology, they found round things are more joyful than angular things; they are perceived to be 

less dangerous. A sense of lightness evokes physiological responses associated with optimism. 

Patterns help calm the neurons due to their predictable nature while bursts of bright colour meant 

there was abundance and nourishment. They conclude that some survival instincts can evoke joy. 

Alternatively, in The Book of Joy, His Holiness the Dalai Lama (The Dalai Lama) and 

Archbishop Desmond Tutu offer that joy arises from internal experiences, supported by 

intentionally perceiving through a framework of compassion and self-acceptance of self and 

others (Bstan-ơdzin-rgya-mtsho et al., 2016). They suggest that joy is an enduring human 

experience that connects beyond self-interest and is experienced through sensations or feelings. 



EMBODYING JOY IN THE SERVICE OF SOCIAL JUSTICE 38 

Further, The Dalai Lama and Archbishop Tutu witness that Western culture’s punishing self-

improvement cycles often render frustration rather than peace and joy (M. K. Johnson, 2019). 

One practice The Dalai Lama and Archbishop Tutu (2016) agree on is to convert 

perceived threats into stress-challenges by adopting what Dweck (2019) calls a growth mindset. 

This suggests that our brains and reasoning functions are adaptable, responsive, and changing, 

rather than remaining fixed. Connected to the limbic brain, fear, anger, grief, or sadness may 

arise. However, embracing a challenge (Achor, 2011) and asking what may be learned 

contextualizes the stressor and helps create a narrative about the lessons. This might foster joy 

through a sense of meaning or purpose in life (M. K. Johnson, 2019). 

Both leaders iterate how joy may arise when people sense their interconnectivity with all 

(Bstan-ơdzin-rgya-mtsho et al., 2016; see also Atleo, 2004; Fenwick, 2003; Laszlo, 2012). 

Contrary to joy, othering dehumanizes humans and rejects our connection (Kendi, 2019, 2020; 

Okun, n.d.; powell, 2016; Taylor, 2021). A binary perspective of in- and out-group is proposed 

to be the foundation of many of the human challenges (Bstan-ơdzin-rgya-mtsho et al., 2016). 

To counter this tendency, and to foster a sense of connection, the two leaders suggest 

there are eight pillars of joy. These were perspective, humour, humility, acceptance, forgiveness, 

gratitude, compassion, and generosity. In closing the Dalai Lama offers, “in order to create a 

peaceful family, first the individual person himself or herself should create inner peace, 

joyfulness” (Bstan-ơdzin-rgya-mtsho et al., 2016, p. 437), so we may then share joy with others. 

In Table 1, I compare factors attributed to joy according to Lyubomirsky et al. (2005), 

Earthart (2018), Lee (2018), The Book of Joy (Bstan-ơdzin-rgya-mtsho et al., 2016), M. K. 

Johnson (2019), and Cottrell (2016). Factors include external, emotional-psychological states, 

physical-physiological responses, and intentional practices. 
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Table 1  

Dimensions of Joy Analysis 

Academic 
Source 

Dimension/Aspect 

External 
Emotional/ 
Psychological 

Physical/ 
Neurological Practices 

Lyubomirsky, et 
al. (2005) 

- Circumstances  - Set point - Intentional 
activity 

Earthart (2018) -  - Burst of positive 
emotion 

 - Reframing 
perspectives 

Lee (2018) - Low danger 
- Abundance 
- Nourishment 

- Optimism   

The Book of Joy 

(Bstan-ơdzin-
rgya-mtsho et 
al., 2016)  

- Interconnected 
- Excitement—

in response to 
novelty or 
challenge 

- Pleasure (senses) 
- Amusement 
- Contentment 
- Relief after an 

intense emotion 
- Wonder 
- Ecstasy or bliss 
- Exultation 
- Radiant pride 
- Jubilation at 

another’s 
suffering 

- Sense of purpose 
- Empathy toward 

in-group 
- May be felt 

along with hard 
emotions 

- Tutu indicated 
his belly 
region when 
describing joy; 
wordless 

- Sharing joy 
with others 

- Reframing 
perspective 

- Humour, 
humility, 
acceptance, 
forgiveness, 
gratitude, 
compassion, 
and 
generosity 
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Academic 
Source 

Dimension/Aspect 

External 
Emotional/ 
Psychological 

Physical/ 
Neurological Practices 

M. K. Johnson 
(2019) 

- Interconnected 
- Anticipating 

or 
experiencing 
good outcome 
to goal/hope 

- Transcending 
normal life 

- Freedom of 
thought 

- Vulnerability 
- Gratitude 
- Feeling fortunate 
- ecstasy, elation, 

Gladness 
- May be felt 

along with hard 
emotions 

- Sharing joy 
with others 

- Using 
imagination 
to reframe 

 

Cottrell (2016) - Interconnected - Freedom from 
structure and 
order 

- Spontaneous 
emotions 

- Sharing joy 
with others 

- Using 
imagination 
to reframe 

 

 

In the context of this first-person action research project, what stands out in this 

comparison is that common external factors include a sense of interconnectivity and abundance 

in good outcomes. Whereas freedom, gratitude, compassion, and sensing joy as unexpected are 

common themes in the emotional-psychological dimension, sense of purpose and transcendence 

are also important as they relate to this thesis. Physically, joy is felt in heightened sensual 

experiences, and physiologically, endorphin release leads to greater energy. It is also useful to 

note that practices may contribute to conditions for joy to emerge, including intentional 

reframing and gaining new perspectives, contemplative practices that include forgiveness, 

compassion, and the use of imagination. Also, joy may be felt in the presence of perceived 

negative emotions (Bstan-ơdzin-rgya-mtsho et al., 2016; M. K. Johnson, 2019). 
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In parallel, articles that explore the intersection of joy and leadership remain elusive, yet 

one critique of the lack of joy research and practice in the field of nursing, suggesting that joy is 

not valued enough (Cottrell, 2016). They believe that joy may positively impact nurses’ 

resilience, attitudes, and perspectives in their work. The author suggests that joy research is 

needed; whereas affective empathy is a biased approach to relating to other people, joy was 

emotionally sustainable and balanced. They noted that to experience joy, a person may also feel 

vulnerable. However, M. K. Johnson (2019) suggests, “Joy leads us to stand up to injustice” 

(Acedia, para. 3). They conclude that joy embraces others and offers an approach to connecting 

with another person outside of the perceived in-group. This inspires the question of how joy 

might play out in leadership. Furthermore, given this research focus on embodied leadership and 

joy, how joy relates to the body is also worthy to explore. 

Joy and the Body. Some incidental mentions of joy and embodiment were found in the 

literature. First, Brené Brown’s (2012) research discovered that joy is one of their participants’ 

most vulnerable experiences. People sense a “foreboding joy [driven by] scarcity and fear” 

(B. Brown, 2012, p. 124) that they may lose what brought them joy. This “uncertainty, risk, and 

emotional exposure of joy . . . [created] . . . a physiological response—a ‘coming out of our skin’ 

feeling” (B. Brown, 2012, p. 122). In contrast, Tutu (Bstan-ơdzin-rgya-mtsho et al., 2016) simply 

smiled and suggested his abdomen region, unable to express where joy comes from. Other body 

responses to joy include a spike or burst of energy (Cottrell, 2016; Eartheart, 2018; M. K. 

Johnson, 2019), a sense of freedom (M. K. Johnson, 2019), endorphin release (Cottrell, 2016), 

and an ability to perceive more information (M. K. Johnson, 2019; Lee, 2018).  

Questions of Joy in the Work of Social Justice. From start to completion, this inquiry’s 

most contested topic was joy, and in particular, as joy relates to exploring difference and 
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enacting social justice. This may be attributed to how “joy is the most vulnerable emotion we 

feel” (B. Brown, 2018, p. 81). However, it is more nuanced than this. Injustice may provoke 

powerful emotional feelings that are seemingly opposite to joy, for example anger, sadness, 

hopelessness, and/or guilt. “I think that anger and thoughtful critique have a long history of 

bringing about positive change when it comes to injustice. So [this] idea [of joy in service of 

social justice] is certainly complicating my views on the matter” (T. Mintah, personal 

communication, June 8, 2021).1 Yet in Brown’s interview of Gabby Rivera (B. Brown, 2020) 

they discussed that although joy is a difficult emotion, Rivera, a queer Latinx author, proposes it 

as a radical act that could reject the toxicity of seeking external validation. Instead, they propose 

compassion, love, connections in community, and claiming joy as a way of being in the world. 

Relatedly, David Suzuki and Jane Fonda discuss how activism fosters connection, rather than 

individualism, and in community, activism creates a sense of purpose (Suzuki, 2020). Fonda 

recalls observing Suzuki at rallies, remarking on their sense of joy despite significant political 

and corporate resistance (Suzuki, 2020). Suzuki (2020) replies that they felt most connected to 

what mattered in those moments; they felt joyful (see also Bstan-ơdzin-rgya-mtsho et al., 2016). 

Invited to consider how joy and social justice may show up in the literature, an inquiry 

team member suggested, “It may be that you chose joy, but there are other words used to 

describe that which you are intending” (J. Joseph, personal communication, June 11, 2021). For 

example, Laszlo (2012) describes the complex and emergent sensation of being deeply 

interconnected as “syntony . . . the ability to create and intentionally align [our] actions with the 

dynamics of living systems” (pp. 105–106). Author, professor, feminist, and social activist hooks 

                                                 
1 All personal communications in this report are used with permission. 
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(2001) touches upon the theme our “yearn[ing] for reunion” (p. 231) when speaking about the 

healing and justice work that love may perform. They further consider the way that love may 

help close the gap between “the values [we] claim to hold and [our] willingness to do the work of 

connecting thought and action, theory and practice to realize these values and thus create a more 

just society” (hooks, 2001, p. 90). According to hooks (2001), love transforms and supports the 

practice of courage to act against systemic oppression. 

Lorde (2007) also sees the need for humans to foster union through what they call the 

erotic, “an assertion of the lifeforce of women; of that creative energy empowered, the 

knowledge and use of which we are now reclaiming in our language, our history, our dancing, 

our loving, our work, our lives” (p. 55). They urge people, and especially women, to move 

beyond the pornographic and “european-american male tradition” (Lorde, 2008, p. 59) of erotic. 

Rather, through reconnecting with the inherent feminine power we hold, we may live and act in 

alignment with our values to compel us to fearlessly engage in systemic and social change. 

Further, according to Lorde (2007), “The sharing of joy . . . forms a bridge between the sharers 

which can be the basis for understanding much of what is not shared between them, and lessens 

the threat of their difference” (p. 56). Although joy may not be the term that resonates for all, it is 

this final point that moves the review of literature toward social justice. 

Social Justice 

Whereas finding peer-reviewed joy literature was a challenge, the opposite was true for 

social justice (SJ). This theory’s long history dating back to Plato (Boucher & Kelly, 1998) 

offers robust, nuanced, and varied research. Rather than attempt a comprehensive review, this 

section narrows this vast theory to explore topics relevant to the context of this inquiry. This SJ 

literature starts with a scan of definitions toward a working definition within the context of this 
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thesis. Explorations on SJ in relation to antioppression and antiracism are offered. Given the 

Canadian context of this work, an articulation on the distinct relationship of decolonization as it 

relates to SJ is situated, followed by a discussion on White and settler identities which leads to a 

discourse on allyship. This section concludes with an exploration of SJ and the body. 

Toward a Definition of Social Justice 

Given there are many comprehensive reviews of SJ (e.g., Boucher & Kelly, 1998), 

countless definitions exist, often in contrast to each other. These definitions emerge from a 

deconstruction and reconstruction (Dugan, 2017) of the roots of social contract, property 

ownership, social rules, citizenship, and ways that governments may or may not serve some 

groups over others (Boucher & Kelly, 1998). The contexts are as vast as the topics, covering 

international, environmental, distributive, community, racial, cultural, and democratic rights, 

freedoms, and justices (Boucher & Kelly, 1998; Geloso & Magness, 2019; Guerrière, 2019; 

Kendi, 2019; Levy, 2019; Plant, 1998; Vallier, 2019). Hill Collins (2019) further states that these 

sites of social change offer their own unique lenses through which SJ may be critiqued. They 

trouble the question of broadly committing to SJ without inquiring what that might specifically 

mean. Their critical discourse on intersectionality offers a lens on SJ that actively questions 

theorizing about SJ versus the actioning of SJ (Hill Collins, 2019). 

Turhan (2010) proposes that SJ is a discussion and action as “a process, or a way of 

‘ethical living’ in a diverse society” (p. 1358), situated within the Western structures of 

education. They offer that the ethics are directed to changing these structures such that learners 

are more equitably accessing positive outcomes. Levy (2019) invites the reader to focus on 

injustice instead. Injustice, they argue, identifies the wrongness of unequal societal treatment and 



EMBODYING JOY IN THE SERVICE OF SOCIAL JUSTICE 45 

distribution of resources. Through inquiry, clarifying, and articulating the injustice, emergent 

solutions may be found. Thus, an iterative process of inquiry into SJ is proposed (Levy, 2019). 

Meanwhile, an argument is made for “relational equality” (Geloso & Magness, 2019, 

p. 38) that orients questions of SJ. In particular, the authors suggest that when an individual and 

community are connected, a sense of social nearness, or familiarity with others, may be 

generated. This is proposed to reduce barriers between groups, and, guided by what they cite as 

Hayekian principles, general rules, such as “do no harm” (Geloso & Magness, 2019, p. 39) may 

set the directions for social course correction. Further, a proposal for noncoercive approach to SJ 

is offered by Guerrière (2019); they suggest that a “tenable ‘social justice’ is pluralistic 

democratic capitalism” (p. 35). A resistance to government control is suggested to counter a 

Western view on SJ (Guerrière, 2019). 

Offering a different position on the role of government, Vallier (2019) proposes that 

government involvement is needed for redistribution of wealth and resources. They suggest 

critiques should be grounded in the question of whether a system change will broadly benefit all 

in society in the form of redistribution of wealth. Meanwhile, Plant (1998) puts forward that all 

in society “bear responsibility not only for the intended but also the foreseeable outcomes of our 

actions” (p. 270). While definitions on SJ are vague, they argue that focusing on resources alone, 

as distributed through government controls, leads to the emergence of lobby groups that seek to 

retain resources for their in-group, rather than to be distributed for all (Plant, 1998). 

Distilling the above SJ perspectives, there appears to be a polarity tension (B. Johnson, 

1996). On the one side rests arguments and questions regarding the economic and government 

structures that set boundaries around acceptable and unacceptable treatment of access to justice 

and resources. On the other, stands the transformational work of engaging in altruistic, critical, 
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and iterative civic engagement that challenges the systemic structures of how resources and 

justice are distributed. 

Recognizing this limited review of SJ, and reconnecting with the scope of this thesis, I 

propose a working definition of SJ; one that will likely change. SJ is action taken at societal, 

institutional, and individual levels that recognizes injustice, challenges oppressive and 

inequitable systems and structures, and replaces them with systems that continuously recalibrate 

to create and protect equity and justice for all humans and our Earth. 

Antioppression Research 

Rooted in approaches to seek and redress unjust structures, antioppressive research theory 

aligns with this research, interrogating the systemic roots of oppression and taking transgressive 

actions against them (Potts & Brown, 2015) with a goal of creating more socially just outcomes 

for groups experiencing injustice. L. Brown and Strega (2015) suggest that antioppression 

challenges the boundaries of institutions, in this context, academia, toward a transformative 

outcome. Dugan’s (2017) critical inquiry requires that the researcher is reflexive and 

international about for whom, by whom, for whose benefit a system, structure, policy, or other 

impactful element may be serving. By centring “voice, representation, and collaboration” 

(L. Brown & Strega, 2015, p. 4) of those who are most exploited by social injustices, the 

institutional power dynamics may be inverted. Of particular interest for this thesis, Moosa-Mitha 

(2015) offers “difference-centred” (p. 37) perspectives and critical theory might ground research 

from a nondominant viewpoint. By amplifying the voices of marginalized people, redressing 

oppressive structures and policies, and countering a dualistic view on truth, difference-oriented 

research grounds knowledge in social location through reflexivity as a connection to action and 

learning (Moosa-Mitha, 2015). 
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Antiracism 

SJ seeks to change the roots of injustice, so, too, does antiracism. Through an iterative 

process of questioning the roots of racism, antiracism sustains a mind of learning and inquiry and 

takes actions to eradicate racism with antiracist policies, rules, and ideas (Kendi, 2019). Included 

in antiracism are inclusive approaches to counter nonrace forms of racism: classism, ableism, 

gender, homophobia, ethnicity, body, and more (Kendall, 2012; Kendi, 2019; Taylor, 2021). 

Racist culture is not just the radical and violent manifestations of racism (Kendall, 2012; Kendi, 

2019, 2020). It includes subtle ways that racist social rules, formal policy, and behaviours are 

enacted by people (e.g., DiAngelo, 2011, 2018; Kendall, 2012; Kendi, 2019; Regan, 2010). 

Racism privileges and oppresses different identities in different ways, and these are felt 

exponentially for people with intersectional identities (Gopaldas, 2013; Hill Collins, 2019; 

Crenshaw as cited in Kendi, 2019). 

Important to this inquiry, Kendi (2019) demonstrates that a person may oscillate from 

enacting racism in one moment to antiracism in another. In their journaling tool (Kendi, 2020), 

they share their own racist moments and how they began to unlearn. Further, they suggest the 

focus of antiracism is on the systemic injustices rooted in racist views, acknowledging that the 

perpetrators are equally caught in racist systems (Kendi, 2019). 

Decolonization is Both Distinct From and Inherent Within Social Justice 

While this inquiry, and the working SJ definition above, both support reconciliation in 

Canada, this literature review does not explicitly explore decolonization. However, 

decolonization is inherent within and distinct from SJ. Since this research is not conducted by an 

Indigenous person, nor was I invited to research toward decolonization by Indigenous Peoples, 

this project is not theoretically underpinned by decolonization nor an Indigenous worldview 
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(Archibald, 2008; Hampton, 1995; Kovach, 2015; Tuck & Yang, 2012; Tuhiwai Smith, 2012; S. 

Wilson, 2008). Thus, engaging in a review of decolonization is beyond this project’s scope; 

decolonization deserves a distinct and robust discourse. However, drawing on the work of Regan 

(2010), and many other Indigenous scholars, teachers, and thinkers (e.g., Brearley, 2018; Calliou 

& Wesley-Esquimaux, 2015; King, 2013; Voyageur et al., 2015; Wagamese, 2016), this thesis is 

grounded in a framework to support settlers to take steps toward decolonization. By “begin[ing] 

from where we are, not where we want to be, remembering that decolonization is a lifelong 

struggle filled with uncertainty and risk taking” (Regan, 2010, pp. 217–218). 

Social justice, White, and Settler Identities 

Honouring the distinct work of decolonization, and that of antiracism, White and settler 

identity and (in)action is central to this research. Since I, the researcher and participant for this 

study, identify as a white Canadian while seeking to embody joy in the service of SJ, it is 

important to include theory and reflections on one’s own social and racial locations and 

privileges (Kendall, 2012). Namely, systems of White privilege and White supremacy 

disproportionately divert resources and power to white people without us having to earn our ease 

of access (e.g., DiAngelo, 2011, 2018; Hackman, 2019; Kendall, 2012; Kendi, 2019; McMahon, 

2007; Okun, n.d.; Regan, 2010). While being white does not equate to being racist (DiAngelo, 

2018; Kendi, 2019), acknowledging and interrogating our assumptions about our unearned 

privileges based on our skin colour is an intentional step toward enacting SJ (Hackman, 2019; 

Kendall, 2012; McMahon, 2007). 

Further, Regan’s (2010) challenge to settler Canadians is to question our narrative and 

uncover our long history of an “underlying pattern of violent behaviour and denial of Indigenous 

history, law, and peacemaking practices” (p. 88) through our “peacemaker as a national 
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archetype” (p. 107). They offer that through “decolonizing ears” (Regan, 2010, p. 230), settlers 

may act in allyship (“Accomplices Not Allies,” 2014; Arits & Ostrowsky, 2019; Womens 

Voices, 2019), and practice being humble learners, willing to soften to vulnerability, reflect, and 

then to take action. They propose a transformational unsettling pedagogy to “reject the 

imperialist’s mind in favour of living in truth, accepting that we will struggle and be 

discomforted and unsettled” (Regan, 2010, p. 233). They interrogate our responsibilities to 

transform the relationships we settlers might create in the face of colonial genocide, injustice, 

racism, and ongoing violence against Indigenous Peoples (National Inquiry into Missing and 

Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls, 2019; Regan, 2010; Truth and Reconciliation 

Commission of Canada, 2015). Similar to antiracism, Regan (2010) recognizes the oscillation 

between “both colonizer-perpetrator and colonizer-ally” (p. 27). Of these identities, they 

challenge the myth of the nice Canadian peacemaker, exploring the centuries-long complex 

discourse between the colonial Canadian government and Indigenous Peoples’ rights and 

freedoms. They argue Canada may heal when settlers “[learn] to live in truth” (Regan, 2010, 

p. 214), which will likely always challenge us (settlers) to feel uncomfortable. 

A theme of discomfort is central to scholars on Whiteness (DiAngelo, 2011, 2018; 

Hackman, 2019; Kendall, 2012; Kendi, 2019, 2020; McMahon, 2007; Okun, n.d.; P. A. Wilson 

et al., 2018). Given that White, and arguably, settler identity, is centred ubiquitously in North 

American society, Whiteness is difficult to discuss (Kendi, 2019; McMahon, 2007; Regan, 

2010). Kendi’s (2019) critique on the myth of racism suggests that white people will lose their 

resources if nonwhite people are offered equal rights. Some compendia list protective behaviours 

that Whites enact when seeking to preserve our privileges that are seen to be rights (DiAngelo, 

2011, 2018; Hackman, 2019; Kendi, 2019; Okun, n.d.). DiAngelo’s (2011, 2018) concept of 
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White fragility states that these behaviours seek to rapidly reestablish the comfort and privileges 

afforded to White people, to recentre Whites in the dialogue, to avoid reflecting on our own 

racism, and to minimize or deny the presence of racism.  

Yet, white people, and settlers, have choice, even in their experiences of discomfort 

(Hackman, 2019; Hanold, 2013; Kendall, 2012). Kendall (2012) and Regan (2010) both 

encourage us to believe we are able to change, especially in transformational moments that 

illuminate our unexamined assumptions (Mezirow, 2000, 2003). In these moments, which 

Kendall (2012) suggests we may find confusing due to cognitive dissonance, there may be a 

powerful emotional response, including expressing feelings of physical pain. We have an 

opportunity to grow our understanding of the social injustices we may be perpetrating.  

The work of unlearning fragility and acting toward SJ will rarely feel comfortable (e.g., 

DiAngelo, 2011, 2018; Hanold, 2013; Kendall, 2012; Kendi, 2019, 2020; McMahon, 2007). 

Working toward racial equity and justice is challenging. If it feels comfortable, you are likely 

doing it wrong (J. Glean, personal communication, September 23, 2020). Austin Channing 

Brown’s (2021) blog post offers a crisp call to “nice white people” (para. 1) who “are afraid of 

challenging the system . . . because [we] have participated in the destruction of others and now 

[we] are afraid that [we], too, will be destroyed” (para. 17). This embodied tension directed an 

exploration on the role of white people in the face of significant social injustice. 

Ally, Accomplice, and Coconspirator 

The question of acting in allyship arose through this research. In dialogue with an inquiry 

team member, they inquired into the limitations of ally identity by inviting me to consider whose 

comfort is centred, and who benefits from allyship. They suggested the braver work may be of 

accomplices and coconspirators who engage in deeper risk in an effort toward SJ. 



EMBODYING JOY IN THE SERVICE OF SOCIAL JUSTICE 51 

The original intention of this inquiry to act in allyship was recognizing the expectations 

of White privilege and changing behaviour to enact more racial justice (Arits & Ostrowsky, 

2019). “An ally is anyone from a dominant or majority group that is working toward ending 

oppression by supporting and advocating for those in marginalized and oppressed groups” 

(Donovan, n.d., para. 1). Allyship engages in a process of learning with no direct path, and 

includes personal inquiry into social locations, independent learning, practicing new skills, and 

taking actions (Daynes, 2007; Donovan, n.d.). 

Authors argue being an ally still preserves the dominant group member’s comfort and 

avoids taking risk (“Accomplices Not Allies,” 2014; A. C. Brown, 2021; Chattopadhyay, 2018; 

Womens Voices, 2019). Anticolonial accomplices (“Accomplices Not Allies,” 2014), however, 

avoid claiming this title. Rather, they show up in a sustained way. They are invited to work in 

community, relinquish control of information, resources, and connections, and engage in mutual 

risk. Further, accomplices align actions with words, step into uncomfortable debate, and “find 

creative ways to weaponize their privilege . . . as an expression of social war” (“Accomplices 

Not Allies,” 2014, pp. 4–5). Similarly, Jones (2017) offers that coconspirators’ work in 

community with those doing the work, to step into risk to advance liberation for all, and do not 

centre their privilege. Both coconspirator and accomplice work through their discomfort and step 

into the SJ activities that they know are risky (A. C. Brown, 2021). It was this experience of 

showing up despite my discomfort that I sought to engage in, to understand somatically what was 

happening, and to take new actions not just as part of this inquiry, but toward more just outcomes 

for all. Acting despite uncertainty about whether I am acting allyship, or as an accomplice or 

coconspirator may be an opportunity to continually question my intentions and ask who is 

centred in my mind. 
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Social Justice and the Body 

As noted earlier, the body can be a site of injustice and SJ (A. C. Brown, 2021; 

DiAngelo, 2011, 2018; Hanold, 2013; Kendall, 2012; Kendi, 2019, 2020; Levy, 2019; 

McMahon, 2007). With embodied leadership as a central focus of this thesis, and the 

acknowledged physical discomfort associated with taking action toward SJ (Chattopadhyay, 

2018; DiAngelo, 2018; Hackman, 2019; Kendall, 2012; Regan, 2010), a discourse on the 

intersection of SJ and the body is warranted in the context of this literature review. 

Taylor (2021) sheds light on how “we live under systems that force us to judge, devalue, 

and discriminate against the bodies of others” (p. 52). They also show that the body can play a 

role as resistance and as oppressor. They propose “radical self-love” (Taylor, 2021, p. 1) as an 

approach to healing self, relationships to others, and ultimately with the world. They critique the 

foundations of an economy that shames the body to advance capitalist gains. While different 

bodies are acceptable through history, universally, “body shame and oppression are both 

symptoms of and tools in a far more complex and sweeping system of access to resources” 

(Taylor, 2021, p. 55). This, they coin “body terrorism” (Taylor, 2021, p. 55). 

Like others, Taylor (2021) recognizes changing behaviours are more effective than 

changing minds, so they mapped a “self-love practice” (p. 63) that destructs internalization of 

body terrorism through “thinking, being, [and] doing” (p. 67). Doing requires new and different 

action guided by volition to dismantle old habits of body terrorism. By raising consciousness and 

deepening self-love (see also hooks, 2012), we change the words we use against ourselves and 

others. Using our body to take action offers an approach to radically redress systems of 

oppression against human bodies (Fenwick, 2003; Hackman, 2019; Hanold, 2013; Taylor, 2021). 
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Embodied Leadership 

This inquiry aims to contribute toward the discussion on embodied leadership. I hope to 

focus an SJ, inclusive lens on the review of the literature below, acknowledging all bodies and 

their inherent abilities to understand how leadership might both effectively and physically enact 

values that are socially more just, especially when these actions feel difficult or risky. 

Given the central role of somatic data in this research, this section begins with an 

articulation of somatics. Next, a review of embodied leadership supports the formulation of a 

working definition of embodied leadership, including an articulation of what it is not. A brief 

critique on mind-body dualism follows. This section closes with a critical discussion on 

embodiment, biases, and the possibilities of SJ through embodied leadership. 

Somatics 

Somatics acknowledges a wholeness of self—mind, body, emotions, histories, contexts, 

and the will—and suggests that the locus of change rests in the body (Fenwick, 2003; Goldman 

Schuyler, 2010, 2013; Goldman Schuyler et al., 2018; Hamill, 2013; Hanold, 2013; Palmer & 

Crawford, 2013; Salovaara & Ropo, 2013; Strozzi Institute, 2020a, 2020b; Taylor, 2021). 

Winther (2013) orients the somatic centre to “a physical, psychological, and emotional point of 

energy in the middle of the body, just under the navel” (p. 229). Recognizing that different 

somatic and embodiment traditions will locate a centre of self in different areas of the body, the 

tradition I learned roots in the navel centre as a site of lasting change through a process that 

(a) heightens somatic awareness; (b) deepens commitment to values; (c) builds new physical 

patterns while releasing older, less helpful patterns; (d) shifts into healthier physical way of 

being; (e) engages in social contexts in new ways, while acknowledging past histories; and 
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(f) connects with environmental and spiritual contexts (Goldman Schuyler, 2010, 2013; Strozzi 

Institute, 2020a, 2020b). 

Somatic markers (Fisher & Robbins, 2014; Hamill, 2013; Strozzi Institute, n.d.), or 

learned patterns (Palmer & Crawford, 2013), impact our ability to respond, act, and lead. Our 

earliest experiences informed how we physically hold our bodies (Lindsay, 2013). This includes 

subtle internal biofeedback that cues physical responses. Somatic and embodied practices are 

used to support people to add new, more centred ways of embodying their leadership (Goldman 

Schuyler, 2010, 2013; Goldman Schuyler et al., 2018; Hamill, 2013; Hanold, 2013; Lindsay, 

2013; Palmer & Crawford, 2013; Strozzi Institute, 2020a, 2020b). 

Similarly, Goldman Schuyler et al.’s (2018) action research inquiry demonstrated the 

sustained and positive impact of mindfulness on an organization’s relationships, ability to 

communicate, performance, ability to pick up after failure, emotional regulation, enjoyment of 

work. Cocreating an environment in which staff engaged in intentional practices supported 

transformational learning through presencing: connecting with their deepest source of self (see 

also Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013). Somatics and mindfulness offers leadership access to 

information beyond mental effort alone: information from others and the environment, which is 

important to gather while facing some of the world’s most intractable challenges (Goldman 

Schuyler, 2010). Somatics speaks to a more “systems being” (Laszlo, 2012, p. 95) approach to 

change, one that stays with a transformative learning process and acknowledges the 

interconnectivity of the body within complex systems (Atleo, 2004; Burns, 2015; Fenwick, 2003; 

Goldman Schuyler, 2010; Laszlo, 2012; Meadows, n.d.; Snowden & Boone, 2007). Embodying 

leadership in this context is “fluid, dynamic, reciprocal” (Laszlo, 2012, p. 102) that remains 

responsive somatically in mind, body, and heart. 
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Defining Embodied Leadership 

The question of somatic and symbolic self as an expression of authenticity (Fisher & 

Robbins, 2014) guided this review. If self-awareness can arise from within the body, how might 

it resonate with followers seeking leaders beyond a charismatic style (Ladkin & Taylor, 2010)? 

Goldman Schuyler (2019) suggests, “Embodied leaders [are] people whose actions emanate from 

deep convictions, respect for others’ values and cultures, and a unity of head and heart” 

(Implications for the Field of Mindfulness at Work, para. 1). They offer mindfulness and 

increased awareness praxis for leaders to foster both wisdom and capacity to lead organizations.  

Now I have experienced this research, I resonate with Ladkin and Taylor’s (2010) 

definition as well: “A leader must be attentive to the somatic clues of their body as they 

experience situations, and then choose how to express them” (p. 70), embodying their group’s 

identity. Further, “embodiment is not simply material and physical in either practice: it is 

something that one senses in itself and draws on to access the mind” (Goldman Schuyler, 2013, 

p. 253). Thus, authentic embodied leadership is in tune with the tensions of challenge, many of 

which are sensed bodily through unconscious processes, and interrogates their assumptions such 

that they make intentional choices to take action toward SJ. 

Embodied Leadership Theories. Based in phenomenology, Merleau-Ponty (2012) is 

often-cited across embodied leadership literature. They problematize the Cartesian view that 

denies the body’s role within perceiving, objectifying it as an entity, rather than as a whole 

human. Further, they explore dimensions and expressions of embodiment that include internal, 

external, and historical, claiming that we are all connected—au monde—rather than separate 

from and in the world (Merleau-Ponty, 2012). Ladkin’s (2012) analysis of Merleau-Ponty’s work 

illuminates how embodied perceptions between leader and follower impact how leaders enact 
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their roles (see also Bathurst & Cain, 2013). Further, authentic leadership theories imply 

embodiment, imbued with qualities such as relational, contextual, reflexivity, gesticular, fleeting, 

fluid and prelingual knowledge (e.g., Bathurst & Cain, 2013; Coleman, 2015; Fisher & Robbins, 

2014; Ladkin, 2008; Merleau-Ponty, 2012). 

Ladkin and Taylor’s (2010) work discusses three ways authentic leadership might enact 

true self: “self exposure, relating, and making leaderly choices” (p. 64). Leading authentically 

requires self-reflexive and alertness to physiological cues; it integrates intuition, emotions, 

imagination, senses, mind, and the role being played. They also suggest that deep listening (see 

also Brearley, 2018) and presence with others (similarly, Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013) foster 

authentic connections. Importantly, alignment between words and actions communicates 

authenticity (e.g., B. Brown, 2018; Senge, 2006; Short, 1998). At the same time, leaders may be 

taking in somatic information from their groups and making iterative choices about if and how 

they are embodying their group’s identity (Hanold, 2013; Ladkin & Taylor, 2010). Thus, 

authentic embodied leadership senses the tensions of challenge, many of which are sensed bodily 

through unconscious processes. 

As a relational leadership approach (Fisher & Robbins, 2014), shared knowing arises 

from awareness of the interactions between body, emotion, and others (Bathurst & Cain, 2013). 

These interactions take place in a coconstructed and dynamic environment (e.g., Bathurst & 

Cain, 2013; Fenwick, 2003; Fisher & Robbins, 2014; Hamill, 2013; Laszlo, 2012). Further, 

bodies are sources of both knowledge and inquiry (Fenwick, 2003; Goldman Schuyler, 2010; 

Hamill, 2013; Ladkin, 2008; Strozzi Institute, 2020b; Vaez, 2019) that access both inner and 

external environments, and direct and indirect relationships (Ladkin, 2012). For example, Fisher 

and Robbins (2014) interrogated embodied leadership as a part of managing meaning and 
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engaging in followership, a direct relationship, whereas social pressures or norms about the body 

(Fenwick, 2003; Hanold, 2013; Taylor, 2021) might constitute indirect relationships. Oscillating 

between internal and external stimuli, leadership operates within ambiguity, making decisions 

without an internal sense of closure or resolution; a tension the body retains (Bathurst & Cain, 

2013; Goldman Schuyler, 2010; Holzmer, 2013; Katafiasz, 2013; Ladkin, 2012). 

What Embodied Leadership is Not. Amy Cuddy (2012) articulates the benefits of the 

“power pose” (10:21) to influence others’ perceptions of the individual, suggesting it also 

increased confidence. Since then, a critique and rebuttal around the power pose’s affective and 

physiological impact has emerged (Elsesser, 2018). There is a danger that a leader is positioned 

as a superhero, individualizing the leader as embodying leadership (Jackson & Parry, 2018; 

Lindsay, 2013). Further, power pose does not deconstruct (Dugan, 2017) the assumptions of 

which bodies are leaderly. In fact, it might reinforce that leaders are tall, erect, gender-binary, 

physically able, and like many white men who still hold the most powerful roles (Cain Miller et 

al., 2018). Further, embodied leadership is not charismatic leadership (Jackson & Parry, 2018). 

While there may be something special about some leaders, charisma can be dangerous, as it has 

been embodied by some of our world’s most violent leaders (Lepsius, 2006). Thus, this research 

does not associate embodied leadership with hero-leaders or charismatic leaders (Lindsay, 2013). 

Dualism and Reembodying the Mind 

Hackman (2019) discusses how Western epistemology divorces head from body in which 

logic and mental effort are privileged: the head is associated with thinking functions, 

disassociating it from the body (Lindsay, 2013). Fisher and Robbins (2014) suggest embodiment 

counters positivist approaches to leadership research, resisting trait-and-factor leadership by 

enriching it with the immediacy of lived experiences. Further, Bathurst and Cain (2013) 
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challenge the instrumentality of Cartesian dualism denying the relational abilities performed by 

the body. Embodied leadership theory directly challenges this paradigm that favours rationality 

as the only way of knowing (e.g., Bathurst & Cain, 2013; Hamill, 2013; Ladkin, 2008, 2012; 

Ladkin & Taylor, 2010; Pelias, 2008; Salovaara & Ropo, 2013; Vaez, 2019). 

Through engaging self-awareness, emotional intelligence, and self-regulation, leaders 

may tap into knowledge in their efforts to change complex systems (Goldman Schuyler et al., 

2018; Knutson, 2015). Hanold (2013), however, warns self-awareness without centring SJ may 

replicate oppressions and unjust systems. Embodied leadership theory, which is social and 

constructivist in nature, includes the challenge and possibility of different bodies enacting, 

reacting together (Bathurst & Cain, 2013; Bhasin, 2017; Moosa-Mitha, 2015; Salovaara & Ropo, 

2013; Winther, 2013). 

Mind-Body Relationship 

Somatics offers a lens to acknowledging humans as whole, rather than an assembly of 

related, but distinct components (Hamill, 2013; Palmer & Crawford, 2013; Strozzi Institute, 

2020a). While this research does not discuss trauma-informed leadership, the following from 

Van Der Kolk (2015) illuminates the mind-body relationship (see also Haines, 2020; 

Manderscheid, 2009). Drawing upon Porges’s (2001) polyvagal theory, Van Der Kolk (2015) 

indicates that humans take in bodily sensations and information that shape our physical, 

physiological, and emotional responses. For example, important people in our lives may help us 

feel safer, or the opposite, thus embedding trigger responses: calling for help, fight or flight, and 

freeze or collapse when feeling trapped (Porges, 2001). When considering embodied leadership, 

awareness of these responses may serve to understand difficult responses to changing 

environments, the incongruence of what is said versus done, or the resistance to change. 
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Attuning to our somatic—or embodied—responses, and working through them by learning new 

responses supports people to feel “self-leadership” (Van der Kolk, 2015, p. 205). 

Embodied Leadership Enacting Social Change 

Social injustice is an intractable challenge that calls upon leadership to embody the 

change so that the systems may change as well (Fenwick, 2003; Laszlo, 2012; Scharmer & 

Kaufer, 2013). It is with a critical lens that this literature about the body was pursued, inspired at 

first by DiAngelo’s (2011, 2018) list of White behaviours that work contrary to our espoused 

values of racial equity. With a focus on the embodiment of leadership, it is from here that the 

following thinkers have offered insights into this phenomenon. 

Hackman (2019) argues white people who wish to work toward antiracism should work 

through our feelings of racial discomfort. Based on mirror neuron research (see also Miller et al., 

2019), they propose that as children, people have been patterned to feel fear and discomfort in 

the presence of people different from ourselves. As Knutson (2015) shows, learned behaviour 

maps into our DNA, such as our parents’ responses. Understanding White discomfort and taking 

action despite it offers the possibility to restore racial justice (Hackman, 2019). Authors offer 

that self-reflection alone does not convert into action; the body needs to be involved (Fenwick, 

2003; Goldman Schuyler, 2010; Hackman, 2019; Hanold, 2013; Salovaara & Ropo, 2013). 

Meanwhile, Holzmer (2013) acknowledges the deeply relational and, therefore, power-

oriented aspects of leadership and embodiment. Individuals enact their social biases and 

assumptions about power without thinking. Considering this, they encourage leaders to heighten 

awareness of their bodily responses during difficult situations and to stay within the liminality of 

choosing new behaviours (Holzmer, 2013). As Winther (2013) suggests, “The better the 

professional knows . . . [their] own bodily signals, . . . the easier it will be to keep or regain 
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grounding” (p. 232) from which to act in the face of challenge and change. Similarly, Goldman 

Schuyler (2010) shares their grounding praxis as a crucial aspect of leadership development. 

Their approach expands leaders’ choice and capacity to note embodied shifts, deepen awareness 

of the present moment, and to work with the body to stay curious and adaptable in response to 

the systems both within self, and in relationship to others and the contexts they are in. 

Further, Hanold (2013) employs constructivist and critical lenses on leadership that might 

embody socially just change. They acknowledge the challenges of redressing implicit biases 

(Harvard University, n.d.) as a “mindless process” (Hanold, 2013, p. 93) and talk of the 

importance of the body to facilitate social change. They say that taking a solely physical or 

mental approach to social change does not go far enough. Our “social/cultural bod[ies]” (Hanold, 

2013, p. 97) shape our behaviour. Somatically, the body carries social location, cultural 

patterning, and more (Fenwick, 2003; Hanold, 2013; Kendall, 2012; Taylor, 2021). Raising 

awareness of and taking an intentional approach to acknowledge, reconcile, and respond to deep 

embodied experiences of discomfort while experiencing others different from self, our social and 

somaesthetic body, may support leaders to work through their “maladaptive emotions” (Hanold, 

2013, p. 99) and increase capacity to lead diverse teams in more responsive ways. A practical 

application of somaesthetics may foster inclusive, antioppressive approaches to work with 

diverse teams and communities. Through ongoing and iterative reflexive and learning practice, 

capacity to build these skills would be possible (Hanold, 2013). 

A Summary of Reviewed Literatures 

This first-person action research explores how I, as a white leader, might embody joy in 

the service of SJ. This led to the review of the above literatures: joy, SJ, and embodied 

leadership. In each, a working definition is offered, recognizing the emerging and changing 
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understanding of these concepts. In selecting relevant literature to these topics, I sought to delve 

into the literature domains where these concepts overlapped and interconnected. 

Arising from the reviewed literatures, the following working definitions guide this 

inquiry. Joy is a deep, sustained, and complex somatic experience arising intrinsically and 

extrinsically from a sense of connection, and oriented toward the possibility of change in the face 

of challenges. SJ is action taken at societal, institutional, and individual levels that recognizes 

injustice, challenges oppressive and inequitable systems and structures, and replaces them with 

systems that continuously recalibrate to create and protect equity and justice for all humans and 

our earth. Finally, embodied leadership is in tune with the tensions of challenge and polarities (B. 

Johnson, 1996), many of which are sensed bodily through unconscious processes and interrogate 

their assumptions such that they make intentional choices to take action toward SJ. The 

intersection of joy, SJ and embodied leadership inform the focus of this first-person action 

research inquiry, and its unfoldment. 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 

In this chapter, I offer a dialogue on first-person action research, how it intersects with 

action learning research (ALR), and an expansion on ALR methodology. I discuss the three 

methods I employed: experiential learning, journaling, and dialogue. I then address participants 

and participant selection and the nature of the study conduct process and timelines, after which I 

share the approaches to data analysis and validity. Of course, I also speak to how this research 

adhered to ethical conduct in practice and in principle (Coghlan, 2013). The study’s outputs and 

possible contribution and application close out this chapter. 

First-Person Action Research 

In first-person action research, the researcher researches themselves, including their lived 

experiences and actions. This process precipitates change by reflecting on self, relationships, 

organizational experiences, and contexts (Coghlan, 2013; Grant, 2007; Greenwood & Levin, 

2006; Heen, 2005; Marshall, 2016; P. A. Wilson et al., 2018). Marshall’s (2016) definition offers 

a promising construct in the context of this project: “First person action research involves a 

person cultivating an approach of inquiry to all they think, feel and do, including being curious 

about their perspectives, assumptions and behaviour” (p. 8). 

Curious reflection offers an opportunity to reframe and gather new insights about what 

else may be learned (Schön, 2017). Reflection centres on the researcher’s own leadership 

learning within their personal and professional contexts, in particular while engaging in complex 

and challenging projects (Grant, 2007; Marshall, 2016; P. A. Wilson et al., 2018). First-person 

action research can acknowledge the integration of self while sustaining open curiosity, iterative 

meaning making, acting upon the decisions made, and reflection again (Marshall, 2016). 
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Coghlan (2013) and Schön (2017) offer similar structures for cyclical experience, reflection, 

integration of meaning making, and committing to new actions arising from new insights. 

This process may be powerful, as it may bring forward strong emotions (Heen, 2005). 

Further, researchers may sense discomfort in the ambiguity not-knowing during change (P. A. 

Wilson et al., 2018). Thus, to generate more awareness, P. A. Wilson et al. (2018) offer 

recommendations to “embrace tension, conflict, and vulnerability as opportunities” (p. 23). By 

sensing the ecological and contextual environments (see also Brearley, 2018; Scharmer & 

Kaufer, 2013; Winther, 2013), first-person action research might connect through “an embodied 

felt experience of something larger working through [us]. . . . It was the sense of being an 

instrument in a larger outworking that [we] could trust but not fully grasp” (P. A. Wilson et al., 

2018, p. 10). Thus, engaging in an iterative approach, change may be created by leveraging the 

transformational changes experienced on a personal level by the participant-researcher and, most 

critically, taking action upon these reflections (RRU, 2020). My focus on how I might embody 

joy in the service of SJ aligns well with a first-person action research inquiry as it engages my 

own somatic knowing and invites me to change as a leader. 

Action Learning Research and First-Person Action Research 

At the time of writing, I had not yet found literature on first-person action research 

inquiry using ALR methodology. Thus, in this section, I attempt to draw together the rationale 

for their intersection. Within the framework of first-person action research, I chose ALR because 

I wanted to engage in a complex and intractable challenge that sought to reflect on my role of 

being within and of a system (Laszlo, 2012; Marshall, 2016). According to action learning (AL) 

theorists, Revans and Revans (2011), “Those unable to change themselves cannot change what 

goes on around them” (p. 85). As such, this inquiry’s learning challenge aimed to build my 
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praxis as a leader to intentionally advance social change while generating actionable theoretical 

knowledge (Coghlan & Coughlan, 2010; Edmonstone, 2016; Grant, 2007; Revans & Revans, 

2011). ALR aligns closely with the experiential learning structure of this first-person action 

research project, specifically with the anxiety-provoking experience of exploring difference in a 

group relations workshop (Shapiro & Carr, 2012). The tensions and contradictions that ALR 

fosters leveraged the experience of difference and acknowledged the nonuniversality of 

experience (Moosa-Mitha, 2015). By “learning with and from each other” (Revans & Revans, 

2011, p. 9), the ALR epistemology centres knowing in relationship, which was supported by my 

inquiry team and by ICI. Thus, ALR honoured my participation while critically reflecting on my 

assumptions and challenged me to take action on my commitment to joy in the service of SJ. 

Action Learning Research 

Although at an early stage of development (Coghlan, 2019), ALR methodology offered 

an applicable framework for the design and delivery of this thesis. ALR resides at the 

intersection of AL and action research (AR), leveraging AL’s approach of building participants’ 

learning through reflective practices while working on a challenge (Coghlan & Coughlan, 2010; 

Edmonstone, 2016; Revans & Revans, 2011). Therefore, this methodology responds to Salovaara 

and Ropo’s (2013) critique that “organisational change theories seldom seem to be informed 

about learning theories” (p. 199). 

Meanwhile, Revans and Revans (2011) suggest when “programmed knowledge” (p. 1) is 

questioned through critical thinking, learning happens. This questioning is made possible 

through engagement between people, and between humans and systems, supporting the personal 

development of the learner (Edmonstone, 2016; Zuber‐Skerritt, 2002; see also Grant, 2007). In 

AL, people learn through “negative capability” (Edmonstone, 2016, p. 142), a task-oriented and 
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sustained ambiguous learning within an organizational challenge. This methodology works with 

the containment framework developed by Bion (1991) to build personal capacity to tolerate 

uncertainty (Edmonstone, 2016) and render both personal and organizational outcomes. 

When analyzing Revans and Revans’s (2011) 20 assumptions of AL, more than half 

deliver on first person, many on second person. However, none speak specifically to creating 

theoretical and actionable knowledge (Coghlan & Coughlan, 2010). This is where AR may be of 

service. AR can engage participants in dialogic processes to cocreate knowledge (Bradbury, 

2015; Shani & Coghlan, 2019; Torbert & Taylor, 2008) within any number of methodological 

approaches (Rowe et al., 2013). What converts AL into ALR is AR’s generation of usable 

knowledge (Coghlan & Coughlan, 2010). 

Thus, ALR serves as a container in which questioning programmed knowledge serves 

three outcomes. Participants cocreate solutions to complex challenges, they deepen their 

professional and personal skills, and ALR generates actionable knowledge. A research 

participant’s practice of staying curious during the ambiguity helps clarify how ALR is a blend 

of both AL and AR, as modelled in Figure 3. 
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Figure 3  

Action Learning Research Model 

 

Data Gathering Methods 

I undertook three data-generation and gathering methods in this study: experiential 

learning (EL), journaling, and dialogue. I participated in formal and incidental EL methods 

(Justice & Yorks, 2018). Journaling was structured (Appendix A) and “emergen[t]” (Snowden & 

Boone, 2007, p. 71) in which approaches “[arose] from the circumstances” (p. 71). I held 

semistructured dialogues with my inquiry team and with ICI leadership and researchers. Text, 

diagrams, photos, video, prose, and drawing were the primary data collected. By the numbers, 

the following data were gathered: 

• 104 pages of transcription containing 29,874 words; 

• 19 pages of interview transcription containing ~9690 words; 
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• 9 x journals of handwritten text and image entries; and 

• 90 x hand-drawn sketches and mind maps. 

I next discuss theoretical foundations, rationale, and approach applied to each method. 

Experiential Learning 

Kolb’s (1984) EL framework is an iterative cycle of experience, reflection, and meaning 

making of past experiences that informs future action. It proposes how humans integrate and 

make sense of experiences. It is important to contextualize the whole person within the 

experience (Merriam & Bierema, 2013), in particular during disruptive incidents; moments in 

which a person’s world views are challenged, creating a disorientation in which to reflect and 

change perspectives (Mezirow, 2000, 2003). Thus, EL offers promise to engage in more than 

skills learning; these instances transform. 

Fenwick’s (2003) revisit of EL embraces the embodied messiness of coemergent 

knowing through sensing systems complexity. The physicality of a person’s experience is 

interconnected to their histories, structural barriers, socioeconomics, and a dynamic ecology of 

human and nonhuman beings. By taking intentional and transgressive actions, this may build 

awareness of uncomfortable truths. Embracing complexity further deepens learning through 

enactivism, “an ecological perspective that seeks to provide robust assessment of emergence in 

complex learning systems” (Justice & Yorks, 2018, p. 91). As nonlinear, emergent, and 

incidental, factors such as the personal, social, institutional, physical, and emotional, impact 

complexity, and readiness to learn. The ephemerality of here-and-now makes researching 

experience challenging. Yet, Justice and Yorks (2018) suggest enactivism offers rich insight into 

how people learn, acknowledging the body as situated within and of a larger system. 
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With this orientation to EL, I planned for two formal EL opportunities within this 

research, with an eye for those incidental and disruptive learning experiences. The first planned 

EL opportunity was partially funded by RRU; a 10-week Embodied Leadership Foundations 

course with Strozzi Institute. Meeting online weekly for 2 hours between June and August 2020, 

this course introduced somatics as a concept (Hamill, 2013; Melina et al., 2013; Palmer & 

Crawford, 2013; Strozzi Institute, n.d.). Together we fostered somatic awareness through a series 

of embodied practices. I also joined smaller group somatic coaching sessions to reflect on my 

learning, practices, and commitments. 

The second planned EL was ICI’s EDW. This group relations event engages members to 

explore difference through a range of group configurations. Building from the Tavistock 

traditions (Bion, 1991), the focus of ICI’s workshop was to challenge group members to stay 

curious about the here-and-now of exploring difference (Mueller-Heaslip & Lewis, n.d.). It 

happened November 19 to 21, 2020, and offered a fulcrum for this first-person action research 

capstone to apply what I had learned to that moment. 

Throughout these, and the emergent and incidental experiences, I reflected, interrogated 

my perspectives, and sought to make meaning of them (Coghlan, 2013; Hersted et al., 2019; 

Kolb, 1984; Marshall, 2016; Schön, 2017; and others). The research goal was to take new actions 

to incrementally build capacity to embody joy in the service of SJ. 

Journaling 

Journaling was central to my sense-making and reflections on my experiences. It enabled 

me to articulate my embodied experiences, make meaning of them, and commit to practicing 

new approaches (Bradbury & Reason, 2016; Kolb, 1984). Further, it served to “centre processes 

of reflexivity or self-reflexivity—the need and necessity for researchers to not only acknowledge 
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but also examine their location and how that location permeates their inquiry at every level” (L. 

Brown & Strega, 2015, p. 10). I needed to understand why I conducted this research, why now, 

and for whom (Hampton, 1995; Tracy, 2010). Further, Saldaña and Omasta (2018) and Coghlan 

(2019) propose journaling as an ongoing approach to understanding data and the iterative 

analysis used in qualitative research. Thus, journaling was the task in which “[l]earning [was] 

cradled” (Revans & Revans, 2011, p. 3). Structured journaling was a daily practice morning and 

night (Appendix A). I integrated prompts during what Potts and Brown (2015) called “the ‘mess-

finding’ stage” (p. 23). These “insightful questions” (Revans & Revans, 2011, p. 4) contained me 

in the uncomfortable experiences of noticing and naming my limitations, racism, colonial-settler 

privileges, and assumptions. This not only supported what Revans and Revans (2011) called an 

“urgent problem” (p. 6), it increased my “risk imperative” (p. 6) that they suggest was important 

in AL. Emergent journaling gathered in-the-moment insights often arising from embodied and 

incidental experiences. 

Dialogues 

Engaging in dialogue was a critical element to this research’s success; direct and honest 

feedback deepened my reflections, brought in new ideas, helped me see a fuller view of the 

systems in operation, and checked my biases (e.g., Hersted et al., 2019; Nowell et al., 2017; 

Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013; RRU, 2020; Tracy, 2010). I engaged four people in my inquiry team, 

as well as the Director of ICI in dialogues over the course of this research (Appendices B and C). 

Dialogues supported my growth mindset, which posits that people learn and develop by “seeking 

help from others, trying new strategies, and capitalizing on setbacks to move forward 

effectively” (Dweck, 2019, p. 26). Through critical, curious perspectives, “fresh questions” 

(Revans & Revans, 2011, p. 10) were intended to help me both see the wisdom I was unable to 
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see, and to break-down my thinking to draw out more data and foster new leadership praxis. 

Recognizing my limitations, the hope was dialogues would hold me accountable to clear thinking 

and articulation while providing encouragement. They acted as my team to help me with my 

challenges and questions (Revans & Revans, 2011). 

Project Participants 

This study focused on my lived experiences of embodied leadership, including those of 

my White settler fragility (DiAngelo, 2011, 2018; Regan, 2010). Thus, I was the only participant 

of this first-person action research project. 

Four individuals served on my inquiry team: 

1.  An experienced group relations practitioner, ICI, who was my point of contact since 

June 2020. 

2.  A faculty member with expertise in Indigeneity, diaspora, equity, and antiracism in 

sport, and who conducted a parallel research with ICI’s workshop members, including 

me. She provided my transcript as data. 

3.  A friend-classmate who offered complexity thinking and over 20 years of consultation 

and professional question-asking practice. 

4.  A friend-classmate with 20-years of expertise in arts-based academic work and a 

nuanced understanding of the role of the body in knowing and leading. 

Finally, I met with the Director of ICI, along with my ICI point of contact and the faculty 

member from my inquiry team, to specifically focus on the first- and second-person insights of 

my research so they may decide if and how findings and recommendations may be taken up. 
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Study Conduct 

Study Process and Timelines 

I approached this work from a holistic, creative, and metaphoric standpoint as shown in 

my process map, a snail shell drawing (Figure 4), demonstrating the development of first-, 

second- and third-person research processes and outcomes (Torbert & Taylor, 2008). The 

‘protoconch’ middle signals my stance as a reflexive researcher, age lines show the inquiry’s 

development stages, the orange inner structure honours ICI’s contributions and support, and the 

external shell represents the literature, or third-person inquiry, born from the protoconch mantle. 

Figure 4  

Study Process 

 
 

In this study, I engaged in an emergent and iterative approach of reflection through two 

cycles of personal change (see timeline breakdown in Appendix D). Cycle 1 took place from 

June 1 to September 30, 2020. I conducted a gather-and-reflect process of transcription, early 
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analysis, and reflection from October 1 to 31, 2020. From November 1 to December 22, 2020, I 

engaged in Cycle 2 and applied what I learned from the previous 5 months. 

Since I designed this research to be reflexive and vulnerable while I navigated ambiguity 

(Coghlan, 2013; Grant, 2007; Schön, 2017; P. A. Wilson et al., 2018), I found I enacted my 

reflections much earlier than Cycle 2. Experimentation began early in Cycle 1, and I found that 

especially in the gather-and-reflect stage, the distillations of the first data set launched my 

engagement with new behaviour. That said, there were times when I made a commitment to 

action that either took months to practise, or that I did not do at all. 

Participant Recruitment 

Since I was the only participant, I did not conduct a recruitment process. However, my 

research did involve an inquiry team and an inquiry partner, as follows. 

Inquiry Team and Partner Engagement. 

I recruited inquiry team members using the following documentation. Approved forms 

were retained in a locked file on my personal computer: 

• Email invitation (Appendix E) 

• Inquiry team information letter (Appendix F) 

• Inquiry team member consent form (Appendix G) 

• Research Synopsis (Appendix H) 

I recruited the Director of ICI using similar documents: 

• Email invitation (Appendix I) 

• Organization information letter (Appendix J) 

• Thesis Letter of Agreement (Appendix K) 

• Research Synopsis (Appendix H) 
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Methods Conduct 

What follows are the detailed accounts of how I acted on the research methods. This 

includes what I attempted, regardless of the outcomes. 

Experiential Learning 

While other methods have guides, this inquiry’s experiential learning experiences were 

either guided or unplanned as incidental moments cannot be planned for (Fenwick, 2003; Justice 

& Yorks, 2018; Mezirow, 2003). Below, I offer an overview of how the method of experiential 

learning arose throughout my research. 

Embodied Leadership Course with the Strozzi Institute. In January 2020, I was 

awarded an experiential learning bursary for the purposes of taking the Embodied Leadership 

course offered in Barcelona, Spain, by the Strozzi Institute. This was cancelled due to the 

coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic, and the rescheduled October 2020 offering did 

not align with my learning plan. When the institute announced an online 10-week course to learn 

the foundations of embodied leadership, I registered. This course took place between June and 

August 2020. I attended all 10 lessons, followed all the readings, and practised the recommended 

somatic movements. I also attended the four small-group coaching sessions at which we both 

practised and discussed our learning. 

Exploring Difference Workshop. I had planned on attending ICI’s EDW in March 2020 

in person. Then, in spring 2020, it was cancelled due to COVID-19. By June I was building my 

research partnership with ICI, and as this inquiry changed to its final design, their online offering 

of the EDW in November 2020 aligned as an apex for the research I was conducting. I attended 

the full 2.5-day weekend workshop and attempted to learn how to be a member of this group 



EMBODYING JOY IN THE SERVICE OF SOCIAL JUSTICE 74 

relations event, experimenting with a blend of journal reflections, sketches, speaking up, 

silencing myself, asking questions, and interrogating my own views on the experience. 

Emergent and Unplanned Experiences. These learning opportunities included but are 

not limited to experiences in my workplace: team transitions, partnership challenges, learning 

how to change all our student supports to an online environment, and more. My experiences with 

this academic program were many: online residency, challenging group project dialogues, 

cocreating, performing, and publishing a slam poem (Comeau et al., 2020), and the process of 

this inquiry itself. Personal experiences included working through depression, grief, and the 

emergence of joy, as well as navigating loss of human contact, friend and family disagreements 

on how to behave during a pandemic, international intestate legal processes for my late aunt’s 

estate, living in a small cabin closer to nature, stepping in as chair of my alumni association, and 

balancing work, well-being, full-time school, and life administration. 

Journaling 

Following my journal guide (Appendix A), every morning, shortly after waking I 

handwrote morning pages (Cameron, 2002). This daily structure to free write for a fixed time 

helped prime creative thinking. Often, I added drawings to articulate thoughts, feelings, and 

reflections, and diagrams to help me think through a challenge. I also journaled in the evenings 

to reflect on both my leadership praxis and upon my research reflections (Bradbury, 2019; 

Bradbury et al., 2019; L. Brown & Strega, 2015; Fazey et al., 2018; Knowles, 2016; Shani & 

Coghlan, 2019). Guiding questions and prompts supported my method conduct (e.g., Brower, 

2017; Kendi, 2019; Tracy, 2010; S. Wilson, 2008). 
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During this time, I wrote in different books, keeping the morning pages and personal 

reflections in lined journals, blank sketchbooks, and creative journal tools. Meanwhile, my 

leadership and research journal entries were stored in spiral-bound lined school notebooks. 

Unlike the structures of daily practice (Appendix A), I also journaled in emergent ways. 

Emergent meant that I kept a notebook near me most of the day and when insights or thoughts 

occurred to me, I jotted or sketched them. It served when I had engaged in embodied practices 

like dance, somatic centring (Strozzi Institute, 2020a), yoga, meditation, canoeing, or walking, 

when I was facing a workplace or study challenge, or when responding to difficult news. This 

journal method created data that included text (personal and professional reflections, poems, 

prose), mind maps (Stroh, 2015), and images (my little girl caricatures, sketches, photography, 

and video). The nontext data slowed my thinking, which helped me access embodied insights 

that would have been too difficult to capture through words (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). 

Dialogues 

To enrich my thinking, I engaged in formal and informal dialogues with my inquiry team 

members and with ICI. With ICI, we met following the preliminary analysis to consider my early 

insights. I also shared my workshop reflections and sought their input and questions about the 

content and my process. This conversation was transformative; they created space for me to 

further interrogate my early reflections on the data, which directly shaped the themes and 

findings. I transcribed the recorded meeting for the purposes of understanding my perceptions 

and to revisit some of the challenging dialogues that helped me crystalize some of my thinking 

(Nowell et al., 2017). A second meeting with my ICI inquiry team member provided dialogic 

data (Bushe & Marshak, 2015) regarding organizational implications of my recommendations. 

Both semistructured meetings followed a structure similar to the dialogue guide (Appendix C). 
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The faculty member of my inquiry team had also been conducting research with EDW 

members. I agreed to an interview that created an incidental and rich dialogue, which enabled me 

to make meaning of these experiences and articulate my understanding. My transcript was 

provided to me after for my data set. This I reread and integrated into my analysis. 

Meanwhile, and throughout the first cycle and into the second, I enjoyed informal 

meetings with inquiry team members. In these one-to-one dialogues I worked through questions 

and challenges with the project. We would discuss the literature in contrast to the data gathered, 

they challenged me to revisit my perception of myself in my experimentation, and they reflected 

back to me what they were observing in my behaviour. They often posed coaching questions that 

I would take away to reflect on. This generated new insights. 

I called a formal meeting of the inquiry team to review the early insights and themes. 

They helped me think through the concepts I was underpinning this research to and to distill my 

thinking further. Follow-up meetings took place individually as this thesis was being drafted to 

discuss process, progress, and the emerging recommendations. 

Data Analysis and Validity 

The goal of my analysis was to reflexively question my biases, assumptions, and 

experiences of White settler fragility, as discussed in Chapter 2. I gathered insights on if and how 

I experimented with new behaviour, and crystalized these reflections through an iterative process 

that flowed back and forth (Nowell et al., 2017). I analyzed the data conducting eleven steps, 

performing “significant labour” (Ryan & Bernard, 2003, p. 101). While presented linearly, these 

steps blended into each other. I was motivated to demonstrate to myself and to you, the audience, 

my commitment to rigor, integrity of research voice and dependability of the findings (Fazey et 
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al., 2018; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018), recognizing that in this first-person action research project, 

I was researcher, participant, analyst, and author. Throughout, I continued to reflect and journal. 

I began by transcribing Cycle 1 data over the course of 4 weeks, experimenting with four 

different transcription approaches: full text, a priori-coded (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018), narrative 

(Knowles, 2016; Neilsen et al., 2001), and summarizing. In the end I chose full text; I transcribed 

122 days of handwritten journal entries and took photos of my hand-drawn images, integrating 

them within the transcripts. This process of transcription offered an opportunity to spend time 

with the data (Nowell et al., 2017), preserve the context of the research process (L. Brown & 

Strega, 2015), and reflect on actions where I began to see “patterns [of] . . . routines, rituals or 

rules” (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018, p. 7). This process ultimately generated an initial 102-page 

document with over 28,000 words and 42 images. 

As I typed, I noticed my somatic responses to the data. This experience of knowing 

signified important insights (Grant, 2007; Heen, 2005; S. Wilson, 2008). I annotated my 

responses in the transcription applying codes. I also journaled in my research notebook to help 

make meaning of these insights (Coghlan, 2019; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). 

As I entered the gather-and-reflect stage, I generated coding symbols (Saldaña & Omasta, 

2018), which I then added to the original transcription. Table 2 presents the code symbols and 

their meaning. This allowed me to reflect on action while experiencing the immediacy of somatic 

knowing and remember of reflecting in action (Schön, 2017). In this way, I could identify the 

next behaviour changes I might enact during Cycle 2. 
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Table 2  

Code Symbols for Analysis 

Symbol Meaning 

≹ Somatic response 

@ Reflect on this 

△ Heat or energy 

� Important point 

! Surprise; question this 

 
Entering Cycle 2, I spent more time with my reflections in response to the research 

questions, which generated richer reflections and longer journal entries. I also began Kendi’s 

(2020) Be Antiracist journal, which generated additional reflections. I integrated my code 

symbols into the journaling process to help immediately signal the often tacit knowing (Tracy, 

2010) of embodied experiences without relying on words that can often limit the experience 

(Heen, 2005). Annotating journal entries with symbols was a particularly effective research 

technique while I was a member of the EDW; they allowed me to immediately signal an insight, 

which caused me pause and reflect or to mind map what I was experiencing in the moment. 

Although 50 days shorter than the first, Cycle 2 created almost the same volume of data. 

Rather than transcribing it all, I read and reread my journal entries and engaged in an emergent 

data analysis process of highlighting relevant text that stood out using different colours for what 

appeared to be the essence or themes (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). 

Now understanding my physical knowing, I realized I needed a lot of space to engage 

with the data, so I wrapped two walls in paper. Between January and February 2021, I generated 

sticky notes, again using colours, to build categories of information (somatic patterns, emotions, 

inner voice, contexts, etc.; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). In this process, I also engaged with the 
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data through somatic responses with the content by moving the sticky notes around, organizing 

them based on my body’s biofeedback. My questions during this process included: What flows? 

What feels resistant? Why? What if I put these ideas together in a new way? This generated 

possibilities that allowed me to move from direct experience to more generalizable themes from 

this research (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). 

Turning to my supervisor, inquiry team, and partners at ICI, I reviewed these themes to 

gain perspectives. In dialogue, I was able to mitigate some of my biases, engage in challenging 

dialogues, and consider the data from new perspectives (e.g., Nowell et al., 2017; Potts & 

Brown, 2015; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). 

Recharged with the energy of this input, I transcribed the eight themes into a spreadsheet 

and paired them as spectra; four pairs that later became some of the findings (Saldaña & Omasta, 

2018). I mapped highlights of Cycle 1 transcriptions and my Cycle 2 annotations in 

chronological order into each of these four findings. I then colour coded each, with a lighter 

colour to indicate the early-stage expression of the finding and the darker colour to express the 

evolution of the finding (Appendix L). This matrix analysis helped me map the ALR learning-

and-researching process and evolution. It also generated further findings. 

What challenged me still was that linear expression of the findings did not truly 

encapsulate the somatic experiences. Frustrated, I drew a Venn diagram to display the 

relationships between the data and to help me decide what to keep during the writing analysis. 

Even this did not resonate with what I wanted to express. 

Instead, I wrote a vignette to express their complexity and intersectional conditions. 

Writing, I found, helped me distill my thinking, integrated with the literature in the findings 

section, generating some assertions that I offered into theory (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). 
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Finally, I returned to ICI, my inquiry team, classmates, and my supervisor. While the 

primary pass of the data was investigator led, I aimed to create “reliability and validity” (Ryan & 

Bernard, 2003, p. 103) through an “intercoder” (p. 104) approach to “maximize clarity and 

agreement” (p. 103). With a solid draft in hand, these dialogues helped me crystalize the 

analytical insights into the findings (Tracy, 2010). 

Ethical Implications 

My ethical conduct adhered to the Tri-Council principles (Canadian Institutes of Health 

Research et al., 2018). As the sole participant, I was fully informed and able to cease research 

activities at any point, had I chosen to. I did not conduct a participant recruitment or selection 

process other than committing to this first-person action research project. Similarly, there were 

no power-over considerations. 

I also conducted myself in ethical relational accountability (S. Wilson, 2008), as my 

relationships included ICI stakeholders, fellow members in the EDW, my inquiry team, and 

thesis committee. I also extended this relational accountability to myself since I was inquiring 

into my biases and behaviors within the context of SJ. 

Under procedural ethics, this research was considered low-risk since the inquiry did not 

engage me beyond the regular experiences of my life. However, my reflexive methods and data 

transcription on my behaviour and lived experiences did present emotional difficulty. To support 

me, I had access to therapy. These risks were mitigated by the benefits of my participation as the 

work of this inquiry intended to lead me closer to my leadership goal. Further, my movement-

based practices, journaling, drawing, and access to a psychologist meant that I was able to 

convert emotional challenge into wellbeing.  
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For members of the inquiry team and the Director of ICI, there was low risk as well. 

They engaged in generative, curiosity-driven dialogues with me, and their support of my 

research offered personal insights that they benefited from through our dialogues. 

Justice was observed when I began practising more compassion toward myself, a direct 

action-oriented impact of this research. When I failed or felt shame about my (in)actions or 

responses, I reflected on this, and made choices to try new behaviours. Instead of driving 

perfectionism and self-criticism, this research helped me stay curious with my perceptions, 

experiences, and behaviours. This curiosity helped me develop new skills and habits that 

included being more compassionate to myself so I might continue to learn, rather than perfect. 

Justice toward my inquiry team meant that they were fully informed to participate and 

free to choose when and how to connect with me on an ongoing basis. I acknowledged them in 

this work, including reflecting back to them the value and positive impacts of their dialogues for 

this research and toward myself. Justice toward ICI included the same processes as those in the 

inquiry team. Further, our dialogues offered them EDW member insights, provided content to 

their blog (Bailey, 2021), and generated recommendations that might inform their activities. 

Proposed Outputs 

This research completed the requirements for a Master of Arts in Leadership that met all 

ethical and academic requirements. Since knowledge mobilization in action-oriented research 

can offer engaging, creative, and even playful forms through alternative representation (Hersted 

et al., 2019), I chose to represent the findings and conclusions in an integrated and narrative 

voice that brought together expressions of embodiment, literature, and analysis. 
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Contribution and Application 

I delivered on first-, second-, and third-person (Torbert & Taylor, 2008) outputs. For 

first-person outputs, I generated new leadership behaviours through experimentation based on 

analysis of my journaling and dialogues. I also practiced acting on my commitment to joy in the 

service of SJ. Through reading about and practising approaches to joy, I found myself feeling 

more humour, levity, and connection within myself and with others. I also have deepened my 

praxis of embodied leadership, which has already impacted my work, family, and social life. 

For second-person outputs, ICI was interested in my member experiences of the 

workshop and invited me to write a blog post that they shared in their newsletter and online 

(Bailey, 2021). They also received my transcript as a member of the EDW that included insights 

on my incidental learning (Justice & Yorks, 2018). Discussion on sharing this research with their 

broader community has begun. Finally, I provided a copy of this thesis that included 

recommendations that may inform their efforts toward SJ-focussed group relations in Canada. 

An emergent second-person outcome included recommendations for SoLS. This project 

was an example of first-person action research, intersecting with ALR in the thesis stream, 

whereas their guide was written for ELP students. In addition, this thesis included 

recommendations to future SoLS students thinking about performing first-person action research. 

Finally, I generated third-person outcomes via theoretical contributions to embodied 

leadership at the intersection of White fragility and antiracism. I also developed an ALR model 

to articulate how this methodology brings together the strengths of AR and of AL. 
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Chapter 4: An Invitation to Dance: Findings and Dialogue 

What should follow is an articulation of the findings: data-driven insights arising from 

my analysis. These should be treated separately from the conclusions, a discussion between the 

relevant literature and the findings. I should also tell you what this study was not, what it could 

not do, and how it was limited in scope. Tacitly, I had initially hoped to fix my unjust and 

imperfect perspectives and behaviour. My urge was to craft this story so that it ends with 

permanent change; this is, after all, AR. However, I did not, cannot, and will not. 

Rather, in this chapter, the best I can do is tell you my messy truths (Little Bear, 2000). 

These are truths of exploring somatics through an emergent process. These are truths of 

imperfect leadership and the truths of trying again. These are truths of navigating difference, 

complex challenges, and transformative learning (Fenwick, 2003; Justice & Yorks, 2018; Kok, 

2009; Mueller-Heaslip & Lewis, n.d.). 

Like a good dance leader, I offer you what to expect. These dance moves aim to help you 

follow, since “clarity is kindness” (B. Brown, 2018, p. 44). I hope this—and my vulnerability in 

this telling—fosters trust in my leadership and scholarship (B. Brown, 2012, 2018; Greenwood 

& Levin, 2006; S. Wilson, 2008). 

I blend my academic voice with my narrative one. Images and journal entries serve as 

quotes. Narrative performs the labour of data, synthesis, analysis, and conclusions (McMahon, 

2007; Neilsen et al., 2001; Nowell et al., 2017; Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). This is my researcher-

artist voice integrated to retain the somatic ambiguity of the experience and the complexity of 

these truths (Fenwick, 2003). This includes found poetry (Saldaña & Omasta, 2018). My 

researcher-artist voice is expressed using Avenir Book, 11-point, fully justified text. It does not 

follow APA style in these sections. 
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This is an experiment of dancing a thin line between the findings and conclusions. I first 

discuss the somatic insights, or dance cues, that inform the findings. I offer three findings that 

thread throughout four thematic pairings that I call dances. While my findings are presented 

separately, in reality the findings dance together and are interwoven (Figure 5).  

Figure 5  

Dance of the Findings 

 

I partnered the findings with the conclusions; the literatures were my companions as I 

generated and gathered the data. They added richness, energy, and challenge during the 

unfoldment of this work. They belong within the findings because the research was transgressive 

and antidualistic (L. Brown & Strega, 2015; Edmonstone, 2016; Fisher & Robbins, 2014). By 

inviting both to the same dance floor, I offer tension, a fundamental for any great dance. 

Dancing With(in) Systems 

Faltering First Step 

It is June 1, 2020. I am lying face-down on a massage therapist’s table, sobbing as 

she presses into my upper back, just behind my heart. The cool touch of strong hands, her 

voice: can you stay with this? 

I nod. 
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In the US, anti-Black racism surges into our North American awareness and I follow 

antiracist thinkers on social media. In Canada, anti-Indigenous racism surges and I read 

Indigenous thinkers on social media as well. One week ago, I began medical leave for 

acute, severe, and complex depression. Three weeks ago, our summer residency courses 

started. Three months ago, COVID-19 precipitated a global pandemic lock-down. Six 

months ago, Dad died after two weeks of palliative care; my brother and I had no idea he 

had cancer. And the month before that, his sister, my aunt Mary, died alone in an English 

hospital, intestate. Somewhere between those two events, I ended my intimate 

partnership, submitted a funding application, completed a course paper, and became 

executor to my aunt’s estate. 

I hiccup a short breath and try to stay present with the sensation of human contact, 

the first in three months and seven days. 

In therapy I had been making sense of both new and old grief, a lifetime of bullying, 

and shadows of childhood experiences that shifted each time I sought them. In seven 

months, I would learn that the body is often a site of knowledge and understanding for 

those whose childhood was unsafe—be it emotionally, physically, mentally (Van der Kolk, 

2015). 

But right now, in this bruised moment, the massage table feels like an unstable 

little boat broken free from its mooring, a thousand miles away from anything. Right now, 

nothing feels connected. 

Finding the Beat 

Disconnection at the start of this research looked a lot like me sleeping, sitting, and 

staring. Disembodied, I could not really feel much. I tended to my basic needs and then rested 
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from the efforts of it. Then something happened. On June 11, walking to my friend’s house, I felt 

curious to take a new route. It was the first moment of possibility amid my brain fog experiences. 

Figure 6  

Oh . . . Curious? 

 
Note. Figure created June 11, 2020. 

This tiny moment taught me that I was reconnecting with myself and with the world 

around me. It reminded me that change is possible. 

Systems Change Within and Somatic Leadership 

Addressing the systems within self was not linear (Meadows, n.d.; Snowden & Boone, 

2007). Instead, embodied leadership research was emergent; I sought to somatically interrogate 

my “discriminatory practices [that] occur in subtle and unconscious ways” (Hanold, 2013, p. 89). 

The ambiguity of ALR (Coghlan & Coughlan, 2010; Edmonstone, 2016; Revans & Revans, 
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2011), the deep learning of experiential learning (Fenwick, 2003; Justice & Yorks, 2018; Kolb, 

1984), and my researcher–participant worldview (Tracy, 2010; S. Wilson, 2008) informed this 

dance with the systems within.  

By staying with the complexity, my difficult learning, and through playful 

experimentation, I began to notice and pay attention to my somatic responses, or findings, which 

I call my dance cues. My cues illuminated my research findings which I have organized into 

three threads and four dances.  

Dance Cues 

Somatic cues helped me name and notice what I ultimately found through this inquiry. 

While these cues may or may not mirror other people’s responses, for the purposes of this 

research, these are the embodied data that informed the four thematic dances that follow. They 

influenced my leadership praxis and offered information that helped me to recognize moments to 

make different choices. Here, I discuss (a) numbness – alignment, (b) tense neck, shoulders, and 

jaw, (c) goosebumps, (d) no breath – wide breath, (e) spinning – centred, (f) heat, and (g) 

shaking. Some may mirror my coding symbols, but not all. 

Numbness – Alignment 

Most of my life, the area between my belly button and my knees provided very little 

biofeedback except for consistent back and hip pain associated with spinal curvature. Some 

somatic and embodiment practitioners suggest that numbness is a physical pattern that blocks 

memory and emotions (Strozzi Institute, 2020b; Van der Kolk, 2015). For me, numbness was 

about blocking or ignoring my body’s signals. 

During my experiential method in Summer 2020 with the Strozzi Institute, I noted more 

instances of a disorientating somatic opening: clumsiness, emotional upheaval, physical ache. 
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These occurred when shifting from conditioned tendencies toward more somatic embodiment—

an increased awareness of the body’s signals, and a sensory alignment. With it, an opening 

offered a release of toxic and limiting thought patterns (Strozzi Institute, 2020b). 

The following email to a friend helped me crystalize how embodied connection and 

alignment might serve leadership: 

I believe that in order to lead into a world that is working hard to dehumanize and violate 

our beings, we need to tap into the wisdom of our bodies. In these sites of openness, pain, 

and tension we find the answers to what we need to heal, and the insights to how to take 

action toward embodying social justice. 

Through realignment, I found I could access increased capacity to practise new behaviours.  

Tense Neck, Shoulders, and Jaw 

Perhaps one of the earliest signals I picked up from my body was the tension I carry in 

my neck, shoulders, and jaw. My tendency is to compress my shoulders, and round them, to bend 

my neck, and to clench my teeth. I explored the meaning of this somatic marker and associated it 

with withholding my thoughts, feelings, and thoughts. I was silencing myself, contracting, and 

erasing my presence. The pain from misalignment offers an early signal that I need to pause to 

reflect on what I might be reacting to, and to invest a moment to realign and adjust my body to a 

softer and more receptive position. 

Goosebumps 

When I was 17, a music teacher taught me to trust my goosebumps. I now understand 

them to be one of my somatic responses. They signal resonance: a personal truth. For many 

years, they only appeared on my neck, arms, and upper back. Through practise and using my 

imagination during Cycle 1, I tried to move my emotional response from my neck and shoulders 
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(where I carry a lot of tension) into more numbed areas of my body. Since the porch moment, 

above, I began journaling more instances of goosebumps across my body during instances of 

intuition and insight. 

No Breath – Wide Breath 

“What happens to us if we don’t resist? What happens when we do” (Kendi, 2020, 

p. 46)? 

I’ve been thinking a lot about this and how what I crave is to slip into the ease of 

my work whiteness (interesting I wrote ‘work’ . . . ) and pamper, sleep, and stop trying so 

hard. I feel too tender to really explain it. 

Breathe….. GAH . . . I feel so overwhelmed. I want to write intelligently but really, I 

just want to fight and scream and then go surfing, AHHHHHH . . . Grrrrr (E. Bailey, journal, 

December 2, 2020). 

Breath responses were closely associated with my self-talk and emotional experiences. 

By “attending to [this] object of consciousness” (Goldman Schuyler, 2013, p. 243), in particular 

my breath, I was able to notice different information and consider alternative actions. Shortened 

breath alerted me that I was stressed (Goldman Schuyler, 2013; Porges, 2001). I practised slower 

breath to expand my lungs and to ease my physiological fight–flight responses. As my somatic 

awareness grew, I took note of the inner dialogue rattling away when I was breathing shallowly 

or deeply. Experimentation helped uncover somatic breath and thought patterns (Table 3). 
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Table 3  

Somatic Markers – Breath Patterns 

Breath Habit Inner Dialogue 

Holding Listening with judgement 
Uncertainty 
Sense of urgency 
Managing pain 

Shallow I am a failure, I have underdelivered 

Easing/Softening Acceptance and increased security and belonging 

Wide Realizing a true (for me) idea, possibility 

Full Feeling centred, calm, confident 

 

Spinning – Centred 

My data showed several times when I felt dizzy, disoriented, or that my head felt light 

and detached. Physical manifestations of spinning included: dropping things; imbalance when 

standing; feeling unstable when sitting or lying down; blurred and/or narrowed vision; bright 

moving spots at the edges of my sight; and lack of appetite. 

Spinning occurred in association with three conditions. First, when I had been ignoring 

my body’s signals, and focused my thinking purely in my head. The second arose when 

questioning self, ability, and purpose. The dizziness also correlated with instances of shortness of 

breath, which makes sense now, as I write this. However, at the time, it was not as clear. 

During Cycle 2, tuning in to my somatic responses helped me pause and readjust my 

posture, my breath practices, and I worked on reframing the self-critical thoughts. The 

combination of activating new physical responses and through intentional reframing and 

orientation to curiosity. This supported an increased ability to stay present in my body, and with 

my inner dialogue to reframe to stay centred. 
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Heat 

Of my somatic markers, heat was the easiest to notice. The earliest prickles of heat often 

signalled a fight–flight response to what I was experiencing (Porges, 2001). When gathering data 

on instances of heat, I found this signalled concern or challenge in a relationship—professional 

or personal. It also indicated a sense of shame and inward judging for something I thought I did 

wrong, especially if it may have damaged a relationship. Finally, it also signalled discomfort 

with difference, whether it be racial, educational, sexual orientation, opinion, for example. Thus, 

while heat may not consistently signal a particular perception, it was an early and immediately 

evident somatic signal that cued me to pause and grow curious about how I might respond in 

alignment with my values and commitments. 

Shaking 

Throughout my life, I have experienced moments when my body would shake almost 

uncontrollably. During this research, I sought to understand the conditions—mental, emotional, 

as well as contextual and external—that precipitated shaking (Figure 7). I noticed this occurred 

when overstimulated or trying to reconcile tensions I was perceiving. The tensions may have 

been with or between other people, for example, during arguments in the EDW or in 

disagreements between classmates. I also noticed that I would shake as I was finding my mental 

models (Senge, 2006) changing and being challenged from the antiracist learning I was taking in. 

Finally, shaking occurred as I was tapping into and speaking my truth in a way that felt like it 

came from outside me. 
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Figure 7  

Shaking 

 
Note. Figure created November 17, 2020. 

Three Threads 

Yes-And 

When I began this research, my tacit hope had been to heal my racism and become 

antiracist, able to consistently embody joy in the service of SJ. However, the thematic analysis 

table (Appendix L) showed me otherwise. I captured key moments from the data onto a timeline. 

I then tried to associate them with one of the dances. Through this process, I realized that while I 

had built more capacity in each dance, my older patterns would still show up. 

“Yes, I am racist, and I am antiracist” (E. Bailey, journal, November 2020). As 

transforming learner and leader, I was building somatic capacity, a yes-and endeavour that 

offered a form of reconciliation: yes, my embodied and gendered histories, racism, performative 

joy, and Whiteness are a part of me, and I have choice to learn new behaviours that I can practice 

(Goldman Schuyler, 2010). This inquiry counters a dualistic mindset (Bradbury, 2015), 

reconnecting the mind and body (Fisher & Robbins, 2015; Hackman, 2019), wherein “the body 

. . . is the site for cognitive and emotional encounters with the world” (Bathurst & Cain, 2013, 

p. 363). In each of the dances, I articulate a yes-and moment that connects these dance pairs. 
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Researching with the Body was Imbued with Complexity 

In a positivist lens, findings would offer an antecedent that precipitates all other findings; 

it would separate the parts and present them as distinct and clean (Lincoln et al., 2018). Yet in 

this research, my body resisted purely measurable observations; it was fluid and subjective 

(Coleman, 2015). As my inquiry team member warned me early on in the project, “when you 

involve the body, you will evoke the emotions” (S. Nicholls-Gaertner, personal communication, 

June 14, 2020). She was right. 

In the data, somatic responses could be described, but only to a certain point. Then words 

failed. Around many of these entries I had sketched doodles, diagrams, or images. Or I jotted 

notes on strong emotional reactions. For example, I wrote expressions of frustration, exhaustion, 

and exasperation, often starting with GAH! followed by spiraling questions, peppered with swear 

words. I also noted a few times that the journal entry abruptly stopped; I had walked away and 

not returned to the work (DiAngelo, 2011, 2018; Okun, n.d.; Regan, 2010). 

In addition, as Appendix L outlines, some of the significant moments in my research 

touched upon more than one of the themed dance pairings. Over time, I practiced acceptance of 

my truth of my disembodiment, performative joy, White fragility (DiAngelo, 2011, 2018), and 

Good-White-Girl-ness; I also built a little more capacity to be more embodied, joyful, socially 

just, and in flow with my wild wisdom. The four dances are deeply interconnected. Throughout 

my 11 stages of analysis, I drew 12 different iterations of a mind map (Figure 5) as I was trying 

to make sense of and illuminate how my findings dance together. 

Human emotions are linked to the conscious and unconscious patterns that shape us 

(Bion, 1991; Shapiro & Carr, 2012; Van der Kolk, 2015). These may be expressed in how we 

hold our body (Hackman, 2019; Hamill, 2013; Hanold, 2013; Ladkin & Taylor, 2010; Strozzi 
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Institute, n.d.) and will impact how others communicate and connect with us (Bathurst & Cain, 

2013; B. Brown, 2018; Coleman, 2015). Further, bodies are patterned by social expectations and 

identities (Hanold, 2013; Kendall, 2012; Kendi, 2019; Taylor, 2021). I acknowledge, then, that 

researching with the body was imbued with complexity. This may suggest some of the barriers to 

primary research on embodied leadership (Fisher & Robbins, 2014; Hanold, 2013). 

The Body Leads 

As Fisher and Robbins (2014) suggest, embodied leadership is a relational and “dynamic 

process that is shaped by follower and leader perceptions and reactions to each other” (p. 282). 

They recognize the role of the body to sense and provide effective, somatic information (Hamill, 

2013) that orients people to what is emerging. Further, Hanold (2013) proposes we enact 

dominant social norms and feel physical discomfort when confronted with people we perceive to 

be distinctly different from the socially constructed self. Their call for a practical application of 

somaesthetic awareness of our bodily responses and to transform our responses through new 

behaviour offers a better way to act in alignment with professed values (Hanold, 2013). 

On a walk with an inquiry team member, she reminded me of the centrality of the body in 

leadership as primary mover (J. Joseph, personal communication, May 13, 2021). Having dashed 

across a six-lane road on a stale green light, the body leads became clear to me, and that it does 

not always lead toward SJ (A. C. Brown, 2021a; Hanold, 2013; Taylor, 2021). While exploring 

my body’s wisdom, I unpacked my biases, racism, and limitations (Hanold, 2013; Kendall, 2012; 

Kendi, 2019; Taylor, 2021), as signalled by various physical expressions. These somatic 

markers, or conditioned tendencies (Hamill, 2013; Palmer & Crawford, 2013; Salovaara & Ropo, 

2013; Strozzi Institute, n.d.), signalled a cue that I was holding onto an old pattern. As awareness 
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of my conditioned tendencies grew, I could pause and choose to act in new ways toward my 

commitment to joy in the service of SJ. 

Four Dances: Exploring Systems Within, Around, and Between 

Grounded in the somatic cues above, and from my journal reflections and dialogues, my 

analyses processes distilled four thematic dances (Figure 8.). 

Figure 8  

Four Thematic Dances 

Disembodied ~~~~~ Somatic Embodied 

Good White Girl ~~~~~ Wild Wisdom 

White Fragility ~~~~~ Acting in Allyship 

Fragile Joy ~~~~~ Embodied Joy 

 

Each dance includes associated subfindings that take different angles on the finding. 

Throughout, I included more narratives and images, and spoke to the yes-and moments within 

each. These interrelated yet distinct thematic findings represent the opposite ends of spectra that 

impacted my (in)ability to embody joy in the service of SJ. 

The Body Speaks 

Sunrise illuminates the rose bush that clambers over my front porch. It is July 15, 2020, 

and day seven of our cohort’s online residency. Two days ago, we engaged in a powerful 

conversation about decolonization and multiple worldviews. Emerging from my instructor’s 

training with Pulxaneeks, a Haisla teacher, Beccah asked me to consider a questions Pulxaneeks 

had gifted her: “Where are the Indigenous women of Europe? You’ve been colonized longer than 

[Indigenous Peoples]” (R. Nelems, personal communication, July 13, 2020). She had shared this 
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wisdom to consider the work of decolonizing as a process of liberating all humans, not a process 

of settlers liberating Indigenous Peoples (R. Nelems, personal communication, May 23, 2021). 

This circles my head as the bees bomb the roses. Soft white petals shower the porch. I 

close my eyes, pen hovering over my notepad. I have to imagine because there are no stories to 

remember; my people are the colonizers. I return to my reflexive question: “Find more about my 

Celtic-English traditions for wise women” (E. Bailey, journal, July 13, 2020). 

I recalled a previous residency team meeting I had facilitated. Something was not 

being said, something felt stuck, somatically. I stared into the camera and said, “I am 

feeling the energy is thick right now. What’s going on?” This precipitated colleagues’ 

contributions about their concerns, challenges, and worries. We reassembled and found 

our way forward. 

How did I know to do that? How was it that my body knew, despite the online 

meeting, that something was emerging (Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013)? What is that type of 

listening that taps into more than the words (Brearley, 2018)? 

Before I found words, I feel a wave of goosebumps burst from my calves and spread 

across my whole body. I write, “I am a hag” (E. Bailey, journal, July 17, 2020), a Scottish 

wise woman. I begin shaking. I cannot remember the last time I felt my whole body in that 

way. 

Disembodied and Somatic Embodied 

When I began Cycle 1 research, I felt numb. Detached. My disembodied experiences 

meant that I was not gathering information from my body. Through practice, I built more 

articulate expressions of my somatic responses, and increased capacity to pause and reflect on 

the meanings. I added new somatic patterns that physiologically and psychologically offered me 

dignity, safety, and belonging (Strozzi Institute, 2020a). 
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By Cycle 2, I was more frequently practicing somatic self-awareness to appreciate what 

the body was signalling through pausing (Hanold, 2013). In this pause, I was able to centre my 

body (Hamill, 2013; Palmer & Crawford, 2013; Strozzi Institute, 2020a) so I might mindfully 

practice allyship, wild wisdom, and/or more embodied joy (Figure 9). 

Figure 9  

Detached  

 
Note. Figure created November 16, 2020. 

Frustratingly, I didn’t embody joy in the service of SJ at the time. This new somatic 

pattern required more practice. It required experiential learning moments that challenged me to 

make active choices when I felt my old patterns coming forward. 

My yes-and moment of the disembodied and somatic embodied dance arose as a member 

of ICI’s EDW (ICI, 2020). I had anticipated that group relations experience would bring up my 

own anxieties; I had read about it (e.g., Bion, 1991; Cooper & Mack, 2012; Mueller-Heaslip & 

Lewis, n.d.; Shapiro & Carr, 2012; Tuckman & Jensen, 1977). I had prepared myself through 

positive self-talk in my journal, deep breathing, and body awareness practices with the goal of 

remaining fully centred throughout the workshop. 
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What was new, however, was attuning to how I was orienting to the group physically 

(Figure 10). In our storytelling group, I noted that after my story, one of the experienced 

consultants saw a connection with theirs, and this made me feel a stronger sense of belonging. I 

also saw my need to be seen by authority (Shapiro & Carr, 2012), as though my sense of self was 

validated in some way, evidenced in my holding in my jaw. 

Figure 10  

Shifting Embodiment From Self to Group 

 

Note. Figure created November 19, 2020. 

Over the weekend, we moved into different group configurations. At different points in 

each, I noticed I was leaning in, as though to activate my own presence within the group. 

Sometimes I felt at ease, while other times I slumped, head leaning forward and physically tense 

in response to the sensations I was experiencing. This also changed my breath capacity, which 

ignited a fight-or-flight response (Miller et al., 2019; Porges, 2001; Van der Kolk, 2015). 

I reflected that better somatic postures could have been aided by a good office chair and 

desk set up. So, I experimented with shifting my posture and found it simple enough to hold. 

However, when my mind and/or emotions took control, I returned to these earlier postures. Thus, 

yes, I hold my old patterns, and I have the choice to shift this. 
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I journaled during the EDW to capture my reflections on what I felt the work of different 

group experiences might mean to be in a group together. Mapping the energetic movements of 

the group and the consultants’ contributions (Figure 11) was easier when I felt centred. Changing 

my somatic positioning and practicing different behaviours in the groups were a part of my 

intentional experimentation. 

Figure 11  

Small Group, Day 1. Large Group, Day 2. Small Group, Day 3 

   

Note. Figures created November 19–21, 2020. 

Through my EDW experiences, I developed more comfort with my physical sense of dis-

ease. I grew to trust myself to be aware of what my body was communicating. I grew trust in the 

group to hold space regardless of what I contributed, including calling me to task when what I 

said did not contribute in meaningful ways. 

Moving between disembodied to more somatically embodied meant that I acknowledged 

where I was blocked and intentionally focussed on feeling the numb areas. It meant moving 

through powerful feelings and challenging self-reflections. It also meant pausing and reflecting 

when somatic cues emerged. In this practice, I went from avoidance of some somatic sensations 

to a curiosity about what this embodied information may offer for me to reflect upon, and to ask 

myself what other ways may I embody joy in the service of SJ. 

Good White Girl and Wild Wisdom 

The term Good White Girl (GWG) evolved from a dialogue with colleagues from ICI. 
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It may be blowing a January winter wind outside, but here, on this hard wood chair 

in my second-floor office, I’m steaming up my glasses as I stare at my computer screen. 

I’ve just concluded my presentation to ICI partners about my preliminary research insights, 

including my EDW learning goals and the different behaviours I tried on in the workshop 

as I practised exploring differences. My shirt adheres to my armpits, humid. My breath, 

shallow. 

We had been discussing my experiments with different behaviour, the binary 

thinking of my Whiteness as opposed to remaining open and curious about my 

unconscious complexity—including my racism. They wondered about my desire to practice 

joy and was this a defence mechanism to avoid diving into a deeper reflection. 

After my partners’ reflections and my responses, there’s a pause—the kind that 

only video calls can create. I stare at each square wondering whose turn it is and sensing a 

tightening in my chest. My body prickles with heat. 

“It strikes me this conversation might be pretty tough,” my inquiry team member 

says (T. Lewis, personal communication, January 19, 2021). 

I choke and let out a held breath. 

“For sure. Absolutely. And that’s why we’re having it. I want this conversation. . . . 

More importantly, I want to use it to learn better what my experiences were. Absolutely 

knowing that my patterned and enacted racism is hard. Of course. It’s not something that 

I want to have going forward,” I pause and absorb tears in a crumpled tissue. “And it 

probably will be for the rest of my life. What I do know is to have the opportunity to sit with 

it and go, ‘OK. That’s racist.’ And make a choice. I think that’s where the joy comes in. Is it 

a sense of being connected to something bigger? Feeling like it is possible because despair 

is the alternative. And maybe that’s too guarded to say that I don’t want to feel despair.” 
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This moment precipitated my yes-and moment where I reflected that somehow, I would 

have to accept my GWG and integrate this as a part of my identity. GWG is my history. Yet, as I 

saw emerge in the journals, being a GWG did not preclude my increasing capacity to be more 

authentically myself. Accepting both seemed easier than resisting being a GWG, somehow. 

Both Sonya Renee Taylor (2021) and Audrey Lorde (2007) might offer that the bodies of 

women and non-binary people are subject to social control, violence, and restrictions. While this 

does not preclude men, I am a woman, so this is a female GWG. Further, as I am a white woman, 

this first-person action research inquiry did not research non-White racial and intersectional 

identities (Hill Collins, 2019).It may be that there are shared experiences of the GWG across sex, 

gender, race, and other identities. 

So, who is my GWG? Here is her anatomy (Figure 12), based on the analysis of my 

journal entries, somatic entries, and drawings: 
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Figure 12  

Anatomy of a Good White Girl 

 

• Smile 

• Be logical; those emotions are unwelcome 

• Always see the positive 

• Follow the rules 

• You are never good enough 

• Make unachievably long lists 

• Do not ask for what you need 

• No boundaries 

• Numb the parts where the shadows live 

• Hold your breath 

• Clench your teeth 

• Pretend the judges in your head are not there 

Note. Figure created April 6, 2021. 

In parallel, and often blended, my journal data demonstrated my craving for a sense of 

wildness, freedom, and being more myself. My vision board contains the word wild four times. 

And in my creative journal (Brower, 2017), I associated inner dignity with being “wildly myself” 

(E. Bailey, journal, June 2, 2020), even as I was feeling disembodied and lost (Figure 13). 
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Figure 13  

Good White Girl and Wild Wisdom 

 

Note. Figure created July 3, 2020. 

The patterns in the data showed iterative movement across this spectrum; 

experimentation rooted in a desire for a different outcome than the more constrained experiences. 

These were the yes-ands that taught me that I am both a GWG and I am also Wild Wisdom. 

Some of the emergent wild wisdom that the journals showed was my increased capacity 

to establish, articulate, and defend my boundaries, albeit gracelessly on more than one occasion. 

Associated activities with wild wisdom included creative writing, dancing, sketching, mind 

mapping, connection with nature, and intuition. As I danced between these two expressions of 

self, the following subthemes represent behaviours that I noticed, and played with as I build 

more capacity to reclaim my wild wisdom in the service of SJ. 

Restricts Self – Takes Up Space. I still have an old habit of ignoring compliments. 

Similarly, I still have an old habit of berating myself for my faults and limitations. Independence 

drove my actions: do it alone. Yet through the research project, I began accepting 

acknowledgements, and reframing my perceived limitations. I also began asking for what I 

needed rather than “making do” (a family phrase). The following pairings arose from an analysis 
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of journal entries in the first and second cycle; data showed that I had begun building a better 

sense of my GWG and wilder habits (Table 4). 

Table 4  

Restricts Self – Takes Up Space 

Restricts self Takes up space 

Act independently until I am good 
enough 

Ask for help, what I need 

Take feedback personally Accept positive feedback 
Learn from critiques and challenge with gratitude 

Always need to improve Practice contentment with what is 
Remember achievements arising from hard work 

Long lists of tasks; impossible to achieve Set top priorities that are clear, achievable with 
defined outcomes 

Relentless self-improvement and self-care Empty calendar 

 
The evolution included a shift in how I saw myself. I learned that I did not feel I had 

permission to be angry, sad, or in any way negative. While I knew that these emotions could 

teach me a lot about myself, I felt silenced. With no place for this emotion to go, I took out my 

anger on myself through what I call the Inner Judge—an amalgam identity that reminds me of 

how I am limited and unworthy. Thus, the GWG did not complain, she believed that if she just 

tries harder to feel better, to smile more, to behave like the depression is not real, then she can 

power through it. 

I addressed this by giving myself permission to feel and express my emotions and 

thoughts. From Cycle 1 to 2, I reduced my only-give behaviour toward a reciprocal approach that 

invited others to help, thus offering them a way to show up as their best selves for me. I still 

struggle with how vulnerable this makes me feel, yet asking for help fostered closer and trusting 

relationships. I wrestled with the complexity that I enjoy the ease of access to resources that 
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naturally flow to me as a White female within the racist systems (Arits & Ostrowsky, 2019; 

DiAngelo, 2011, 2018; Kendall, 2012; Kendi, 2019; Regan, 2010). In this, “the yes-and moment 

was that [you] enjoy privileges and [you] need to ask for help” (T. Towill, personal 

communication, April 20, 2021). 

Undifferentiated – Differentiated. As a GWG, I am undifferentiated, assuming a lot 

about other people based on my perspective (Short, 1998). My wild wisdom is differentiated, 

acknowledging that my experiences are different, and they belong—and that through open 

conversation, understanding might be built (B. Brown, 2018; Scott, 2017). Contrasting the data 

oriented toward GWG and wild wisdom mapped to Short’s (1998) two definitions: 

undifferentiated (seeing self as the other) and differentiated (a self as a distinct person despite the 

pressures to conform to a we state; Table 5). 

Table 5  

Undifferentiated – Differentiated 

Undifferentiated/GWG Differentiated/Wild Wisdom 

Assuming others’ needs Avoid assumptions 

Not asking for what I needed Ask for what I need 

Empty self in service of others Replenish self in service of others 

Automatically say yes Clarifying questions of people requesting my 
energy, time, talent 

Acceptance by others validates self Sense of connection with others begins with 
connection with self 

Sense of boundaries is weak Strong sense of boundaries and trusts them 

Note. GWG = Good White Girl. 

Vulnerable as Victim – Vulnerable by Choice. ALR required that I remained uncertain 

while building capacity to work on the change project of this research (Coghlan & Coughlan, 
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2010; Edmonstone, 2016; Revans & Revans, 2011). I felt vulnerable the whole time. Earlier data 

showed that when my anxiety flared, vulnerability felt threatening and scary, as though I had no 

choice. This sense of victimhood appeared around data associated with my GWG identity: 

agency and sense of worth was located externally. Many of my body’s rigid holding patterns 

were in anticipation of receiving negative experiences. This rigidity was my armored stance in an 

effort to eradicate my vulnerability (B. Brown, 2012, 2018). This reinforced the idea that I 

needed protecting. The alternative action was blocking, thus detaching my body and self from 

the present moment (Bstan-ơdzin-rgya-mtsho et al., 2016; Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013; Strozzi 

Institute, n.d.; Van der Kolk, 2015). 

Figure 14  

There Will Be No Bears 

 

Note. Figure created August 10, 2020. 

In my reflections, I experimented with reimagining my agency (Figure 14). In this way, 

while vulnerability still felt scary, it was my choice. Further, building internal confidence and 

resourcefulness, as well as the stronger connections with others, vulnerability by choice helped 

me feel more connection to self, goals, and other people. 
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Through experimentation to reconnect with my wild wisdom, I felt more courageous in 

the face of vulnerability (B. Brown, 2012, 2018). Practicing clearer boundaries, somatically 

sensing a stronger inner core, and connecting to what I stood (up) for meant I found it a little 

easier to recentre my work toward more SJ and toward acting in better ways toward allyship. 

White Fragility and Acting in Allyship 

It’s June 2020 and the Black Lives Matter protests ignite across social media. Heat 

courses up my back as I read Black activists calling upon us White people to speak-up and 

support. My thumbs hover over my phone’s keyboard, reluctant to contribute. On 

#blackouttuesday, an online movement to spotlight Black activism and stories, I posted a 

black square. Fumbling through, as it is now Thursday, I struggle to generate a black 

square. Triumphant, I share it with the hashtag, #blm. This was the wrong one; my “ally” 

post was now populating Black protestors’ spaces where it did not belong. When a 

nonwhite person corrected me, I apologized explaining I am still learning. My whole body 

felt on fire. My defensive move was just one of many acts of racism I stumbled through 

(DiAngelo, 2011, 2018; Kendall, 2012; Kendi, 2019; Okun, n.d.; Regan, 2010). 

Through listening to my body and journaling, as noted in the body leads, I found that this 

heat was associated with shame (B. Brown, 2012, 2018), racial discomfort (DiAngelo, 2011, 

2018), and when I felt I had failed others. Oriented toward relationships, failing others is still 

difficult and anxiety provoking; I panic that our relationship may not make it through. When I 

felt the prickle of heat, I knew I had to pay attention and push through my shame and concern as 

an act of allyship (Hanold, 2013). 

My yes-and moment in this White fragility (DiAngelo, 2011, 2018) and Acting in 

Allyship dance emerged during the above ICI dialogue. I broke into tears, frustrated. I don’t want 

to be racist and I am. I don’t want to say stupid things and I do. I don’t want all the histories that 
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afforded me the privileges I carry without having had to work to earn them, yet I enjoy these 

privileges at the same time. Then I judged myself for crying, judging these as “white woman 

tears” (DiAngelo, 2018, p. 131; see also Okun, n.d.): feeling futile in the face of the difficulty of 

working against racism. 

The shaking started. I realized that throughout this project, I had tacitly hoped to conquer 

my racism and colonialism. It landed: practise acceptance and move beyond to learn additional 

language, perceptions, and choices to ground physical memory of acting in allyship. This 

included deepening my self-awareness, joining unfamiliar communities, and practising new and 

better behaviours toward SJ. 

I also learned another hard truth: I also do not want to appear racist. The heat of this tells 

me that I care about the relationships I hold with others. Upon reflection, I also see that 

performative allyship is the toxicity I perpetrate when I centre my own belonging, rather than 

centring the systemic changes needed in my efforts to embody better allyship behaviours 

(Chattopadhyay, 2018; Womens Voices, 2019). 

While my intentions toward allyship were in an effort to work toward joy in the service 

of SJ, I did not and still do not claim the title of ally (“Accomplices Not Allies,” 2014; Arits & 

Ostrowsky, 2019; Daynes, 2007; Donovan, n.d.; Womens Voices, 2019). With gratitude to my 

inquiry team member, I have since learned about critiques on the comfort afforded to White 

allies, which has informed my thinking to move beyond and toward accomplice or coconspirator 

(“Accomplices Not Allies,” 2014; Womens Voices, 2019). To be clear: yes, I do not know if I 

am acting beyond ally, and I acknowledge that I cannot expect anyone to say I am. Rather, it is a 

moment of learning, arising from this research, that reminds me that this work is never complete. 
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The following are themes that helped me see ways I was learning new behaviour. 

Honestly, I have not perfected this, and I never will. Rather, through experimentation, iteration, 

reflection, and the humility to be wrong and act again (Fenwick, 2003; Hanold, 2013; Laszlo, 

2012), I increased embodiment of my commitment to joy in the service of SJ. 

Peacekeeper – Settler Allyship. My default role in groups is to facilitate, often holding 

space for different opinions and challenging conversations. In my dialogues about antiracism or 

reconciliation in Canada, I have acted as a peacekeeper without questioning whose peace I was 

keeping (Regan, 2010). I had learned to avoid challenging the systems and creating conflict 

(Arits & Ostrowsky, 2019; Okun, n.d.). This means that by listening without challenging or 

questioning, I do not actually stand up for what I espouse (Hanold, 2013; Walumbwa et al., 

2007). 

With better differentiation, and my own centred embodiment, I practised new behaviour 

by inquiring into assumptions and offering alternative perspectives (Figure 15). As seen in 

Appendix L, my progress was inconsistent—and I kept trying. My SJ thoughts were sometimes 

met with silence; other times, fellow white people engaged in debates, and I floundered looking 

for words and facts to support my stance for equity (DiAngelo, 2011, 2018; Okun, n.d.). A 

couple instances, I received quiet thank yous from racialized folks who acknowledged my 

efforts, contributions that may have cost them emotional labour (Arits & Ostrowsky, 2019). 
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Figure 15  

Ongoing Recommitments 

 
Note. Figure created August 1, 2020. 

By changing the purpose of the dialogues from peacekeeping to better settler allyship 

(Regan, 2010), I centred my energies on what may be more socially just. In focusing on this 

outcome, I increased my capacity to stay with difficult conversations with fellow white people 

about racism and colonialism (Hackman, 2019; Kendall, 2012; Regan, 2010).  

These experiments required that I was speaking up and engaging in dialogue more than I 

was comfortable with; self-silencing was a mode of self-preservation that I had learned (Van der 

Kolk, 2015). It was also rooted in my gendered experiences (Fenwick, 2003; Hanold, 2013; 

Taylor, 2021). When sharing my perspectives, my heart raced, heat rose, and my words stuttered. 

Polyvagal theory (Miller et al., 2019; Porges, 2001) would propose this was a fight-or-flight 

response to perceived danger. Clearly, there was no imminent danger. However, these trained 

responses are exactly what DiAngelo (2011, 2018) and Okun (n.d.) listed as White responses to 
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preserve their racial comfort. Similarly, Regan (2010) listed them as settler behaviours to 

reestablish colonial claims to access of resources and lands in Canada. Powerfully, Austin 

Channing Brown (2021) called in Whites, asking what we were afraid of. “You are afraid of 

challenging the system . . . because you have participated in the destruction of others and now 

you are afraid that you, too, will be destroyed” (para. 17). 

Perfectionism and Judgement – Hard On Systems, Soft On People. During the EDW, 

one individual frustrated me; they shared similar identities. Their tone, their lack of engagement, 

their impersonal contributions got me angry. I reflected, “What frustrates me about another is 

what I need to work on” (E. Bailey, journal, November 20, 2020). I had judged them for their 

unwillingness to explore differences openly and for their distance from the dialogue. I realized 

that these same measures against which I was judging another needed to be reflected back on my 

own inability to be antiracist and explore difference perfectly. The frustration I felt was my own: 

I am not going to do this perfectly. 

Yes, I had been interrogating which social rules I was following and why (Kendall, 2012; 

Kendi, 2020; Taylor, 2021), and I still wished to say the ‘right things,’ thereby absolving myself 

of the deeper work of unpacking my biases. Racism is a system of policies and social rules 

designed to oppress all but a few (Arits & Ostrowsky, 2019; Kendall, 2012; Kendi, 2019; Okun, 

n.d.). Thus, being tough on the system and gentle with people (J. Glean, personal 

communication, August 12, 2020), provided a way forward to soften my hard critique of myself 

and fellow white people, and refocus on systemic rules in operation. 

In the second cycle, for example, I advocated for my all-white team to learn together 

through the 21-Day Racial Equity Challenge (Irving & Moore, n.d.). By leveraging my 

leadership role, I pressed against institutional structures to help advance our racial learning 
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together and to build our team capacity to think and act toward more SJ. Together, we build a 

community of care about questions of racial equity and how it shows up in our work. 

When social action and speaking up is centred in love (Comeau et al., 2020; Heykoop & 

Fraser, 2019; hooks, 2012; Jones, 2017), it embodies a more generative, inclusive, socially just 

behaviour. Being compassionate about a lifelong intentional practice of embodying action 

toward better allyship (Arits & Ostrowsky, 2019; Hanold, 2013; Kendall, 2012; Kendi, 2019; 

Regan, 2010) is a more sustainable approach to behaviour change. 

Read My Way to Allyship – Learning Through Action. SJ readings, social media 

activists, trainings, TED Talks filled my hours as I unpacked my own racism and grew less and 

less confident in my ability to support social change. Many of these same writers, speakers, 

artists, and change makers called upon White people to “trouble the waters” (Hackman, 2019), to 

speak up and bring people into dialogue (J. Glean, personal communication, September 23, 

2020), and to challenge authority with our privilege (Kendi, 2019). I developed more 

understanding of the language through reading, but it didn’t effect significant change in my 

actions. That, I had to do with my body (Hanold, 2013; Taylor, 2021). 

True to cyclical experiential learning (Fenwick, 2003; Justice & Yorks, 2018; Kolb, 

1984; Mezirow, 2003), I practised reframing my perspective through reflection by taking on a 

stance of curiosity (Bstan-ơdzin-rgya-mtsho et al., 2016; M. K. Johnson, 2019; Shapiro & Carr, 

2012). I then made decisions about more tangible action and challenged myself to take action. 

Through these activities, I had more concrete information upon which I could journal reflexively. 

These entries grew more nuanced over time. Further, I began noticing the linkages between 

learning and somatic responses. The gaps between SJ thinking and actions narrowed (Goldman 
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Schuyler, 2010), my language grew clearer. In this way, I was investing into a memory bank, and 

felt more stamina to stay with difficult news, self-reflections, and dialogues. 

I failed, too. These fall on my face moments felt frustrating, vulnerable, and I questioned 

my decisions and actions (Bailey, 2021). I fretted about causing harm. My inner voices would 

say why are you even trying? You don’t have to do this. Who do you think you are stepping into 

these dialogues? You have no idea what you are doing. I had learned from reading, listening and 

experience that I can try again, reflect on what happened, why I did it well or poorly, and what I 

might try better next time (Figure 16). 

Figure 16  

Reframing Reality 

 
Note. Figure created June 29, 2020. 

My stumbles reminded me to stay humble in my thinking, courageous and vulnerable in 

my actions, and open and curious when I fail and try again. Progress seemed real when my 
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inquiry team member shared that, at some point, I seemed to drop the burden I had been carrying 

about my privileges and White, socioeconomic standing. I’d moved into more ease with 

practicing antiracism (Figure 17). 

Figure 17  

Mind Map of Being Racist and Antiracist 

 
Note. Figure created November 10, 2020. 

Performative Joy and Embodied Joy 

Gendered smiles bent for challenge: 

 this crackling exterior. 

Firework distractions: 

 Punchy comment, joke. 

Bombastic hilarity ground into grief. 

I wear this jacket to make others feel 

 like I am OK so that I can feel 

  like I am OK. 

Perform your OK. 

Throughout this inquiry, joy generated the most lively, divergent, and contentious 

dialogues. Some people were challenged by the inclusion of joy. It also challenged me for its 
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ephemerality (Bstan-ơdzin-rgya-mtsho et al., 2016; M. K. Johnson, 2019; Merleau-Ponty, 2012). 

At first, in Cycle 1, I wore what my family calls a brave face. Depression was my reality, and joy 

was a wish. By Cycle 2, joy seemed more readily available. I remembered to include joyful 

reflections more often, even as I faced the most powerful of memories that concluded the year of 

firsts without my father and aunt. Interestingly, when I was analyzing my data and reading about 

joy, I felt more embodied joy. My cat made me giggle more often. I found the ridiculous amid 

confusing moments. I could laugh at myself more. I felt more creative, more connected. 

Like trying to catch mist, joy evaporated every time I sought it. Performative joy looked 

like me trying to be a happy friend, daughter, aunt, to be a positive leader for my team, only to 

find my mouth quivering from effort and my chest tight from anxiety after the conversation. 

My moment of embodied joy’s yes-and appeared like mist, too. During the 2020 

pandemic summer, so little felt like real connection. Nature, at least, grounded me. So I rented a 

cabin at the edge of a river, in a forest, and moved myself, my cat, and my computers there for 

two months. Each morning, I wandered the walkway to the water’s edge, and sat, curled around 

my tea, watching the sun rise. In the sensing of nature waking up, joy sauntered in as I breathed 

the early morning river fog. “Joy is about connection,” I later wrote (E. Bailey, journal, 

September 20, 2020; Figure 18). 
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Figure 18  

Joy is About Connection 

 
Note. Figure created September 20, 2020. 

Later, I free wrote lists to my question what does joy love? Yes, external conditions 

impacted my ability to access a sense of joy and it struck me that joy also responded well to 

practice (Bstan-ơdzin-rgya-mtsho et al., 2016; Cottrell, 2016); it was an internal experience. 

Given that it can be a complex and often worrying feeling, joy felt dangerous (B. Brown, 2012, 

2018, 2020), I found it often showed up in the company of other emotional responses (Bstan-

ơdzin-rgya-mtsho et al., 2016; M. K. Johnson, 2019). It never showed up when I was performing 

joy, which is to say, that I had an audience and forced my joy experience. Practices that 

supported joy sensations involve reframing difficulty into a challenge (Bstan-ơdzin-rgya-mtsho 

et al., 2016) and using creativity to imagine a best-possible outcome (M. K. Johnson, 2019). 

While the inquiry required to engage in the other dances supported my embodied joy, an 

emergent insight arose during the writing of this report. As joy was a focus of the research, I 
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sought and read literature on this topic. I found my mood and focus on joy grew during this time. 

While the reading may have been influential, it seems the focus on joy, the curiosity of the 

experience supported my practices to create conditions for joy to emerge. Since the shift to 

embodied joy arose later, and, after my data collection concluded, I was able to distill only two 

subthemes in the performative joy – embodied joy dance. 

Scarcity – Abundance. During analysis of my reflections on moments of performative 

joy, there were specific behaviours that showed up: poor listening (Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013), 

undifferentiated behaviour (Short, 1998), fear of losing trust, energy, or relationship (B. Brown, 

2018; Senge, 2006; Short, 1998). Contextual factors impacted this: significant isolation and 

family loss, heightened anxiety, and dramatic environmental change arising from a pandemic. 

Lencioni (2005) notes stress and exhaustion harm trusting and open relationships, including the 

ability to have difficult and generative dialogues. My scarcity mindset toward safety, time, 

energy, joy, and belonging created urgency, reducing my ability to authentically connect with 

myself and others (B. Brown, 2012, 2018; Lipmanowicz & McCandless, 2013; Stroh, 2015). 

During these moments I misspoke, not sharing my truth, and made racist, oppressive comments 

(Harvard University, n.d.). 

To better understand the times my actions and words did not align with my espoused 

values, I reviewed some findings on implicit bias. Factors associated with scarcity impacted my 

behaviour and my biased came up. These factors included low emotional mood, restricted time, 

high level of stressors and workload, as well as power implications of environments in which 

biases arise (Staats & Patton, 2013). In this review, the authors also suggested that while we may 

learn our biases through early childhood experiences, education, media, and more, we also have 

available ways to “debias” (Staats & Patton, 2013, p. 53). These included training, openly 
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acknowledging and intentionally engaging with them to refute and change, building relationships 

and experiences with people outside our in groups, and perspective-taking, amongst others.  

When I intentionally chose a more somatically centred stance, I felt more differentiated 

(Short, 1998). This helped me feel more confident in an abundance of trust, and in relationships. 

Prompted by somatic information, I could pause time and pace to reflect. Taking an abundance 

mindset of open curiosity, compassion, and honesty, I could better engender more meaningful 

dialogue. I associate embodied joy with the deep connections, even in challenging dialogue, that 

at times included playfulness and a sense of vulnerability in opening myself up (B. Brown, 2012; 

Bstan-ơdzin-rgya-mtsho et al., 2016; Cottrell, 2016; M. K. Johnson, 2019; Lee, 2018). 

Defensive Joy – Joy as a Radical Act of Resistance. 

We are back in the EDW, Day 1. I’ve already spoken up in the large group, which 

received a “that’s not helpful.” Reflecting after what felt like a rebuke, I thought, OK. If not 

that, then what do I need to do to explore difference? Then an opportunity presented itself. 

Many members were American, and a few had noticed that this group relations space felt 

Canadian and different and attributed their behaviour to their Americanness. Without 

pausing, I contributed a flippant and racist comment about us Canadians to which another 

member responded with a powerful metaphor that stopped all dialogue. 

I felt I had been punched in the stomach: I rocked back in my chair, lost my breath, 

and fell silent. I had tried to play into the space and instead, felt stung and even more 

confused. Again. I had said something that was not true for me, but rather, I said it to 

respond (Jones, 2017). 

Reflecting on my EDW experiences, my inquiry team member challenged me to consider 

this question: was joy used as a shield against anxiety? (T. Lewis, personal communication, 

January 19, 2021). Yes, I was anxious about anxiety; the workshop is known to create this 
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experience (Bion, 1991; Cooper & Mack, 2012; Shapiro & Carr, 2012; Tuckman & Jensen, 

1977). Looking back, I performed joy. It was likely my gendered defence (Fenwick, 2003; Fisher 

& Robbins, 2014; Hanold, 2013; Taylor, 2021). In this case, the peace I was keeping was my 

own—to defend against anxiety (B. Brown, 2018; DiAngelo, 2018; Okun, n.d.). This, then, 

prohibited me from remaining grounded, open, and curious to explore differences. Instead, my 

joy was an attempt to shut down dialogues that I found difficult. 

A lot of my journal entries in Cycle 2 asked, why would I have selected joy, what kind of 

joy, and how do I go about learning to embody this other, healthier joy? Remembering the role 

of the body and the physiological responses to our physical shapes (Strozzi Institute, 2020a, 

2020b), I experimented with an idea. What if, as soon as I woke up, I smiled for just 10 seconds? 

Sometimes, I cried after smiling. Over the weeks and months that followed, I added time to my 

morning smiles and experimented with sensing a joyful thought behind the smile, like this is 

such a perfect morning or what an incredible day it is. However, with the challenges at the time 

of this writing, stay-at-home lock-down restrictions, countless human lives lost to disease and 

violence, and systemic inequities highlighted by the COVID-19 pandemic, it seemed incongruent 

to try to be joyful in an authentic and grounded way. As Brené Brown (2020) said, “Joylessness 

is its own pandemic right now” (56:28). 

Inspired by a different Brené Brown (2020) dialogue, Gabby Rivera mentioned that joy is 

a radical act. They shared that it may offer sustenance during the push toward social change, “the 

type of joy that reckons with the world around it” (B. Brown, 2020, 55:55). I sought how I might 

create joy as I practised SJ. In workshops, conversations, and through journaling, I tried to take a 

joyful stance, to enjoy myself, to make others laugh. I found this exhausting. It created confusion 

in dialogue, and I was drained from performing joy. 
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Instead, I let go of pursuit and attuned to moments in which I might somatically sense 

joy. For example, in dialogue with white friends and colleagues about antiracism, I found we 

were laughing more as we unpacked our attempts and confusion. In my own life, I have been 

sillier, and more creative balanced with a stronger habit of reading, participating, and behaving 

toward more SJ. There have been moments wherein my passion for sustaining a learning 

dialogue have felt both alive with what might be called syntony (Laszlo, 2012), erotic connection 

to my wilder wisdom (Lorde, 2007), or even love, rooted in a belief that change is possible 

(hooks, 2001). While fleeting, imperfect, and associated with other feelings, this joy began 

emerging near the very end of my research period, and well into the time of this writing. 

Yes, I stumble. In the vulnerability of learning a new dance, stumbles are bound to 

happen. Similarly, embodying joy as a radical act in defiance of injustice, when intentionally 

centring justice for those oppressed by systems, will remain a commitment that will inform my 

life’s work. It is a work of love, learning to stay in the discomfort as a part of change (Figure 19). 
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Figure 19  

Embodying Joy in the Service of Social Justice 

 
Note. Figure created July 3, 2020. 

Closing Thoughts 

When writing this thesis, I wondered what I might offer as a second bookend to my 

opening narrative. Looking back through the data, I found what follows; a 5-minute moment to 

illuminate how embodied leadership may operate when staying aware of somatic information, 

intentionally choosing ethical and just actions, and navigating complex moments when very little 

information is available. I am grateful to my classmate who agreed for me to share this moment 

(all identifiers removed). 

It is December 2020 and Day One of my classmate’s first research method. As her 

inquiry team member, I host all video conference technical functions, monitor the chat to 

support the discussion, take field notes, and support the video breakout rooms. 
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The chat flashes a new message in red: direct message. A participant says they 

think they need to leave. 

My body prickles: this is not a be-right-back message. 

I respond to confirm that they may leave; justice in ethics means that participants 

cannot feel compelled to stay (Canadian Institutes of Health Research et al., 2018), yet I 

sense something more. I ask if they need help. 

Onscreen, I see that the participant is typing. I lift my torso into alignment, feel my 

feet on the ground, and breathing slowly. Meanwhile, the chat is alive with others’ 

dialogue, and I do my best to facilitate. 

As I wait, I consider this moment’s system. At the centre is the participant. Next, is 

their relationship to the other participants, and with my classmate, the research lead. My 

relationships through each of these groups is there—established earlier this morning. 

There’s a relationship to the data and content and a future loss should the participant agree 

to step away. Their departure would ripple impact through the research outcomes, and 

subsequently for their organizational partner. 

Their response pops up, a full explanation that they believe my classmate is 

pursuing the wrong theory. They asked me for my thoughts. 

Goosebumps: they trusted me. So did my classmate, still facilitating the method. 

I needed to bring these two together in dialogue so the participant could make a fully 

informed choice about staying or leaving. 

Over the course of the dialogue, my powerful embodied responses felt like a 

dance. To the right, the participant leaves. To the left, they stay. In the middle  

I lead from what is emerging. What guided my responses was my embodied belief in 



EMBODYING JOY IN THE SERVICE OF SOCIAL JUSTICE 123 

retaining all impacted people’s dignity and justice, while exploring what might be of 

service to all. It was an alive moment of connection and compassion. 

They stayed and returned for the remainder of my classmate’s project. 

This dynamic moment taught me that the body listens and communicates. My work as a 

leader was to pause and ask what it is in service of and whether that outcome is socially just and 

in alignment with my professed claims (Goldman Schuyler, 2010; Hanold, 2013). 

In this chapter, I danced through four thematic findings: Disembodied and Somatic 

Embodied; GWG and Wild Wisdom; White Fragility and Acting in Allyship; and Performative 

Joy and Embodied Joy. Three consistent findings threaded through them. First, a yes-and 

orientation taught me if I am a humble learner (e.g., B. Brown, 2018; Fenwick, 2003; 

Greenwood & Levin, 2006; Knowles, 2016; Kouzes & Posner, 2017; Senge, 2006), I may 

engage in curiosity and pause to ask for whom my actions and inactions are in service. Next, 

embodied leadership research was complex; hence the four thematic findings are deeply 

interconnected. Finally, the body leads and with it, I can build capacity to increase more socially 

just, more joyful behaviour is possible. Intentional somaesthetic awareness and practices offered 

possibilities to experiment and shift my conditioned tendencies toward more equitable behaviour 

(Hanold, 2013). Based on the findings and dialogue, I now draw some concluding reflections 

that include recommendations and thoughts for future research. 
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Chapter 5: Inquiry Implications 

This first-person action research gathered phenomenological data (Merleau-Ponty, 2012) 

by sustaining a reflexive approach and a constructivist lens on the work (e.g., Fazey et al., 2018; 

Fenwick, 2003; Hanold, 2013; Kendall, 2012; Kendi, 2019; Knowles, 2016). As sole participant, 

I found this process enormously tender and deeply personal. As I authentically engaged in it 

through a commitment to change, the potential for enacting true change in AR (Bradbury & 

Reason, 2016; Coleman, 2015a; Edmonstone, 2016; Goldman Schuyler, 2010; 2013; McCallum 

& Nicolaides, 2015) through embodiment offers great possibility. 

Arising from what I have learned about myself as it relates to first-person action research, 

what follows are inquiry implications. They speak to my continued somatic leadership practice 

and the implications for others to take them up. For organizations like ICI that are committed to 

SJ, and for RRU’s SoLS, I offer recommendations. I close with possibilities for future inquiry 

into embodied and/or somatic leadership scholarship and practice. The recommendations are 

organized into first-, second-, and third-person outcomes (Torbert & Taylor, 2008). I move to a 

summary of this first-person action research thesis, closing with an epilogue honouring the 

complex and unspoken aspects of this work. 

Recommendations 

First-Person Recommendations 

This section speaks to my future leadership praxis. It may also be of interest to others 

who aim to build capacity to joyfully embody change toward more SJ. 

Embarking on this first-person action research process offered a profound opportunity for 

me to focus on joy, embodiment, and SJ while I also faced my racism. It helped me take action 
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and reflect upon my goals and to recommit to practice new leadership skills toward SJ. The lofty 

hope: that joy might emerge through this process. 

Thus, I danced. I danced figuratively with my questions, experiences, processes, and the 

literature through the liminal and shifting experiences (Holzmer, 2013), and I physically danced 

to ground myself back into my body-wisdom (Borovica, 2019; Fenwick, 2003; Laszlo, 2012; 

Strozzi Institute, 2020a), including creative expression as an integral approach to my journaling. 

It is based on my engagement through this research that I offer the following recommendations. 

Attune to the Body. It Leads. Building somatic and embodied leadership awareness 

(Hamill, 2013; Hanold, 2013; Strozzi Institute, n.d.) enhanced my capacity to stay with 

uncertainty and the discomfort of taking action toward SJ. These indicators helped me to tune-

into my embodied leadership. I learned through this process that while I may lead imperfectly, 

when experiencing difference, my embodiment practices may help me consider whose best 

outcomes are centred, and to take actions to centre social justice. Further, this practice increased 

access to sensations of joy, and it helped me reconnect to my more authentic wisdom while 

remaining curious about my racist worldviews (DiAngelo, 2011, 2018; Kendall, 2012; Kendi, 

2019; Knowles, 2016). 

Seek Yes-And Moments. Recognizing the importance of reframing, staying curious, and 

intentionally acting toward SJ, yes-and offers an approach to navigate difference between self 

and others. A yes-and orientation sits with the duality of uncomfortable and messy personal 

truths, the uncertainty of navigating difference, and blends them with what else may be possible. 

In this practice, experiences of joy, new socially just actions, and a more embodied leadership 

approach may be available. 
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Dance Through the Discomfort and (Continue to) Take Action. Knowledge arises 

from action: “Leadership learning . . . requires primarily a readiness to challenge one’s own 

prejudices” (Salovaara & Ropo, 2013, p. 203). Somatically, mind and body are integrated 

(Fenwick, 2003; Hamill, 2013; Strozzi Institute, n.d.), thus questioning assumed knowledge 

(Revans & Revans, 2011) may change the systems within self so we might then effect change in 

systems around us (Goldman Schuyler, 2010; Hanold, 2013; Laszlo, 2012). 

Foster Conditions for Embodied Joy. In addition to honing somatic awareness, creating 

the conditions for joy in relation to taking action toward SJ remains something I believe has 

value to be explored. Through my readings and praxis, at first, I avoided joy. It felt too difficult 

to do (B. Brown, 2012). After analyzing the data and plunging into joy literature, I began feeling, 

and expressing, moments of joy. This had a positive ripple effect into a sense of resilient 

leadership during a significant workplace transition. Tending to the conditions to support joy 

include seeking emergent approaches to connection with others and across difference, practising 

vulnerability by choice, taking a playful mindset, offering compassion, and remaining curious. 

Integrate Somatic Insights into Journaling Practise. When I noticed and named my 

embodied responses, I could then interrogate my thoughts, feelings, and actions. Integrating 

somatic awareness into journaling served as a “left-hand column” (Senge, 2006, p. 180) 

technique to critique my biases and worldviews. Writing with pen on paper, I slowed my 

thinking, thereby increasing awareness of what was occurring in my body because it refused to 

adhere to logic and rules (Fenwick, 2003; Fisher & Robbins, 2014; Hanold, 2013). Through 

somatic journal entries, I had the chance to reshape my “somatic marker[s] . . . [and] emotional 

memories” (Hamill, 2013, p. 85) as they appeared in my body so that I could “act choicefully 

and with awareness” (Bradbury & Reason, 2016, p. 159) to experiment with new behaviour 
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when old patterns no longer served my stated values (Hanold, 2013). Through somatic 

awareness, intentional authentic leadership might then tap into additional information that may 

joyfully support a more socially just outcome. 

Second-Person Recommendations 

Arising from this research, and particularly from the formal experiential learning in the 

EDW and with Strozzi Institute, I offer the following recommendations. These may serve 

organizations like ICI that prioritize serving SJ outcomes. In addition, drawing on my 

engagement in a thesis-stream first-person action research project, and the modeling and 

application of ALR, I suggest recommendations to academic leadership programs, with special 

attention offered to SoLS. 

Recommendations for Social Justice Organizations. When seeking to advance SJ, 

organizations whose goals, like those of ICI, seek to make the world a better place, may be 

engaging community members in tremendous learning that could be perceived as difficult or 

challenging. Bringing people together despite their differences offers tremendous possibility 

(Moosa-Mitha, 2015); however, it may bring up implicit biases (Harvard University, n.d.) and 

counterproductive behaviour against organizational goals or outcomes (Cooper & Mack, 2012). 

With this context in mind, I suggest the following recommendations. 

Continue Exploring Difference Workshop. The EDW continues to impact my learning. 

This, and similar experiential learning experiences, offer profound personal, professional, 

leadership, and organizational learning. The open, sometimes difficult, and intentional dialogues 

about what makes people different, and the same, offers opportunity to check biases and to learn 

new behaviour (Bailey, 2021; ICI, n.d.-a). 
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Conduct Longitudinal Impact Research. My ever-unfolding insights from the EDW, 

many of which have surfaced during this writing, emerged long after the final day of the 

workshop. Given the richness of experiential learning about difference, a longitudinal study 

might offer additional insights on the impact on learning, and thus, behaviour change. 

Set Learning Goals. Arising from our dialogues, I learned that I was one of only a few 

members who had set learning goals for themselves in the EDW. With its unique focus on 

difference, experiential learning may be enriched by setting personal goals to practise new 

behaviours toward more SJ dialogue. 

Somatically Explore (In)actions of White Learners. While this recommendation may be 

of service to any racial group, it has been noted that White people may act out, or shut down, in 

the face of discomfort (DiAngelo, 2018; Okun, n.d.; Regan, 2010). Somaesthetics might offer an 

emergent approach for white learners to increase awareness of their embodied responses and to 

seek new approaches to staying with their discomfort while working toward more equitable 

outcomes (Hanold, 2013). This may be of service for the work of group relations, especially the 

work of the EDW. 

Recommendations for Academic Leadership Programs. As noted, first-person action 

research is not often a framework applied in SoLS student capstones; however, it was offered as 

a possibility in response to the challenges posed by the global COVID-19 pandemic to research. 

While the first-person action research guidelines were created for engaged leadership projects 

(RRU, n.d.-b, 2020), I pursued a thesis stream. I also mapped an ALR model and followed this 

methodology. Through this engagement, I learned some lessons that may be of service to 

leadership schools, like SoLS, and toward their students. 
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First-Person Action Research: A Systems-Within Approach. The focus of AR is to 

effect a systems change within an organization such that its membership is engaged within the 

research so that they may practise and adopt the new behaviour and emerging recommendations 

(e.g., Bradbury et al., 2019; Bradbury & Reason, 2016; Burns, 2015; Coghlan, 2019). In Gergen 

and Gergen’s (2015) review of AR, the authors criticize AR because it has lacked political 

critique. They call for critical, rhetorical, and social lenses to enhance the methodology’s 

evolution. Recognizing that those who are leading change are of the system (Atleo, 2004), first-

person action research offers that a person’s changes within may offer system-wide ripple effects 

toward more value- and SJ-centred outcomes (Fenwick, 2003; Hanold, 2013; Laszlo, 2012). 

Action Learning Research is a Viable Leadership Action Research Methodology. At the 

intersection of AL (Edmonstone, 2016; Revans & Revans, 2011) and AR (e.g., Bradbury, 2015), 

ALR generates change toward the researcher and researched, contains participants to work 

together on organizational challenges, and generates usable knowledge (Coghlan & Coughlan, 

2010). This research showed ALR may be effective for single-participant research as well. ALR 

offered a sustained research structure that required that I focused my efforts on an important 

challenge while building new leadership competencies. 

Connected within this recommendation is for leadership theory research to be permitted 

to embrace emergence as a part of ALR (Burns, 2015; Bushe & Marshak, 2015; Coghlan & 

Coughlan, 2010; Justice & Yorks, 2018; Potts & Brown, 2015). Appreciating the importance of 

integrity in research project methodology and design, when working on intractable challenges, an 

inflexible design orientation is likely to limit the ability of the researcher to dig into unexpected 

ideas and experiences. For example, the experiments with new somatic and activist behaviour 

were embedded in the ALR methodology, but some of them were unplanned, and emerged only 
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when I was presented with unexpected circumstances. Thus, ALR provides a promising 

methodology to flexibly contain leadership action researchers to the task of developing their skill 

and addressing challenges while producing applicable knowledge. 

(Re)Develop a First-Person Action Research Guide for Students. The following points 

may be of service to leadership schools as they develop and iterate on their guides to students for 

their thesis or ELP capstones. 

• A diverse inquiry team is a critical part of the research process. Members may be best 

selected for their open communication style, divergent thinking, diverse lived 

experiences, varied perspectives, and for their ability to help students see what is hard 

to observe for self. They also reduce loneliness on the learning journey and offer 

support in the face of imposter syndrome (Bell, n.d.). 

• First-person action research is valid. As with a lot of qualitative research, especially 

in cases in which the project is not perceived as reasonably positivistic, there may be 

a tendency to work on the research harder (e.g., analyzing data 11 different ways). 

Building a strong and clear understanding of qualitative research may support a 

simpler research project. Further, a first-person action researcher’s writer voice is a 

central part to the work; hone this voice to honour the unique contributions. 

• Ethics toward self: Practice compassion. This type of AR can delve into deeply 

personal histories and may unearth challenging feelings and experiences. Ethical 

orientation includes compassion toward self as researcher and researched. 

• Ensure a trusted person is available to support mental and emotional well-being. This 

may be a therapist, an Elder, a mentor, a family member, or the school’s counselling 
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services. As powerful memories or personal insights emerge, their capable care offers 

a braver space to reflect on it. 

• Select a defined and narrow data set. My 5.5 months of data was too much. While it 

might lend validity because of the extended period of time I gathered data (Saldaña & 

Omasta, 2018), a qualitative first-person action research thesis is best served with a 

clear start and stop, is pinned to the research questions, and offers opportunity to 

iterate through action on the learning emerging from the earlier cycles of data. 

Third-Person Recommendations 

Delving into embodied leadership theory, at the edges of somatics and AR, I was excited 

to explore how I might contribute to this theoretical dialogue. It had been noted that there was 

not a lot of applied research in this field (Fisher & Robbins, 2014; Hanold, 2013). This project 

helped illuminate why. Embodiment is an ephemeral, often “fleeting, sensory, emotional and 

affective [dimension] of being” (Borovica, 2019, p. 1), yet reflexive, somatic awareness toward 

more equitable and socially just outcomes offers rich opportunity for further study (Hanold, 

2013). The following areas offer promise for further inquiry. 

Somatic Approach to Understanding the Role of White Leaderly Identities on 

(In)action Toward Social Justice. More research is needed to understand a somaesthetic 

approach, offering a more comprehensive lens on the research. This is a pressing matter as all 

people are needed to address some of the most challenging systemic issues (Kendall, 2012; 

Kendi, 2019; Regan, 2010; Truth and Reconciliation Commission of Canada, 2015). 

Conduct a Comprehensive Literature Review on Joy and Leadership. It was difficult 

to source literature on joy and leadership, yet this research illuminated how joy thrives through 

compassion, connection, a sense of purpose, gratitude and vulnerability, all expressions of an 
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authentic leadership approach (Bhasin, 2017; B. Brown, 2018; Ladkin & Taylor, 2010a; Senge, 

2006). Thus, an understanding of the literature on joy in leadership would offer insight on 

building a clear definition of joy, its role in leadership, especially in the face of complex and 

wicked challenges. This would set a foundation for further empirical research. 

Conduct Primary Research on Joy and Leadership. Leadership theory may benefit 

from further research at the intersection of leadership and joy (e.g., Goldman Schuyler et al., 

2018). Given that joy may offer a sense of renewal and connection to a greater meaning, primary 

research may enrich leadership scholarship (see Cottrell, 2016, for parallel recommendation). 

Advance Primary Research on Somatic, Embodied Leadership. This research 

explored an inquiry design that may illuminate the perplexing question of why leaders espouse 

values of equity, diversity, inclusion and justice, but their behaviour and policies operate to 

perpetuate systemic privilege and oppression (Goldman Schuyler, 2010; Walumbwa et al., 

2007). Given the body is “always engaged in some kind of becoming” (Borovica, 2019, p. 3), a 

focus on leadership that integrates an understand self in relation to their embodied experiences 

(Goldman Schuyler, 2013; Knutson, 2015; Salovaara & Ropo, 2013) may suggest an approach 

for more intentional and socially just outcomes (Hanold, 2013; Taylor, 2021). 

Summary 

In this first-person action research inquiry, I explored “How might I, a first-generation 

white Canadian settler of British and Irish ancestry, navigate difference through reflexive and 

embodied practices to more intentionally lead with joy in the service of social justice?” with a 

focus on developing my somatic and embodied leadership capacity and personal mastery (Senge, 

2006). ICI offered organizational context and support. Ethical implications were attended to 

during this research. 
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I rooted this first-person action research in an ALR methodology. The research methods I 

exercised included planned and incidental experiential learning, structured and emergent 

journaling, and semistructured dialogues with both ICI and my inquiry team. Gathered 

qualitative data included text, images, and mind maps, and analyzed through 11 approaches. 

Emerging themes furthered this inquiry’s findings, which informed the literature I selected to 

review: joy, SJ, and embodied leadership. 

Joy was defined as a deep, sustained, and complex somatic experience arising 

intrinsically and extrinsically from a sense of connection, and oriented toward the possibility of 

change in the face of challenges. The working definition for SJ was action taken at societal, 

institutional, and individual levels that recognizes injustice, challenges, oppressive and 

inequitable systems and structures, and replaces them with systems that continuously recalibrate 

to create and protect equity and justice for all humans and our earth. Finally, embodied 

leadership was proposed to be the practice of attuning to the tensions of challenge and polarities 

(B. Johnson, 1996), many of which are sensed bodily through unconscious processes, and 

interrogates their assumptions such that they make intentional choices to take action toward SJ. 

Given the iterative reflection, reading, and practice, I retained the ambiguity of ALR, by 

blending the discussions on findings and conclusions. Three findings wove throughout thematic 

insights: (a) a yes-and mindset acknowledges the oscillation between and along a spectrum of old 

and new behaviours, (b) somatic research is complex and yet can offer rich and nuanced insights, 

and (c) the body leads, and we have choice about what these actions may be. Four thematic 

findings, or dances, were expressed along a spectrum: (a) Disembodied and Somatic 

Embodiment, (b) Good White Girl and Wild Wisdom, (c) White Fragility and Acting in 

Allyship, and (d) Performative Joy and Embodied Joy. 
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Emerging from this blended analysis and discourse, I proposed a number of 

recommendations for first-, second-, and third-person outcomes (Torbert & Taylor, 2008). These 

included deepening somatic awareness praxis, intentional journaling, and more experimentation 

to expand this learning. Toward organizations like ICI whose activities seek to engage in SJ 

experiential learning, I offered some learner insights that may inform future organizational work. 

I also suggested to SoLS, and to future leadership students interested in first-person action 

research ways to enrich guidance in similar projects, and some models of research approaches. 

Finally, I believe that more study is needed for both joy and leadership, and for primary research 

on somatic / embodiment at the intersection of advancing SJ. 



EMBODYING JOY IN THE SERVICE OF SOCIAL JUSTICE 135 

Epilogue 

It’s Day three of our first cohort residency. Outside the almost-empty classroom, 

West-Coast fog-filtered light shifts through the redwoods. Inside, I sit with my faculty 

advisor, Beth Page. 

Challenged by a reflection assignment, I approached Beth to help me understand 

my resistance to this homework. She asked simple, clear questions. I exploded into 

sobbing and shaking and snot and tears and floundering and stuttering an unexpected 

truth. 

I felt like I was drowning. 

Beth turned to me, placing her hand on my forearm. I felt her warm fingertips and 

my shaking stilled. She said, “You belong. All of you” (B. Page, personal communication, 

July 10, 2019).  

The permission to be imperfectly human and to arrive just as I was launched a deep 

exploration that has unfurled as this research. Through this project, I have returned to my 

body, I have enjoyed glimmerings of joy, and I have reconnected to a deeper, older, and 

more true sense of my inner wisdom. So, this time, it is mine to say, despite it all, you—all 

of you—belong (Figure 20). 
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Figure 20  

You—All of You—Belong 

 

Note. Figure created April 22, 2020. 
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Appendix A: Research Guide – First-Person Action Research Journaling 

Data Timeframes: May 2020 to September 30, 2020 
 November 1, 2020 to December 22, 2020 

Location:  Hand-written journal entries; transcriptions to Word as needed. 

Reflection Team:  Consultation on emerging insights, codes, biases, and ideas 

The following is a sample daily schedule wherein I practice personal mastery to balance my 
responsibilities. This method pivots my 14 years of daily journaling towards intentional, 
reflexive, critical, and reflective journal and field-notes. I use sketches to mind-map and elicit 
emotive responses to what I am learning. As emergent through somatic awareness, I use methods 
of movement to make sense of my experiences. These include somatic centring, dance, 
meditation, walking, yoga, and similar emergent movement practices. 

Monday to Friday Journal Framework 

Time Activity 

5:30-7:30 Morning Me: 

• Stretch, Strengthening & Somatic Practices 

• Cat care 

• Tea and morning pages (gratitude; mantra; arts-based reflection) 

• Dishes away, breakfast, prep for day 

7-7:45 Movement outside 

8-8:30 Home management: bills, family legal matters, email responses, scheduling 

8:45-5 Work from home 

• Book shorter meetings to take screen breaks 

• Lunch hour – use for movement or readings 

• Leave day with list for ‘tomorrow me’ 

5-6 Prep and eat dinner, answer personal messages, cat care, garden care; socialize  

6-9 Leadership and Research 

• Leadership / Research Journaling 

o Apply experiential learning framework to leadership events of 
the day (observe, reflect, make-meaning, implement) 

o “Be Antiracist” (Kendi, 2020) journal / researcher prompts 

o Reflexive inquiry into embodied experiences of journaling 

o Articulate tangible outcomes for the work that night 

• Studies, as arising from research 

Use a sprint-study-workout method 

• 25-45 minute writing/reading/research sprint 
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• 5-10 minute exercise breaks 

9-10 Night Me (Screen-free time): 

• Dishes 

• Lists for ‘tomorrow me’; review day ahead 

• Prep morning tea for self 

• Shower 

• Stretch, Somatic Practices, Meditation 

 

Saturday and Sunday  

Time Activity 

5:30-9:30 Morning Me: 

• Stretch, Strengthening & Somatic Practices 

• Cat care 

• Tea and morning pages (gratitude; mantra; arts-based reflection) 

• Dishes away, breakfast, prep for day 

• Creativity 

• Community (local shopping, market, walking) 

9:30-10:30 Leadership Journaling 

• Reflection on the week 

• Preparing for academic work 

10:30-12 Yoga (Saturday only) 

1-7 (Sat.) 

10:30-7 (Sun) 

Leadership and Research 

• Leadership / Research Journaling 

o “Be Antiracist” (Kendi, 2020) journal / researcher prompts 

o Reflexive inquiry into embodied experiences of journaling 

o Articulate tangible outcomes for the work that night 

• Studies, as arising from research 

• Transcription from week: code, annotate 

May also include 

• reflection team dialogues 

• supporting classmates (I am on 3 inquiry teams) 

Use a sprint-study-workout method 

• 25-45 minute writing/reading/research sprint 

• 5-10 minute exercise breaks 
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7-10 Social time, Creativity time, self-care time 

Night Me (Screen-free time): 

• Dishes 

• Lists for ‘tomorrow me’; review day ahead 

• Prep morning tea for self 

• Shower 

• Stretch, Somatic Practices, Meditation 

 

In addition to daily journaling practice, at significant points in the project I anticipate reflecting 
through writing. Some may be emergent and responsive to my embodied and lived experiences 
while others are planned. The forms of journaling might include images, drawings, video 
recordings as well as reflection, reflexive inquiry and prose. 

The following are anticipated journal milestones: 

• Data analysis (October 2020 and January 2020) 
• Literature review (December to February) 
• Before, throughout and after participating as an Exploring Difference Workshop member 
• Significant family anniversaries 
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Appendix B: Inquiry Team Guide and Agenda 

During the second data gathering timeframe and throughout the analyses of both data sets, I 
would meet online with my inquiry team members at least twice. These meetings may be as a 
group or independently. The two critical junctures are: 

1. Between November and December during second data gathering timeframe 
2. Winter 2020 as I analyze and theme the data to consider their thoughts on the findings to 

ensure I am checking my biases and to enrich my research perspectives. 

Further, I would call upon team members as questions and need emerges, as they are available. 

Meetings would occur on my professional Zoom account. Each meeting would be audio recorded 
and transcribed. The team members are experts in their own fields and have demonstrated 
enormous capacity to ask feedforward questions, offer coaching dialogues, invite challenging 
perspectives, and to hold me accountable to my stated goals. That said, the following are 
prompting questions that I might ask them as needed: 

• Based on what you have heard / read, what stands-out for you? What surprises you? What 
is still unclear? 

• In what ways have I been doing well in this research process? What might I invite into 
my embodied leadership practice to really challenge me? 

• If you were faced with this challenge, what questions would you ask of yourself to gather 
more insight? 

• What question would you like me to ask that I have not already done so? 
• What else? 

The following guideline offers a basic structure for these dialogues.  

Date & Time:   
Zoom Link:   
Research Stage:   
Team Member:  

Time Activity 
1 week before meeting: Provide on secured site access schedule of meeting and any 

pertinent data 
5m Begin recording on Zoom and second device 

Check-in 
Land Acknowledgement 

10m Overview of my reflections, research insights, challenges, synthesis 
and/or topics that I seek reflection support 

• State specific role that the person might play 
• Invite whether this is what is coming to mind for them 

40m Ask prompting questions, respond, and engage in dialogue 
5m Restate themes and insights 

Commit to action items 
Gratitude nugget: what made a significant difference in this dialogue 
End recordings 
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Appendix C: Dialogue Guide – Insight for Community Impact 

Timeframes:  January 2020 and April 2020 

Location:  Zoom meeting on Erika Bailey’s account. 

Reflection Team:  Practice dialogue 

The second timeframe of this research project centres my member experience of movement and 
exploring difference in the Exploring Difference Workshop (EDW) held November 20 to 22, 
2020. Before, during and after the EDW, I plan to reflexively journal on my lived experiences. I 
will invite ICI to meet with me for two one-hour dialogue. The first is after the transcription and 
analysis of the November-December data gathering. The second is once my thesis is written-up 
with findings and recommendations. The following semi-structured guide will inform the 
dialogue with ICI. 

Speaking Points and Questions 

• Based on what I have shared with you, what emerged of interest to you? 
• What themes resonated? Which are challenging? 
• How might this data be of service to ICI in your work? 
• What else? 
 

Time Activity 

 January 2020, 2 weeks before meeting: 
• Provide on secured site access to data themes/synthesis or email ICI with PDF 

of data synthesis 
• Provide Ethics reminder 

April 2020, 2 weeks before meeting 
• Provide on secured site access to data themes/synthesis or email ICI with PDF 

of thesis polished draft of findings and recommendations 
• Provide Ethics reminder 

10m Welcome 
Land Acknowledgement 
Overview of time together 
Reminder of ethics and will be recorded. Gain approval. 
Begin recording on Zoom and second device 

40m State meeting, who is there, purpose, and agreement for recording 
Opening questions 
Allow for emergent dialogue and insights with ICI 

10m One major take-away from our dialogue 
Thanks to the participants 
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What will happen next; where your data will be stored 
Who to contact if you have any questions 
End recordings 
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Appendix D: Study Timeline 

Date Actions Taken 

June 1-September 
30, 2020 

• Generated Cycle 1 data, following both structured and emergent 
processes (Appendices A and B) 

June 17 - August 19, 
2020 

• Weekly Strozzi Institute Experiential Learning Course sessions 
for Embodied Leadership Fundamentals; included four small-
group coaching sessions 

October -November 
2020 

• Gather & Synthesize: transcribed and organized data from Cycle 
1; preliminary synthesis and coding of data 

October 2020 • Completed thesis proposal; approved by committee 
• Approval received from Research Ethics Board 
• Continued journaling, embodied and visual first-person reflexive 

method 

November 1- 
December 22, 2020 

• Generated Cycle 2 data, following both structured and emergent 
processes (Appendices A and B). 

• Practiced new behaviours, arising from Cycle 1 themes and 
recommendations 

November 20-22, 
2020 

• Member of Exploring Difference Workshop (EDW) 

December 5-6, 2020 • Generated reflexive narratives in creative writing workshop. 

December 8, 2021 • Participant in EDW research interview 

December 12, 2020 • Participated in EDW debrief meeting 

December 28 2020 – 
January 10, 2021 

• Skimmed Cycle 2 data; coded for themes 
• Transcribed and reviewed EDW data 

January 2021 • Coded, compared with adjacent texts and contexts of these 
contributions. 

• Transcribed text and captured drawings as photos 
• Noted somatic responses to data coding in research journal 
• Met with Inquiry Team about preliminary themes 
• Met with ICI to review preliminary insights, gathered further 

inquiry questions 
• Literature Review based on data 
• Drafted Chapter 3 
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Date Actions Taken 

February - March 
2021 

• Data analysis for themes, and emerging recommendations 
• Literature Review continued 
• Writing: built out thesis skeleton, drafted Chapter 4 

April 2021 • Writing: Completed first full draft 

May 2021 • First full draft submitted to supervisor 
• Milestone: Sent to Second Committee member 
• Inquiry Team meetings. Topic: findings, recommendations 

June 2021 • Writing: iterate on edits, comments, copyright, copy-edit 
• ICI final meeting. Topic: findings and recommendations 
• Milestone: Submit to SharePoint for External Reviewer 

July 2021 • Milestone: Thesis defence 
• Writing: Final edits arising from successful defence 

August 2021 • Milestone: Submit final thesis on SharePoint 
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Appendix E: Email Invitation – Reflection Team Members 

Dear [Inquiry Team Member Name], 

I write to invite you to support my first-person action research project I am conducting as a part 
of my Master of Arts Degree in Leadership at Royal Roads University as a trusted colleague to 
support my reflection and learning. 

This first-person action research thesis explores how a white female leader and researcher 
explores difference through reflexive practices of journaling, drawing and movement. My focus 
is to inquire into “joy in the service of social justice.” I first developed this phrase during a 
Strozzi Institute Embodied Leadership course. This commitment aims to direct my embodied 
actions towards my valued-centred goal. The specific theory I seek to contribute towards is 
embodied leadership, a relational and “dynamic process that is shaped by follower and leader 
perceptions and reactions to each other” (Fisher & Robbins, 2014, p. 282) This centres the body 
to sense and provide affective, somatic information (Hamill, 2013) that orients people to the 
emerging circumstances. I am grateful that Insight for Community Impact are interested in 
understanding my research as one of the members of their Exploring Difference Workshop in 
November. 

I have identified you as a prospective Inquiry Team Member because we have developed a 
baseline reciprocal relationship, grounded in trust and mutual respect for each other, and a 
practice of enriching conversations regarding our own leadership practices. This phase of my 
research project will consist of one-hour online group or individual dialogues at least twice. I 
anticipate calling upon team members as questions and need emerges, and as you are available 

The attached document contains further information about the research and will enable you to 
make a fully informed decision on whether or not you wish to participate. Please review this 
information before responding. 

I realize that due to our collegial relationship, you may feel compelled to participate in this 
research project. Please be aware that you are not required to participate and, should you choose 
to participate, your participation would be entirely voluntary. If you do choose to participate, you 
are free to withdraw without prejudice at any time up to the start of the dialogues, after which 
withdrawal of your contributions may not be possible as your ideas will have influenced the 
overall discussion and themes emerging from the process. 

If you do not wish to participate, simply do not reply to this request. Your decision to not 
participate will also be maintained in confidence. Your choice will not affect our relationship in 
any way. 

Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have additional questions regarding the 
project and its outcomes. 

If you would like to participate in my research project, please email me at [email address] or 
contact me at [telephone number]. 

Kindest regards 
Erika Bailey 
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Appendix F: Information Letter – Inquiry Team Members 

A commitment to joy in the service of social justice 

Dear <Insert Inquiry Team Member Name>, 

My name is Erika Bailey and this research project is part of the requirement for a Master of Arts 
in Leadership degree at Royal Roads University. My credentials with Royal Roads University 
can be established by contacting Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership 
Studies: [email address]or [telephone number]. 

This first-person action research thesis explores how a white female leader and researcher 
explores difference through reflexive practices of journaling, drawing and movement. My focus 
is to inquire into “joy in the service of social justice.” I first developed this phrase during a 
Strozzi Institute Embodied Leadership course. This commitment aims to direct my embodied 
actions towards my valued-centred goal. The specific theory I seek to contribute towards is 
embodied leadership, a relational and “dynamic process that is shaped by follower and leader 
perceptions and reactions to each other” (Fisher & Robbins, 2014, p. 282) This centres the body 
to sense and provide affective, somatic information (Hamill, 2013) that orients people to the 
emerging circumstances. I am grateful that Insight for Community Impact are interested in 
understanding my research as one of the members of their Exploring Difference Workshop in 
November. 

Using first-person action research as my methodology, I seek to engage an inquiry team 
consisting of four diverse individuals who offer divergent and deep professional and academic 
perspectives. The rationale for establishing this team are: 

1) Pose questions to help me dig into my wisdom and understanding more; 
2) mitigate my researcher bias; 
3) Ensure academic rigor; 
4) broaden my own perspectives and understandings of my experiences and actions. 

This phase of my research project will consist of one-hour online group or individual dialogues 
at least twice. I anticipate calling upon team members as questions and need emerges, and as you 
are available. The two critical junctures are: 

1. Between November and December during a second data gathering timeframe 
2. Winter 2020 as I analyze and theme the data to consider their thoughts on the findings to 

ensure I am checking my biases and to enrich my research perspectives. 

I am connected to Insight for Community Impact (ICI) in that they are interested in the outcomes 
of my research, and in particular, in the data gathered from my experiences in their group 
relations workshop. 

Meetings will occur on my professional Zoom account. Each meeting will be audio recorded and 
transcribed for the sole purposes of my own data; your comments would not form part of this 
data. As an expert in your own field, you have demonstrated enormous capacity to ask 
feedforward questions, offer coaching dialogues, invite challenging perspectives, and to hold me 



EMBODYING JOY IN THE SERVICE OF SOCIAL JUSTICE 168 

accountable to my stated goals. That said, the following are prompting questions that I might 
ask: 

• Based on what you have heard / read, what stands-out for you? What surprises you? 
What is still unclear? 

• In what ways have I been doing well in this research process? What might I invite 
into my embodied leadership practice to really challenge me? 

• If you were faced with this challenge, what questions would you ask of yourself to 
gather more insight? 

• What question would you like me to ask that I have not already done so? 

• What else? 

These questions, or similar, will be asked of you as I bring forward any complex issues I face in 
my leadership practice for your consideration and your suggestions for future actions I might 
take via feedforward. Once the data has been collected and analyzed, I will provide my analyses 
of the data along with my initial recommendations to ICI. I will schedule a one-hour online 
individual or group dialogue for feedback on this initial data analysis, for a total of three one-
hour virtual group discussions over a period of two months. 

The data may include my own notes, video recording, transcription of our dialogue (as noted 
above), and follow-up messages by email, text or WhatsApp. Any comments or quotes I wish to 
use I will vet with you. You are free to decline the inclusion of these quotes. It may be that later 
in life, I could return to this year’s journals, including those for this research, to generate a 
memoir, creative product, or to share with interested family members. This will be done at my 
sole discretion and only if it is in benefit to self, others, and society 

This research will benefit myself in achieving a requirement for my Master of Arts in Leadership 
program. You may benefit from this research whereby insights into your own leadership practice 
might be achieved through dialogue with me and other members of the inquiry team, focusing on 
a practice of cyclical self-reflexivity and reflection. 

It is anticipated that there will be minimal risk to your involvement in this study. Inquiry team 
members will not be pressured to share specifics that they do not wish or feel comfortable to 
share. If you feel that there are any risks to you in participating in the research, you are welcome 
to withdraw from the study. Please simply let me know of your decision. 

I will work to protect your privacy throughout this study unless all four inquiry team members 
seek to be named in the research. In addition to submitting a final report to Royal Roads 
University in partial fulfillment for a Master of Arts in Leadership degree, I will also be sharing 
research findings with Insight for Community Impact (ICI) whose Exploring Difference 

Workshop is centred in the second phase of this research. Their leadership may choose to 
distribute my report as deemed appropriate. This inquiry may also be the basis for a scholarly or 
professional journal article or conference presentation. 
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You are not required to participate in this research project. By replying directly to the e-mail 
request for participation you indicate that you have read and understand the information above 
and give your free and informed consent to participate in this project. 

Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 

Sincerely, 
Erika Bailey 
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Appendix G: Consent Form – Inquiry Team Members 

By signing this form, you agree that you are over the age of 19 and have read the information 
letter for this study. Your signature states that you are giving your voluntary and informed 
consent to participate in this project, that you agree the feedback partner virtual group 
discussions may be audio-recorded, and that data you contribute will be used in the final report 
and any other knowledge outputs (articles, conference presentations, etc.). 

Should you wish to withdraw, you are free to do so. 

� I consent to quotations and excerpts expressed by me through the online reflection team 
dialogues be included in this study, provided that my identity is not disclosed. 

� I commit to respect the confidential nature of the online reflection team dialogues by not 
sharing identifying information about the other reflection team members. 

� I consent to the use of material I have contributed being used in any scholarly article 
and/or community or conference presentations.  

First & Last name  
(please print) 
 

 

Signature 

 

 

 

Date 
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Appendix H: Research Synopsis 

Thank you for considering you participation in this thesis research project. Below I provide a 
brief overview of the project. 

A Commitment to Joy in the Service of Social Justice: Thesis Proposal Synopsis 

This first-person action research explores how a white female leader and researcher explores 
difference through reflexive practices of journaling, drawing and movement. The working 
definition of difference “includ[es] but not limited to race, class, gender, age, ethnicity, sexual 
orientation, education levels, occupations” (ICI, 2020) which also includes intersectionality 
(Gopaldas, 2013). The contexts in which this research explores difference include the following 
settings: professional work setting, academic research, action research partnership, volunteerism, 
social media, membership in a group relations workshop, and informally with family and friends. 

The focus of this project is to inquire into “joy in the service of social justice.” I first developed 
this phrase during the Embodied Leadership course. It is what the Strozzi Institute (n.d.)—an 
embodied leadership training centre that focuses on somatic awareness—refers to as a 
commitment. The commitment aims to direct a person’s embodied actions towards a valued-
centred goal. My commitment statement evolved from “I am a commitment to joy in the service 
of justice” by honing my scope towards social justice. Embodying this commitment underpins 
this inquiry. 

As a kinaesthetic learner, I recognize the wisdom of my body as a site of knowing and learning. 
Yet I often find I disregard my body’s signals and wisdom. Thus, the specific theory I seek to 
contribute towards is embodied leadership, a relational and “dynamic process that is shaped by 
follower and leader perceptions and reactions to each other” (Fisher & Robbins, 2014, p. 282) 
This centres the body to sense and provide effective, somatic information (Hamill, 2013) that 
orients people to the emerging circumstances. 

I am grateful that I will be able to share my research with Insight for Community Impact who are 
supportive of this project, both through my first-person inquiry and to explore how my insights 
might support their understanding of a member’s experiences in their Exploring Difference 
Workshop. Together, the first-person inquiry and the second-person contributions to ICI will 
feed into a third-person outcome to contribute towards embodied leadership theory. 

I have no personal, organizational, economic, nor family-related interests associated with this 
project. I am not being compensated for my time. This includes that I am a paying member of the 
ICI workshop. My only interest is to contribute towards completion of my degree, to advance my 
leadership skills, and contribute towards embodied leadership theory.  

Guiding Questions 

This project is guided by the overarching question: 

“How might I, a first-generation white Canadian settler of British and Irish ancestry, navigate 

difference through reflexive and embodied practices to more intentionally lead with joy in the 

service of social justice?” 
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To contribute to my first-person action research inquiry questions, I will use the following sub 
questions: 

Current state: What are my current reflexive and embodied practices to navigate difference in 
the service of social justice? 

Future state: As a leader, what do I hope to embody and act upon in my commitment to “joy in 
the service of social justice?” 

Barriers and gaps: What barriers exist in my navigation of difference that I may address in my 
leadership practice of joy in the service of social justice? 

Next action: What might be one practice or capacity I might take action on that would help me 
achieve my commitment to “joy in the service of social justice”? 

I trust this information supports your understanding of this project. Should you have questions, 
feel free to reach-out to me at [email] or [telephone number]. 
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Appendix I: Email Invitation – Organization Participation 

Dear [Insert ICI Name], 

I write to invite you to support my first-person action research project I am conducting as a part 
of my Master of Arts Degree in Leadership at Royal Roads University. 

This first-person action research thesis explores how a white female leader and researcher 
explores difference through reflexive practices of journaling, drawing and movement. My focus 
is to inquire into “joy in the service of social justice.” I first developed this phrase during a 
Strozzi Institute Embodied Leadership course. This commitment aims to direct my embodied 
actions towards my valued-centred goal. The specific theory I seek to contribute towards is 
embodied leadership, a relational and “dynamic process that is shaped by follower and leader 
perceptions and reactions to each other” (Fisher & Robbins, 2014, p. 282) This centres the body 
to sense and provide affective, somatic information (Hamill, 2013) that orients people to the 
emerging circumstances. 

I am grateful that Insight for Community Impact is interested in understanding my research as 
one of the members of the Exploring Difference Workshop in November. As such, I wish to host 
two one-hour with yourself, as the Director of ICI. We could also include Tanya Lewis and 
Janelle Joseph, at your discretion, should their presence support our dialogue. In our meetings, I 
would share-back my learning from the EDW and to offer a solid draft of the findings of the 
research. 

The attached document contains further information about the research and will enable you to 
make a fully informed decision on whether or not you wish to participate. Please review this 
information before responding. 

I realize that due to our collegial relationship, you may feel compelled to participate in this 
research project. Please be aware that you are not required to participate and, should you choose 
to participate, your participation would be entirely voluntary. If you do choose to participate, you 
are free to withdraw without prejudice at any time up to the start of the dialogues, after which 
withdrawal of your contributions may not be possible as your ideas will have influenced the 
overall discussion and themes emerging from the process. 

If you do not wish to participate, simply do not reply to this request. Your decision to not 
participate will also be maintained in confidence. Your choice will not affect our relationship in 
any way. 

Please feel free to contact me at any time should you have additional questions regarding the 
project and its outcomes. 

If you would like to participate in my research project, please email me at [email address] or 
contact me at [telephone number]. 

Kindest regards 
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Appendix J: Information Letter – Organization Participation 

A commitment to joy in the service of social justice 

Dear [Insert ICI Name], 

My name is Erika Bailey and this research project is part of the requirement for a Master of Arts 
in Leadership degree at Royal Roads University. My credentials with Royal Roads University 
can be established by contacting Dr. Catherine Etmanski, Director, School of Leadership 
Studies: [email address] or [telephone number]. 

This first-person action research thesis explores how a white female leader and researcher 
explores difference through reflexive practices of journaling, drawing and movement. My focus 
is to inquire into “joy in the service of social justice.” I first developed this phrase during a 
Strozzi Institute Embodied Leadership course. This commitment aims to direct my embodied 
actions towards my valued-centred goal. The specific theory I seek to contribute towards is 
embodied leadership, a relational and “dynamic process that is shaped by follower and leader 
perceptions and reactions to each other” (Fisher & Robbins, 2014, p. 282) This centres the body 
to sense and provide affective, somatic information (Hamill, 2013) that orients people to the 
emerging circumstances. 

I am grateful that Insight for Community Impact are interested in understanding my research as 
one of the members of their Exploring Difference Workshop (EDW) in November. Using first-
person action research, I seek to engage you in at minimum two one-hour online research 
outcome dialogues. The two instances are 

1. January 2020: to share-back my experiences as a member of the EDW, in particular as they 
pertain to the impact of movement on my exploration of difference. 

2. April 2020: share my research findings once preliminarily approved. At this juncture, I will 
invite a dialogue about if and how ICI might integrate the findings for any future activities. 

Meetings will occur on my professional Zoom account. Each meeting will be audio recorded for 
the sole purpose of my collecting and remembering my own learning. I would transcribe only 
relevant content associated with my first-person data. Given our ongoing working relationship, I 
have created a semi-structured approach to our dialogue and welcome emergent insights and 
thoughts from your own perspective. 

That said, the following are prompting questions that I might ask: 

• Based on what I have shared with you, what emerged of interest to you? 
• What themes resonated? Which are challenging? 
• How might this data be of service to ICI in your work? 
• What else? 

To ensure the privacy and anonymity of the fellow members in the Exploring Difference 

Workshop, I will do the following: 

1. I will NOT record any part of the EDW. 
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2. In my journaling, state the incident with no names or critical descriptors. The race of the 
person may be important, but the gender, sexual orientation, or other information will not 
be written-down. 

3. If I notice the desire to name the person, I will pause and ask myself how that is of service 
and how might I turn the concern / questions on myself and my own leadership practice. 

4. I will ask the ICI inquiry team member to review early drafts of the chapters that contain 
EDW data to ask them to vet for identifiers that I can then remove. This particular task is 
outlined in section 4 and will be included in their invitation letter. 

During our dialogues, the first-person data I anticipate collecting include: video recording of 
dialogue, transcription of dialogue, field notes in researcher journal, follow-up emails. You will 
be consulted on inclusion of any quotes arising from this data, and will have the option to request 
that they not be included. 

It may be that later in life, I could return to this year’s journals, including those for this research, 
to generate a memoir, creative product, or to share with interested family members. This will be 
done at my sole discretion and only if it is in benefit to self, others, and society. 

This research will benefit myself in achieving a requirement for my Master of Arts in Leadership 
program. ICI may benefit from this research whereby insights into an EDW member’s lived 
experiences might offer an in-depth perspective that may support the ongoing social justice work 
in the organization. 

It is anticipated that there will be minimal risk to your involvement in this study. You will not be 
pressured to share specifics that they do not wish or feel comfortable to share. If you feel that 
there are any risks to you in participating in the research, you are welcome to withdraw from the 
study. Please simply let me know of your decision. 

I will work to protect your privacy throughout this study unless all ICI participants seek to be 
named in the research. In addition to submitting a final report to Royal Roads University in 
partial fulfillment for a Master of Arts in Leadership degree, you may choose to distribute my 
report as deemed appropriate. This inquiry may also be the basis for a scholarly or professional 
journal article or conference presentation. 

You are not required to participate in this research project. By replying directly to the e-mail 
request for participation you indicate that you have read and understand the information above 
and give your free and informed consent to participate in this project. 

Please keep a copy of this information letter for your records. 

Sincerely, 
Erika Bailey 
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Appendix K: Thesis Letter of Agreement 

Student’s Preface: 

As a first-person action research project, a sponsoring organization is not required. In this 
particular project, I am grateful to Insight for Community Impact who are interested in my 
research as it centres on my lived experiences of movement in their Exploring Difference 

Workshop. As such, I believe it appropriate to formally recognize their support of this research. 

Organization Supporting the Inquiry 

Insight for Community Impact 

252 Augusta Ave. 
Toronto, ON. M4L 3B3 

Partner 

Barbara Williams 

Phone: [telephone number] 
E-mail: [email address] 

RRU MA in Leadership Student 

Erika Bailey 

Phone: [telephone number] 
E-mail: [email address] 
Cohort: MAL 2019-3 

Academic Supervisor 

Cheryl Heykoop 
Phone:  [telephone number] 
E-mail: [email address] 

Committee Member, 2nd Faculty Member 

Tiffany Mintah 
Phone:  [telephone number] 
E-mail: [email address] 

 

Roles and Responsibilities 

The MA in Leadership student, the Thesis Supporting Organization and Thesis Committee 
agree to participate in the successful completion of the proposed project and perform the roles 
and responsibilities identified in Attachment A. 
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Project Description, Action Steps and Milestones 

The thesis goals, process, and anticipated outcomes are described in the thesis proposal. The 
thesis proposal highlights the activities to be completed, the study milestones, and the level of 
involvement of Insight for Community Impact (herein referred to as the Organization) and its 
employees and other participants. 

Confidentiality 

The MA in Leadership student agrees to honour individual and corporate confidentiality and 
non-disclosure guidelines. The Organization agrees to engage in dialogue about the first-person 
action research data insights, as identified in the attached project proposal. 

The Organization will be asked to formally acknowledge that the information they offer in 
dialogue with the researcher will be handled in a confidential and privileged manner, as 
described in the Royal Roads University Research Ethics Policy (2011), accessible on the RRU 
Web site at: http://www.royalroads.ca/research/ethical-reviews/ 

Intellectual Property 

The Organization agrees that the Thesis final report and supporting materials will remain the 
intellectual property of the author (the graduate student). 

Deliverables 

The MA in Leadership student will provide the Organization with a copy of the Thesis Final 
Report. In addition, the student will engage in formal briefings to the Partner. 

Company Commitment 

The Organization agrees to provide the student with the following support: time in dialogue with 
the student to hear the insights arising from the data, and to consider if and how there may be 
value to the Organization. 

Endorsement 

We the undersigned agree to abide by the arrangements and statements contained in this Letter of 
Agreement and have reviewed the Thesis Proposal. 

 

_____________________ ______________ ____________________ ______________ 

(Director of ICI) Date Erika Bailey Date 
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Attachment A: Role and Responsibilities 

Role of the Faculty Supervisor 

The Supervisor’s principal role involves helping his or her student realize their scholarly 
potential through the thesis process. This requires a trusting relationship where the Supervisor 
offers helpful insights and suggestions born of their own experiences as a leader, scholar, 
researcher, and supervisor. The Supervisor listens to the student and presents the requisite 
challenges, stimulation, guidance, and genuine support and encouragement to see the student to a 
successful completion. The Student has a right to expect the supervisor’s expertise, accessibility, 
and support. The supervisor offers substantive and methodological assistance with the design, 
planning, conduct, data analysis, and writing of the student’s thesis projects. The Supervisor 
should also provide some linkage for the student to the scholars and scholarship in the area of 
specialization, and provide insight and support for the presentation and publication of the 
research results. At the same time the supervisor must ensure that the scholarly standards of the 
university and the discipline are met in the student’s work.” 

(adapted from: 
http://www.yorku.ca/grads/policies_procedures/thesis_dissertations_section1.html#masters) 

In carrying out this principal task, the Faculty Supervisor completes the following specific tasks: 

• Help the student fully develop, and approve, the formal thesis proposal, following the 
process overseen by the Office of the Associate Vice President for Research and Faculty 
Affairs (AVP-R); 

• Ensure that the student follows all required processes required by the University’s 
Research Ethics Policy prior to commencing any data-gathering; 

• Complete the Interagency Advisory Panel on Research Ethics’ Introductory Tutorial; 

• Meet regularly with the student during the period of supervision to review the student’s 
progress, provide support discuss issues arising from the thesis; 

• File progress reports every 6 months on the Thesis SharePoint site; 

• Negotiate a mutually agreed upon schedule of due dates (to be drafted by the student) for 
the submission of draft chapters or sections of the thesis. This also involves advising and 
making arrangements with the student in advance for when the Supervisor will be away; 

• Provide feedback and advice on the material submitted and discuss required changes; 

• If necessary, recommend the student work with a writing editor, once the content in the 
thesis sections is acceptable; 

• Advise the student on preparation for the public defense of the thesis; 

• Ensure that the student’s final thesis does not violate privacy, intellectual property, or 
copyright regulations and that required permissions for all third-party works, including 
but not limited to images, lyrics, illustrations, and substantial portions of text, have been 
obtained before the completed thesis is submitted to the Supervisory Committee. 
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Role of Second Faculty Member of the Thesis Committee 

• Approve the formal thesis proposal following the process overseen by the AVP-R. May 
participate in a meeting, as determined by the Supervisor, to discuss the review of the 
document, the Student’s progress, and recommended next steps;  

• Approve final thesis report following the process overseen by the AVP-R. May 
participate in a meeting, as determined by the Supervisor, to discuss the review of the 
document, the Student’s progress, and recommended next steps; 

• Participate as part of the Committee panel in the public defense of the thesis; 

Role of the Thesis Committee 

The role of the committee is to provide advice on the material submitted, discuss required 
changes, approve the thesis proposal and participate in the formal assessment of the thesis, 
including the public defense. 

Role of the Student 

The student is responsible for planning, implementing and completing the thesis. This entails that 
the student: 

• Reviews and understands this Handbook; 

• Files progress reports every 6 months; 

• Reviews and understands the University’s master’s thesis process overseen by the AVP-
R; 

• Uses the University’s SharePoint site for each step of the thesis process; 

• Develops a proposal adopting the required format; 

• Ensures rigor and high quality of work, with appropriate attributions throughout his/her 
research; 

• Adheres to a mutually agreed-upon schedule including deadlines for completion for all 
stages; 

• Completes the thesis in accordance with the proposal and in accordance with the RRU 
Research Ethics Policy and the RRU Integrity and Misconduct in Research and 
Scholarship Policy; 

• Produces both a draft and final thesis that conform to RRU policies and guidelines; 

• Works with the Writing Office of the RRU Library, or an editor, as necessary or required 
by the Supervisor. 

Role and Selection of Partner. 

The primary role of the Partner is to represent the Partnering organization’s interest as the 
‘client’ of the project. The Partner is there to assist the learner in articulating the opportunity that 
may arise from the findings of the research, to promote the interests of the Partnering 
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organization and, most importantly, to consider if and what changes recommended from the 
findings might be actionable and can be implemented. 

The Partner should be: 

• A key stakeholder/supervisor in the organization or an individual who has ownership of 
the workplace opportunity arising from the inquiry 

• In a leadership position and have the authority and responsibility to provide the learner 
access to the organization (e.g., organizational documents, meeting time) 

• At the completion of the project, can champion its recommendations, as appropriate. 

A good Partner: 

• Has time to spend with the learner 

• Has enthusiasm to support the inquiry 

• Is open to considering the findings and provides advice on ensuring that the 
recommendations are practical and actionable 

• Is open to learning and willing to expect the unexpected (as there may be new or different 
findings that arise out of this inquiry than originally expected or anticipated) 

• Is in a position to act on the change, to implement the recommendations, as appropriate. 

The Partner: the Partner completes the following specific tasks: 

• Agrees to provide the resources and support described in the Letter of Agreement; 

• Reviews the Thesis Proposal and Letter of Agreement, including giving permission for 
the Thesis to be published; 

• Submits the Letter of Agreement by email to [email address] and includes in the body of 
the email their approval of the Letter of Agreement; 

• Where appropriate, provides the meeting time needed to support the successful 
completion of the project as described in the Thesis Proposal; 

• The Partner is not required to approve the final thesis document, but may send any 
feedback on the thesis document or process to [email address]  

First-person action research thesis students in the MA Leadership Program follow the modified 
first-person action research engagement (ARE) model based on Rowe et al, 2013, as outlined in 
the School of Leadership Studies, Royal Roads University’s September 2020 First-Person-

focused Action Research option. This model focuses on the student’s engaged leadership 
reflection through a double-loop of reflection – analysis – action-planning – action – reflection – 
analysis – action planning. This project intends to use a site of learning to practice the emerging 
leadership skills, and to reflect on the first-person experiences. 
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Appendix L: Thematic Analysis Table 

 


