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Abstract 
 

This phenomenological-centered study explores the lived experiences of 12 global leaders 

participating in a leadership Nature retreat. Through the retreat process, set in a Nature-holding 

environment on the Canadian coast, the participants experienced a paradigm shift in 

developmental movement in the meaning making of their evolving self-knowledge, self-identity, 

and self-narrative. This research exploration is supported by constructive developmental theory 

and informed by complexity leadership theory, and considers the importance of a sense of 

wonder in the unfolding of this lived experience. The research questions guiding this scholarly 

project were: (1) How did each leader contextually experience the Nature retreat? (2) How did 

the leaders experience developmental movement (differentiation) during the retreat? And (3) Did 

the leaders experience a transformation in knowledge? The data were collected using a three-

stage series of interviews with each participant: (1) a preliminary interview two to four months 

prior to the retreat experience to get the participant’s context to their lived experience, or what 

might be considered a baseline; (2) a second interview at the end of the retreat to reconstruct the 

lived experience; and (3) a third interview three months post-retreat to gain the participant’s 

reflexive thoughts on the lived experience. The collective voices of the participants evoke 

insights that provide support for emerging approaches in leader development that focus on 

learning from experiences in Nature. Through anecdotes and emerging literature it is suggested 

that the Nature-holding environment provides leaders with the opportunity for supported 

challenges that develops their capacity to embrace the complexity of the rapidly changing world. 

Through the Nature retreat process emerged an unfolding dialogue between Nature and leaders 

that acts as a gateway to learning about the self. 

Keywords: Leadership, development movement, reflexivity, experiential learning
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
 

 
What if life could one day bring forth a species that could dwell in flexibility and resilience? 
What if, after, a hundred million years of mammalian existence, there appeared a species that 
could remain spontaneous, curious, astonished, compelled to try everything? What would 
happen then? 
  
—Swimme and Tucker, Journey of the Universe 

 
A child’s world is fresh and new and beautiful, full of wonder and excitement. It is our 
misfortune that for most of us a clear-eyed vision, that true instinct for what is beautiful 
and awe-inspiring, is dimmed and even lost before we reach adulthood. If I had 
influence with the good fairy who is supposed to preside over the christening of all 
children I should ask that her gift to each child in the world be a sense of wonder so 
indestructible that it would last throughout life, as an unfailing antidote against the 
boredom and disenchantment of later years, the sterile preoccupation with things that 
are artificial, the alienation from the sources of our strength. 
 

—Rachel Carson, Sense of Wonder 
 

 
 
 

 The overarching focus of this doctoral dissertation is to explore the lived experiences of 

leaders participating in a retreat in the Nature-holding environment to determine if they 

experienced a transformation in knowledge or developmental movement. Leader development 

programs set in Nature might allow for reflexivity, enable a systems thinking mind-set, and 

provide an opportunity for participants to more fully know themselves. In our contemporary 

epoch of rapidly changing complexity, there is a call and a need to seek emerging approaches 

that can enable leaders the capacity to embrace and adapt to present and future challenges to 

build more desirable futures for humankind.  
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 In this chapter I introduce the inquiry questions that formed the basis of the exploration 

of this doctoral study. I also share more deeply my motivation for conducting this research, as I 

feel this is an important connection that will inspire the reader to delve into the study. 

Grounded in Purpose 
 

There has been a call for context-based research in leadership approaches (Osborn 

& Hunt, 2007; Uhl-Bein, Marion, & McKelvey, 2007). McCauley, Drath, Palus, 

O’Connor, and Baker (2006) state: 

for constructive-developmental theory to have an increased impact in the 

leadership field, we see the need for more active programs of research that 

are intentionally learning from one another. Such programs of research are 

also more likely to generate the resources needed for longitudinal research, 

cross-cultural research, and research that incorporates multiple individual 

difference and contextual variables. (p. 649) 

Moreover, Pratarelli (2014) suggests that Nature-based education needs to be redesigned to 

inspire the idea that humans are an equal part of the global ecology: 

That is to say, citizens, young and old alike, will require re-education to first accept that 

we are an evolved organism with biological needs that must be met, and afterward raise 

awareness and understanding of an individual’s personal contribution to the excessive 

exploitation of the planet’s limited resources. Furthermore, education will need to 

encourage self-evaluation from a psychological/mental health perspective. (p. 67) 

In an effort to rise to the call and contribute to the knowledge of leader development, I 

used a reflexive learning approach to phenomenological-centered methodology to explore 
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how leaders contextually experienced the traditional Way of Nature Sacred Passage 

Retreat, or, as I call it in this study, the Leader’s Nature Retreat (LNR). I explore the 

retreat as a potential developmental intervention or holding environment conducive to the 

development of new levels of consciousness and self-knowledge for the participants. In 

this study, consciousness is defined as an individual’s awareness of mind and how they 

sense the “self” and the world around them. I capitalize the word Nature throughout the 

document to acknowledge my perspective of the subjectivity and interconnected 

relationship between humankind and Nature. For hundreds of years, we have placed 

Nature outside the human inter-relational domain and have recognized her as an object 

and, unfortunately, too often as something to exploit. I capitalize Nature to show honor 

and respect. 

I explore the individual and collective lived experiences of 12 global participants 

of the retreat and use their shared narratives to determine whether the LNR process holds 

insight and epiphanies for leaders that might enable differentiation from normal habits 

and patterns of thinking. This differentiation in thinking has the potential to lead to new 

stages of conscious self-awareness that heighten the leaders’ capacity and capability to 

embrace and adapt to emerging challenges facing humanity. 

Research Questions 
 
 The purpose of this study was to explore and understand the leaders’ lived 

experiences of the LNR. How did each leader experience developmental movement—

shifting from embedded to differentiating ways of thinking—during the retreat? How did 

the leaders experience self-awareness, systems awareness, and the process of relating to 

the world around them during the retreat?  
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The research questions were as follows:  

1. How did each leader contextually experience the LNR? 

2. How did each leader experience developmental movement during the LNR? 

i. How did the leaders experience self-awareness? 

ii. How did the leaders experience systems awareness? 

iii. How did the leaders experience the process of relating to others? 

3. Did the leaders experience developmental movement and a transformation in 

knowledge? 

Living in Complexity in the Physical World 
 
 Contemporary life on Earth grows ever more turbulent. With globalization and a 

dramatic growth in industrial activity over the past quarter-century, leaders struggle to 

rise to the challenges we have created (Senge, Smith, Kruschwitz, Laur, & Schley, 2008). 

Globalization and technology are leading catalysts for increasing the complexity of the 

leader’s environment. This has created demands and a “busy-ness” never experienced 

before, and is an obstacle that does not allow leaders reflective time and space for 

innovative thinking (Lewis et al., 2010). According to Regine and Lewin (2000): 

Often leaders approach the rapidly growing complexity of the world with 

the same ways of thinking and doing, resisting change or seeing it as 

something that is linear and needs quick fixing. During these changing 

times, leaders and managers are finding many of their background 

assumptions and time-honored business models inadequate to help them 

understand what is going on, let alone how to deal with it. Where managers 

once operated with a Tayloresque, mechanistic model of their world, 
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which was predicated on linear thinking, control, and predictability, they 

now find themselves struggling with something more nonlinear, where 

limited control and a restricted ability to predict outcomes are the order of 

the day. (p. 6) 

We build organizations that protect against chaos and change, yet it is this very type of 

organization, those that are on the edge of chaos and are always changing, that we need so we 

can learn to adapt through continuous change and the ability to respond to the complexity of the 

world (Wheatley, 2006). According to Doloz Parks (2011), “There is an enormous need for an 

understanding and practice of human development that prepares people to become citizen-

leaders…to participate in discovering and creating responses to challenges both new and 

ancient” (p. 15). Reggio, Ciulla, and Sorenson (2003) support this idea in arguing that the goal of 

leadership developmental education is to expand leaders’ capacity and capability to be effective 

in their roles and processes. Scharmer (2009) advocates that we must release previous ways of 

thinking in order to discover new approaches that enable a desirable future. Satterwhite, Miller, 

and Sheridan (2015) state that critical components for future leadership education and 

development are the ability to see systems and their relationships, collaborating across 

boundaries, and connecting and exploring the natural world for inspiration. Throughout the 

world, leaders urgently need alternative models of development that enable them to embrace the 

growing complexity of our existence (Parks, 2005; Senge et al., 2008; Scharmer & Kaufer, 

2013). Leadership research needs to explore and move beyond the current paradigm and view 

leadership as a learning process (Antonapoulou & Bento, 2004). 
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Constructive Development Theory: Learning Through Experience 
 
 Presently, there are emerging theories that suggest leaders need to enhance their 

“complexity of mind” in order to match the rapidly changing world. Complexity leadership 

theory (CLT) is one such framework that offers a strategy for shifting leaders into stimulating 

and fostering processes for innovation and evolution within organizations (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 

2009; Hunt, Osborn, & Boal, 2009). This conceptual theory maps out how leaders can positively 

affect relationships by enabling autonomy and a flow of dialogue between people that stimulates 

organizational growth. The question then becomes how we educate and develop leaders into 

these “architects of relationships” and enable organizations to embrace change and complexity. 

What applicable strategies of leader development can create a paradigm shift from old leadership 

approaches to emerging thinking on how to lead? Based on the seminal work of Jean Piaget 

(1936), Robert Kegan of Harvard University introduced constructive developmental theory 

(CDT), which provides a developmental framework for how leaders of organizations can grow 

and elaborate their ways of understanding the self and the world (McCauley, Drath, Palus, 

O’Connor, & Baker, 2006). The underpinning of CDT is that as individuals, we move through 

our life experiences in cyclical stages of conscious development (Kegan, 1982; Perry, 1970; 

Piaget, 1936). This theory suggests that it is through this cycle of moving from embeddedness 

(perceptions and assumptions that are the guiding principles of a person’s patterned ways of 

thinking and acting) to differentiation (letting go and reflecting about old perceptions and 

assumptions that open new ways of thinking and acting) and integration (implementing new 

perceptions and assumptions into daily intentions and actions) that allows for conscious 

development to occur (Kegan, 1982). CDT provides an approach for leaders to develop more 

complex thinking. Moreover, it supports the proposition that formal leader development 
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interventions based on learning through experience should create holding environments 

conducive to developmental movement (Dewey, 1986; Kolb, 1984; McCauley, Drath, Palus, 

O’Connor, & Baker, 2006).  

 Research suggests that reflective learning practices and experiences contribute to 

increased development of the individual’s complexity of mind, or self-actualization, and 

that this holds promising potential for leaders (Gerzon, 2006; Kegan & Lahey, 2009; 

Wheatley, 2006; Wilber, 2000). These ideas provide a bridge to the idea of Nature as a 

facilitator of learning—an emerging approach in which Nature offers a holding 

environment for leader education and development through providing experiences that 

build leadership capacity and capability. 

Nature: Bridge to leader development 
 
 I posit Nature holds promise for leader development in providing critical components, 

such as spaces for creativity through wonder and curiosity, reflexivity, and discovery of 

relational systems. Social norms have espoused a cultural truth of humanity as outside, or 

separate from, Nature. This traditional Cartesian binary perspective of Nature and humanity has 

created a separateness in how we live—by exploiting, accumulating, and profiting from what we 

view as cheap Nature (Moore, 2015). We have materialized the environment, or Nature, into a 

relevant object instead of seeing it as an interconnected system of relationships (Berry, 1999). 

There is growing research that suggests that Nature offers humankind a diversity of benefits, and 

more particularly there is an opportunity to enhance leadership education and development in 

Nature-holding environments (Kahn, 1997; Kellert & Wilson, 1995; Ulrich, 1993). Throughout 

history there has been speculation that Nature holds an answer as a potential holding 

environment for human development.  
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 Nature in this study is defined as our organic roots, the place where the cosmic web of 

life interconnects and exists. As humans, we are part of the integral universal whole of Nature, 

along with extra-humans1—animates, plants, and even esoteric forms of life such as rocks and 

minerals, neutrons, and supernovas. In this interconnected web of life, Nature comprises the 

networks of relationships that interact and adapt in a chaotic motion of existence. The patterned 

order of Nature is both predictable and unpredictable, symbiotic and diverse, adaptable and 

domineering. It has been proposed that connecting with our roots of Nature allows us to 

rediscover that sense of wonder we are born with and hold as children, providing a creative space 

for uncovering what it means to be human (Carson, 2011; Louv, 2011; Swimme & Tucker, 

2011). The literature suggests that Nature washes away or suspends our potentially limiting 

cultural embeddedness and the normative assumptions we hold, and allows our senses to awaken 

to the world that surrounds us (Abram, 2010; Louv, 2011; Milton, 2006). As we become present 

in the world, we develop consciousness and heightened complexity of mind (Kegan, 1982; 

Kegan & Lahey, 2009; Wilber, 2000). Through this process leaders have the potential to 

discover new mind-sets that enable transformation, innovation, and evolution—with the 

possibility of bringing balance to the complexity that surrounds them (Milton, 2006). If we can 

bridge the gap in knowledge and coherently shift the goal of sciences and humanities toward 

creating an environmentally, economically, and culturally sustainable global society, we can give 

great hope to future generations on Earth.  

                                                
1 I use the term extra-human throughout this study to define all other species, both animate and esoteric, that are interconnected 

with humans.  

2 The dinosaur became extinct approximately 65 million years ago at the end of the Cretaceous Period, after existing on Earth for 

about 165 million years (Capra, 1996).The Cretaceous Period was the last and longest segment of the Mesozoic Era. It spanned 
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 We are living in a social-ecological system where humanity’s influence is omnipresent; 

there is no place on the planet where we have not influenced and affected the system (Rockström 

et al., 2009; Steffen et al., 2011). In today’s global world, leaders need to be guided by the pillars 

of fairness, prosperity, and sustainability in mainstreaming a social-ecological systems 

perspective (Fischer et al., 2015). Humans are on a continual journey of discovering who we are, 

and it takes courage to be present to what is emerging, to stand on the edge, to leap forward 

across the abyss toward the new and the now. 

 My doctoral study is an empirical and contextual exploration of the Nature retreat as a 

holding environment and developmental intervention. I explore whether the retreat experience 

provided participants with insights for development that support and grow their capacity to 

embrace the rapidly changing complexity of our world. I hope this research provides insight that 

will encourage practitioners in the field of leadership development to explore Nature holding 

environments that offer similar learning experiences. 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 

 
Through our existential possibilities we have an opportunity to survey the world in all its 
meaningful relations and reach creative decisions on this basis—on the basis of life’s 
experience. We shape our world—and it shapes us. If we are lost to cultural embeddedness 
through loss of conscious development, our narrow world overpowers us and our existence is 
robbed of its autonomy—limiting sectors of possible thinking and behaviors. 
 
—Kent Willliams (2016) 
 
 
Failure of existing rules is the prelude to a search for new ones. 

—Thomas Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions 

 
 
 If we stood with Socrates and Plato at the entrance of the temple of Apollo, we could 

look up and see, etched in stone, the maxim “Know thyself.” Since humanity’s beginning and up 

until today, we have sought to make meaning of the human experience. In this scholarly 

endeavor, I never forget that my research builds on the shoulders and work of great thinkers 

before me. The further I journey in this doctoral adventure, the more I realize that all literature 

and the knowledge it presents is connected and constructed by the human experience.  

In this chapter I explore the emerging area of spiritual knowledge and its 

synchronicity to Nature and leadership development theory. I argue that leadership 

epistemology is underpinned by the same maxim: Know thyself. Considering this maxim 

as it relates to the study of Nature as a holding environment for leader development, the 

scope of my literature review focuses on the human experience as it relates to: (1) a 

rapidly changing world of complexity; (2) past and emerging leadership epistemology; 

(3) our relationship with Nature; and, (4) learning through experience. 
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 This literature review references relevant articles, research, and a body of 

knowledge that represents the scope of my study. I used an academic database to search 

key words, such as leadership development, Nature education, complexity leadership 

theory, and constructive developmental theory. Conversations with individuals interested 

or working in the domain of my study also provided valuable referrals to important 

literature. I used the references cited in the key academic articles I read to find other 

relevant literature. This provided the greatest source of literature to support and explore 

exhaustively the scope of the research. The literature I explored enabled me to critically 

analyze previous research on the scope of the issues identified above, to identify research 

gaps and issues, and to explicate a line of perspective within the domain of this study.  

This literature review first presents the state of the world that leaders face today 

and the need for a paradigm shift to encourage a more hopeful future for humanity. These 

ideas are supported by underlying theories that provide the backbone of this study on the 

role of Nature in supporting meaningful leadership development. I then delve into the 

leadership development domain and learning approaches for leaders. I examine both past 

and emerging approaches to leadership development in this field to understand the 

various models for leadership development. Finally, I explore emerging approaches to 

leadership development that focus on Nature as a holding environment to support 

transformation in individual leader knowledge. 

 
Rapidly Changing World of Complexity 
 
 Reflecting on the words of philosopher Thomas Kuhn in relation to the world we live in 

today, humanity is sensing a tremendous amount of turbulence and failure, and one could sense 

we are at the precipice of a paradigm shift for change. The world population has exploded to 
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over 7.4 billion and growing, and we are committed to reaching 9 billion people on the planet by 

2040 (Steffen et al., 2011). The gap between the minority rich and the disparaged majority 

widens daily (Hardoon, 2015), creating a growing existential vacuum and restlessness among the 

oppressed (Frankl,1962; Hedges, 2011). Oxfam reports that one percent of the world’s 

population now owns over 50 percent of the world’s wealth, with predictions of continued 

disparity in wealth for the other 99 percent of the global population (Hardoon, 2015). From the 

seventeenth century to present, Western organizational leaders and the capitalist free market 

were guided by Scottish philosopher Adam Smith’s idea of the invisible hand, focusing primarily 

on the pursuit of maximizing profits and shareholder interests (Bakan, 2012; Hawkins, 2007; 

Korten, 2010; Smith, 1937). Through our thirst for anthropocentric progress and our growing 

consumption, we have changed the planet, altering life’s dynamics in irreversible ways 

(McKibben, 2010; Moore, 2015; Senge, 2008; Steffen et al., 2011). It has been suggested that we 

have entered the new epoch of the Anthropocene, where human influence is omnipresent and 

there is no place on the planet where ecological systems are not influenced by humanity (Fischer 

et al., 2015; Moore, 2015). As a geophysical force, humanity has changed the evolutionary 

dynamics of Earth (Steffen et al., 2015; Wilson, 1993). This change is evident in our stripping 

the planet of its natural resources and even more dramatically in looking at life on Earth 

(Swimme & Tucker, 2011). According to scientific truth, thousands of species are becoming 

extinct each year at a rapid rate that Earth has not witnessed for millions of years––since the age 

of the dinosaurs (Swimme & Tucker, 2011). Scientists recognize that we have officially moved 

into the sixth period of mass extinction; the age of the dinosaurs was the fifth period (Ceballos et 

al., 2015). Moreover, every fortnight, we lose another language and a diminishing cultural 

pluralism (Davis, 2009; Diamond, 2005). This loss of species and culture is a great loss of future 
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potential, as it is this very diversity that offers humanity hope for our present and future 

challenges (Wilson, 1993). This despair can be felt in the words of the great Australian poet 

Judith Wright (as cited in Hamilton, 2010, p. 151), whose work explicitly addresses the battle for 

Aboriginal and environment justice: 

I praise the scoring drought, the flying dust, 

the drying creek, the furious animal, 

that they oppose us still;  

that we are ruined by the thing we kill. 

 Life on Earth is always in motion, always changing, always creating new challenges. The 

Gaia hypothesis, proposed by Lovelock and Margulis (1974), echoes the sentiment that Earth is 

alive, that it is a living, breathing system that self-regulates. It is this attuning and adjusting to 

Earth and its relationships that has enabled and illuminated Homo sapiens’ capacity to grow, 

exist, and evolve as a species (Swimme & Tucker, 2011). Humans, like all life, learn and evolve 

through the power of meaning-making (Bohm, 1980; 1996). Moreover, for humans to move 

forward, we must learn, adapt, and create our world anew (Capra, 1996; Chandler, 2014). It is 

this openness, this participating in dialogue, that enables us to continually regulate new mental 

models participating and constructing our view of life on Earth (Berry, 1999; Bohm, 1996; 

Friedman, 2002). When we ignore or limit diverse perspectives, we close pathways to continual 

learning and opportunities to evolve the human spirit—our conscious self-awareness (Davis, 

2009; Wilson, 1993). 

 The rapidly changing world has great implications for global leadership and for leaders at 

all levels of organizations. As the complexity of the world rapidly grows through globalization, 

technology, and consumption, leaders and populations are faced with challenges never seen 
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before, even some that threaten our very existence (Senge et al., 2008; Scharmer & Kaufer, 

2013)—for examples, deforestation, world conflict, pollution, food insecurity, poverty, resource 

exhaustion, and loss species and cultural diversity (Ceballos et al., 2015; Davis, 2009; Hawkins, 

2007; Moore, 2015; Wilson, 1993). With the triple bottom line of economic, environmental, and 

social collapse, leaders are ineffective and only reactive to emerging challenges in their local and 

global organizational environments (Arthur et al., 2002; McKibben, 2010; Scharmer & Kaufer, 

2013; Uhl-Bien, Marion, & McKelvey, 2007). We do not have to search for examples: the global 

refugee crisis, European fragmentation and economic crises, drastic climate change, corporate 

corruption, chronic war in the Middle East and Africa, and 20 percent of North American 

children being malnourished, to name just a few. With the growing complexity of the external 

world and of personal and professional lives, leaders are not coping well with changing 

environments (Antonacopoulou & Bento, 2004; Lichtenstein & Plowman, 2009). History shows 

that patterns of great decline are inevitable if we continue on this path, and we face possibility of 

a great fall for humanity, even the extinction of humankind (Diamond, 2005; Wright, 2004). This 

is a mammoth statement, but we would be arrogant to think that extinction could not happen to 

us, that it only happens to dinosaurs (Ceballos et al., 2015).2 Moreover, according to Harvard 

                                                
2 The dinosaur became extinct approximately 65 million years ago at the end of the Cretaceous Period, after existing on Earth for 

about 165 million years (Capra, 1996).The Cretaceous Period was the last and longest segment of the Mesozoic Era. It spanned 

approximately 79 million years, from the minor extinction event that closed the Jurassic Period about 145.5 million years ago to 

the Cretaceous-Paleogene  extinction event dated at 65.5 million years ago in which many groups, including non-avian dinosaurs, 

pterosaurs, and large marine reptiles, died (Obradovich, 1993). To put this analogy into perspective, if all of Earth’s time, from 

the dinosaur era to today, were compressed into 365 days, the dinosaurs would have appeared on January 1 and become extinct 

by the third week of September. Using this same time scale, Earth would have formed approximately 18.5 years earlier. By 
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biologist E. O. Wilson, 99 percent of species that have lived on the planet are no longer here on 

Earth (Wilson, 1993). The potential for the human species to become extinct exists; perhaps we 

can even say it is inevitable (Wilson, 1993). 

 According to Chandler (2014), “Failure is a starting point in a complex world for 

personal and societal growth. In today’s world we can expect to encounter failure and we need to 

use these moments to stop and embrace it and learn from it to progress towards a better way” 

(2014, p. 3). Leaders have an opportunity to strengthen their capacity and capability for 

resilience in the face of future challenges and threats. We cannot prevent or predict natural 

disasters or unforeseen human-made catastrophes, but we can change how we approach them 

(Chandler, 2014; Rodin, 2014; Tierney, 2014). Instead of reacting to threatening events, we can 

approach them with curiosity, creativity, and innovation that will allow us to rise to the challenge 

and even embrace new ways of living on this planet (Chandler, 2014; Rodin, 2014; Tierney, 

2014). We can start by asking the question: What future do we seek for human development on 

the planet? Through our evolution of meaningful thought and desire, we can exert an influence 

on future possibilities (Chandler, 2014; Hawkins, 2007; Korten, 2010; Rodin, 2014; Tierney, 

2014; Wheatley & Frieze, 2011). 

 
Paradigm Shifts: Exploring New Worlds 
 
 Curiosity and our sense of wonder have the power to draw us into our life experiences 

and enable learning and developmental movement (Carson, 2011; Egan, Cant, & Judson, 2014). 

                                                                                                                                                       
comparison, Homo sapiens would have been on Earth only since December 31. The dinosaurs’ long period of dominance 

certainly makes them unqualified successes in the history of life on Earth(Capra, 1996). 
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Astronaut Russell Scheweickart observed Earth from space, and he shared the shift he 

experienced through his life experiences: 

And the whole process of what it is you identified with begins to shift. When you go 

around the Earth in an hour and a half, you begin to recognize that the identity is with 

the whole thing. That makes a change. You look down there and you can’t imagine how 

many borders and boundaries you cross again and again and again, and you don’t even 

see them. There you are–hundreds of people in the Mideast killing each other over some 

imaginary line that you’re not even aware of and cannot see. From where you see it, the 

thing is a whole, and it’s so beautiful. You wish you could take one in each hand, one 

from each side in the various conflicts, and say, “Look. Look at it from this perspective. 

Look at that. What’s important?....When you come back there’s a difference in the world 

now. There’s a difference in that relationship between you and that planet, and you and 

all those other forms of life on that planet, because you’re had that kind of experience. 

It’s a difference and it’s so precious. (as cited in White, 1998, pp. 12-13) 

As humans, when we stretch, risk, adventure, and explore with our senses, we experience life 

anew (Abram, 1997; Carson, 2011; Milton, 2006). When we consciously awaken, a colorless 

world is illuminated in rainbow hues, alive and animated (Abram,1991; Davis, 2009). Curiosity 

and a sense wonder are powerful re-connectors for humankind, and they have the capacity to 

help us rebuild our relationship with ourselves, others, and the world of Nature (Egan, Cant, & 

Judson, 2014; Frankl, 1962). Through a deeper understanding of Nature, we open to wondrous 

epiphanies and moral enlightenments (Abram, 1991; Egan, Cant, & Judson, 2014; Mathews, 

2013). These experiences enable us to view Earth from the moon’s orbit, to run a four-minute 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  27 

 

mile, to discover new humanoid species3, and to experience simple connection with a Monarch 

butterfly in a meadow filled with wildflowers. Such metaphysical experiences can change us 

forever, breaking habitual thoughts, perceptions, cultural truths, and beliefs, and they bring 

enchantment to our ontological existence on the planet (Berry, 1999; Curry, 2012; Kegan, 1982; 

Mathews, 2013; Perry 1970).  

 There is little debate from social scientists that humans are patterned and anchored in 

their beliefs, assumptions, and behavior (Goleman, 2006; Medina, 2008; Wilson, 1999). Our 

patterned beliefs and assumptions are believed to be formed from two domains. One thought is 

that we hold beliefs inherent in our DNA, formed from our early days on the planet and our 

struggle for survival (Abrams, 2010; Medina, 2008; Pratarelli, 2014). Science recognizes that 

innate instinctive patterns in thinking, such as flight and fight, are part of survival and evolution 

as a species, helping us to thrive (Goleman, 2006; Medina, 2008). It has also been argued that 

individuals and collectives construct and create social realities of life on the planet based on life 

experiences (Dewey, 1933; Kegan, 1982; Perry, 1970). Through the combination of innate and 

learned patterns, individuals and cultural collectives continue to adapt, efficiently survive, and 

innovate to new levels of living on the planet.  

 While patterned thinking and behavior help us survive and evolve, it is also our fatal flaw 

(Pratarelli, 2014; Wright, 2004). We are consumers (Pratarelli, 2007). For as long as we have 

existed on the planet, we have been hunters and gatherers. Our religious, philosophical, 

economic, and political beliefs have ingrained in humans the need to exploit and gain material 

goods from our natural environment (Diamond, 2005; Leopold, 1966; Marx & Engels, 2012; 

                                                
3 Homo naledi, a new species of the genus Homo from the Dinaledi Chamber of South Africa, was discovered in 2013. This 
scientific find will likely rewrite the history of humanoid evolution (Berger, Hawks, de Ruiter, Churchill, Schmid, Delezene, ... , 
Skinner, 2015). 
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Moore, 2015; Pratarelli, 2007; Smith, 1937). Some researchers suggest that this quest for 

aggregate consumption is the root cause of most historical and present-day conflicts (Diamond, 

2005; Pratarelli, 2007). 

 
Complexity Leadership Theory: Conceptual Map for Leader’s Transforamtion 
 
 The Law of Requisite Complexity states that it takes complexity to defeat complexity 

(Boisot & McKelvey, 2006). A system must possess complexity equal to that of its environment 

in order to function effectively. I suggest that it is a more symbiotic relationship; you need 

complexity to embrace complexity, and it is not about defeating or a conquering. The process is 

one of adaptation and adjustment to the changing patterns in the environment, and of learning to 

live with them in resilience (Lichtenstein & Plowman, 2009; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009).  

 When we think of our rapidly changing climate, we want to move in a fluid motion of 

harmony and adaptation. In dealing with the complexity of global environments, CLT answers 

the question of why leaders are challenged: they fail to employ a systems thinking approach to 

understand the complexity of organizations made up of interconnected networks (Lichtenstein & 

Plowman, 2009; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009). According to Senge (2006), “Systems thinking is a 

discipline for seeing the ‘structures’ that underlie complex situations, and for discerning high 

from low leverage change” (p. 69). 

A new kind of leadership is being called for to illuminate a path for humanity that 

will enable us to adapt and evolve with our complex, changing planet (Hawkins, 2007; 

Moore, 2015; McKibben, 2010; Senge, Scharmer, Jaworski, & Flowers, 2004; Wheatley, 

2006). In response to this call, new leadership models are offering a new theoretical 

approach to leadership. Lichtenstein et al. (2006) and Schneider and Somers (2006), in 

their respective research, offer a perspective on CLT that positions leadership as a 
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potential mechanism that entangles and affects individual and collective agency within 

the organization to adapt to the changing environment. According to Avolio and Hannah 

(2008), complexity can be a generative process and has the potential to positively 

influence a leader’s readiness to develop further complexity of the mind.  

Emerging studies of CLT and its application to leadership through complex 

adaptive systems (CAS) give new understandings to how and why leaders can potentially 

adapt and evolve in organizational groups (Boisot & McKelvey, 2010; Schneider & 

Somers, 2006). CAS are composed of a diversity of agents that interact and mingle, 

mutually affecting one another and creating novel behavior for the system as a whole 

(Regine & Lewis, 2000). The CAS approach promotes the leader, through individual 

freedom, to act as a catalyst for change adaption and organizational evolution (Osborn & 

Hunt, 2007). “Complexity leadership theory provides a clear and unambiguous pathway 

for driving responsibility downward, sparking self-organization and innovation, and 

making the firm much more responsive and adaptive at the boundaries” (Lichtenstein et 

al., 2006, p. 8).  

Research suggests that by moving away from the traditional role of managing the 

organization (the action of authority through a hierarchical structure), leaders affect 

cognitive processes in the workplace (Krause, 2004; Pink, 2009). Moreover, Boisot and 

McKelvey (2010) share that top-down hierarchical authority tends to impose the ideas of 

a few on the wisdom of neural networks. Recent studies suggest that a shift in formal 

leadership roles requires new levels of conscious self-awareness and leadership 

competencies (McDonald, 2009; Lynch & McFetridge, 2011). Bol and Schultz (2007) 

stress the importance of a more conscious leader and suggest that strategic leaders play a 
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pivotal role in shifting the organization to the “edge of chaos” and aid organizational 

learning and attuning by influencing the structural processes of interaction among 

organizational agents. An opportunity exists for traditional hierarchical leaders to shift 

from an authoritative role to one that Bol and Schultz (2007) term the “architect” or 

“developer,” one who enables the organizational system and the agents within it to 

intermingle and freely express ideas. As the architect, a leader can achieve great 

satisfaction, reward, and inspiration from building of relationships. It enables the great 

potential of stakeholders to shine (Kegan & Lahey, 2009). 

 CLT offers leaders an applicable framework for finding solutions to present and 

future challenges through a paradigm shift in how to lead organizations—from positional 

authority to enabling leadership. I see this new role of the leader as an architect of 

network relationships. Unfortunately, one limitation of CLT research is that it does not 

offer a coherent strategy for how to transform leaders from positional or hierarchical 

authority to enabling leaders or architects of network relationships. 

 Transforming Leaders to Embrace Complexity. How can leaders embrace the 

complexity of today’s world, with all of its conflict, destruction, and violence? How can 

we move forward without reacting out of fear and hate, and instead lead with creative 

resilience and tolerance to build a coherent community (Swimme & Tucker, 2011, p. 67)? 

Parks (2011) suggests that it is through the understanding and practice of human 

development that we build “citizen leadership”4 that enables leaders to creatively respond 
                                                
4 Citizen leadership happens when citizens have power and influence and the responsibility to make decisions. Citizen leadership 

is possible when individuals have some control over their own services. It also happens when citizens take action for the benefit 

of others (Scottish Government, 2008). 
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to new and ancient challenges. Moreover, it has been suggested that the objective of 

leadership development is to expand the leaders’ capacity and capability to be effective 

(Riggio, Ciulla, & Sorenson, 2003). Recognizing that the traditional leadership approach 

of building leader knowledge does not prepare the individual to deal with emerging, 

wicked problems (Avolio, 2010; Parks, 2011). 

 This leaves the question of what strategy to implement to achieve this critical 

paradigm shift in catalytic leadership. How can we enable developmental movement or 

leader development to allow heightened levels of knowing the self and systems thinking 

awareness? Based on developmental psychology, constructive-developmental theory 

(CDT) provides a conceptual framework for understanding how individuals elevate their 

developmental movement to new levels of consciousness. Implementing CDT offers an 

understanding of potential strategies to transform developmental movement into 

heightened self-awareness for leaders.  

 CDT supports the objective of my study that leader developmental movement can 

be gained through experience in the Nature-holding environment. 

 
Constructive-Development Theory: Learning through Experience 
 
 Robert Kegan (1982, 1994) introduced the term constructive-development theory, the 

ideas for which come from psychology—from the seminal works of Jean Piaget (1936), James 

Baldwin (1906), John Dewey (1938), George Herbert Mead (1934), and William Perry (1970). 

Kegan’s theory focuses on the individual’s life pursuit of actualization. This actualization is the 

development of consciousness through the pursuit of differentiation and autonomy from external 

forces (Kegan, 1982, 1994). CDT suggests there is a tension in the process of pursuing 

actualization, where part of an individual’s being seeks development of autonomy and 
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differentiation, and another part seeks development of inclusion and attachment (Kegan, 1982). 

Kegan refers to the development of inclusion and attachment as cultural embeddedness, or our 

social-normative patterns of thinking and acting that grow from boundaries of comfort and fear. 

Embeddedness meets the individual’s need for social belonging and cohesion, but it can also act 

as a fortress, blocking the freedom to experience new development through self-actualization 

(Perry, 1970). CDT suggests that to reach self-actualization, an individual needs to let go of 

embeddedness or differentiate from the patterns and norms that hold them. As the infant breaks 

away from the embeddedness of the mother’s womb to become autonomous, so does the leader 

need to break away from patterns of cultural embeddedness that can limit their growth. CDT 

provides the insight and opportunity for leaders to heighten self-actualization through 

differentiation or life experiences (Kegan, 1982). Exposure to foreign experiences provides 

leaders with an opportunity to discover innovative ways of operating that enable new metal 

models and alter the way they sense and act in the world. 

 Discarding embeddedness allows a new understanding of growth potential; it allows 

rebirth and transition from old ways of thinking. In the context of life history, the process of self-

actualization is an ongoing, cyclical process of embedding and differentiating. As we discover 

something new, we take time to rebalance it in our new mental model. Becoming re-embedded to 

new patterns allows us to experience social cohesion once again and to understand the 

complexities of the world more clearly (Kegan, 1982). 

 What limits our opportunity for new growth? No growth is without pain and discomfort. 

When we dis-embed from our comfortable ways of being, it leaves us vulnerable and exposed 

(Heifetz & Linsky, 2002). Galileo Galilei is a historical example of this; as scientific leader of 

research, he was persecuted and imprisoned by the church for his emerging theory that the sun, 
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not Earth, is the center of the galaxy (Whitehouse, 2009). According to Scharmer (2009), new 

thinking is a lonely place; it means stepping outside the cultural norms of society—outside that 

place of acceptance and comfort. It takes courage for leaders to let go of old patterns and mental 

models and go against the majority. Leaders often feel psychological and physical pain in the 

face of changing environments, and the natural instinct is to resist this life in motion (Kegan, 

1982). William Harvey,5 an English physician who was the first to describe the human 

circulatory system, which was a departure from cultural beliefs, described his pain and the fear 

of sharing his new knowledge and insight with the world: 

But what remains to be said upon the quantity and source of the blood which passes is of 

a character so novel and unheard of that I not only fear injury to myself from the envy of 

a few, but a tremble lest I have mankind at large for my enemies, so much doth wont 

and custom become second nature. Doctrine once sown strikes deep its root, and respect 

for antiquity influences all men. Still the die is cast, and my trust is in love of truth and 

candour of cultivated minds. (cited in Kandel, 2012, p. 508) 

Considering CDT, I suggest that crisis and resistance to change is a potential gateway to new 

understanding that enables developmental movement. Kegan (1982) suggests that the conflict is 

our conditioned immunity to change, which is ingrained in our habits and cultural 

                                                
5 Harvey’s discoveries inevitably brought him into conflict with Greek physician Galen’s (120—200AD) teachings, and the 

publication of Harvey’s treatise, De Motu Cordis, in 1628 incited considerable controversy within the medical community. Some 

doctors announced they would rather err with Galen than proclaim the truth with Harvey. Galen incompletely perceived the 

function of the heart, believing it to be “productor of heat,” while the function of its affluents, the arteries, was to cool the blood 

as the lungs “fanned and cooled the heart itself.” Galen thought that during dilation, the arteries sucked in air, and during their 

contraction they discharged vapors through pores in the flesh and skin (Osler, 2009). 
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embeddedness. New insights have the potential to allow us to shift from old patterns to new 

thinking grounded in creativity, innovation, and a higher level of consciousness. Perhaps 

developmental movement to a higher stage of consciousness can enable leaders to catch up to the 

rapid changing complexity of our world. 

 Is there a developmental intervention or process that can enable leaders to suspend 

cultural embeddedness and to allow for opportunities to experience the world differently? Is 

there a safe holding environment that does not cause much discomfort and allows for reflexive 

learning to rebalance the tensions of embeddedness and differentiation? From my experience, 

and the leadership literature, Nature retreats might provide the context and process for 

individuals to engage in new thinking that facilitates developmental growth. 

Out of the classroom and into the messy world. Vaill (1996) argues that institutional 

learning has ill-prepared us for the messy learning world inhabited by practicing managerial 

leaders and other professionals. According to Kolb (1994):  

As humans how can we begin to know the world unless we experience it!? If we base 

our judgements only on cultural normative knowledge we are not seeing the full reality. 

Knowledge results from the transaction between these objective and subjective 

experiences in a process called learning. (p. 37) 

A limiting factor and a contemporary norm for organizational leaders is to keep to the habitual 

pattern they know, rejecting new learning approaches out of a subconscious fear of the unknown 

or the newness that creates a disequilibrium for the organization (Kegan & Lahey, 2009). The 

formal school system is shown in the literature to be primarily a control system, not a true 

educational system in which liberation of the mind and spirit of learners is the primary objective 

(Fullan & Scott, 2009). Traditional leadership development is achieved through a standard 
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practice of didactic teaching, where groups are brought together to be “taught and learned” in the 

classroom (Parks, 2010; Vaill, 1996). This practice is based on teaching leadership knowledge, 

teaching leaders how to act (or trait leadership), and teaching leaders how to act in different 

situations (or situational leadership). It does not consider that as complexity increases and the 

world changes, there is not a classroom session or manual that can prepare leaders for the 

unpredictability of change and the challenges that it presents. “Educators, at best since Dewey 

have argued that human beings, and particularly adults, learn best from their own experience” 

(Parks, 2010, p. 7). Developing a leader’s mental complexity is messy work that draws on the 

head and the heart, and has often been termed the soft leadership skills of thinking and feeling 

(Kegan & Lahey, 2009). 

 Leadership is a learning process that can be described as the “space between” leaders and 

followers in a mutually dialogic approach, influencing each other toward a common purpose 

(Bohm, 1980; Uhl-Bien, Marion, & McKelvey, 2007). Programs focused on leader development 

have increasing become more important and have become serious business (Kets de Vries & 

Korotov, 2010). According to Kets de Vries and Korotov (2010), they have learned from their 

experience running executive programs for leading business schools and corporate organizations 

that there is a desire for participants to make a change in their personal and professional lives. 

There seems to be a real need for leaders to enable their capacity to adapt to a changing world 

(Kets de Vries & Korotov, 2010). According to Gregersen, Morrison, and Black (1998), the most 

sought-after resource in business in our contemporary world is global leaders with the experience 

and capability to lead in complex times. In our world of cultural diversity, research suggests that 

leaders competent in “adventuresomeness, curiosity, or open-mindedness” will be more able to 

successfully adapt to cross-cultural challenges and complexity (p. 23).  
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 The road to developing leadership capacity and capability is paved through life 

experiences. Knowledge is continuously gained and tested through the curiosity and life 

experiences of the learner (Kolb, 1984). According to Merleau-Ponty (1966), it is through our 

lived body experiences that we take hold of the world, receiving it though the senses as a 

possible realm of action. DeRue and Wellman (2009) suggest that leadership needs to be steeped 

in the challenge that comes from life experience. CDT argues it is continually learning and 

moving from old patterns of regulating principles to new ones that enables new models of 

thinking and behavior (Bohm & Biederman, 1999; Kegan, 1982; Piaget, 1936). This supports the 

thought that “ideas are not fixed and immutable elements of thought but are formed and re-

formed through experience” (Kolb, 1984, p. 26). Moreover, learning is an emergent process 

whose outcomes are based on the experience of individuals and not on knowledge of the future 

(Kolb, 1984). The fact that learning is a continuous process grounded in experience has 

important educational implications. Every learner comes into the classroom with different life 

experiences, so as educators and facilitators of human development, we cannot start at the same 

level for everyone (Bohm & Biederman, 1999; Kolb, 1984). 

The conflict gateway and leader development. According to Kolb (1984), “All models 

suggest the idea that learning is by its very nature a tension and conflict filled process” (Kolb, 

1984, p. 30). Through the complexity of a changing world, we experience newness that exits the 

familiar and moves to the foreign, often rubbing up against the cultural truths we hold in our 

beliefs and assumptions. This new paradigm interrupts normal patterns of organization and calls 

for participants to enact new patterns (Ford, Ford, & D’Amelio, 2008). Differentiation from 

embedded habits and patterns involves an interplay of deliberate and emerging processes that can 

be ambiguous and create a disequilibrium in self-identity and interpersonal relationships (Kegan, 
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1982; Mintzberg & Waters, 1985). Disequilibrium can be considered a crisis of meaning for the 

individual through which they question their self-identity (Kegan, 1982). Through the doubt and 

confusion, an opening can occur at “the flaming swords at the gate of true understanding” 

(Isaacs, 1999, p. 241), where the individual is free to respond creatively to the challenge of the 

new moment (Bohm & Biederman, 1999). When individuals are able to take responsibility for 

the resistance they encounter as a product of their interactions and sense making, they become 

free to choose a more empowering interpretation of the actions of the recipient (Ford, Ford, & 

D’Amelio, 2008). In light this idea, encountering change is a process of engaging in sense-

making, weighing old conclusions, against the newly discovered differentiation that is emerging. 

Thomas, Clark, and Gioia (1993) describe sense-making as an active process that encompasses 

the interaction of information seeking, meaning ascription, and associated responses. According 

to Bohm and Biederman (1999), this process is done by trying to understand the past, and if the 

understanding is deep enough, it liberates the learner, enabling them to consider new “moving 

conclusions” that regulate their thinking and behavior. According to Bradford (1964), “The 

essence of the learning experience is a transformational process in which the members negotiate 

as each attempts to influence or control the stream of events that satisfy (their) personal needs” 

(p. 192). 

 As we experience relationships and actions in organizations, we move from old models of 

thinking and acting. Changing environments bring new experiences that create tension and 

conflict, great and small. This needs to reframed and looked at as an opportunity for leaders to 

tap into diverse ways of sensing and knowing. Our default way of reacting to tension and conflict 

is to oppress it or push it aside. It can be argued that this avoidance only keep us in old ways of 

being in and reacting to the world. In the tension, an opportunity exists for a new learning 
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process—to creatively approach new challenges with open eyes. Moreover, there is also an 

opportunity to connect with the learner’s latent potential—the authentic self, awaiting to be 

discovered. 

 
The Mechanical View 
 
 In a growing human population, and with increasing migration to urban centers, there is a 

growing separation in attitudes and values toward Nature, where people see themselves as 

wholly separate from Nature (Hamilton, 2010). According to Hamilton (2010), a mechanical 

philosophy has created a fissure between Nature and humanity. This, in turn, has led to a loss of 

“knowing thyself,” with more outward focus on the material world and a more individualistic 

priority on the personal self. This separation between Nature and humans is a recent 

phenomenon in the past half century, and it has increased dramatically in conjunction with a 

thirst for capitalistic pursuits (Hamilton, 2010; Korten, 2010; McKibben, 2010; Moore, 2015). In 

our contemporary world, personal identity is attached to consumption activities, where a heavy 

emphasis is placed on technology and the pursuit of personal wealth to define our place in 

society (Korten, 2010). Hamilton argues, “The modern concept of ‘progress’ embodies the idea 

of separating ourselves from Nature both physically and psychologically” (2010, p. 135).  

 When we look back in history, before the mechanical separation from Nature, there is 

evidence that the great thinkers held on to an indivisible perspective between Nature and humans 

(Hamilton, 2010; Krivine, 2014). In the fourth century, Plato wrote: 

Therefore, we may consequently state that: this world is indeed a living being endowed 

with a soul and intelligence…a single visible living entity containing all other living 

entities, which by their nature are all related. (as cited in Hamilton, 2010, p. 137) 
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 Several myths in our belief system act as mental models to regulate behavior. One is the 

belief that through innovation and technology, we will solve the challenges that threaten our 

existence on Earth (Pratarelli, 2014). Second, the environmental movement, NGOs, and social 

causes will be adequate to push and educate the masses toward espousing sustainable behavior 

and long-term wellbeing for the world community (Moore, 2015; Pratarelli, 2014). It is evident 

that the environmental movement supported by NGOs has failed in creating a paradigm shift for 

living in a more just and sustainable world (Moore, 2015). Pratarelli (2014) stated, “There is 

little doubt that an orchestrated approach to reshaping individuals’ behavior and society’s 

dysfunctional laissez-faire attitude toward the future will become essential” (p. 67). According to 

Ecimovic et al. (2014), both individuals and corporate leaders will need to shift present laissez-

faire attitudes on social responsibility to one that espouses and embraces a commitment to social 

and environmental issues if we are to overcome the crisis of our living conditions in the 

biosphere of Earth. 

 Kuhn (1996) shares the emergent process of paradigm shifts where the rapid complexity 

of the system outdistances the complexity of the thinker. This gap in complexity between system 

and thinker creates a conflict or, as Kuhn states, a “failure of existing rules” (p. 68). This failure 

is the prelude for new paradigms in regulations. Over the past half-century, we have witnessed 

an emerging paradigm shift in how we view our world. The regulating model for science and the 

ontological and epistemological view of the world came from Newtonian theory, where 

everything is deterministic, with a linear cause and effect; we live in a world made of parts that 

form the machine (Capra, 1991, 1996; De Quincey, 2010; Moore, 2015). We have been 

influenced by a Cartesian dualism that objectifies the world and separates humans from Nature 

(Krivine, 20115; Moore, 2015). Mathews (2003) reminds us that “when dualistic premises are 
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assumed, the reality of the world can neither be conceived nor known: only by adopting a 

nondualistic perspective can we provide a conceptual and epistemological account of the reality 

of things” (p. 29).  

 Einstein’s Theory of Relativity and the quantum domain have changed our regulating 

models of how we view and understand our world, providing humankind with an opportunity to 

behave and operate differently (Capra, 1996; Prigogine, 1984). In Evolving Self, Robert Kegan 

(1982) shares Perry’s (1970) metaphor of the Trojan horse and the opportunity that exists for 

individual development through new experiences: 

Tempted from the fortress of our established habit of mind by an intriguing figure on 

familiar ground, we engage it, only to have it explode upon us; a whole army spreading 

upon us; a whole army spreading out, captures the fortress, and establishing new ground. 

(p. 42) 

The Trojan horse Perry presents is our human consciousness, which awaits the opportunity to be 

discovered and to liberate us from our cultural embeddedness and regulating old patterns of 

thinking and behaving. Through new human experiences, our consciousness is awakened. 

According to Maturana (2002), conscious self-awareness is a gift that gives us the possibility of 

seeing ourselves through our reflexivity, to sense how we think and act. Through this biological 

gift of consciousness, we can escape from the trappings of life, as it enables a portal to reflective 

autonomy and freedom (Maturana, 2002). 

 
The Universal Story of Interconnection 
 
 There is an emerging urgency highlighted in the literature for us to begin thinking within 

the context of the whole planet, with all of its indivisible parts, from the human to the extra-

human fractal components (Berry, 2011; Bohm, 1980; Moore, 2015). According to Berry (2011), 
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when we talk about ethics we must comprehend it to mean the principles and values that govern 

our comprehensive community. The purpose of the paradigm shift is to change leaders’ thinking 

around the story of Earth’s community, and the story of the universe (Swimme & Tucker, 2011). 

If we can begin to truly understand our very beginnings and where humanity was born, we can 

change our behavior and our relationship with the sacred land we live on and share with other 

species. Freya Mathews (2003) advocates panpsychism,6 and cites Frans Hoagland, who shares 

the narrative of an Australian Aboriginal elder on humankind’s connection to the land: 

See, you are the land, and the land is you. There’s no difference. It’s hard to see the 

difference between nature and yourself. We have separated from it because we are told 

it is separate. We made a division between the garden and people. We put people on top. 

We made people and everything else. So people got separated from nature and don’t see 

themselves as a part of nature anymore. But we are part of it. Like the fish, like the 

birds, like the rocks, we all have function. The land is there and is happy hearing the 

sounds of people. It is used to the sounds of people. It is used to the smell of people, but 

because we separate ourselves, it becomes lonely. The land is lonely without people, 

because the land, with all its forms, developed simultaneously. It’s like a gardener 

without a gardener. We are the gardeners! We are all connected. We all come from the 

same lifegiving force, that lifegiving essence. In the beginning, he splitting up time, he 

become rock and land simultaneously. It is just, ‘then there was this, and then people 

came.’ No! People and everything came simultaneously. Not after, not before, but 

together. (p. 180) 
                                                
6 Panpsychism is the doctrine or belief that everything material, however small, has an element of individual consciousness 

(Mathews, 2013). 
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This shared narrative is a spiritual or subjective calling for re-connection to the sacred land we 

inhabit—a metaphysical way of being with and experiencing the land. Science supports this 

subjective “connection” story of the universe and Earth (Bohr, 1935; Bohm; 1980; Capra, 1991, 

1996; De Quincey, 2010; Einstein, 1952; Maturana & Varela, 1980, 1987; Prigogine, 1984; 

Wheatley, 2006). Zajonc (2013) contends that there is a problem when we use objectivity to 

explain experience. Context-dependent relationships give rise to phenomena—to context-

dependent experience. Considering our human behavioural patterns of living in a mechanized 

world, we are always looking for the objective foundations behind reality and what it is that 

supports experience (Zajonc, 2013). We are always looking for something other than experience 

to explain the world in terms of cause and effect way—in a way that speaks of an objective 

world (Zajonc, 2013). This traditional paradigm separates us from each other, from the land, and 

from all other animates (Abram, 1997, 2010; Mathews, 2003; Snyder, 2010; Zylstra, Knight, 

Esler, & Le Grange, 2014). When we let go of the objective paradigm we awake to the essence 

of our senses (consciousness), to an unseparated connection with nature, and we become 

“accomplices in a vast and steady unfolding mystery” (Abram, 2010, p. 131). 

 Swimme and Tucker (2011) share the importance of understanding the contemporary 

theory of the universal story, the origins of humanity and all matter. Over the course of the past 

century, through technological progress and the pursuit of the ontological and epistemological 

existence of humanity, we have discovered over 100 billion galaxies and have widely accepted 

the Big Bang Theory (Hawking, 1996; Sagan & Druyan, 2011; Swimme & Tucker, 2011; 

Weinberg, 1993).  

 The theory supports the birth of the universe from a massive explosion 14-billion years 

ago in a continuous outward multicentered universe that includes the Milky Way and the planet 
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Earth (Hawking, 1996; Sagan & Druyan, 2011; Swimme & Tucker, 2011; Weinberg, 1993). It is 

difficult for humankind to fathom that all life on Earth began from violent supernova explosions; 

that our very being, and that of all living and non-living matter, evolved from stardust; that we 

are not from this planet but are of this universe (Berry, 1999; Sagan & Druyan, 2011; Swimme & 

Tucker, 2011). From a trickle of microbes and bacteria millions of years ago, and through a 

symbiotic process of slow but steady adaptation and selection, human life came into existence in 

its present form, Homo sapiens, some hundred thousand years ago (Smith et al., 2007; Wilson, 

1993, 1999). When we begin to understand the existential meaning of our origins and deepen our 

knowledge about Earth and its natural processes, there is a paradigm shift in our thinking and 

behavior. According to Berry (1999), “Through our observational sciences we begin to 

understand just how the Earth was born out of the larger processes of the universe, how life 

appeared out of the land, and more recently how we ourselves emerged into being” (p. 22). 

Through this existential knowledge, we become conscious to that idea humans are 

interconnected in the web of life on Earth, that we are not separate from the land (Berry, 1999; 

Capra, 1996). According to the ancient teachings of Chuang Tzu,7 through the unity story of the 

universe, we can sense the dynamic patterns and transitory stages in the constant flow of 

transformation and change (Graham, 1981). This shift conflicts with our culturally embedded 

mental models, which are based on the idea that our planet exists for rational economic purposes 

and exploitation for scientific research (Berry, 1999; Moore, 2015). This intuitive shift toward a 

more whole and universal thinking process enables us to re-awaken our imaginations and 

creative potential to a world of wonder and enchantment; to smash down the old walls of 
                                                
7 Chuang Tzu (Chuang Chou, c. 360 BC), along with Lao Tzu, is a defining figure in Chinese Taoism. Chuang Tzu probably 

authored only parts of the first seven chapters of the present text, the so-called Inner Chapters (Graham, 1981). 
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thinking and sense the sublime mystery and brilliance of our universe through our sentient 

experiences (Abram, 1997, 2010; Berry, 1999; Csikszentmihalyi, 1996, Curry, 2012; Mathews, 

2003). According to Bohm and Biederman (1999), the ideal human behavior should be that every 

moment of relationship and experience be creative in nature. This creative space is where hope 

lies for leaders and humanity to co-create the world anew and move toward embracing the 

challenges of the contemporary epoch (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Senge et al., 2008; Scharmer & 

Kaufer, 2013). 

 
Emerging Consciousness: Knowing thyself 
 
 According to Chandler (2014), “In a rapidly changing world, success is not based so 

much upon a store of acquired knowledge but upon the capacities for self-reflection of how one 

needs to adapt in an ever shifting environment” (p. 3). The question then becomes how 

humankind can fully enable its capacity and capability for resilience to embrace the rapidly 

changing complexity of our world. Scholars argue that developing new levels of conscious self-

awareness is the key to building capacity and capability for resilience (Bohm, 1980; Kegan, 

1982; Wilber, 2000). This new level of consciousness involves humankind developing global or 

even universal systems thinking, or the ability to see and understand challenges from a higher 

level of complexity (Berry, 1999; Senge, 2004; Wilber, 2000). The understanding that everything 

is interconnected in the universe, that we are not from the universe but are of this universe 

(Berry, 1999; Swimme & Tucker, 2011). Over 50 years ago, Albert Einstein proposed that 

humanity cannot solve our challenges with the same thinking that created them. Scholars 

continue to revert to the words of Einstein and the need for humankind to develop higher levels 

of consciousness (Kegan, 1982; Rockström, 2015; Wilber, 2000). One of our collective human 

faults is our failure to continue to grow our awareness and evolve our thinking and actions. We 
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are not capable of understanding the evolving physical and mental complexities of the world 

(Wilber, 2000). Levine and Levine (1998) posit that in some epochs, humankind once embraced 

change. Plato and philosophers of his time believed that everyday life involved change and 

instability, that these were the characteristics of human existence and experience. In Western 

culture today, we talk of change but rarely embrace and act on it. According to philosopher Henri 

Bergson (2007): 

We speak of change, but we do not think about it. We say that change exists, that 

everything changes, that change is the very law of things: yes, we say it and repeat it; 

but those are only words, and we reason and philosophize as though change did not 

exist. (p. 8). 

 Through the seminal work of great thinkers on developmental psychology, it is suggested 

that by enabling developmental movement of individuals through life experience leaders can 

increase their level of consciousness in how they view themselves and the world around them 

(Bergson, 2007; Csikszentmihalyi, 2008; Jung, 1958; Kegan, 1982; Piaget, 1936; Perry, 1970). 

Through operating at higher levels of consciousness, theories support that increases in an 

individual’s capacity and capability enable the leader’s ability to cope, adapt, and creatively 

think through change and emerging challenges (Kegan & Lahey, 2009; Wilber, 2000).  

 The question then turns to how do we develop the capacity and capability of the leader? 

What development processes and interventions are most effective for enabling higher levels of 

conscious awareness? There is emerging literature suggesting that there is potentially an 

opportunity to grow developmental movement towards higher levels of consciousness through 

experimental learning programs that are set in Nature (Keniger, Gaston, Irvine & Fuller, 2013; 

Zylstra, Knight, Esler, & Le Grange, 2014). There are advocates that posit leadership Nature 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  46 

 

retreats might be holding environments or trigger events that enable processes that break the self-

imposed boundaries held by leaders so they can operate as collaborative intelligence for the good 

of the organizational community (Senge, Scharmer; Jaworski & Flowers, 2004).  

 
Exploring Leadership Theory 
 
 An important starting point in comprehending the evolving story of leadership learning 

and development is to understand the etymology of word ‘leadership’ and define it in the context 

to this study. This word has been used since antiquity and in our contemporary world we hear 

leadership used often. There are those that suggest the meaning ‘leadership’ has been misused 

and bastardized: 

…problem with leadership studies as an academic discipline and with the people 

who do leadership is neither the scholars nor practitioners have been able to define 

leadership with precision, accuracy, and conciseness so that people are able to 

label it correctly when they see it happening or when they engage it. Without an 

agreed upon definition, all kinds of activities, processes, and persons are labeled as 

leadership by both scholars and practitioners. The word leadership (and, to some 

extent, related words such as lead, leader, and leading) are used in scholarly and 

popular publications, organizational newsletters and reports, and media to mean 

different things that have little to do with any considered notion of what leadership 

actually is. (Rost, 1993, p. 6) 

 Interestingly, the word leadership comes from the root word Leith that has a literal 

meaning of ‘to go forth and die’, tying the word to an act of violence and going forth to vanquish 

others through conquest (Gerzon, 2006). The word leadership first appears in the English 

dictionary in the 1800’s, referring the definition to “the state or condition of a leader” (Rost, 
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1993, p. 40). Originating from the perspective of the industrial paradigm, and espoused by our 

contemporary western capitalistic world, the word leadership holds several meanings that 

conflate into a characteristic of dominance: (1) leadership is being number one and producing 

excellence; (2) one holding office or position of power in an organization; and, (3) one person in 

charge or directing a group (Rost, 1993). The late American historian and political scientist, 

James McGregor Burns, who wrote on leadership, was one of the first scholars to open the door 

towards an evolving meaning (Rost). Moving the meaning of leadership away from a dominance 

characterization. Burns shifted the focus of leadership studies from the ‘Captains of Industry’, 

the construct of leadership being born, and underpinned by traits and actions of great men, to the 

interaction of leaders and their followers as collaborators working toward mutual purpose 

(Burns, 1978; 1984). In searching through the literature, it is evident the scholarly definition of 

the word leadership is controversial; the word becomes ambiguous with a plethora of meaning 

(Rost, 1993; Stogdill, 1974; Yukl, 1989). Considering this, it leaves one asking is there a 

difference between leadership and management, or even between leadership and leader? 

 On the edge of the 21st-century, Joseph Rost in Leadership for the Twenty-First Century 

calls for a need for a “quantum leap” in leadership theory to break the patterns of the industrial 

paradigm that still lead the epistemology of leadership thought (Rost, 1993, p. 100). It can be 

suggested that the industrial paradigm still influences the direction of leadership theory today—

well into the 21st-century. You need not to look any further then the symbolic mechanistic name 

of the university institution’s ‘faculty of Management’ that are annually enrolling thousands of 
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undergraduate commerce or graduate MBA students throughout North America8. 

 Leadership versus management. As the meaning of leadership has evolved it is often 

interchanged with the word management in organizational settings (Rost, 1993; Yukl, 1989). In 

this context leadership as management gives way to the idea that the leadership process uses 

positional power and authority to obtain interpersonal influence on individuals and groups to 

carry out organizational tasks and objectives (Fiedler & Garcia, 1987; Hunt, 1984; Yukl, 1989). 

This coalesces with the traditional industrial paradigm that is most commonly used in 

organizational leadership approaches today, where the leader formally leads through a position 

of authority over followers (Burns, 1978; Northouse, 2015; Rost, 1993). Moreover, management 

can be thought of as a process of managing resources through control to achieve desired 

organizational goals (Rost, 1993). As we expand the idea of leadership, grasping that leading 

people is not the same as managing tasks and objectives, leaders can inspire a more positive 

response from their followers to achieve desired results (Farr, 1997). According to Farr, 

leadership is the art of causing ‘followership’ and is based on two principles: (1) people do what 

their minds and emotions tell them to do; and, (2) followers provide the motivation, and that the 

leader cannot motivate others but only influence others to motivate themselves. The art of the 

leaders is being able to navigate the relationships of the followers, understanding that each 

individual is unique in their needs and wants, and to what motivates them. The skill for the 

leader then becomes being able to read the motivating factors of the followers, and influence an 

                                                
8 The AQMEA (The Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business) calculates there are 633 faculty’s of School of 

Business / Management in the United States. Moreover, this can be juxtaposed to the aberrant School of Leadership faculties, 

where emerging holistic and relational approaches to leadership are being facilitated and learned. This nascent school faculty 

totals approximately seventy in the United States and seems to be a growing trend (taken from the site: http://www.aacsb.edu). 
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inspired-action through providing the tools to achieve organizational goals (Farr, 1997). 

Moreover, in this study we will apply the idea that leadership is focused on a common purpose 

between leaders and followers; leadership is a process of reflection and sharing, where followers 

influence leaders, and leaders influence followers (Rost, 1993). 

 Leadership versus leader. For the purpose of this study we espouse that leadership is a 

process of relational interaction between leaders and followers that is focused on a shared 

common purpose. This is coherent with CLT that leadership is the ‘space’ between stakeholders 

in CAS, where leaders and followers intermingle in a relational process of co-influencing and co-

inspiring each other towards organizational goals of innovation and evolution of the CAS (Uhl-

Bien, Marion, & McKelvey, 2010). Therefore, leadership is a relational process and the leader 

can be identified as interchangeable role between individuals, where when the system calls for 

expertise a leaders steps up and leads followers (Northouse, 2015; Scharmer, 2009; Uhl-Bien, 

Marion, & McKelvey, 2010). 

Emerging Leadership Theory 
 

Since antiquity, leaders have been the focus of study to find out how effective 

leadership enhances the performance of individuals, collectives, and countries (Heifetz, 

1994). With the complexity of the rapidly changing environment, old ways of leading are 

proving ineffective in addressing current and future challenges (Hunt & Dodge, 2001; 

Senge et al., 2008; Wheatley, 2006). The plethora of serious challenges facing 

humankind, including climate change, natural resource depletion, world poverty, war, 

and loss of biodiversity, are evidence. We do not need to look far to see that leaders are 

failing at leading. Many well-known organizations are struggling to survive: American 

Airlines, Research In Motion, Suzuki Motors, Avon, Sears, Target, and Radio Shack 
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(Berr, 2013). There is desperate need for nascent approaches to develop leadership 

capacity and capability to meet present and future challenges (Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013; 

Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009). Leaders are seeking new options that open new 

understanding and offer solutions to growing and emerging issues (Gerzon 2006; Hunt & 

Ropo, 2003; Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013; Senge et al., 2008).  

 Why are leaders struggling to keep up with the demands and complexity of their 

work environments? It can be argued that humanity has shifted from the industrial to 

knowledge era (Senge et al., 2008; Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013). In this new epoch, due to 

technological advances and globalization, the once vast and hard-to-reach world is 

shrinking from a human network perspective; it easy to e-mail, video conference, and 

phone someone anywhere in the world (Uhl-Bien, Marion, & McKelvey, 2007). 

Communication now connects us to more networks than ever before. Leaders feel 

pressure in this fast-paced complexity to connect and engage organizational stakeholders 

in company goals. Today’s organizational strategies use the same old ways of engaging 

and leading employees toward company goals and objectives (Anderson & Ackerman-

Anderson, 2010; Olson & Eoyang, 2001). Most often, control and authority underpin 

these strategies, which contemporary research suggests run counter to the act of engaging 

and motivating organizational stakeholders in their work (Parks, 2005; Pink, 2009). The 

rapidly changing business environment tends to outpace organizational stakeholders’ new 

knowledge learning (Kegan & Lahey, 2009). Unable to adapt to the changing physical 

and social networks, managers react cognitively, using old industrial paradigms of 

control and positional authority to solve challenges. In the long-term, this power 

approach disengages and demotivates organizational stakeholders (Mumford et al., 2000; 
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Pink, 2009; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009). In keeping with old patterns and habits, 

organizational executives still manage people instead of managing what matters most—

communication (Ford & Ford, 1995). Managers do not seem to understand that individual 

stakeholders thrive on autonomy and self-direction (Pink, 2009). Often, using control 

approaches suppress the innovative processes many scholars argue are the key to 

organizational growth and sustainability (Heifetz, Grashow, & Linsky, 2009; Lichtenstein 

& Plowman, 2009; Pink, 2009). 

 Leadership is not born, nor taught or learned. Leadership is lived through experience 

and learning (Antonacopoulou & Bento, 2004; Freire, 1993; Vaill, 1996). Leadership is a portal 

to inner learning and connecting to the authentic self, and leadership is a relational process of 

networks (Avolio, 2010). Cultural truths in organizational structures lead us to believe that a 

leader must always have the answers, even in the face of uncertainty, unpredictability, and a 

rapidly changing world (Osborn & Hunt, 2007; Wheatley, 2006). Breaking away from the 

industrial paradigm on leader development is the idea that leadership is a process of becoming—

it is really about developing capacity and capability for leading through complexity 

(Antonacopoulou & Bento, 2004; Kegan & Lahey, 2009). This approach focuses on the inward 

development of the leader, on discovering and experiencing leadership from within the self 

(Antonacopoulou & Bento, 2004). Antonacopoulou and Bento (2004) share an important 

element in this developmental approach: 

In organizations immersed in continuous change, what matters most is not what leaders 

know, but what he or she is capable of learning. This ability to learn, however, requires 

a leader who is willing to feel the vulnerability implicit in not knowing, an openness to 

experience, and approaches each new situation as a circus artist who flies from one 
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trapeze to the next, rather than clinging to the comforting security of the platform. 

Ironically enough, these are not qualities that are valued in the teaching paradigm, where 

not knowing is perceived as a weakness, and ‘incompetence’ is a dreaded state. By 

contrast, the experiential assumptions of the transformational paradigm foster the kind 

of leadership where one is perpetually a reflective beginner (ibid.) and ‘incompetence’ is 

just the exhilarating flight between competently holding the trapeze of the past and 

tentatively grasping for the trapeze of the future. (p. 82) 

Kathryn Schultz, in Being Wrong, introduces a similar concept of embracing failure to learn—

that the true path to developing latent capacity is to stretch and challenge oneself and not be 

afraid of failure. This is the path to true learning (Schultz, 2010). This process of stretching, 

failing, and learning is an opportunity to discover inner self-awareness and the wonders of the 

world, leading to great conscious self-awareness. According to Schultz (2010), 

To err is to wander, and wondering is the way we discover the world; and, lost in the 

thought, it is also the way we discover ourselves. Being right might be gratifying, but in 

the end it is static, a mere statement. Being wrong is hard and humbling, and sometimes 

even dangerous, but in the end it is a journey, and a story. Who really wants to stay 

home and be right when you can don on your armor, spring up on your steed and go 

forth to explore the world? True you might get lost along the way, get stranded in a 

swamp, have a scare at the edge of a cliff; thieves might steal your gold, brigands might 

imprison you in a cave, sorcerers might turn you into toad- but what of that? To fuck up 

is to find adventure. (pp. 42-43) 
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Binswanger, Mendel, and Lyons (1958) suggest that the human experience can be understood on 

three basic levels: (1) umwelt, the awareness of physical sensations; (2) mitwelt, how one exists 

in the world socially; and (3) eigenwelt, through introspection or reflection. Considering these 

levels of the “lived” experience, learning is a process of relational interactions through 

contextual experiences with the inner and outer worlds that an individual is connected to and is 

able to reflect on. 

 The leadership challenge. Leadership learning needs to be steeped in challenge (DeRue 

& Wellman, 2009). Leadership challenge means stretching beyond what the leader feels 

comfortable with, or even beyond where they feel their capabilities end. The literature suggests 

there are two important factors for leaders when faced with the leadership challenge: Not only 

does it need to stretch their capabilities, the individual needs to be open to the learning 

experience, and support and feedback for the individual experiencing the challenge is pivotal 

(DeRue & Wellman, 2009). Hind, Wilson, and Lenssen (2009) support the experimental learning 

environment for leaders and explicitly state that the reflexive abilities of a leader are crucial for 

success in leading in our complex world. The reflexive ability is the capacity for individuals to 

question, explore, and evolve their meaning-making of values and assumptions that inform their 

decision-making process. Traditionally, developmental leadership programs and approaches in 

business schools and organizational classrooms have not been compatible with developing 

reflexive ability (Hind, Wilson, & Lenssen, 2009). According to Kolb (1984), 

The casual observer of the transformational education process would undoubtedly 

conclude that learning was primarily a personal internal process requiring teacher and 
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classroom. Indeed, the wider ‘real-world’ environment at times seems to be actively 

rejected by educational systems at all levels. (p. 34) 

Marsick (1988) recognized that organizations and unions are faced with crises that call for a 

different way of conducting business, and suggests a need for informal learning steeped in self-

reflection and dialogue. This reflexive and dialogic process provides a path for leaders to engage 

differently, and enables new settings for solving challenges. Future leadership development 

programs that develop leaders’ ability and curiosity to explore alternative views of responsibility 

might prove to be a powerful vehicle for development (Hind, Wilson, & Lenssen, 2009; Mulec, 

2006). According to Hind, Wilson, and Lenssen (2009), future leadership development needs to 

have: (1) reflexive opportunity; (2) experimental learning; and, (3) development of systems 

thinking to enable leaders to sense the diversity of the world. 

Authentic Leadership 
 
 One of the emerging areas of leadership research is authentic leadership (Avolio, 2010; 

Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Northouse, 2015). The great phenomenological thinkers Sastre and 

Heidegger believed that authenticity is linked to the human need to maintain the personal-role 

merger—to balance individual will or responsibility with cultural norms (Baron & Parent, 2015). 

According to Immanuel Kant (1996), 

The fact that man is aware of an ego-concept raises him infinitely above all other 

creatures living on earth. Because of this, he is a person; and by virtue of his oneness of 

consciousness, he remains one and the same person despite all the vicissitudes which 

may befall him. (p. 9) 
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Applying this “oneness of consciousness” to the idea of the authentic leader, who we are and 

how we act are no different than who we are as a leader. They are congruent. As stated 

previously, the many diverse definitions of leadership are consistent with authentic leadership, 

for which there is a single, defined meaning. The underlying idea is that the authentic leader is an 

individual who is consciously self-aware of intra-personal connections, or the inner self. He or 

she understands their core values, greater purpose, and perceived self-identity. The inner world 

of consciousness fluidly connects with the outside world. The authentic leader has a sense of 

evolving meaning-making of their interpersonal processes. These intertwined systems of 

relations include environmental, political, personal, organizational, and cultural relations and 

connections. With the awareness of these connected systems, the authentic leader is more able to 

adapt to rising challenges guided by their core values. They are clear on who they are, the vision 

of where they want to go, and the right thing to do (Northouse, 2016). The authentic leader 

knows their “True North” (George, 2003). 

 Therefore, the leader is developed through their lifelong journey of sense making from 

experiences along the way (Avolio, 2010; Avolio & Gardner, 2005). This sense of who the 

authentic leader is, this genuine self, comes from the lived experiences of the leader (Kets de 

Vries & Korotov, 2007). Through this meaning making, a leader constructs their self-identity 

through life experiences (Kihlstrom & Klein, 1994; Shamir & Eilam, 2005). Leaders’ self-

identity is constructed through differentiated experiences and the assumptions that “moving 

conclusions” continuously shift and transform (Bohm & Biederman, 1999; Hogg, 2001; 

Kihlstrom & Klein, 1994).  

 According to Kegan and Lahey (2009), “Transformational change is about rewriting our 

self-narratives that previously author us” (p. 18). Through reflectivity and the evolution of 
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meaning-making, the life story emerges to give the authentic leader a meaning system for 

sensing, thinking, and acting (Sharmir & Eilam, 2005; Northouse, 2016). Bohm and Biederman 

(1999) refer to this meaning-making system as the “moving conclusions” that a leader holds. 

According to Bohm and Biederman, moving conclusions consist of habits and prejudices that 

serve as an operating framework for thinking and behavior, which, through new experiences and 

a process of meaning making, can continue to shift. This is a constant process of disequilibrium 

and developmental movement through the leader’s experiences and continual morphing of life 

narratives (Kegan, 1982; Perry, 1970). According to Kets de Vries and Korotov (2007), working 

through and sharing one’s life story is a way to navigate through internal issues and 

developmental challenges. This gives new meaning and heightened levels of conscious self-

awareness that in turn influence followers and the leadership approach within the organization. 

The authentic leader’s developmental process can be seen as a lifelong, cyclical process. In the 

leader’s personal-role merger, there is no difference in how the authentic leader sees him- or 

herself and acts in their personal and professional lives (Sharmir & Eilam, 2005). Consistent with 

Kant’s “one consciousness”, the authentic leader thinks and acts guided by their value system 

regardless of the situation or process. According to Sharmir and Eilam (2005), “Authentic leader 

development can be conceived of as the development of role-personal merger, self-knowledge, 

self-concept clarity, self-confidence, and self-expression in the leadership role” (p. 408). 

Therefore, the development of the authentic leader conflates the past, acting in the present, and 

reflecting on present action into a fluid process of intention toward desired futures (Avolio & 

Gardner, 2005). Linking the past of who we are, the present of what we do, and the future of 

where we want to go is key to enabling latent human potential in our social-ecological world 

(Hunt, Osborn, & Boal, 2009).  
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 In the next section, I briefly introduce CLT to demonstrate how developing an authentic 

leader’s mindset might enable leaders to embrace complexity. 

 
Nature-Holding Environment: Enabling Developmental Movement 
 
 Scholars are calling for future leader development programs that are able to build 

knowledge transformations that increase leaders’ capacity and capability to lead (Drath, & Palus, 

1994; McCauley, Drath, Palus, O’Connor, & Baker, 2006). The programs will need to stretch 

existing moving conclusions of how leaders see themselves and the world that surrounds them 

(McCauley, Drath, Palus, O’Connor, & Baker, 2006). This is the idea of systems thinking: being 

able to sense and act within the vast interconnected relationships that exist in the systems they 

operate in. Drath and Palus (1994) argue that a well-designed developmental approach, steeped 

in experimental learning, can challenge learners to create a temporary disequilibrium in their 

meaning-making system. “The individual’s attempt to deal with such disequilibrium opens a 

window, however briefly, into new ways of making sense of their experiences. This glimpse of 

new possibilities creates the potential for development after (sometimes long after) the program 

in completed” (McCauley, Drath, Palus, O’Connor, & Baker, 2006, p. 642). Hotho and Dowling 

(2010) support holding environments for leadership developmental programs that are engaging 

and interactive for learners and that emphasize content over interaction. Theoretical support and 

research suggest that a safe holding environment gives the learner experimenting with change an 

opportunity to commit to desired actions in front of other caring participant learners (De Vries & 

Korotov, 2007). Most organizational and leader development is done in controlled settings, 

where the environment is sterile and has little resemblance to the complexity of the real world 

(Parks, 2005). 
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 John Dewey believed that interaction with the learner’s environment affects the learning 

and the regulating mental models. “The experience is always what it is because of the transaction 

that happens between the leader and what constitutes the environment in that moment” (Dewey, 

1986, p. 38). Developmental programs and approaches that are rich in experimental learning 

enable individuals to understand that all life is intertwined through a network of interconnected 

relationships (Capra, 1996; Wilber, 2000). Moreover, communication is not a transformation of 

information but rather a coordination of behavior among living organisms that are connected in 

symbiotic relationships (Capra, 1996; Maturana, 1980). 

 The concept of experimental learning and holding environments for leader development 

is an emerging field. In this study I explore the insights and epiphanies to using Nature as the 

facilitator of learning for leaders. Over the past several decades, there has been an increase in 

research into the positive effects of Nature on human development, with recent trends toward 

qualitative studies (Moore & Russell, 2002). The nascent research suggests that an opportunity 

exists to shift developmental movement for learners to new stages of conscious self-awareness 

that have the potential to transform a leader’s decision-making, shifting from a patterned way of 

reacting to an enclosed world to enable a more creative way of thinking and acting (Kegan & 

Lahey, 2009).  

Nature a lost world of experience. In Aldo Leopold’s seminal 1959 work, A Sand 

County Almanac, he wrote of the need for a land ethic. A pioneer of land ethics, Leopold 

recognized very early on the consequences of education programs and economic initiatives that 

are separate from the land, and even the role technology plays in aiding that divide. “Perhaps the 

most serious obstacle impeding the evolution of a land ethic is the fact that our educational and 

economic system is headed away from, rather then toward, an intense consciousness of the land. 
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Your true modern is separated from the land by many gadgets” (Leopold, 1959, p. 261). Some 

have used the terms extinction of experience or Nature deficit disorder to describe this 

disconnection as humankind loses touch with Nature and drifts further into a sea of circuitry, 

especially in urban environments, where over 50 percent of the population now resides (Louv, 

2012; Miller, 2005). Samways (2007) argues that humanity is on the “threshold between a real 

world and a virtual world, which is disconnecting us and nature” (p. 1995). Glenn Albrecht, an 

Australian professor who has studied the distressing effects of strip mining on communities and 

ecosystems, coined the term solastalgia to describe the pain an individual experiences when 

recognizing that the place where he or she lives and loves is under assault (Albrecht et al., 2007). 

Albrecht’s research, along with other mounting evidence, shows how a Nature deficit affects our 

mental well-being as populations flood into de-Natured urban centers (Albrecht, et al., 2007; 

Louv, 2012). Rachel Carson, also a pioneer of the land ethic, understood the lost connection to 

Nature through our developmental stages of life as individuals. In her words: 

A child’s world is fresh and new and beautiful, full of wonder and excitement. It is our 

misfortune that for most of us a clear-eyed vision, that true instinct for what is beautiful 

and awe-inspiring, is dimmed and even lost before we reach adulthood. If I had 

influence with the good fairy who is supposed to preside over the christening of all 

children I should ask that her gift to each child in the world be a sense of wonder so 

indestructible that it would last throughout life, as an unfailing antidote against the 

boredom and disenchantment of later years, the sterile preoccupation with things that are 

artificial, the alienation from the sources of our strength. (Carson, 1998, p. 54) 

 Nature as a holding environment might open a pathway to discover lost connections to 

our species’ origins in Nature and allow development a systemic conception of life, mind, and 
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consciousness through a process of guided time in Nature. Research inspired by E. O. Wilson’s 

concept of biophilia, our innate connection to other living organisms, suggests that human 

organisms need direct experience with Nature to nurture our development (Kahn, 1997; Kellert 

& Wilson, 1995; Ulrich, 1993). From a leadership perspective, there might be an opportunity to 

enable leaders to break self-imposed boundaries and experience interconnection to the living, 

breathing world (Milton, 2006; Plotkin, 2008). 

 As individuals born of the Earth, during time in Nature we connect to our ancestral roots. 

This connection implicitly enables a developmental movement of self-awareness and a network 

of system relations (Abrams, 2010; Louv, 2012; Milton, 2006; Orians, 2010). It has been widely 

suggested that Nature provides the space for solitude, which is a challenge to find in the 

cacophony of our modern-world (Abram, 2010; Milton, 2006; Plotkin, 2008; Senge et al., 2004; 

Thoreau, 2006). The value of Nature as a holding environment is that it offers individuals 

solitary time in natural settings and a chance to slow down from busyness and reflect on the 

meaning of the world. Studies strongly suggest that reflectivity is the key for individuals to 

develop consciousness (Arthur et al., 2002; Jaworski, 2011; Marsick, 1988). Reflection creates 

an opportunity for humans to connect with the elusive past, while also providing a path to our 

hidden future through visions (van Manen, 2014). Through the reflectivity process provided in 

the Nature setting, individuals can begin to dis-embed and differentiate from the cultural truths 

and normative ways of viewing Nature as something that is outside us and needs to be conquered 

and exploited (Marx & Engels, 2012; Smith, 1937). In using this process, learners can shift to a 

more holistic perspective that Nature is us—we are Nature (Abrams, 2010; Milton, 2006; Moore, 

2015; Pratarelli, 2007). Through this paradigm shift, we feel our intimate connection to Nature, 

and this process awakens our innate emotion of empathy, which might influence future decision-
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making (Erikson, 1963; Kegan, 1994; Wilber, 2000). By espousing this new lens of the world, 

theories like CLT and CDT suggest that leaders find it more difficult not to consider the wider 

connected relationship of networks when they make decisions (Gerzon, 2006; Kegan, 1984; 

Louv, 2011; Osborn & Hunt, 2007). 

 Nature as a facilitator of learning. Scholarly literature supports the value of Nature for 

an individual’s developmental movement (Foster, 2013; Heintzman, 2013; Jepson, 2013; Kaplan 

& Talbot, 1983; Pond, 2012). Pond (2013), in his phenomenological study of climbers, shares 

how the climbing experience develops a transcendence of spirituality. Jepson (2013) reported on 

tourism and the Lake District in England as a holding environment for the spirituality of tourists. 

Further, Foster (2012), in his master’s study at Royal Roads University, used a 

phenomenological approach to explore the experience of canoeing in a wilderness area on 

potential leadership development. Hattie, Marsh, Neill, and Richards (1997) studied the well-

known Outward Bound experience. Their results suggest that the program delivers lasting 

learning in an outdoor classroom.  

 In recent years there has been an emergence of literature on the benefits of Nature on the 

overall well-being of humans (Atchley, Strayer, & Atchley, 2012; Bratman, 2012, 2015; Bodin 

& Hartig, 2003; Groenewegen, Berg, Vries, & Verheij, 2006; Luck, Davidson, Boxall, & 

Smallbone, 2011). These studies show a wide array of health and well-being benefits from 

interactions with extra-humans, plants, and connecting with Nature in general, including   

restorative effect, lower levels of anxiety and depression, and overall happiness and success 

(Bodin, & Hartig, 2003; Hug, Hartig, Hansmann, Seeland, & Hornung, 2009). Zylstra, Knight, 

Esler, and Le Grange (2014) use the term connectedness with Nature (CWN) to define a stable 

state of conscious self-awareness “that is comprised of symbiotic cognitive, affective, and 
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experiential traits that reflect, through consistent attitudes and behaviors, a sustained awareness 

of the interrelatedness between one’s self and the rest of nature” (p. 119). CWN is seen as a 

heightened holistic process of experiences in Nature and being exposed to information that can 

provide transformative outcomes that serve both the learner and the community (Zylstra, Knight, 

Esler, & Le Grange, 2014). Some scholars posit that holding environments such as Nature 

retreats enable transformation in knowledge and are a catalyst for developmental movement that 

recognizes interconnected relational systems (Kaplan & Talbot,1983; Zylstra, Knight, Esler, & 

Le Grange, 2014). Nature activities facilitate a connection that enables familiarity, appreciation, 

respect, and love of Nature; moreover, they give deeper understanding of the value of the land 

(Praterelli, 2014). According to Pratarelli (2014), 

Nature-based education will have to be restructured to encourage acceptance of the idea 

that humans are as much a part of the global ecology as any other element. That is to 

say, citizens, young and old alike, will require re-education to first accept that we are an 

evolved organism with biological needs that must be met, and afterward raise awareness 

and understanding of an individual’s personal contribution to the excessive exploitation 

of the planet’s limited resources. Furthermore, education will need to encourage self-

evaluation from a psychological/mental health perspective….Failed educational 

programs must be discarded and replaced with a nature pedagogy that respects human 

nature and focuses on the individual learner/citizen, rather than distant environmental 

effects that are mere abstractions to most. (p. 67) 

 As we penetrate deeper into the Nature process, some suggest that we shed more and 

more the images and concepts of ordinary language, moving from a rational way of thinking to a 

more intuitive one (Abram,1996; Capra, 1991; Milton, 2008). Through the intuitive mind and 
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evolving meaning-making, one can sense that cultural truths and words are only conceptual maps 

of reality and are not the full geographic story (Abrams, 1998; Capra, 1991). Being awake to 

Nature is an opportunity to reconnect with our past and sense the sacred living land in a fuller 

reality (Milton, 2008; Snyder, 2010). Ordinary language cannot always describe the inner 

experience of the individual (Suzuki, 1948). Learners are witness to not only the sensory 

experience of Nature but also the non-sensory experience of the heart (Capra, 1991). This is an 

additional valuable component of many Nature programs, where the process facilitates moments 

of solitude and self-reflection through such techniques as meditation (Milton, 2008). 

Interestingly, nascent evidence supports the notion that meditation not only allows for 

introspection but also cognitively changes the physical brain and neuron pathways (Hölzel et al., 

2011). Hölzel et al.’s research supports the idea that meditation increases gray matter and the 

development of new pathways through a rewiring process in the brain. Reflective learning that 

offers a meditative approach may provide learners an opportunity for cognitive change that is 

linked to creative decision-making. More research needs to be conducted in this area. 

 Through the increasing amount of quality studies, I sense a patterned theme that needs to 

be explored: that Nature interventions may be holding environments conducive to an individual’s 

transformational learning and development. Through my personal experience and the exploration 

of the literature, I sense the importance of my research in exploring how leaders experience the 

Nature retreat. What insights does Nature hold for the leader’s developmental movement? 

 Effect of Wonder, Awe, and Enchantment. Wonder is the precursor to learning, and 

the Nature-holding environment is intertwined with sublime moments of wonder, awe, and 

enchantment (Egan, Cant, & Judson, 2014; Mathews, 2003). van Manen (2014) describes 

wonder as the moment when a person is overcome by awe and perplexity—”such as when 
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something familiar has turned profoundly unfamiliar, when our gaze has been drawn by the gaze 

of something that stares back” (p. 360). The Oxford dictionary echoes this definition: wonder is a 

feeling of surprise and admiration caused by something beautiful, unexpected, and unfamiliar 

(Dictionary & Barber, 2006). Awe is as an overflow of powerful feelings that gives external 

forms of some internal mystery (Egan, Cant, & Judson, 2014). Enchantment literally means to be 

wrapped up in song or chant (Mathews, 2003). Interestingly, the Australian Aboriginal meaning 

of enchantment connects to the individual speaking of “singing up” country, and awakening it to 

the presence of its people (Mathews, p. 18). Through experiences of enchantment, the self is 

awoken by an engagement with the world (Curry, Mathews). According to Egan, Cant, and 

Judson, “Wonder is concerned with the rationally graspable, awe with the mysteries of existence 

that are the ultimate and inaccessible backdrop against which the rationally graspable is played 

out” (2014, p. 152). You only need to listen and feel the words van Gogh wrote to his brother in 

1888, as he described a stroll along the sea and his experience of wonder, awe, and enchantment 

in the moment: 

One night I went for a walk by the sea along the empty shore. It was not gay, but neither 

was it sad—it was—beautiful. The deep blue sky was flecked with clouds of blue deeper 

than the fundamental blue of intense cobalt, and others of clearer blue, like the blue 

whiteness of the Milky Way. In the blue depth the stars were sparkling, greenish, 

yellow, white, pink, more brilliant, more sparkling gemlike then at home—even in Paris: 

opals you might call them, emeralds, lapis lazuli, rubies sapphires. The sea was very 

ultramarine—the shore a sort of violet and faint russet as I saw it, and on the dunes some 

bushes Prussian blue. (as cited in MacIver, 2011, p. 33) 
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You can sense how these moments in Nature and wonder, awe, and enchantment must have 

awoken van Gogh to the world and greatly influenced his painting.  

 When we explore Nature and the unfamiliar and foreign worlds it offers, it is a gateway 

to new self-knowledge and a shifting self-narrative of the world around us. When we are awake 

to the world and cross the portal of wonder, awe, and enchantment, it becomes an opportunity for 

learning for the self; these sublime moments become learning tools of self-discovery (Egan, 

Cant, & Judson, 2014; Mathews, 2003). In these brilliant moments of connection with the sacred 

land we live on, we wake something deep within us; a feeling of mystery and discovery bubble 

to the surface. “Once open to its subjectivity, we remain open—permeable, transmutable, alive to 

the call of life” (Mathews, 2014, p. 19).  

 It becomes explicitly clear the Nature-holding environment offers emerging opportunities 

for development of human potential through wonder-filled learning, where exploration, chance, 

and serendipity can be valued as paramount to educational experiences that move us beyond the 

classroom and the confines of traditional learning (Egan, Cant, Judson, & 2014; Louv, 2011). 

Participants are introduced to lived experiences that awaken their innate sentinel beings, and 

open them to experiences that generate imaginative and emotional connections to a subjective 

world of extra-humans (Abram, 1991; Carson, 2011; Egan, Cant, & Judson, 2014; Milton, 2006). 

In moments when we gaze with wonder into the Milky Way, or are captured by sentinel rush of 

awe as we experience a multitude of merging colors in a field of flowers, how can we not begin 

to question our place—to think curiously about our existential existence? In these extreme 

moments of reflexivity, one cannot help but ask what is one’s place in all of this cosmic world 

(van Manen, 2014). Can we postulate that through wonder, awe, and enchantment exists a 

pathway for human development, where we can be led with curiosity to know ourselves? 
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 Group dynamics in dialectic processes. Nature as a holding environment gives synergy 

to dialogic processes (Abram, 1991; Berry, 1991; Bohm, 1989; Isaacs, 1999). Isaacs (1999) 

shares this idea: 

In preparing ourselves for dialogue, it is helpful to recall that there was a time when 

human beings were much more intimately involved in the landscape, where our very 

language mimicked and developed from the music of the earth itself. We not only 

listened to the land; it listened to us. (p. 90) 

Dialogue is the process of listening deeply to others and suspending assumptions (Bohm, 1989; 

Isaacs, 1999; Scharmer, 2009). The process involves entering into a flow of two-way 

conversation that enables participants to become aware of the much wider whole (Bohm, 1989; 

Isaacs, 1999). Considering the scope of this study, where I have brought together a group of 

global leaders, it is valuable to briefly explore the literature on learning through group dynamics 

and the part dialogue plays. An integral part of the LNR is storytelling used by the facilitator, 

John Milton, in which he shares experiences through metaphors and myths. The storytelling 

approach intrigues, engages, and inspires learning within group dynamics, as it welcomes 

participants into the story (Alterio & McDrury, 2003). Capra (1999) suggests: 

Mythical language is much less restricted by logic and common sense. It is full of magic 

and paradoxical situations, rich in suggestive images and never precise and can thus 

convey the way in which mystics experience reality much better than factual 

language…myth embodies the nearest approach to absolute truth that can be stated in 

words. (p. 43) 
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Storytelling has been used in groups since antiquity to share wisdom from the ages and to inspire 

movement in thinking and action (Abrams, 1991; Wenckus, 1994). According to Kets de Vries 

and Korotov (2007), 

In order to use the benefits of story telling, opportunities must be created for people to 

tell their stories and for the audience (the other participants) to identify the issues 

together and talk them through. Stories reveal specific present-day dilemmas that have 

grown out of underlying dilemmas that often can be resolved by addressing those deeper 

issues. These dilemmas will be the basis for “contracts” for reflection and action 

between the presenter and the rest of the participants. (p. 383) 

 In group settings there is an expression of implicit vulnerability and trust as members of 

the group share parts of themselves and parts of their life histories as they enter into a dialogic 

process (Lencioni, 2002). As stories are shared and trust is built through the vulnerability of 

sharing personal stories, an opportunity for meaning-making emerges (Bohm, 1989). Group 

members are able to become participants in the experience being shared, as past personal 

experiences connect to those stories through emotions and sensory feelings. This exploration is 

an opportunity to share mental models and receive a deeper understanding and meaning of the 

individual’s perspectives and assumptions (Bohm, 1989; Isaacs, 1999). Bohm (1989) and Isaacs 

(1999) suggest that in organizational and collective groups, great potential awaits to emerge 

through the dialogic process; potential that has the power to embrace a changing world. What 

opportunities are ready to be discovered through group dialogues, in which diversity can unleash 

its gentle fury? Through traditional discourse in collective groups, cultural truths have patterned 

leaders and followers into finding who is right and who is wrong, with a focus on reacting to the 
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problem instead of being creative toward a solution (Wheatley, 2006). Our cultural truths 

constrain and deprive humanity of reaching its full potential. Wheatley (2006) adds: 

There is no objective reality; the environment we experience does not exist out there. It 

is co-created through our acts of observation, what we choose to notice and worry about. 

If we truly embraced this sensibility in our organizational life, we would no longer 

waste time arguing about the objective features of the environment. Conflicts about 

what’s true and false would disappear in the exploration of multiple perceptions. (p. 37) 

 Another aspect of group dynamics is the leadership challenge that can be experienced in a 

group setting. Often we hear told the anecdotal story of group being galvanized into a highly 

functioning performance team through a particular group challenge (Katzenbach & Smith, 1993). 

Experiencing an obstacle that threatens members of the team can bring a team together, as 

survival of the collective sometimes depends on it. Literature supports the idea of the leadership 

challenge, that if there is support through the challenge, the stretch for each individual can 

provide a valuable learning opportunity (DeRue & Wellman, 2009). Through the challenge, the 

group shares in the vulnerability of the situation, building a shared trust as members identify with 

each other and share in something that pushes and stretches them (Lencioni, 2002).  

 Exploring art in finding meaning. Connecting again to the maxim of “know thyself,” 

many great thinkers believe that turning our attention inward and conscientiously exploring the 

diversity of the inner landscape awakens human consciousness (Bohm & Biederman, 1999; 

Watts, 2011; Wilber, 2000; Zajonc, 2013). Much like the Leadership Nature Retreat (the focus of 

this study), connecting with art and using expressive art-based sessions seems to be supportive of 

opening a window to the inner self to a creative space that oozes with wonder and enchantment. 

This enables individuals to gain meaning to a phenomenon in a natural, expressive way that does 
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not need to depend on traditional and ordinary words to describe the voyage into a foreign space 

(Kandel, 2013). In phenomenological inquiry the qualitative researcher is reminded that the pure 

lived experience of individuals is challenging to bring to words and to truly capture the 

primordial phenomenon experienced through the foray into the unknown (van Manen, 2014). 

The experience of “whatness” disintegrates as soon as I ask what is really meant by the 

participant’s lived experience (van Manen, 2014). According to Derrida (1973), “[w]hat is given 

in consciousness is always preceded by, and thus profoundly compromised by, the absence of the 

retentional trace that gives us the experience of the now and of our awareness of self as existing 

now” (as cited in van Manen, 2014, p. 368). My ambition as a researcher is to grasp the 

nakedness of the lived experience and rescue it from the just now. Though the intention is there 

to capture the essence of the experience, this task is challenging and near impossible (Merleau-

Ponty, 1968). Moreover, van Manen (2014) suggests the researcher’s ambition is to bring the 

nearness of the lived experience, which constantly eludes our grasp, to a closeness of human 

truth.  

 The emerging research on expressive art-based therapy or art-based research is growing 

and supports meaning-making of the lived experience (Levine & Levine, 1998). This approach 

enables facilitators and practitioners in this field to uncover truer meanings of an experience 

through exploring the creative holding space of art (Atkins et al., 2011). Building on a context of 

imagination, play, and artistic expression shifts the participant into a new way of sensing 

experiences, uncovering new perspectives of an experience, ones often unexplained by ordinary 

words or text (Knill, Barba, & Fuchs, 1995). Levine and Levine (1998) share that through 

expressive art-based therapy, there is a decentering process that takes the individual out of the 

embeddedness of what is conscious and shifts them to a new space and perspective of the lived 
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experience. Expressive art-based therapy is an emerging field of epistemology and practice and 

is finding wider applications in enabling human development (Atkins et al., 2011). In my 

literature search, I have not come across clear applications of it being used in leadership 

development. I suggest there is great potential in enabling leader development; this area needs to 

be further studied to see if this particular application would be useful. 

 
Summary 
 
 In this chapter I explored the literature that supports my inquiry into emerging leadership 

developmental approaches. In a rapidly changing world that is outdistancing the complexity of 

minds of contemporary leaders today, it is evident that there are gaps and challenges to 

traditional leadership development. Humankind has been presented with challenges that as yet 

have no solutions, and traditional approaches are not working to resolve these often dire issues. 

Therefore, opportunities exist to explore new strategies that can enhance the capacity and 

capability of future leaders to build desirable futures. 

 I have offered two theories that, coupled together, offer a potential approach to 

leader development using Nature as a holding environment. Complexity leadership 

theory considers the complexity of the organizational system and offers a shift in the 

leader’s approach to dialogically engage the diversity of the system to spurn innovation 

and evolution toward more resilient futures. Constructive developmental theory 

compliments complexity leadership theory by providing a conceptual framework for 

transforming the leader’s self-knowledge through experience and enabling the 

developmental movement of the leader. In this theoretical construct, the leader shifts to 

more of an authentic and adaptive approach that supports relationships and growth of the 

organization.  
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 Lastly, I offer literature that supports Nature as a facilitator of learning through 

experiencing its gifts of wonder, reflection, and solitude in pursuit of existentialism—

humanity’s quest to “know thyself.” 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
 

 
My body extends into the stars. For if our body is the matter upon which our consciousness 
applies itself, it is coextensive with our consciousness. It includes everything that we perceive, 
it extends unto the stars. 
 
 —Henri Bergson 
 
 
 In this chapter I introduce the phenomenological methodology of my study. In this 

methodology it is paramount that the experiences of the participants be heard in a deep, 

discursive manner. I also share the methods used to communicate the “lived” narratives of the 

participants of the study. 

 
The Phenomenological Centered-Approach 
 

Phenomenology does not search for facts, but digs deep for the essence and meaning 

structures of the phenomenon or event (van Manen, 2014). In my phenomenological approach, I 

explored a possible understanding of the human experience of differentiation in developmental 

movement as leaders participated in the LNR. I explored insights and changes in the participants’ 

perceptions and assumptions of themselves and the world around them through the rich, 

discursive narratives collected from their shared experiences. 

One of the benefits of using phenomenological human science inquiry is it offers 

potential insights and epiphanies that not only speaks to human intellectual competence but also 

to our practical capabilities (van Manen, 2014). According to van Manen, phenomenology 

fosters and shares moments of thoughtfulness, of insight, of taken-for-grantedness, and of 

mystery, wonder, confusion, and uncertainty.  This approach attempts to allow the reader to 

experience the phenomenon of differentiation as sensed by the leader in the retreat—to share 
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moments, such as when a participant feels wind-blown mist from the Atlantic Ocean on her face 

as she sits alone on a giant coastal boulder, or when a participant experiences the vastness and 

connection of the star-filled night sky. These are plausible experimental realities that 

phenomenology aims to bring alive in language, drilling down to the essence of primordial 

thought. 

 
The Sample 
 
 I recruited 12 participants for this study using purposive sampling through an 

international network of contacts. The participants selected were interviewed over a seven-month 

period from March to September 2015. The interview narratives capture a balanced gender 

perspective, with five female and seven male participants from diverse cultures.  

 When I considered the sample size for my qualitative research, my goal was not to strive 

for a number that ensured generalizability, it was to deeply explore the chosen topic and provide 

rich discursive data (Higginbottom, 2004). Most phenomenological studies engage a relatively 

small number of participants—10 or fewer—for a relatively long period of time of at least two 

hours of data collection (Smith, 2007). I set a goal of 12 participants based on my assumption 

that this study size would be manageable and rich in narrative from a data-collection perspective, 

as well as cost permissible. My initial assumption was that it would be a challenge to recruit and 

select more than 10 participants for the study, due to the 10-day time commitment and the scope, 

demands, and location of the LNR. In my recruitment strategy, I offered the LNR to potential 

candidates at no cost for participation. The strategy of not charging the usual program fee 

($1800—$2000) strengthened the validity of the study and helped ensure there is no conflict of 

interest for me or anyone else who might profit financially from the research program. 
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 I worked with my networks of relationships to invite participants to enroll in my study. 

The networks included: (1) Way of Nature International guides; (2) LinkedIn contacts; and (3) 

academic connections. As an example of the network approach for recruiting, I used my pilot 

research from a Nature guide-training program in Crestone, Colorado, in August 2014. I built 

relationships and connections with the international guides in attendance, and dialogued on 

possible collaborative strategies to enroll participants for the study. I initiated my recruitment 

strategy in late November 2014, which included person-to-person contact through e-mail, social 

media, and posters (see Appendix A: Study Recruitment Poster). When I put out the call for 

participants using the strategic networks approach, I was pleasantly surprised at the quick 

response from 30 senior leaders from around the globe. The initial candidate response included 

leaders from South Africa, the United States, Canada, the United Kingdom, and the Netherlands. 

All of the potential candidates were of worthy quality, met the study criteria, and represented a 

wide array of diverse cultures and leadership backgrounds.  

 I decided to accept 15 participants, allowing room for study dropouts with a goal of 12 

participants for the study. I quickly set up a selection-screening protocol and committee 

consisting of academics to review and rate the applicants. Each potential candidate answered a 

series of qualitative questions (see Appendix B: Screening Application Form), which the 

selection committee then independently scored out of 40 points. Having a screening and 

selection process minimized the selection bias and allowed for candidates who would best suit 

the study criteria. Fifteen candidates were confirmed as study participants and received the study 

information by the middle of January 2015. Considering the time demands of the research, three 

participants dropped out prior to starting the study, leaving me with my targeted 12 participants. 
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As part of the study criteria, the participants: (1) were in leadership roles in their 

respective organizations with experience of direct (e.g., manager/director) or indirect authority 

over others (e.g., professor); (2) spoke English; and (3) had not participated in past Nature 

retreats similar to what was offered in the LNR. Through the selection procedure, the participants 

were identified as leaders in middle to senior management roles. Specifically, my goal was to 

have participants who were in a position of formal or informal authority in their respective 

organizations, or had a history of working with organizations in a leadership role. My 

presupposition was that this is an important factor in studying the results long-term (outside the 

scope of the study) to see if potential individual changes can affect organizational change.  

The language criterion of speaking English ensured that the meaning of lived narratives 

shared by the participants would not be lost in the translation. There were four Dutch participants 

who spoke English as their second language, but they all spoke and understand English well. The 

international participants brought globally diverse perspectives into the study. Qualitative 

research indicates that having a wide geographic diversity of participants can add to strength of 

validity (Stake, 2005). 

 
Data Collection Methods 
 

I collected data primarily through a series of interviews with participants. My fieldwork 

conversations and study observations added context to the retreat phenomena I explored. Green 

(2007) called this a complementary or expansion data collection approach. Rather than 

strengthening conclusions about a phenomenon, this informal approach broadens the range of 

what is being explored (Maxwell, 2013). Greene (2007) contends that the mixed method 
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approach to confirm validity is overrated, and divergent perspectives are more valuable, enabling 

a more complex understanding of the retreat phenomena explored.  

 Data collection was conducted during a seven-month period of fieldwork, from March to 

September 2015, which included the LNR and the preliminary and post-retreat periods (see 

Figure 3.1: Method Sequence and Timeline).  

Figure 3.1: Method Sequence and Timeline 

 
 Interviews. Interviewing gave me the opportunity to capture and analyze the elusive 

phenomena of the “live” interview. I combined audio and video interviews. This combination 

consisted of a three-stage temporal process that included: (1) a preliminary two to four months 

prior to the LNR experience to get each participant’s context of their lived experience, or what 
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could be considered a baseline; (2) a second interview conducted as the participants came out of 

the seven-day solitude period near the end of the LNR to reconstruct the lived experience; and 

(3) a third interview approximately three months post-LNR experience to gain each participant’s 

reflections on the lived experience (see Table 3.1. Three Phases of Study Interviews). I posit that 

the three months post-retreat interviews allowed the participants quality time for reflection on the 

experience. See Appendix D: Semi-Structured Interview Guides for the guides for the interviews 

used during the three phases of interview process. 

TABLE 3.1. THREE PHASES OF STUDY INTERVIEWS  

 4—6 weeks prior to LNR At the end of LNR 3 months after LNR 

Preliminary baseline 
interview 

X   

Lived experience interview  X  
Reflexivity interview   X 

Note: This table shows the timing of the 3 phases of interviews during the study. 

 

I captured parts of the interviews in video and all interviews through audio recording. Video 

research is beginning to show the enormous potential of this technology in the study of social 

sciences. Heath, Hindmach, and Luff (2010) refer to the underutilized use of video in qualitative 

research as an opportunity for a profound realignment in how we analyze the human 

experience—realignment akin to that of the microscope on biology. Video interviews are a 

creative discursive approach that allow for the validity of observations. The advantages of the 

video interview are that it provides an opportunity to capture the verbal and nonverbal language 

of participants as they share their lived experience. For me, video allows for repeated viewing of 

interviews to analyze and unpack the meaning of what is shared by participants (Heath, 

Hindmach, & Luff, 2010).  
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 When I captured the leaders’ shared experiences of the retreat through this contemporary 

visual format, it allowed me to open its availability to wider audiences than if I was only to share 

the study narrative in written format. Entering into the study, and still holding on to that idea, my 

intention was to produce a documentary from the video footage after my dissertation is 

completed that tells how leaders experience the retreat. I am also cognizant of the limitations of 

using video interviews. According to Creswell (2009), the participants may find the video 

recording of the interview disruptive, and this may affect responses. Video may sometimes be 

difficult to interpret. As an interviewer, I did my best to make the interviewees comfortable by 

following an interview protocol and build a trusting and collaborative relationship during the 

research process. Part of my strategy was to keep participants informed throughout the study 

using tools such as the Research Study Information Letter (see Appendix C) and informal group 

e-mails to the participants. Also, I offered options for participants who were uncomfortable with 

being video recorded. Considering the potential discomfort of some participants, at the beginning 

of each interview I formally offered to do only an audio recording of the session. Furthermore, 

during the interview questioning sequence, I checked in to sense the comfort level of the 

participants during the video interviewing portion. This strategy honored the rights and dignity of 

the participants. Interestingly, no participants shared that they were uncomfortable with the video 

interviewing process. 

 Considering the structure of the LNR process, I conducted face-to-face interviews when 

possible, although when geographically challenged and unable to do in-person interviews, I used 

video teleconferencing. I committed to the added research costs of traveling to London, England, 

where three participants lived, and the Netherlands, where an additional four participants resided 

during both the preliminary and post-LNR periods. From my prior experiences and beliefs, I feel 
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that person-to-person interviews enable a fuller relationship between the researcher and 

participant that allows for a deeper descriptive experience to unfold, which is paramount in 

phenomenological research. Moreover, meeting the participants and building relationships was 

important to gain access to the essence of their shared stories. Though past research indicates 

there are no differences in research responses when comparing telephone versus in-person 

interviews (Colombotos, 1969), video conferencing makes the virtual interview process even 

more personal than via telephone. Of the 36 interviews conducted, 29 were completed in person, 

and the remaining 7 were completed through video conferencing. Teleconferencing was a cost-

efficient, online method of data collection that permitted me the ability to interview one-on-one 

and to record and capture the interview when doing so in person was not an option. Using a 

semi-structured interview guide with the study participants over the course of approximately 

seven months allowed me to build a trusting and respectful bond with the participants that 

facilitated transparency in the sharing of the lived experience of the LNR. 

Participant Observations. Although interviewing is an efficient and valid method to 

gain understanding of participants’ perspectives, observation can allow the researcher to make 

inferences about these perspectives that would not necessarily be gained exclusively from the 

interview alone (Maxwell, 2013). It was valuable to use the method of participant observation 

during all aspects of my fieldwork and interactions with the participants of the study. Throughout 

the integral research process, observations added value to the methods used to create a fuller 

“lived” participant narrative. For example, I used observations in a two-week pilot study I 

conducted for my research when I was a participant in the Way of Nature guide training in 

Colorado in August 2014. Also, casual conversations during the times spent with participants, 

whether it was having a coffee in a cafe in London, a bike ride in the Netherlands, or a sail in 
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Halifax, allowed for a deeper understanding of the individual that informed the overall narrative. 

During my conversations and semi-structured interviews with participants, I was able to take 

field notes that informed the “lived” narratives of the study. This process provided insights into 

group interactions and helped illustrate the whole picture, capturing context and process, which 

informed me about the influence of the physical environment (Mulhall, 2003). I noted my 

observations throughout my time in the field with the participants, especially after the interview 

process, when I wrote about nonverbal cues that helped capture the fuller story of what was 

unfolding for the participants. There were two-phases of unstructured observation:  

 (1) Pilot Research Fieldwork. I conducted pilot research to inform my future study from 

August 2—16, 2014, in Crestone, Colorado. During this fieldwork I had the opportunity to 

conduct unstructured observations of informal dialogues, activities, and informal interviews. The 

group I participated in during the Way of Nature guide training was aware of my research 

intentions and interested in participating in conversation and interviews. To ensure dignity, 

confidentiality, and rights of the participating individuals, I had them read and sign an informed 

consent form at the beginning of the program 

 (2) Dissertation Research Fieldwork. I conducted observations during all interactions 

with the participants, and I actively participated in the LNR’s formal and informal group 

dialogues and activities. I completed the majority of participant observations during the 

interview process. When writing about participant observation, I was immediately confronted 

with a challenge that also carried over into the analysis (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2010). What makes 

up the participant observation method in both collection and analysis is often hard to put into 

words (DeWalt & DeWalt). Another disadvantage is the subjectivity bias I brought into the study 

as an observer; I was reacting to what was being experienced during the observation through my 
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own preconceptions and assumptions. As a participant and observer in the fieldwork, much of 

my recorded observation came from picking up cues from participants, such as shared values, 

pattern ways of acting, body language, and emotional tone of voice. Specifically, during the LNR 

process, I made observations during the group interactions on days 1, 2, and 3, then followed 

with more on days 9 and 10. I made these observations during the informal group dinner 

dialogues and formal group sharing sessions. One of the key uses of my observations allowed for 

the juxtaposition of what participants said they do with what I observed them to do as part of the 

analysis (DeWalt & DeWalt, 2011). It must be recognized that fieldwork, unlike a controlled lab 

observation, is fluid and emergent, and you want to be sure you are receptive to other possible 

forms of behavior that you cannot possibly be prepared for (S. Pulla, personal communication, 

Oct. 25, 2014). 

To ensure dignity, confidentiality, rights, and worth of the individuals, participants were 

explicitly asked to read and sign an informed consent for the participant observation data 

collection. 

 Goal of participant observations. As the participant observer, my goal in this study was 

to observe the experiences of the participants as they “lived” the LNR. As inferred in the 

literature, the term participant observation is an oxymoron; as the researcher I seek to 

understand the participants’ experience by participating in the LNR without becoming one of the 

participants living the experience. This is a difficult task—to keep one foot in as the researcher, 

yet still participate in the program as an insider. I have experienced the LNR approach before, 

and as I interacted in the group dialogues, shared in the experiences of the participants, and spent 

solo time on the land during the LNR, I became embedded in the experience. This experience 

tinted my lens and formed my biases and assumptions on the LNR approach. I was changed by 
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the experience as I deepened my conscious self-awareness through the practices. I have done my 

best to bracket my held assumptions as I report these findings. 

 Over the course of the study, I had the opportunity to interview the participants in various 

international settings in London, Amsterdam, Utrecht, Halifax, Wolfville, Ottawa, Toronto, and 

Vancouver, with the second set of interviews taking place on the living land of the LNR in the 

Little Dover area. Most of the interviews were done in person, with the exception of seven, 

which were completed through video conferencing when travel schedules would not align. The 

first and third sets of interviews took place in physical spaces chosen by the participants in their 

home cities, either in public spaces like offices, coffee shops, and lounges or more private spaces 

such as the participant’s home. Connecting in the various spaces made it interesting for the 

interview process, including the complexity of background noises that make up our everyday 

busy world, such as trains, coffee machines, surrounding conversations, and diligent wait staff 

looking for an order!  

 During the interviews with the participants, I quickly built a strong rapport and friendship 

with most. I almost immediately felt trust in the interview sharing process, as participants shared 

intimate stories from their past and present experiences. These life stories provided a process for 

an evolution of meaning making for both me and the participants. It was clear that the LNR 

process is a highly emotional experience for most participants. As with authentic leader 

development, the LNR process includes reflecting on the past, acting in the present, and 

reflecting on present action. I shared in the participants’ emotional moments, including when 

they were choked up and unable to speak as well as moments of joy and laughter. I shared and 

mirrored their expressed emotions in my own heart, even crying and laughing with them at 

times. In the initial interviews, participants shared childhood stories of their relationships with 
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family members, school experiences, and early wonder, adventure, and conflict. I was amazed at 

how participants’ stories fit with constructive-developmental theory—how as human beings our 

early life experiences significantly shape our values and beliefs. These early childhood 

experiences follow us into, and regulate behaviors in, our adult lives. I observed this connection 

on many occasions as participants shared in the LNR experience and told their stories. 

Considering this, my bias tells me that our experiences carry forward, regulate, and pattern how 

we move throughout life. I sense that only by growing self-awareness, and confronting emerging 

conflicts in relationships and self-identity, are participants able to move through the limits of 

cultural embeddedness to differentiation that offers new truths and mental models that enable 

capacity and capability for embracing complexity. It is a complex process; it is moving through 

the complexity that allows for developing the capacity for complex thinking. 

 Throughout the bracketing process, I have done my best to maintain my position as 

researcher exploring the true narrative of the participants through my lens. Working as the 

observer and listener, I used my senses to hear, see, and feel what emerged as the essence of the 

LNR experience for each individual. In the end, I did my best to pass this on in the written word. 

I acknowledge that the ordinary word could not always capture the true beauty, enchantment, and 

emotions shared by the participants. 

 Expressive Art-Based Sessions (EABS). Another method that emerged through my 

dialogues was expressive art-based sessions. Expressive art therapy enables participants to share 

deep internal feelings and emotions that often are not able to be shared in the form of the spoken 

language. Through the creation of art, individuals experience a different way to express 

themselves that often reveals unknown emotions and perspectives. There seems to be a reflexive 
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piece in the process, where the individual relates him- or herself to life experiences and the 

evolving meaning-making (Levine & Levine, 1998). 

 During the last two days of the LNR process, I offered participants the experience of two 

EABS through an expert in this field, PhD student Ron Hayes. One was a session working with 

clay, and the second involved working with acrylic paint on canvas. Ron led the two sessions, 

which were each approximately an hour in duration. Each participant spent reflective time 

working on their own with the medium to create an expressive piece, and at the end of the 

sessions we held a dialectic forum in which each participant shared the story of their art. I audio 

recorded the group dialogues and used participant observations to collect data for the study (see 

Table 3.2. Summary of Study Conduct). 

 
TABLE 3.2. SUMMARY OF STUDY CONDUCT  

Data Collection When Participant and 
Researcher 

Participant Only Researcher Only 

Phase 1 
  
Preliminary fieldwork 

During Colorado 
WON guide training 
(Aug. 2014) 

In-person interviews  Participant 
observations 

Phase 2 
 
 
Dissertation 
Fieldwork 

Prior to LNR Video interviews  Participant 
observations 

During LNR Video interviews Expressive art-based 
sessions (2) 

Participant 
observations 

Post LNR  
(3 months after) 

Video interviews  Participant 
observations 

Note: Most of the 36 interviews were completed in person, with the exception of seven interviews that were done via video 
conferencing due to travel and schedule constraints. 

 
 

 
Method Analysis 
 

Method analysis often involves preparing data for analysis, conducting various analyses, 

moving deeper into understanding the data, representing the data, and making an interpretation 
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of a larger meaning of the data (Creswell, 2009, p.183). In qualitative approaches like 

phenomenology, data analysis is a cyclical process of reflection and thought involving both 

specific and general steps in a multilevel analysis. Phenomenology research uses the analysis of 

significant statements, the generation of meaning units, and the development of an essence 

description (Moustakas, 1994). The word essence is derived from the Greek ousia, which means 

the inner essential nature of a thing, or the true being of a thing (van Manen, 1990). It was the 

essence of the individual’s experience in the retreat that I strived to explore deeply in the data. 

Guided by recommendations from Creswell (2009), I followed the following data analysis steps: 

(1) organize and prepare the data for analysis; (2) read through all the data; and (3) begin 

detailed analysis with a coding practice.  

 
 Organizing and preparing. The first procedure for organizing the collected data 

involved having the audio interviews professionally transcribed. From the 36 participant 

interviews plus supplementary group audio recordings during the LNR process, I had over 40 

hours of interview data. Due to the volume of interview recordings, it was crucial to have these 

transcribed into Word documents that represented the researcher and participant dialogues. Once 

the interviews were transcribed, I used NVivo as a central storage centre for collecting and 

organizing my study data. NVivo™ is qualitative research software that helps users manage, 

shape, and make sense of unstructured information. In this research, I primarily used NVivo™ to 

store my data; I did not use it to think for me or even physically code my data. It acted as a 

workspace and a tool that enabled me to capture and start working through my collected 

information in an orderly way. This was an important first step to ensure the data were captured 
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and organized in a format that was metaphorically like a giant canvas, where themes and deeper 

plots to the narrative could be spread out. 

Insights and epiphanies. It is my presupposition that coding for insights and themes in 

qualitative research can be approached in a multitude of ways, and I chose one that suited my 

style and thinking process and allowed the emergence of themes. My insights began to emerge 

during this process of organizing data into chunks (van Manen, 1990). The key to storytelling is 

to begin by listening deeply to the story being told. In phenomenology the idea is not to seek a 

story that shares themes of cause and effect, but instead look for a primordial essence of the 

participants’ lived experience that allows insights and epiphanies. My early strategy for 

exploring insights and epiphanies for this study was to engage the mainstream tools of NVivo™ 

to capture an emerging story. Moreover, this strategy changed and I moved toward the process of 

defining insights and epiphanies from the study, shifting to an intuitive and natural way.  

The intuitive approach that felt natural for me as a researcher and lover of storytelling 

was to physically engage in the telling of the participants’ stories through listening to the audio 

recordings of each interview as I followed along in the transcribed document from that specific 

audio recording. This took hours of intense listening and reading, of pausing the recording and 

reading along to ponder and reflect on what was being said. From each series of three audio 

recordings and transcribed data, I wrote an unfolding narrative related to themes I inquired 

around. From here a story emerged for participants about their lived experience of the LNR. This 

process took several months of painstaking, intense work (see Appendix G: Individual 

Participant Narratives). This process allowed a mingling and unfolding of themes to emerge. 

Themes in social science research refer to the elements that occur often in text (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2008). I use words like canvas and unfolding in describing the theme process as they 
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resonate with my feeling that this activity is a free form of creative motion of evolving meaning. 

van Manen (1990) supports this with his metaphoric descriptions of the process: “Themes are the 

stars that make up our universes of meaning we live through. By the light of these themes we can 

navigate and explore such universes” (p. 90). He elaborates further: 

Making something of a text or a lived experience by interpreting its meaning is more 

accurately a process of insightful invention, discovery or disclosure—grasping and 

formulating a thematic understanding is not a rule-bound process but a free act of 

“seeing” meaning. (van Manen, p. 79) 

Examples of the themes that emerged were: (1) Nature provides a space to shed cultural 

embeddedness that limits creative thinking; (2) Nature provides the space for reflectivity to 

happen; (3) Nature enables the senses to come alive; (4) through Nature we are able to sense the 

interconnections of what surrounds us; (5) spending time in Nature puts life into perspective and 

gives meaning to what is important; (6) Nature provides a sense of wonder to the world; and (7) 

Nature enables creative thinking to challenges. Again, it is important to use reflection to weigh 

my bias against what was actually shared. It is important to implement a strategy that will ensure 

the validity of my results. 

 
Validity of the Research Data 
 
 To ensure the validity of my research data, I implemented the following strategies: 

 (1) Triangulation of the data: I used field interviews, participant observations, and shared 

group reflections (expressive art sessions) to corroborate the stories that unfolded in the research. 

 (2) Participant checking: The participants shared in the interpretation of the lived 

experience to ensure that it aligns with what I wrote. 
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 (3) Rich, thick description: The detailed descriptions provided for realistic and rich 

results that readers can relate to. 

 (4) Clarify researcher bias: I explicitly shared my bias so readers can understand more 

fully the lens through which I viewed the research narrative. 

 (5) Spent prolonged time in the field: I spent time immersed in the field, which lends 

creditability to the patterns and themes shared in the lived experience. 

 (6) Committee debriefing: Throughout the research process, I was in regular 

communication with my doctoral supervisor, Dr. Wendy Rowe, and committee members Drs. 

Marilyn Hamilton and Siomonn Pulla. I relied on their valuable feedback to ensure my research 

meets the high standards of doctoral research and delivers valid results to my readers. 

 (7) External auditor: My study was made available to an external auditor chosen by Royal 

Roads University to review the methodology, methods, and all aspects of the research to ensure 

it measured the validity and the reliability expected of doctoral work. 

 
Ethical Issues 
 
 Could my research harm the leaders participating the study? I considered this question 

often posed by other researchers when presenting my qualitative research design (Brinkmann & 

Kvale, 2005; Stake, 2005). In conducting social research, it is my foremost responsibility to 

respect the rights, values, beliefs, needs, and desires of the participants (Creswell, 2009). 

Phenomenology, with its focus on the lived experience, is obtrusive and digs deep into the lived 

meaning of participant experience in a life event. It was important that I be sensitive to this, and 

as such I put safeguards in place to protect participants’ rights. I established the following moral 

guidelines for my study: (1) I was explicit with my research objectives to the participants, both 
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verbally and in writing; (2) I ensured that written permission was received from each participant 

entering into the study before the data collection began; (3) the participants were informed about 

the use of all data collection techniques, devices, and instruments; (4) I left the final decision to 

the participants about whether anonymity should be attached to the data; (5) the rights and 

interests of the participants were given first consideration before reporting the data (Creswell, 

2009); and (6) prior to starting this study, I submitted my research proposal to the Canadian Tri-

Council Ethics Review Board and the Royal Roads University ethical review process for 

approval.  

 
Summary 
 
 In this chapter, I outlined my research methodology and methods in this 

phenomenological-centric study, and considered validity and ethical issues that might have 

arisen while providing strategies to address them. Guided by phenomenology and using 

qualitative research methods, I explored how leaders experience the LNR to see if it offers 

insights to enable their self-actualization. The theory and narrative generated will be compared 

with existing conceptual theories on CLT, CDT, and other nascent approaches for leader 

development. The insights and epiphanies that emerge from the study will be used to engage and 

inspire organizational leaders in a dialectic process on innovative approaches to leader 

development. The ultimate goal of the study is to offer leaders new models for developing 

complexity of mind. There is the possibility that in using Nature as a learning intervention and 

holding environment, leaders can experience developmental movement toward new levels of 

consciousness and knowledge, giving them the tools to embrace complexity.
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CHAPTER 4: SETTING THE SCENE 
 

 
 

I went out for a walk, and finally concluded to stay out till sundown, for going out, I 
found, was really going in. 
 
—John Muir 
 
Look deep into Nature, and then you will understand everything better. 
 
—Albert Einstein  

 
 

  
 In this chapter, I set the scene of the holding environment of the LNR with the goal of 

describing what it was like to be there as a participant, to voyage to a foreign place of otherness. 

I also hope to help the reader understand who the participants are and why they agreed to be 

studied, including their motivation to travel from far-off places to partake in this research 

journey.  

 
Why Participants Chose the Leader’s Nature Retreat  
 
 In this exploratory study, it is important to understand why the selected individuals chose 

to participate. What drove the decision to make such a commitment and travel to the remote 

coast of Nova Scotia? For some individuals it meant travelling large distances, such as from 

cities in Europe and Western Canada. As previously mentioned, the program was offered at no 

cost to the participants, but they were responsible for funding their travel to Halifax. In the 

baseline interviews, I probed for answers to the question of why participants wished to attend the 

retreat. Their answers suggest they were seeking to further develop their capacity as leaders, and 

they were intrigued with the Nature retreat process. Others were familiar with John Milton’s 

reputation and work in this area, and some wanted to support leadership research by partaking in 
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the study. Overall, participants were looking for a meaningful adventure experience. Some 

participant responses include the following: 

CV. I really wanted [to attend the LNR] but I’m also afraid of it, and I thought that this 

experience is the ultimate challenge for me to really get to my own life because I have 

all these voices of my parents and then my previous relationships, and I hear always 

someone saying something to me. And I think being in nature for so long that you can 

only hear your own voice. And then it gets quiet, it must get quiet at some point and 

then I can really hear myself. 

CS. I’m interested in nature—always have had this… Main thing in life is 

experiencing life and the best way to do this is being out in nature. 

PV. I’m just curious about what good does it bring me when I’m out there eight days. 

I don’t know!? But it feels like a good thing to do. 

JR. Go to a place…you know, quite wild and like you said, it’s probably been the 

same for the last thousand-years! 

RS. What drew me to this program was that I’d done two days previously with John 

before, and I’d really enjoyed those two days. And I had a sense of ‘Oh, there is 

something very deep here going on with relationship with nature. And I had an 

experience of that sense of being a separate individual melting into just being there with 

nature, that sense of being one with nature. 

JB. I think I want to do it because I live in London and I don’t get to the countryside 

with the nature or anything as much as I would like to, and so it just seemed like a really 

wonderful kind of like an indulgence in a way, but I don’t tend to take holidays that 

much, so I never really…I tend to take holidays which are kind of like holidays where I 
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learn stuff. It wasn’t like, “Oh, it’s a holiday,” obviously it’s not, but it wasn’t ever that, 

but more like what an amazing thing to be in nature on my own and a personal challenge 

too. Yeah, I was feeling I don’t know whether I wrote that down, but I was starting to 

feel like I was a bit scared of nature, which is really annoying to me because I don’t 

want that ever to be true… I think a big part of it as well is that…I want to know, I want 

to be able to be comfortable with living in nature, not that I imagine I will ever live in 

nature, because I will probably just live in some horrible slum somewhere in London, 

scrabbling around for who knows whether it will be that. I’m really idealistic so also 

imagine myself having to survive in a forest. 

MG. It’s a new area that I’ve never been exposed to. I’m always wanting to be a better 

human being and learn for myself as well, so that I can take that learning and use it 

professionally as well as personally… I think hopefully I can get up to speed and learn 

from the relation that we’re having, the relationship with the team and the relationship 

with myself when we’re out there [in nature]. 

KM. I’m intrigued. I’m scared of it in one hand but I’m intrigued by it at the same 

time. I mean you and I have had enough conversations and the work that you are doing. 

So I just see that as interesting and is your master plan at play here. How can we take all 

the parts and make something pretty cool. And you know I love where I live, I haven’t 

moved away so can we take some of this thinking back to our province and our city and 

see if we can unleash some of our potential. Maybe this is part of the solution. So that’s 

intriguing… It’s just another chapter and not sure where it’s going to take me but I’m 

looking forward to it. I hope there is no snow on the island by the time we get there but 

beyond that no I’m intrigued by this whole space. So that’s why I’m embracing it, that’s 
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why it took me a while to agree because I said okay if you can’t go into this halfhearted, 

you got to go in it and be open minded to the process. So I’m just looking forward to it, 

it should be fun. 

MF. It’s definitely a potentially once in a lifetime thing [LNR] for me and to do 

something like this. This could be truly a life altering type of thing, on from both a 

career and home personal life [perspective]. 

 
Nature: A Developmental Holding Environment 
 
 An important element in the research process was the physical space of LNR. The 

epistemology of psychology defines a space that enables differentiation and a developmental 

process as a “holding environment,” and the authentic leadership literature refers to this space as 

a trigger event—an event or experience that allows for a supportive challenge for participants. In 

this study I use the term holding environment as I feel it speaks to a systems process and is 

relational in nature, representing something that is interconnected to other systems. It was critical 

to have a holding environment that enables: (1) a supportive challenge for participants; (2) 

connection to the land/Nature; and (3) an opportunity for the participants to have reflexive space 

for intra- and interpersonal processes with the self and the world that surrounds them. The 

holding environment also offers a dialogical process through connection to the land and the 

relationships in that space. Through my pilot study in Crestone, Colorado, in August 2014, and 

many months of detailed planning, I was able to design, set up, and establish a holding 

environment for the research LNR on Little Dover Island, Guysborough County, Nova Scotia 

(see Appendix F: geographic area, LNR). This sacred land offered a pristine and wild natural 

setting with geographic diversity—rugged land surrounded by ocean, rock formations, fauna, and 

flora. It offered solitude and little interruption from the fullness of everyday life in urban and 
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village settings, away from our patterned cultural truths. The 12-minute Zodiac boat ride from 

the departure wharf on the mainland to the LNR basecamp on Little Dover Island was 

metaphoric and symbolic for breaking from the everyday world of the participants. I observed 

and heard several participants comment on this symbolic departure and a feeling of liberation 

from the material world. 

 The design of this LNR has a long history of participation and positive results. The 

facilitator of the LNR on Little Dover Island is the original founder of this retreat design, 

legendary American naturalist John P. Milton. He has been leading what he terms sacred 

passages in locations across the world for over 50 years, hosting thousands of people in these 

Nature-holding environments. John’s process is borrowed from the indigenous, Taoist, and 

Buddhist perspectives that people are in the land—the land is in their bodies, and there is no 

separation between humankind and Nature. Our senses have been dulled by the fullness of our 

everyday materialistic world, creating a dual perspective that puts Nature outside us. This creates 

a Cartesian binary perspective of humans as the subjects and the land as the object, something to 

be feared, tamed, exploited, and accumulated for wealth extraction. Over the scheduled 10-day 

LNR, John, with my assistance, facilitated a holding environment that enabled the participants to 

awaken their senses enough to see, smell, taste, hear, and feel their connections with the land. 

Using energy movements based on Taoist doctrine, participants learned active meditative 

techniques that were to cultivate energy and deepen the connection with the self and the natural 

world. The goal of this process was to cultivate new levels of consciousness to allow participants 

to sense the interconnections and wash away cultural truths that have limited their connection to 

Nature.  
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Co-creating Desired Futures 
 
 My greater purpose was to co-create with participants desired futures for humanity by 

inspiring them to lead. Through the Nature experiences provided by my academic, Nature-loving 

parents, I have held a lifetime of curiosity, wondrous fascination, and connection with the natural 

world. I have seen Nature as an embodiment of myself. More recently, through my master’s and 

doctoral studies, I have become more conscious and have heightened my connection with the 

world around me, sensing the social-ecological systems in the planet. Driven by this renewed 

consciousness, I have an acute awareness of anthropocentric influences and their effects on the 

planetary living systems that support humankind. Scientific truths say we are pushing past the 

planetary boundaries that support human development with our unsustainable ways of living 

(Steffen et al., 2011; Rockström et al., 2009). The question then becomes: How can we support 

human development in our social-ecological systems that consider the pillars of fairness, 

prosperity, and sustainability? In early 2012, the journey to answer this question led me to 

participate in a Nature retreat in Baja, Mexico, facilitated by the legendary naturalist John 

Milton. This was my first introduction to John and his organization, Way of Nature. I was 

intrigued with my reflective learning and deepened connection to the land. I saw this Nature 

process as an opportunity for developing a leader capacity and capability to adapt to the 

complexity of our world. My experience led me to posit that this retreat approach might be a 

developmental intervention that provides a holding environment conducive for developmental 

growth of the leader thinking to a higher level of complexity. I have found support in the 

literature, from antiquity to present-day thinkers, that portrays Nature as a connector to system 

networks and a holding space for reflective learning that leads to creative thinking (Aristotle, 

2004; Carson, 2002; Gerzon, 2006; Louv, 2011; Mill, 1999; Thoreau, 2006). For example, both 
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Thoreau and Louv write about how Nature provides a space for a person to feel a “sense of 

wonder” and enables creativity to flow (Louv, 2011; Thoreau, 2006). My research study was 

born from my early reflection on this profound Nature experience. 

 Culture is skin deep—our essence of who we are, of that authentic self, lies deep in our 

bones and heart. Connecting to the living land, and our origins, enables a process of connecting 

to the source, to that authentic being that has the ability to strip away barriers that separate 

subject from object. Connecting to the land allows us to sense the interconnected social-

ecological systems that form the web of life. Over the past 400 years in the Western world, 

humankind has learned to separate ourselves from the land, mainly for capitalistic gain (Moore, 

2015). Our indigenous ancestry has held to the roots that humanity is part of the land, that there 

is no separation between land and the human body. This ancient indigenous truth holds that the 

land is you and you are the land; we have forgotten this in our contemporary world, and the 

diversity of life on the planet is suffering as a result. The LNR process adapted from John 

Milton’s sacred passage develops the capacity for participants to reconnect to the sacred land, to 

unite with the source within the self. The philosophy centers around the cycle of life and how 

everything is interconnected, as illustrated in the Way of Nature symbol (see Figure 4.1: WON 

symbol). In August 2014, I conducted a 16-day research pilot project with a visit to Crestone, 

Colorado. Crestone is John’s home and is the international center for his sacred work with the 

Way of Nature®. During this pilot there was an opportunity to test my thinking about conducting 

research with other international Way of Nature fellows and reflect on how best to offer an 

effective holding environment for my research participants. Through this process and dialogues 

with John and others, I decided to utilize the wild and natural coast of Nova Scotia to offer a 10-

day LNR.  
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Figure 4.1: Way of Nature Symbol 

   

that considered the traditional aspects of the Way of Nature sacred passage. John agreed to 

facilitate the retreat with my assistance.  

 
The Living, Breathing Land 
 
 Over the course of approximately six months, I secured the right to use pristine land on 

the northeast coast of Nova Scotia, and on several visits I connected with the land and ocean as I 

prepared for the LNR. The area I chose has the unique feature of being the most easterly point on 

the North American peninsula. The thought of this makes the land feel extra sacred, and it was a 

fitting setting for my mix of Canadian and European study participants. One of my reflections 

was that the North American coastline has probably changed little over the last millennium, 

shaped mainly by glaciers, blue ocean waves, and the winds of time. Little Dover Island is also 

known as White Island, named for the giant slabs of white granite that line the water’s edge as 
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you look out across never-ending ocean in the direction of Europe. The island’s tundra is a 

diversity of symbiotic ecosystems of flora and fauna, with several different habitats, from 

marshlands to conifer forests and swaths of granite-bouldered land littered by former glaciers. It 

is on this living landscape that I marked 12 solo spots for the participants’ designated solitude of 

seven days during the LNR (see Appendix F: participant AllOne Sites). I gave the spots names 

based on their features to help identify and connect them with the participants, including The 

Last of the Mohicans, Piccadilly Circle, The Twins, and Panorama Ridge (see Figure 4.2: AllOne 

Sites).  

Figure 4.2: Photos of AllOne Sites 

 

Two weeks before the beginning of the LNR, with help and painstaking hours of work, I lugged 

20-litre water containers to each solo site that would be used for drinking during the weeklong 

solitude period. I made other preparations, including readying the basecamp cabin on the island, 

building an outdoor latrine that was equipped with a rudimentary shower, and working with a 

chef to prepare delivery of 12 designated meals for participants at the basecamp. I also organized 
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six support staff, who included: (1) a Zodiac boat operator/basecamp coordinator with his 

assistant; (2) a chef and her assistant; (3) a safety coordinator; and (4) a PhD candidate whose 

research is focused on expressive art therapy. All of these support people were volunteers, with 

the exception of the Zodiac operator/basecamp coordinator. 

 
The Leader’s Nature Retreat Framework and Process 
 
 The LNR had several facets. I designed the framework and process based on my time 

spent working and learning from John Milton and the Way of Nature International Fellowship 

during my first sacred passage, and also from my own  advanced guide training.  This training 

also served as my pilot study for this research. Through John’s lifetime dedication, experience 

(see Appendix E: Participant Information For LNR), and connection to the natural world, he 

developed the Principles of Natural Liberation, which enables a pathway to conscious self-

awareness. He passes these principles on in an inspiring and engaging style of dialogic 

storytelling, much like indigenous and ancient teachers have practiced, bringing in metaphors of 

extra-humans, past teachers, and present happenings in our world. John ties all of this into the 

AllOne experience that the participants of the program stretch and challenge themselves with. 

John coined the term AllOne to represent all elements of the interconnected systems and 

relationships that come together during the solitude period of the retreat. His belief is that when 

you are on the land, spending time in solitude is not really “alone” time, it is AllOne time as you 

connect with the land, yourself, and your senses in the universe. These 12 Principles of Natural 

Liberation are the cornerstone of the Way of Nature program and John’s facilitation process:  

(1) The fundamental truth: all forms are interconnected, constantly changing, 

continuously arise and return to primordial source. 

(2) Commit yourself to liberation in this lifetime. 
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(3) Relax and surrender to life. 

(4) Remain present in the now. 

(5) Cultivate union with universal energy. 

(6) Go with universal flow. 

(7) Rest in the radiance of your open heart. 

(8) Active compassion arises out of unconditional love. 

(9) Cut through to clarity. 

(10) Return to source. 

(11) Remain in continuous, complete, flowing recognition of source awareness. 

(12) Serve as a warrior of the open heart and liberated spirit. In other words, follow 

your authentic self.  

John even has a 13th principle: It is not to take any of this too seriously, as all things are 

continuously changing! 

 Other influences in the design of the LNR process were my parents and their years of 

guidance about the sense of wonder that our origins in Nature provide. As a result of their 

influence, I have a deep appreciation of astronomy and the “other” worlds it opens to humanity. 

My parents, Beverley and Sherman Williams, provided and prepared the group meals for the 

LNR. When they were not busy preparing food, they had informal conversations and interpretive 

walks on the land with the participants. My father is a naturalist and an expert in native Nova 

Scotia fauna and flora, and provided informal walks on the island for the participants, during 

which he interpreted the geological history, showing the effects of the glaciers that once covered 

the island. He also identified the various birds native to Little Dover Island and the area. One 

thing I have learned from Beverley and Sherman over the years is the importance of identifying 
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and naming species. The naming process builds an interconnection and an empathic relationship 

with other species. Based on the feedback I received from participants, they valued these 

conversations and walks. 

 Another influence on the design of the LNR process came from my long conversations 

with artist and doctoral candidate Ron Hayes. When I was contemplating how I would build a 

reflection piece into the LNR, I initially thought I would implement a process of reflective 

journalling. Much research in the fields of education and nursing field suggest that reflective 

journalling is a powerful piece that supports the learning process (Bain, Ballantyne, Packer, & 

Mills, 1999). However, I struggled with how to fit reflective journalling into the LNR design, as 

it seemed to complicate the process and demand even more time and effort than what was 

already being asked of participants. Through unfolding dialogues with Ron in spring 2015, I 

arrived at the solution of expressive art therapy. Expressive art therapy enables participants to 

share deep internal feelings and emotions that are often unable to be shared via spoken language. 

Through the creation of art, individuals experience a different way of expressing suppressed 

emotions and lines of perspectives. The process is steeped in reflection, as the individual relates 

life experiences and evolving meaning making (Levine & Levine, 1998). After listening to my 

intuition and reading supporting literature, I recruited Ron to design an expressive art therapy 

process for the participants near the end of the LNR experience that would bring further meaning 

to their experience. Ron designed two expressive art therapy sessions using various mediums. 

We prepared the participants in advance through a written communication and at the beginning 

of the LNR. The communication introduced Ron to the participants and made explicit that no 

previous art experience was necessary to participate in the sessions. This was important, as there 

is a natural tendency for people to be intimidated by working with an artist and to label 
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themselves as not artistic in nature (R. Hayes, personal communication, May 2, 2015). To 

support this reflective process, I secured an outdoor canvas tent from Acadia University that the 

participants helped to raise at basecamp during the LNR to act as our outdoor art studio (see 

Figure 4.3: Expressive Art Studio).  

Figure 4.3: Leader’s Nature Retreat Expressive Art Studio 

 
  

Arrival. On May 27, 2015, the majority of the participants were picked up at the Halifax 

International Airport and driven approximately three hours to the remote fishing village of Little 

Dover. From a wharf in Little Dover, over two boat trips, we transported the participants 

approximately 5.4 kilometres to the Little Dover Island LNR basecamp. It was about a 15-minute 

boat ride across the inlet (see Figure 4.4: Map of Zodiac Ride to Little Dover Island). As I 

greeted the participants at the basecamp wharf on their arrival, I observed that it was a wet, 
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windy, rough ride on the choppy ocean and that this was welcomed as a symbolic departure from 

the familiar culture of every day.  

 
Figure 4.4: Map of Zodiac Boat Ride to Little Dover Island 

This was confirmed from casual conversations with participants, most of whom had smiles on 

their faces. I gave a quick introduction to the basecamp and instructions on where to pitch their 

tents in relation to the main cabin (see Figure 4.5: Leader’s Nature Retreat Basecamp). The cabin 
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was multipurpose: a place for group meals; a place to dry personal gear; and, in stormy weather, 

a place for refuge and group dialogues. The participants’ arrival was timed with a late afternoon 

meal, after the participants set up their tents and quickly acquainted themselves with their 

surroundings. The first evening after the group meal provided an opportunity for introductions, 

information, and questions, and was the beginning of the rich dialogic process of group sharing. 

Each participant described their initial feelings about travelling to and being at the LNR. This 

narrative included John Milton’s adventurous journey from Denver, which had taken several 

days due to the complexity of living in a busy world!  

Figure 4.5: Leader’s Nature Retreat Basecamp 

 

 In the first two days, John facilitated meditation and grounding techniques (see Figure 

4.6: Group Learning) that were to be used during the seven-day solitude portion of the retreat. 

There were powerful moments when John facilitated, having participants sit on the mossy earth, 

with the sun shining and the blue ocean surrounding. He used techniques that open awareness to 
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our human senses. This first phase of the retreat enabled a strong connection to the natural 

environment through shared techniques, group dialogue, and activities.  

Figure 4.6: Group Learning  

 

 AllOne time. Following the group time, participants moved out to their selected solo 

sites for seven days of solitude in Nature, which made up the majority of the LNR. Working with 

the boat operator, we escorted the participants in groups to their sites, depending on their solo 

site location. As I took each participant to their solo site, I sensed that this was a powerful 
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moment for the participants. These sites were remote and wild, leaving the participants in 

seclusion with only an intimate connection to Nature. I sensed that this was a major departure 

from the familiar to the foreign; the participants’ excitement and anxiety were obvious. The 

participants stayed in solitude for seven days, with the exception of a less-than-24-hour period 

when, due to stormy weather, we brought the participants back to basecamp.  

 Challenge of weather. Over the 10-day LNR, participants, including me and those who 

helped facilitate the event, experienced challenging weather. The conditions were a safety 

concern particularly during the AllOne time. Right from the first day of the LNR, from the 

Zodiac ride to the basecamp on Little Dover Island and throughout the retreat, we experienced 

rain and cool temperatures, sometimes as low as 2º Celsius. This was accompanied by extremely 

gusty winds and heavy rain at times during the AllOne portion, during which we hunkered down 

in our tents and did our best to stay warm and dry. We had a safety coordinator at basecamp, 

who had a safety protocol in place that included direct communication with the Canadian Coast 

Guard to minimize risk for the participants. As an additional safety measure, during the AllOne 

portion, I stayed in a cold and unheated fishing cabin on the upper track of land near four of the 

AllOne sites and did visual checks during the extreme weather to ensure participants were safe. 

On day five of the solitude period, the safety-coordinator called the participants back to 

basecamp for 18 hours to ensure participants would be safe from the elements. Once the call was 

made to bring participants into basecamp, over several hours I walked to each of the participant’s 

designated solo sites and personally retrieved them. When I accompanied the participants out of 

their sites, I was surprised by the reaction I received. Most had a feeling of resistance and 

disappointment that they were being asked to return to basecamp. There was a sense of 

determination, contentment, and even comfort to staying in their sites despite the severe weather. 
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This unpredictable gathering of the group at basecamp allowed for deep dialogue and sharing of 

the solitude experience, and a chance to get dry and warm before heading out the following day. 

I noted a synergistic and coherent behavior among the group that evening at the basecamp. 

 This challenge provided insightful learning for participants and valuable insight for me. 

In my past LNR experiences in Baja and Colorado, the climate and weather was always 

comfortable, never creating a challenge. After four days of straight rain during the solitude 

period, I found myself wanting to control the weather and feeling anxiety that this was not ideal 

for the participants and the LNR process. Overall, I was worried that the stormy weather would 

affect the results of the study by not allowing the participants to practice the relaxation 

techniques prescribed by John Milton and to enjoy Nature. This was a powerful lesson for me, 

and I reflected that it was a metaphoric symbol of the unpredictability of our world and 

represented the power of Nature and the issue of climate change. Nature was teaching me, the 

researcher, to let go of trying to control her.  

 Returning to basecamp. After the solo period process, the program ended with almost 

two full days of further group facilitation by John Milton to decompress and dialogue on the 

meaning of the solitude experience. During these sessions John wove in the Way of Nature 

philosophy of the 12 Principles of Natural Liberation, which are grounded in cultivating presence 

and commitment to conscious self-awareness. He did through natural storytelling that inspired 

and engaged the participants and all those listening. Through this process participants asked 

questions from their AllOne times on the land to gain meaning of their “lived” experience. 

Ron Hayes held two sessions with the participants on their return from the solitude 

period. These were held on the last two days of the LNR. In the first session, Ron had the group 

work with clay (see Figure 4.7.: Expressive Art Clay Session) to express their inner feelings, 
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which are often not revealed through spoken word. In the second session, the participants worked 

with paint and canvas (see Figure 4.8.: Expressive Art Paint Session). These were emotional 

sessions in which participants shared their art and the connected meaning to each piece.  

Figure 4.7: Expressive Art Clay Session in Pictures  

Throughout all my interactions in the LNR process, there were opportunities for dialogue and 

data collection via interviews, reflective journalling, and observation. 

 Departure. On the morning of June 7, 2015, after 10 days in the Nature-holding 

environment, the participants, John Milton, support staff, and I packed up basecamp and left 

Little Dover Island for the mainland (see Figure 4.9.: Participants Departing Leader’s Nature 

Retreat). As quickly as the participants had arrived from their respective homes in Canada and 

abroad, they departed via arranged rides to Halifax International Airport.  
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 Figure 4.8: Expressive Art Paint Session 

 
 
 
Figure 4.9: Participants Departing LNR in Pictures 
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Summary 
 
 In this chapter, I attempted to give readers a feel for the lived experience of the LNR. The 

LNR was a novel leader development program that stretched participants by breaking normal 

patterns and immersing them in the wilds of Nature, where they spent time in solitude and were 

guided by the John Milton and his principles. 
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CHAPTER 5: THE PARTICIPANT’S LIVED EXPERIENCE 
 
 

When we are struck with wonder, we seem to have evaporated momentarily our present 
preoccupations. The mind is cleared of garbage, so to speak. We are struck by the 
strangeness of this thing, this phenomenon. 
 
—Max van Manen, The Phenomenology of Practice 

 
 

  
 
 This chapter explores the phenomenology of the study participants’ contextual lived 

experience of the LNR. These data include experiences shared by each of the 12 participants 

collected during interviews, expressive art sessions, and participant observations during an eight-

month period between February and September 2015. Through this phenomenological data, I 

share how participants experienced developmental movement, self-awareness, systems 

awareness, relationality, and a transformation in self-knowledge. My analysis draws deeply on 

the phenomenological methodology outlined by Max van Manen (1984; 1990; 2014), as well as 

the works of Merleau-Ponty (1968), William G. Perry (1970), and Serres (2008). I highlight the 

voices of my research participants as they share the “whatness” of their lived experiences during 

the LNR. Moving away from a mechanistic approach of generating and representing data, the 

phenomenological approach support my effort at finding ways to develop and share the deeper 

meaning of these “lived” experiences, and lets the invisible become visible through the wonder 

and enchantment. The Dutch and German word for poetry is gedicht, which means “to make 

dense, to thicken, to intensify” (van Manen, 2014). Through the poetry of the participants’ 

words, in this research I offer this gedicht, through deep descriptions on the experience–and the 

meaning it offers.  
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 I have turned these extensive phenomenological data into a narrative reduction to 

provide a deep, rich representation of the LNR lived experiences. As van Manen (1984) 

states, no single conceptual formulation or narrative statement can possibly capture and 

share the full mystery of a lived experience. Phenomenological themes are much less a 

singular concept or category than a description of the structure of the lived experience 

(Manen, 1984). The thematic insights shared in this chapter therefore serve as hints, or 

metaphoric nodes or stars that allude to provocative aspects of the LNR phenomenon. 

 
Centered in the Inquiry 
 
 The framework for the questions I asked during the interviews (see Appendix C: 

Interview Guidelines) delved into several domains important to the evolution of research 

questions. The goal of my interviews was to tease out stories and anecdotes, to dig deep for the 

essence of participant experiences as they relate to leadership capacities, capabilities, and the 

retreat experiences itself. I often asked how the “lived” situations felt from an emotional and 

feeling perspective. The 12 participant narratives are included in Appendix F: Participant 

Narratives. 

 Through this line of questioning, I am able to share thematic insights and 

epiphanies to understand: (a) how each participant contextually experienced the LNR 

holding environment; (b) how each leader experienced a transformation in knowledge; 

and (c) how each leader experienced developmental movement during the retreat. I 

interviewed the participants in three times: first at baseline, then during the LNR process, 

and lastly at three months post-experience.  
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 I do my best to present thematic insights in a way that separates the lived 

contextual experience from the transformation in knowledge. As a researcher, I recognize 

that everything is interconnected, that each piece of the participants’ narrative, through 

the three temporal phases, evokes a fuller synergy of the story being told. For the sake of 

making it clearer for the reader, I have separated the discursive shared insights of the 

participants into three sections, sharing thematic nodes from each of the temporal phase 

interviews. Each of the three interviews serves a purpose both alone and within the series 

(Seidman, 2013). The first interview serves to bring context to each participant’s 

narrative, offering the life experience of the individual. The second interview 

reconstructed the lived experience of the LNR, recognizing that the very process of 

translating the LNR experience into language is one of meaning-making (Vygotsky, 

1987). In the third and final interview, with the foundation established through each 

participant’s life history and lived experience, I asked participants to reflect on the 

meaning-making of the LNR process. Through this series of interviews, the meaning-

making process in the final interview requires the participants to use reflexivity to sense 

how factors in their life interacted to bring them to their present situation (Seidman, 

2013). In this chapter, I present themes of insights and epiphanies, and represent the 

reflections of the participants three months after the LNR experience. 

Baseline Self-Knowledge: Relationship between Nature and Leadership 
 
 At the start of the study, the participants shared individual life stories from their early 

childhood. The personal narratives moved through their life experiences and included education 

and personal and professional experiences. As I am interested in the lived experience of the LNR 

and insights that might lead to developmental movement, I focused specifically on exploring the 
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participants’ perspectives of the meaning of Nature and leadership. I split these two aspects into 

two separate themes, as I believe it is important to see if Nature offers a holding environment 

that enables leaders to experience differentiation in mental models that can lead to 

developmental movement. 

 In today’s world it can be argued that leadership is separate from the natural world, with 

its capitalistic drive for wealth through the exploitation of Nature. In the themes identified 

between Nature and leadership, you can sense a dual separation. Contrary to this, you can also 

sense a poetic pull toward connection between Nature and leadership. 

 Baseline self-knowledge on Nature. In the baseline interview, I explicitly asked the 

participants how they define Nature and their sense of meaning through their relationship with 

Nature. Through this inquiry, six key themes emerged from the phenomenological data 

associated with this stage of the developmental process: (1) a duality; (2) a connection to a 

powerful feeling; (3) relations and interconnection; (4) inner joy; (5) belonging and connecting 

to something bigger; and (6) supporting wellness. Overall, these nodes suggest that Nature 

provides benefits to leadership through opening relational processes that offer the individual 

well-being. 

1. A duality: I heard from some participants themes that acknowledge a duality of 

perspective between the relationship of Nature and humans. These participants shared 

the following: 

YN. First what comes up to me is outside, you know just being outside, it’s just for 

me, I think, it’s a lot of to do with nature and also outside, being outside in places which 

is not counterfeited by people. 
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MG. Nature provides for us. Working on a farm, a dairy farm, you see the results there 

in terms of the milk and the cheese that’s produced the meat as well. I was involved with 

[this] at a small age. So, I did sheep, we had sheep at home as well, so I raised sheep. I 

saw the full cycle from birth, sadly up until putting them down for meat as well. I see 

that component in terms of what nature might do as a provider for human beings. 

MF. I mean to me nature is, I consider, anything that is not in the built 

environment…[where it] has very little influence from humans or such to its formation. 

2. A connection to a powerful feeling: Nature was also described by participants as a 

physical place that provides a portal or connection to a powerful feeling. For 

example, one participant shared: 

KM. Well, there are two ways [to define nature], one is, you know, going in the woods, 

and walk in the woods and a feeling. Really good example for me was when I was on 

this course in California, we took a walk through a redwood, and all redwood forests 

down there. And then the last time down, my wife and I we took a walk through a 

[redwood] forest and there was just some powerful feeling, or there was, there’s a 

connection—there’s something there. You can feel that. 

3. Relations and interconnection: Through the participant narratives, Nature was 

described as a relational, interconnected process between humans and Nature. There 

is a sense of inseparable interconnection between Nature and everything in the web of 

life. Some participants noted the following: 

CV. Nature for me is it’s being conscious about all elements…I think everywhere we 

try to separate the human life from nature—that is where the problem arrives, there is no 

[separateness]…I don’t see it as separate [humans from nature]. I think with creating all 
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this duality that is where you make people say either nature or we are in the civilized 

world—and I would like to have more integration [with] people. 

CS. I’m part of nature—[there is] small border between me and nature—I’m an entity 

of the whole… No difference between me and nature—complete flow…there is a letting 

go—especially the letting go of thought, my busy mind. 

RS.  It is something that is part of who I am. And to treat nature badly is like treating 

part of myself badly and treating nature well is like treating part of myself well. So I see 

nature as an extension of whom I am and that I should treat it well because it’s part of 

who I am, yeah. 

5. Inner joy: While some participants highlighted that their connection with Nature can 

almost be indescribable, there was also an amazing feeling among participants of 

connecting to something that brings inner joy. A participant shared this memory: 

JN. There are moments…with surfing experience when you are so close to the water 

and then it goes…you go really fast out in the water. And then you really can 

feel…gives you some…I’m not really able to describe it…but then I remember I really 

felt some kind of that connection to…you know you just feel the water going through 

your hands which is you know, [at] that time [it] is an amazing, amazing feeling, so 

thought it might describe my feeling with nature. And also I really, really like going to 

the sea, just walk on the beach looking at the sea, to the waves. And then I really…I 

really try to take the time to enjoy it. 

5. Belonging and connecting to something bigger: Nature has a trueness and gives a 

feeling of belonging and connecting to something bigger, where you are able to sense 

the origins and meaning of life. That it is part of humanity’s story. For example: 
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PV. The first answer that comes to mind (the feeling I get in nature) is breathing in 

and out, and for me it has something to do with the smell of the woods, the smell of the 

grass…but I also feel from the energy that it starts to like become some strange kind of 

magnet and by magnetic field is like this, all through to my feet… But it is what it does 

to me and also the excitement of seeing all kind of animals that’s a kind of a spark… 

And also, it’s comforting in a way, it feels for me sometimes they are still there (in the 

woods in Holland), the animals even in Holland because in this particular wood where I 

go a lot of times, you still hear the cars running by in the highway. And there is no spot 

where you can’t hear cars, but they [birds] manage to adapt and to still be there to 

live…and every time when I see the buzzard [bird] I have to think of my dad (who has 

passed on) and, so that gives me a connection with him and with the skies, and also a 

connection with the meaning of life. 

JR. Like the way our forest is, is kind of, a metaphorical ground for me…I’m coming 

home and [to] something that includes everything and how it’s meant to be. 

JB. I’m part of it [nature], I’m inside it then I’m just one tiny, tiny, tiny infinite detail 

small part of that larger system that makes me feel good emotionally. 

JR. Well, I think nature’s everything really, yeah, I think it’s all of the impulses inside of 

us and it’s all of the growing natural world and the furthest star in the Cosmos and I 

think that’s what nature is, I think nature is our story. 

6. Supporting wellness: Another theme that emerged is that Nature supports individual 

wellness. When we connect to Nature, it nourishes the soul and body; it is healthy for 

our existence, enables a release of stress, and allows an opening for wellness. 

Participants shared the following: 
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CS. To stay healthy you have to see yourself as part of nature…being in nature helps 

connect in being a healthy being… In nature I felt the power to heal—I feel this about 

nature that is has the power to heal. 

RS. (It) feels like it nourishes your soul to be in nature. It nourishes your body, your 

lungs to be in nature… It’s good for your mind because just walking in nature takes you 

out…has that sense of taking you out of your being, locked in your mind with all the 

concepts and ideas and then suddenly, it all goes away and then you just look around 

and often have this experience of being released from a limited sense of who I think I 

am into this vast expanse which doesn’t have limits… And I look across the hills, I look 

at the trees and I’m just aware of the immensity of life, and the goodness of life, and the 

wonder and all of life as I see it or…and realize that actually there’s something very, 

very important in nature and that experience of nature, something totally precious. 

LS. [The] physical world is part of what makes me complete and healthy. Nature 

surroundings are important in my life… Nature helps me in refocusing with wholeness. 

 Baseline self-knowledge on leadership. It is well recognized in the literature that there 

are many definitions of the word leadership, with Rost (1993) finding 221 in his search. At the 

beginning of the study, I explored the participants’ definition of leadership and asked them to 

describe their understanding and experiences with the phenomenon of leadership. There are four 

sub-themes to the question of, “What is leadership?” 

1.  Leadership is self-awareness and owning responsibility: I heard from the participants 

that leadership is about connecting with the personal self to understand one’s purpose, 

responsibilities, and capacity to influence the organizational systems process. 
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CV. Leadership, for me, is taking accountability for your journey, taking 

accountability for your actions, inspiring, others with your actions. Showing people your 

vision and living it. Taking accountability not only for what you are saying, but also for 

what you are doing. And I think leadership is not something to do with hierarchy… I 

think the people who are best in knowing themselves and knowing their own patterns 

and making sure people around them are having different patterns, knowing what’s 

challenging them…maybe that brings out the best in a group of people together. 

PV. I think personal leadership is about knowing what your needs are and how you 

want to fulfill them instead of projecting them outside in the world, or on your company, 

or on people you have to work with or even your partners at home or at work…I think 

leadership is also about being in connection with your own source, with your own—why 

are you here on Earth and what is your purpose?! 

JN. I think I’m a good leader if I’m able to inspire people and to get them in the 

direction I feel is good for the company without being to directive. You know I strongly 

believe in good responsibility, as close to the operation as possible, so that you can use 

the power of the people in the branch for the organization. And that they can develop 

themselves. However, I see it as my role to make sure that we still have the same goals 

and that everybody is aware of the goals, and that everybody is working towards the 

same goals, and so we go to the right direction and there are certain correlation in the 

company. That’s leadership to me, without being too pushy or bully or…yeah, too 

directive, making sure that we develop ourselves as a company… Though if decision 

needs to be taken, then I think it’s also the role of the leader to take responsibility and 

make the decision. 
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JB. I guess for me leadership is being somebody who helps make things happen, 

actively helps make things happen…leadership for me is about empowering myself and 

other people to do the best job. 

LS. Leadership is a learned experience though invitations into experiences. 

2. Leadership is a fluid and moving relational process: Leaderships is a fluid and moving 

relational process of stepping in and stepping out, and of gently leading through facilitating a 

collaborative approach. Participants shared the following: 

CS. It’s about realizing a dream together with people. 

MF. My definition of a leader and a lot of it is kind of based on the influence of being 

sensitive to all the parties that you are working with and impacting. 

JR. I think it’s a fluid thing and I think it’s something that you’ve got to be prepared 

to step into and step out of and handle it in different ways. I don’t see it as fixed and 

that’s what I think is right about working with this evolving cosmic story because now 

we have a story that is not fixed…(it) is kind of the ability to dance and to move and feel 

that energy and to catalyze that energy but sometimes to lean in and sometimes to hold 

back, and see where it is coming from others and allow that to come out. 

RS. So I would say that for me leadership, it’s about…I guess a big part of it is 

facilitation. It’s about allowing participants to come to their own understanding 

and their own... basically their own understanding about something, their own 

experience about something. So it’s you’re leading those participants into 

something where…or you’re providing them with the opportunities so that they 

can step into something and find something out for themselves. So rather than 

the old fashioned model about, “Hey, I’ve got the information I’m going to give 
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it to you and you’re going to just kind of receive it”—it’s more of one about 

leading somebody to the water so they can drink it themselves. 

LS. Leadership is influencing uncovering the capability of people and about 

developing a flourishing community—that ability of moving to a vision of where 

you want to go. 

3. Leadership is the space between relationships: Leadership is something in the air, a space 

between relationships of people. One participant said, 

CS. That with people around, we grow to this movement…leadership is moving 

towards a common goal. It is the space and a common goal.  

4. Leadership is crisis, uncertainty, and the opportunity to learn: Leadership is about how 

you act in uncertain times and crises. A participant from London shared the following: 

JR. Being fully alive, fully human, giving everything you can give and not being sure 

what the outcome is going to be on that kind of global planetary level. Because, I’m you 

know, how much do I let in? How many species are dying every day? The conditions we 

are in, damn, I’m in touch with that…leadership for me, in a moment is coming down 

to—how can we be in the best way in these times?… The nature of who we are in these 

times is (what) we all have to discover for ourselves, so maybe it’s (leadership) about 

being able to set up learning spaces to enable that learning and discovering. 

 
Contextually Experiencing the Leader’s Nature Retreat 
 
 In this section I share insights from the second series of interviews taken near the 

end of the LNR process. This section brings out the descriptive voices of the participants 

as they shared what they experienced through the retreat process. The goal, however 
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imperfect, was to reconstruct the myriad participant experiences that form thematic nodes 

from the LNR process. From my observations of nonverbal expressions and causal 

comments on first greeting the participants as they came onto the dock on Little Dover 

Island, to what they shared later in the formal interviews, I could sense the excitement 

and wonder of being in a remote, wild space and the mystery of what lay ahead for them. 

Eight sub-themes that emerged from the second interview:  

1. Sense of wonder that connects: One area that I explored with the participants was the 

feelings of wonder, awe, or enchantment they experienced. From antiquity, from the likes of 

Aristotle right up until Einstein, Merleau-Ponty, Bohm, Louv in the modern era, it has been 

strongly suggested that awe and wonder open worlds of discovery through prosocial behavior 

(Piff, Dietze, Feinberg, Stancato, & Keltner, 2015). I asked the participants if they experienced 

any inspiring moments that were memorable and moving? Participants shared deeply personal 

and discursive moments of wonder, many of which emerged during their time at their AllOne 

sites. 

RS. Clambering around and on top of the large grey boulders with the bright sun 

shining down I was aware of the magic of being alive. As the gentle ripples played on 

the pool around me and majestic birds flew overhead, I was struck by the wonder and 

awesomeness of life itself. I felt deep feelings of peace, stillness and gratitude. And 

amongst these wonderful feelings I also experienced a pull towards 

something…something that was ultimately good and wholesome. 

JR. Yes—I think the most powerful moment that has stayed with me, was not long 

after you left me in my [AllOne] spot. When we said goodbye, I had a moment of 

feeling, “help—this is really it!” Then I put my hand on one of the large rocks that 
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surrounded the site and she spoke back to me—“you are not alone.” I looked out at the 

inky sea and felt it breathing, just as I was breathing and I tuned into the rhythm of the 

whole world breathing. A rabbit appeared and seemed to stay for a very long time.  

MD. I was amazed at how interesting my small little [AllOne] space was. I was so 

worried about being alone for six days, but when I stopped and stood still, I saw so 

much incredible activity and detail around me in nature that it in turn connected me to 

the much larger space, the earth and the universe. I connected immediately with my 

space. I could see the glisten of dew drops sitting in these tiny purple flowers—they 

were millimetres in size but they looked like precious gems catching the sunlight, 

connecting to the universe, and teasing me to pick them up. It was if the ground 

was revealing itself to me and inviting me to play. The giant rocks strewn around the 

site were like heads silently keeping watch over me. I felt safe and entertained and was 

in awe at how connected I was to all of this nature - that I could recognize patterns in the 

rocks and ground. Even the one day, when I was sitting on one of the two eroded seats 

in the stones at the water’s edge, watching the dark water crash and swirl, and an old 

man in long brown rags, a funny hat, and a cane came creeping on the corner of my left 

eye from the darkness; I just turned my head and chased him away without much 

concern. I just wondered if it was “real” and if so what were his intentions and whether I 

should have listened to him. 

MF. While I can’t say I had any moment of awe/enchantment/wonder during the solo 

there was a point where I realized that in spite of the challenging conditions I was 

entirely self-sufficient and that really gave me some type of euphoric pride. 
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PV. The moment a seal arose from the sea during my retreat. For me it meant 

creativity, playfulness and separating myself from my mother. The same seal was sitting 

on a rock when we returned for the last day to our spot [AllOne site]. 

2. Something familiar. As the participants reconstructed stories from the LNR process, 

interesting themes of “something lost and now found,” reconnection, and familiarity emerged. 

They shared the following thoughts about connection to the land and the web of life:  

JB. It’s like dropping into something old that’s been there since the beginning of me 

and then…and it feels really calm of course and it feels like there’s so much I’ve been 

dealing with, so much brain noise…this is just about jumping into something really, 

really deep inside. And then when I do jump into that I get this real sadness but it’s like 

a kind of happy sadness and its quite energizing in a way… It’s been coming up. I’ve 

been sort of incubating it in a way and giving it time, but then when I let my brain 

connect to it then amazing thoughts have been coming, amazing ideas and amazing 

confidence and power and focus and all the things that I feel like I’ve been lacking 

recently… I’m so happy that I found it though, I feel like I’ve been missing it for ages… 

There’s a time like about four years or maybe five or six years ago when I started crying 

every day and I just used to cry and I never really knew what I was crying about, and it’s 

sort of connected to that somehow. It doesn’t make me cry now I feel like I’m not 

missing the thing that was missing then. 

JR. There is a realization that we need to move beyond the modernist idea for the 

need to control nature…to find a way to not control—and to be together with nature 

again… There was a connection that I had once before [times in nature when I was 

young] but I reconnected with this…times when I spent by the river [as a child] and my 
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special place in New Zealand. Learning to lean in and be held in it again [nature]—to let 

go and not be afraid. 

LS. The [LNR] experience was a gift…it all feels familiar. 

MF. [Nature is] a place where things are real. 

MD. It’s like this sense of I’m really part of the big… I’m really part of this [nature]. 

Yeah, and really connected to nature, like I would never in a million years have guessed 

that you know, that I would have felt… So it’s you know maybe that was something that 

was bred in me as a child, because my grandparents were farmers and so maybe it’s 

coming back to that…I don’t think it’s something new. 

3. The emergence of an authentic self. The participants experienced an emergence of authentic 

self and a creative space in the Nature-holding environment, which they described as almost like 

an awakening. One participant said, 

JB. When I first came here I went and put my face up against it [Last of Mohican 

Boulder] when I first arrived, the very beginning of the retreat, and then it just made me 

cry so much for ages, and that was just to do with…it was a kind of permanence, I now 

like permanence and then it spoke to the sense of loss inside me. It was related to 

parents and ancestors and…but anyway this rock has been real…obviously a real 

guardian to me… I feel more energized—more authentic to myself. Everything is 

coalescing in a good way, I’m stronger and more confident. I don’t need to compromise 

anymore. A new voice is coming out from my heart—from my values and beliefs… 

And it was like the first time in a really long time that I could just let everything settle 

down to the place where it is supposed to be and then this rock was kind of like my 

teacher.…and all the time I’ve been thinking what I could be, and how I can be more 
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effective, and how I can be so many more people and different things, and how I can 

grow in different roles, and how I can make everything coalesce and make sense—and 

the rock just…the rock’s just given me all the answers, which is there’s only one 

answer, which is just settle down and just be a constant and be sure and have belief and 

conviction… I’m in the true place of who I am—I’m more aware of who I really am and 

I am able to express myself from my heart. 

Participants also reported a feeling of tapping into latent potential, of power in the self. I heard 

confidence in their expression. Participants shared the following: 

CV. If you would have told me I would do this thing [LNR and solo period] for seven 

days with these circumstances [challenging weather] I would have never done it. But 

there’s so much more power in yourself, so much more capacity that you were not 

tapping into because you are…because I’m busy then with things that I might not be 

able to handle. 

CS. What I feel is changing is that the new secret world that I need to connect with—

there is lots that I have done that has not been very conscious and connected. Now I 

want to develop more of a purpose of what’s coming next. There is a completely new 

layer I can develop from. Uncertain what it will be, I’m needing to let go of control of 

what use to be… It [LNR] has brought new experiences. It’s hard to put words to all of 

this—all so new. 

4. Evolution of relationships and the bigger whole: Through the reconstruction of the LNR 

experience, participants relived moments that were luminous and stood out. A theme emerged 

from the participants’ stories that centers on an evolution of relationships. These relationships 

infer connections to systems and the bigger whole.  
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CS. It’s a very good environment to develop leadership—makes you feel you are 

much of a bigger whole. It’s different from daily life of focusing on small parts. Nature 

makes you connect to larger whole. You see so much that we influence in nature—not 

coming from one specific source—but they are all interacting, like sea and wind and 

trees, and sun and moon—you cannot say which is responsible for what. I think this is 

very valuable as it makes you think what can my influence be in this world. It helps you 

make choices, and design steps for going forward… This can make you a much more 

interconnected and mindful leader. There are so much things in the world that are made 

or developed in small areas within the world that are good in their area but damaging in 

other areas, and it’s important for leaders to see this whole picture and understand they 

are part of it. And nature is one of the ways you can experience this. 

PV. The one thing that stands out for me was meeting the seal. I don’t know why but I 

thought I don’t belong to my mother, but I belong to Mother Earth…and then the seal 

popped up and that made me feel great, it made me feel just like when I was a young 

boy, very enthusiastic and then my heart opened. And I heard something [from inside] 

like, oh, this is a sign or this means something. But I had just a joyful feeling of having 

this thought and meeting the seal. And it made me feel part of the bigger 

[whole]…because what I realized during this retreat that we restrict or I restrict my 

world in a very narrow space, but when you’re out in nature you really…realize that I’m 

part of the bigger whole. And then realizing that—I’m part of Mother Earth and that is 

part of that [whole]…so that made me feel grounded in here and now. 

JR. I really felt that deep time sense standing with the rocks and deeply connected to 

them…I felt, well, the whole thing [rocks, land, ocean] is like an orchestra, everything is 
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working together…I really felt, you know, connected to the rocks, not separate from 

them… I have that sense of, you know, first of all, understanding one self, 

understanding who we are and connection of everything and making a contribution. So I 

felt that…that came together, making all terms of what is my purpose… I got in touch 

with how this whole thing of everything is moving… Everything is breathing, earth is 

breathing all the time, every single thing, and the universe is breathing…so you see that 

all around—adaptability. And then relationship and emergence and creativity…I felt 

like the qualities for living and qualities for leadership are in that story. 

Our indigenous ancestors carried a sensuous perception of the reciprocity of the living land and 

understood the relationships in the web of life, enabling a mutual respect and more sustainable 

existence with extra-human beings. I heard the theme of relationship to the land during the 

reconstruction of LNR experience as participants shared deep connections with extra-humans. 

Through these interactions participants gained a sense of reciprocity and empathy, and a need to 

be more caring and sensitive toward other creatures.  

JN. It felt great because of the fact that I was able to connect that feeling of 

connection [with Hank the seal who showed up on his site]… He left alone, he didn’t 

even say goodbye. So I felt kind of, not in a very sad way, but more in a…light 

abandoned way…I really felt connected with him, and yeah, so it was nice. 

MG. Even yesterday coming up here [solo site], you know not being an outdoorsman in 

coming here, I was walking up this rock and then I just saw a snake and the first thing 

was “What!” But then after that I was a bit calmer going, “Hey welcome, hey, you 

know, like thanks for letting me hangout and I could see why you want to be here, 

especially when it’s sunny because it’s really a reflective warmth that you need.” I was 
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thinking of the snake and how he or she hankered down as well over the course of the 

last few days, how cold they were. Especially a snake, a reptile that needs the warmth, 

and appreciation of them being survivors. You know if they could survive, you know we 

should survive, and we should think of them as well I guess when we’re moving a long 

in the world. 

KM. I’m amazed at how we think we are the smartest species for a number of reasons, 

yet animals and insects are in-tune with the bigger picture…Mother Nature or Gaia, or 

whatever you want to call it…and we are so disconnected…not a lot of people can 

connect into this idea. So who is the smartest species? 

Two participants learned about the concept of reciprocity with the land: 

JB. And it was like the first time in a really long time that I could just let everything 

settle down to the place where it is supposed to be, and then this rock was kind of like 

my teacher…and all the time I’ve been thinking what I could be, and how I can be more 

effective, and how I can be so many more people and different things, and how I can 

grow in different roles, and how I can make everything coalesce and make sense—and 

the rock just…the rock’s just given me all the answers, which is there’s only one 

answer, which is just settle down and just be a constant and be sure and have belief and 

conviction. 

CV. It was the moment on Wednesday morning when it was raining for the last four or 

five days. I was in my tent wondering why I went on a nature retreat and spent so much 

time in my tent. Why was I given such a bad experience when being alone? It was at the 

specific moment when it stopped dripping on my tent for a minute and I found myself 

being in victim mode the last few days and not appreciating what was really there. I took 
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a notebook and started writing my mother. I was overwhelmed with love and 

acceptance.  Acceptance of where I am at the moment and appreciating the lessons my 

mother taught me, but especially I felt grateful for the lessons that she gave me to learn 

by myself without her guidance. It was that moment that I did not feel alone but all-one. 

Being completely me and developed from a part that was given by my parents and 

upbringing and a part that I took the opportunity to find by myself. Being alone then 

moved to being all-one. When I finished writing the letter I went outside the tent to 

acknowledge nature for providing me with this lesson and I went outside the tent and I 

saw blue sky and sun for the first time in all the days that we were there. I was 

overwhelmed with gratitude and it was one of the times that the water didn’t come from 

the outside but from the inside. 

For some participants, the connection to extra-humans was a humbling experience: 

KM. Humble, humbling. Humbling in the sense that you know you’re…we’re all 

equal, we’re all connected and then humbling in the fact that the insects, the animals, the 

plants are so in tuned to it, and I’m 51, and I come along and finally connect. And they 

didn’t say, “It’s about time, idiot”—you know the feeling was, “Hi, how you doing” and 

that was it. It was in, yeah it was just…humbling and really stress-free moments where 

you connected and your mind was empty. 

Nature is part of our human spirit, and we have been missing out on a special relationship. 

Participants shared the following: 

JB. It’s not hard to come somewhere like this [LNR] and feel something… But 

anyone can make a connection [with nature], a connection is there just waiting to be 

made and so I feel like that sort of thing that makes me sad is that people aren’t really, 
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they are not really living in their truth… I’m not always living in my truth… And that’s 

utterly, utterly tragic yeah. 

RS. There is something going on that people are starting to wake up to the fact that 

that’s [nature] part of our human spirit and we need to protect it. And it’s all that 

oneness and all that. 

Participants reported a shift in their relationship with Nature during the solitude period of the 

LNR, from fearing Nature to experiencing joy, creativity, and wholeness. One participant said, 

JB. That was an amazing thing, I mean waking up in the mornings and finding the 

same thing outside, as nothing had happened, nothing had changed, nothing had come to 

get me in the night… And so much less to fear then where I live [London], I mean even 

the fears, the daily fears, all day fears of like somebody hasn’t replied to my Facebook 

message, fear which is, you know, the equivalent fear out here that something would 

come and bite me… Fear of nature is something that I was thinking a lot before I came 

[to the LNR] because that was one of my motivations coming, because I had had an 

experience in nature where I’d become scared for no reason really… And I didn’t feel a 

tad scared that night [first night of solo], I wasn’t scared of the things. 

For others, the LNR process enabled a new relational awareness and experience of connecting to 

the larger whole: 

CS. Systems experiencing is what the LNR is—you get really connected in the system 

experience—you feel the connections that are around you… I know about systems 

thinking but it was so valuable to have the systems experience—to really feel the 

connections in nature. [Nature] brings it close to my work and me. 
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For some participants this was a new reality, a new evolution in relationships that conflicted with 

old models and is a work in progress as they process new self-knowledge. Two participants 

reported a change in their relationship with themselves: 

JN. So my feeling is in my stomach and I think in my heart as well, kind of emptiness, 

loneliness…I think that I found out this week that it is really difficult for me to really be 

happy with only myself, just to be with me and to accept all…without distractions or 

other people. 

JR. The conflict is more about having to navigate the organizational processes and 

making decisions. How do you make time and space for the practice of connecting? 

How do I make space for myself in the busy-ness? 

5. A “letting go” of old cultural barriers: In the adult developmental process, before we can 

encounter differentiation or “‘newness” we need to let go of old mental models (Kegan, 1994). I 

heard this theme from the participants as they reconstructed their experience—a “letting go” of 

old cultural barriers through connection to the living land during the LNR. Participants 

experienced a liberation and restorative feeling through the process: 

JB. And all of us out here, I mean the landscape, the rocks, and all the trees and the 

birds and everything it was shining down on all of us and we are all equal. And they just 

wanted to very quietly be there… [It was] a beautiful thing itself…that was a huge gift 

[being on the land]. I have a very difficult mother, who is very controlling, so it’s a 

very…it’s always so appreciative to be in a kind of place where I’m not being 

controlled…I felt real liberation… I’ve been feeling so fragmented recently… I feel this 

coherence…and, I mean I feel so restored on such a profound level. 
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 The LNR allowed participants to experience the connection to the land differently. The 

evolution of the meaning making was clear for some; for others the understanding was not as 

clear but there was still an emotional opening of the heart, a feeling of letting go of something 

and a conscious awareness of something new. One participant said, 

KM. There’s a lot of really cool connections to nature and animals. But then one of the 

neatest ones is the first afternoon when we were in isolation in our alone time. I was 

doing the Gaia flow, I did the eleven-direction [ceremony] but I was still new to it. So I 

was probably butchering it. But I did the Gaia flow moves that John taught us and I was 

doing the energy, you know, energy down sort of thing and I really took my time on that 

nice peak on Gaia Slab [name of solo site]. And it wasn’t warm but it wasn’t cold, but 

there was just a presence that came all over me and I, you know it just kind of threw 

me…then that was my first, I think, you know, the mind and the heart connecting to 

something. And that’s when I went “Whoa! What was that?” And that’s when I think 

my journey began. [I] just felt warm, it felt there’s a connection; there was a flush of 

emotion…I had to cry when it came over me, didn’t understand it. Just something was 

connecting to me and that was a real eye opener. And that was just a start of the alone 

time… A real sense, a real sense of slowing down being aware. 

6. Weather challenges that shapes resilience: Upon reflection and in hindsight, it is evident 

that the challenging weather provided many lessons. I observed in myself the need to control 

Nature and realized that I cannot, and that this “letting go” of the need to predict and control is 

valuable as a leader—to be pliable and present to what is unfolding in the moment. I cannot 

control the weather, let alone life. In the participants’ stories, there was an evolution in how the 

weather and a supportive challenge enabled developmental movement for the individual. There 
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were feelings of happiness, resilience, and confidence in the self. Participants shared the 

following: 

CV. There was this moment where because of the weather we had to improvise or to 

be adaptable and…my tent was leaking and normally I would always ask someone else 

to fix it for me. Because I have a lot of qualities but I’m not a very handy person. And I 

had to really step in and take action myself to take care of myself…so I took all the 

things that I had and I really fixed it for that night at least and that made me feel really 

powerful that I don’t need to have it done by other people that I can do things myself 

and sort of gave me…that gave me…yeah, that made me feel very powerful. But I also 

know that I have a tendency to not to do that when I’m around people, so this 

circumstance made me into really step in by myself. And I want to continue doing that 

and not always take the easy route. And I think power is really a big thing during these 

days because there is so much power of nature of the enormous wind and heavy rain and 

weather just to your surroundings… So there was a point in time when I was standing 

on the stones at the ocean and the wind was just…and the water was just coming to me 

and it felt extremely powerful but I didn’t feel disconnected from it. 

CS. I felt an opening warmth of the sun. I felt alone with everything around. The 

difficult elements [weather] closed me up and forced me into surrender mode. I opened 

up when the sun came out—[this was a] remarkable moment… 

Overwhelmed…happiness, I felt really connected. 

PV. I felt confined [being in the tent during the storm]; it felt in a way like an isolation 

cell in a prison. So the only thing I could do is to find some freedom in myself by doing 

relation exercises… I had the image of a bear or animal in the winter going into a 
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cave…and just to relax and stay with the situation because I can’t change the 

weather…being confined in a tent while raining…so the only thing I could do was go 

inside [myself] and to surrender to the raining and can’t change that I have to be in my 

tent—it’s too cold to go outside. 

JN. I’m here trying to connect with nature but it’s like I said, nature is pushing me 

away…[I experienced a] very frustrated feeling lying in the tent, not really able to go 

outside…I’m here trying to connect with nature but it’s like I said, nature is pushing me 

away. So, yeah what now?… Then I’m thinking that I will not get out of it whatever that 

[that I need to], that it is failing [LNR process]. That really frustrated me, yeah. So that 

was quite difficult, yeah. And of course also [it was] like a survival, [it] really was 

survival. And afterwards when we got [to the basecamp] in it was also a feeling of right, 

I am very proud of myself that we got through this [challenging weather elements]. 

RS. Most of the time it was cold, wet, and windy and the immediate feelings of being 

on this retreat were basically uncomfortable. And uncomfortable, difficult, and a lot of 

the time more survival then kind of like hanging lose and being with nature. But I don’t 

feel that it was any lesser for that. You know if I’d had five or six days like yesterday, of 

that sunlight and the beautiful sun shining, I don’t think actually at the root of it would 

have been any better than what I experienced. So I don’t regret at all that the fact that it 

was cold, wet and windy, I’m actually quite happy about that. And I think that it’s a bit 

like you go through an uncomfortable experience, some hardship where you battling 

with the elements, you’re battling with something within you, something inside 

yourself… I felt like I was drawing on my own reserves, on my own resilience and my 

own determination to meet the situation that I was in. 
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For some participants, the harsh weather provided an opportunity to use pliable tools and the 

capacity for slowing down and being present to what was unfolding in the moment: 

MG. I call this guy Brother Bear. Brother Bear came to me as I was settling into my 

tent for an extended period of time and unbeknown to me at the time. Looking back, I 

think this was 12 hours plus of nonstop rain and severe winds out of the north, northeast. 

Brother Bear said, “Return, don’t worry, anchor down for the ride but slow down, 

breathe slower, move slower, let dreams come. Your experience is only a moment in 

time compared to my annual retreats”—and I was calm for the most part, and I was not 

scared for the most part. And I survived my time in my manmade cave for the most part. 

The challenging weather did cause frustration for a few participants, but there was a sense of 

resilience and confidence gained because of the weather. As one participant shared, 

MF. There was definitely a point of frustration with the weather, I’m like, Jesus, just 

give me one good day. And then I found myself looking for hope on Thursday—it was 

going to be a nice day… I felt really good about it [surviving the weather elements] and 

I was really quite proud because that was a big deal for me to go through that. 

7. Reflection on personal relationships: The LNR provided a space for solitude and an 

opportunity for reflexivity that allowed participants to gain powerful and emotional insight into 

their personal relationships. 

CV. …The biggest feeling was love, love for my family but also love for being in 

nature, love for what I do at work and that it’s all there and that we…that I can connect 

them all. So it’s nature and work and my family and love that’s all…that’s all present 

for me so that’s what…so yeah peaceful to know that it’s… I was so worried that there 

were elements in me that were not for me but they were for my parents. And I had to let 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  137 

 

go of them and I had to fight it, then I found out there might be elements of my parents 

learned me or brought to me but they are part of me now as well. So we are…it felt so 

much connected to…it felt connected that it’s not separate so there might be things that I 

learned from them but that’s also me it’s not the something that I have to let go of and 

disconnect from, or have to bury or something… It’s just it’s all in me and I have 

to…just need to find a way to allow all those elements all in. 

MG. Again I think having the time [during the solo period] I’m able to think deeper 

about it. I will say this…spending this time here has left me appreciating a lot of work 

that other people have been doing including my wife. I mean she’s kind of the one that 

encouraged me to come to this [LNR]. I know I’ve never really camped in my life, that’s 

not me. Spending 10 days away from work, how can I do that, will the world fall apart? 

I hope it would be surviving, but I think it will also…it’s going to allow me to…come 

back [to everyday life] and it’s a new variable to…to my team, with my wife… My wife 

has dived deep into this and I’m aware what she’s doing, but I haven’t really spent a lot 

of time trying to understand her spirit. And this will allow me to do that. 

From my own personal experiences in solo retreat work, solitude and reflexivity can expose 

painful suppressed memories that are brushed over in the fullness of our daily lives. On one 

occasion during the retreat, I visited one of the participants at his solo site and witnessed his pain 

as emotion overcame him during our greeting: 

JN. I think I kind of also pushed down the emotion and I did not really get it out much 

[when alone on the solo period]. So I think that combined with the fact that I felt this 

loneliness during the whole weekend and then you came up, then it just all came 

together [the emotions] and so another human being and you’re a nice guy, you’re easy 
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to open up with and just brush it [let the emotion out] out I think. So that’s why it 

happened [emotional moment]. 

8. Emergence of inner voice through art: In our normative culture, leaders tend to 

communicate mostly through the spoken words or texts. When experiencing a lived event, 

participants are often not able to describe it through language. I observed this often in this 

study—where the participants evoked the inability to explain what they experienced in words. 

Art-based research or expressive art sessions are an alternative and effective way to explore the 

diversity of the inner landscape and awaken human consciousness to an event or holding 

environment, in this case the LNR. During the LNR, led by Ron Hayes, the participants had an 

opportunity to express their inner voices in a meaningful way through the unspoken way of art 

and the creativity it manifests (see Figure 5.1: Expressive Art Examples).  

Figure 5.1: Participants’ Expressive Art Session Examples 
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The participants reported the following: 

CV. It helps if you can talk about it [the LNR experience]… You’re not aware of 

everything that happens there—if you share more with the paintings and the clay you 

learn more [about the LNR experience]… It [expressive art sessions] gave a picture of 

what happened—when I came back [solo period] I still found it difficult to share the 

[solo] experience and by putting it to clay and making paintings it was easier to give 

words to what happened because it’s on another brain dimension… The sharing [from 

the art sessions] was on a different level than before—much more deeper inside—

feeling the experience of others was so powerful to explore as a group. 

MF. In the group setting what surprised me was the expressive art therapy. I really got 

into a zone—I didn’t expect this. It was a really positive experience… This was a 

creative feeling, if you can have a creative feeling that I don’t experience often. 

LS. Being able to express in a nonverbal way was amazing! I felt like I was using a 

different part of my brain. It allowed a more authentic and real way of relating. Art I feel 

enables this. 

MD. I loved it so much as it allowed me to get in touch with my creative and emotional 

side… I just let the images come out of me—it just appeared on the canvas…the art 

connected me with an underlying flow of my subconscious.  

 
Reflexivity: Transformation in Knowledge  
 
 After three months of immersion in the fullness of everyday life, I reconnected 

with the participants to explore their reflexivity of the process. The meaning of reflexivity 

in this study is to be capable of turning or bending back, and illuminating oneself in 
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critical self-reflection. Participants were asked to share their reflexive thoughts on the 

LNR experience over the past months—what was emotionally moving and possibly 

inspirational to them, and whether they had experienced shifts in their thinking or 

behavior as a result of the LNR experience. In essence, I wanted to know what had been 

percolating over the past three months. Below I share the six thematic nodes that emerged 

that can be metaphorically thought of as illuminated stars.  

1. Connectedness to Nature and the bigger whole: For most, the LNR experience was 

liberating for participants and provided a shift in their relationship with Nature. One 

participant reported, 

MF. I can’t really tell you why [I feel the need to go on walks in nature since returning 

from the LNR] other than because I reflect on the time on the Island [LNR]…and I want 

to recapture parts of that [experience]. When you remove yourself from the made-up 

world of cars and roads it allows you to go to a different place. I didn’t have that 

appreciation [for nature] before—I have a better feeling for it. 

As I listened to the voices of the participants, a relational sub-theme emerged. Some participants 

disclosed that they now see themselves as part of the web of life: 

CS. I’m seeing nature as part of me—I am part of nature. Be present in myself and 

being in the moment—this has changed. 

PV. My relationship [with nature] was strong already but it has deepened—there is no 

separation. 

JR. The Way of Nature experience took me further into nature than I had ever been. 

RS. When I came back to England I have felt that much closer to living creatures. I 

feel much more sensitized to the other living creatures…I feel that much more closer 
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and why I need to care for them… I see nature now as being a sense of the whole, a 

sense of everything, a sense of unity, rather than just plants, flowers, and trees. I see 

nature as being that sense of non-separation, non-division, of unity. 

JB. I’m having a new dialogue with nature—it’s a new relationship…nature is more 

tangible to me now…my senses feel more awake to nature. Nature is more pervasive to 

me now. 

LS. My spiritualness has been deepened—I’m asking, what’s in a tree, what’s in a 

rock…honoring the life history of nature—this is a new dimension [for me]. 

MF. My relationship with nature has changed, not like a huge shift but I am just more 

thoughtful…not that I was a jackass to nature before but I’m definitely more 

thoughtful… I didn’t feel a need to be alone in nature before—but definitely having had 

the AllOne time experience it has become a lot more important to me. 

2. Personal transformation in the meaning of leadership: One of the goals of the study was to 

explore how leaders experienced developmental movement through the retreat process. In their 

post-retreat interviews, many participants shared insights into how the LNR supported the 

development of new capacity and capability as leaders: 

CV. Yes, sure does [LNR provides developmental opportunity]. Leadership is not 

individually me but it’s my connection to others that is where leadership appears… 

Leadership is very much to do with how you handle yourself in the circumstances 

you’re in. Solo [AllOne time] made me realize how circumstances influence daily life.  

RS. The nature retreat has helped me become more in touch with my own passion and 

my own connection with everything and this has helped me to lead in these [Global 

Generation company] workshops that we are doing… I’m more prepared to stand my 
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ground [since LNR]… You are going be a much better leader if you are more in touch 

with others and the wholeness [of the system]. 

MF. I feel stronger as a leader through the [LNR] experience… I am richer and 

somewhat better of a leader from it. A simple aspect is, ‘Don’t sweat the small stuff, this 

has become more ingrained now from the retreat experience”… Overall, I am more 

comfortable with myself. I am comfortable in my own skin and I think that just exudes 

an aura around you when your comfortable people just have a better respect for where 

you are trying to take things [as a leader]…that comfortable in my own skin is probably 

what I gained most [from the LNR] that just helps on the leadership front that people 

respect it and recognize it. 

The retreat also provided one participant with deep transformational insights into the relationship 

between humbleness and leadership: 

CV. To be humble and to see what is happening and to face it, and to be mindful in 

seeing what you are experiencing and seeing what you’re experiencing on the whole—

it’s systems thinking on the spot! This is what I learned from the LNR. 

3. A sense of disequilibrium: Constructive developmental theory suggests that when an 

individual is introduced to a new experience and there is an evolution of meaning-making, a 

disequilibrium is created for that person that can cause conflict in relationships or a crisis of 

identity (Kegan, 1982). The LNR holding environment supported different levels of 

disequilibrium for the participants, leaving some with questions and others with uncertainty. 

Participants shared the following: 

PV. It is bugging me to be relaxed and in touch with what happened in Canada; what 

has helped is going outside and into the woods and do my exercises learned at the LNR. 
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Outside of nature, our present world here [Holland] tells us to go fast. The problem with 

organizations is they want to go fast. I tell them to go slow…and when you go slow, you 

see more, and feel more. 

LS. I’m reflecting on my fit and place in the organization with a culture that is 

challenged in thinking… The nature retreat enabled me to connect and stand in my 

authentic self. The question for me now is how much do I want to manifest and bring in 

to my work environment/culture I struggle with as a leader. 

The LNR process allowed for reflexive space and brought clarity for some participants on their 

need for developmental growth, which created conflict at work. There seems to be a tone of 

liberation and courage of the heart in the stories of the challenges they are facing at work. 

Participants reported the following: 

JN. I feel it’s very good as a leader to have space to develop. In my current situation 

my space is limited…in my work changes are going to happen…they were starting to 

happen before this project but I feel the retreat has something to do with it… Since I’ve 

been back I have made a decision to leave the company. This is a pretty big decision—

I’m 99 percent there! I’ve talked to by boss and told him there needs to be changes… 

I’m more closer to what my heart is telling me—I’m more heart led. I am more able to 

address this feeling and more able to understand what it is and what I can do to change 

that. 

JB. I feel so much less compromising. I had an experience [LNR] that feels closer to 

my real reality and it feels closer to my authentic self… It’s an experiment to see who 

will prevail [her or her employer]. Will we re-calibrate our relationship, and can it be 

sustainable? I have spent so much time compromising [in the past], now I willing to 
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leave this relationship behind… I feel more energized—more authentic to myself. 

Everything is coalescing in a good way; I’m stronger and more confident. I don’t need 

to compromise anymore. A new voice is coming out from my heart—from my values 

and beliefs… It’s a feeling of being super-liberated. I feel I need to be more honest to 

who I am—and more transparent in my actions. It’s scary but liberating… The center of 

gravity [for me] has shifted—no more personal compromises. 

Moreover, after the LNR experience, one participant reported they had tendered their resignation 

from a teaching position in order to be more authentic to what was important to them, only to 

have their employer re-offer the position with a deeper appreciation of the participant’s teaching 

approach. The participant before the LNR reported: 

RS. I think one of the conflicts or one of the challenges I have at the moment is with 

the leadership, where I’m working in school. So I feel that makes me feel like, my good 

qualities or what I have to offer isn’t being fully acknowledged and appreciated, that I’m 

kind of expected to kind of fit into the mold, and I just feel that that is very inhibiting, in 

terms of what I have to offer. It could be so much more, really in that situation. Which 

for me feels frustrating, makes me feel angry at times, and I also feel that the whole 

organization could be so much stronger if the leadership stepped aside… The leadership 

stepped aside and allowed those underneath to express themselves more fully and 

interact in a more collaborative way, that actually a much more creative environment 

will be created, which in turn will be better for the kids. I’m looking for a situation 

where…I mean because I think that we human beings have to get on in better ways, and 

with all the problems going on in the world at the moment, with species extinction, with 

pollution and with the world conflicts going on, we need to find better ways of getting 
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on with each other. And so I’m looking for… I want to be part of a movement, which is 

going to bring about new ways of interacting between us as human beings, and new 

ways of interacting with the environment. 

After the LNR, the same participant shared the following: 

RS. I went back [to teaching job] and I felt more in touch with what I wanted in my 

life and what I didn’t want. And what I wanted was more of sharing the Universal Story 

work with Global Generation. That meant doing less hours at the school… I took my 

kids [students] out to Hampstead Heath Park four times [since turning form LNR]. The 

kids really loved this experience…and they [school leadership] really wanted me to 

continue at the school because of the value they saw with the nature work and universe 

story work. I have a feeling of being very satisfied and happy [with this new situation at 

work]. 

For some, a crisis of identity brought out old insecurities and contributed to considerable 

vulnerability and struggles with their identity once they returned home. As one participant stated, 

CV. In the beginning [back from LNR] I felt good and relaxed but after I took holiday 

it feels like I slipped back into old ways. I am having struggles to get into a rhythm of 

steady work. I am still wondering about the future of my work—leaving me with a lot of 

questions about myself… I’m not doing well enough—I’m uncomfortable with myself. I 

feel vulnerable and I’m avoiding interaction with people. I’m afraid people will tell me I 

am not doing well enough—so I am avoiding interaction with other people. I feel I am 

not living up to myself—I’m not living my full potential… I feel like a little girl again—

I thought I let go of this at the solo [during the LNR]. I don’t feel like I have been using 
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what I have learned—that I have really made a step forward… I am fighting where I am 

now…I have been avoiding reflecting—again making excuses to face my reality. 

For others, the disequilibrium and shifts from old mental models allowed them to trust what 

might emerge—the unknown.  

CS. I now want to connect and step into things that I envision—to make things 

happen. Not do things for just lucrative money. There is a fear in making this shift… Do 

we need two cars—society tells us to strive for materials…I’ve felt this strong pressure 

for working… In the old model I had my contributions tied to how much money I was 

able to make—I used to think if I can earn enough money I can be proud and say I made 

it. I only now want to do things that really matter…I want to take time to relax and those 

things that matter will just emerge. 

JR. In me there’s a part of me that feels is deeply connected, and it kind of knows 

what I have to do…because what made it possible to be in the that rain [during the 

LNR] and to find that spark in the middle of the rain was kind of letting go to the 

deepest part of myself. And I know it’s really important and yet I know how I’ve really 

been gutless about it…so letting that deeper part of myself really speak free—letting me 

be free and not constraining it… I think my own level of compromise was exposed to 

myself [through the LNR process].…I’ve been quite content with asking lots of 

questions but I felt like now it’s the time to answer my questions and stand with my 

answer. 

The LNR process enabled some participants to deepen relational connections to the living land, 

and in some cases influenced old practices: 
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MF. To make it simple, I now struggle with cutting a perfectly healthy tree to burn for 

wood. I think twice to whether I need to cut it and go more for the dead wood. A little 

more thought goes into using nature. 

4. An awakening to presence: Participants shared a grounding of the self that allowed for their 

expression as a more authentic leader who is present in the moment. The participants also shared 

that the experience opened them up to dialectic processes, bringing clarity and diminishing stress 

in the workplaces. 

CS. Before I was on a mission—there was a need to get things done. I realize that I 

was missing what was around me by not being present. A new rhythm I have 

experienced of just being present in the moment. This appeared [new rhythm] during the 

seven days [LNR]—this was not here before. 

PV. It has deepened [my centering] a lot in my work…I feel plugged into my 

intuition. I do my work better when I slow down… I focus on what I’m feeling, what 

my intuition is saying…I get better results. 

RS. I’m more awake to the challenges of life. 

LS. I shared my story on the nature retreat with work to help others understand my 

values. 

MG. I have a new team and I think I have been more open to listening and trying to 

understand them. I went on the retreat for not only personal reasons but to establish 

myself as a better leader… Before [LNR] it was my way or the highway, kind of gut-

reaction, now I am more sombre and calm in my leading approach with my team. 

MF. There have been no large changes from the retreat that I can put my finger on, 

though if you talk to my spouse she may say differently… There is an inner peace and a 
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deeper feeling of being stress free…a little more calmer even with there being no 

shortage of trials and tribulations here at work. 

The LNR process opened up new questions for participants that are inspiration for new 

beginnings. One participated reported the following: 

KM. I was looking for, you know, a glimpse, a touch of what this connection does, 

what relaxing and being present, and connecting to nature does? And I was initially 

looking at it from a…wheel it up, open my mind and unleash creativity and innovation. 

Perhaps it will, I think it will. What I wasn’t expecting is how it released…how stress-

free and humbling it is as part of the process and connecting. So that kind of blew me 

away. But that’s… yeah; I was going in looking for touch points and glimpses of what’s 

possible. The interesting thing…there comes a time in your career where you start this 

idea, “I just want to market products and services” or you want to do something bigger 

for the betterment of society as a whole. And [what] I thought this week was really 

interesting because the world needs…and you know this, the world needs this 

[connection with nature] in massive doses. So there’s something fascinating about 

marketing that to the world, but somehow it’s all capacity down the road, I don’t know. 

Yeah, it’s the whole thing [that] is intriguing to me from a helping organizations, and 

helping communities, and helping society—there’s something really fascinating with it. 

For another participant, the retreat process exposed compromises and spurred on action to live 

more true to her ideals: 

JR. My purpose really is to be true to that [deep connection] and express that and to 

keep that foundation in the context of my work…it doesn’t have to be separate or 

isolating, it’s totally integrated to evolve with the whole of life… I think my own level 
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of compromise was exposed to myself…I’ve been quite content with asking lots of 

questions but I felt like now it’s the time to answer my questions and stand with my 

answer… I felt like I made a pledge [during the LNR], I would do whatever I have got 

to do to help us take responsibility and find whatever way that’s got to be done. 

Another participant had an epiphany about taking responsibility and the stress that comes with 

life: 

PV. I need to take it into my own hands…I need to look after my own shit, take care 

of the stress…I’m doing exercises [learned at the LNR] almost every morning in my 

garden. 

When we free ourselves through the LNR process from cultural truths that inhibit movement in 

our lives, and unveil the mask––What does a person feel? For some participants the experience 

was liberating and gave new meaning to their lives, and this liberation and truer connection to 

the self builds capacity to be heart-led in their actions. One participant shared the following: 

JB. It’s a feeling of being super-liberated. I feel I need to be more honest to who I 

am—and more transparent in my actions. It’s scary but liberating… The center of 

gravity [for me] has shifted—no more personal compromises….I feel more trusting—as 

a result I am able to be more myself. I’m more open-hearted—more free. I feel more 

trust to be myself and this feeds into my work and relationships… This is creating more 

synergy and I am able to tap into this…the mask has dissolved… The experimental 

aspect of the retreat is huge. I have a new dimension to systems thinking [through the 

LNR process]. My writing has changed so much—it’s coming from my heart. 

JB. It’s quite a powerful feeling—one of the insights I had is that the closer we can be 

to the frequency of Earth the healthier we can be. 
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The LNR experience also provided insight and reflection on the effects of humankind on Nature. 

These realizations were painful for some participants.  

MG. I’m cognizant that how we as humans have been treating nature—it’s shameful. 

When you’re out on a solo [LNR] you are seeing a more pristine part of the world, 

pristine area, less human footprint, you are seeing how wonderful that is [nature]—how 

wonderful an experience it is [in nature] then when living in an urban center… It’s an 

imbalance, raping of the Earth, [humans] taking away and not giving back…this is very 

shameful. 

5. Group dynamics: The LNR is a dialogic process that allows stories of shared experiences 

during the collaborative group gatherings. The group dynamic comforted participants: 

KM. How do you harness that? Look at us [LNR participants] and the bond we created 

in 10 days and if we had to do an assignment together—everyone would have each 

other’s back. How do you take that source of harmony, energy, and diversity—and how 

do you bottle that [latent potential]? 

CV. I was amazed by the power of the “buddy system” that it made me so connected 

to CS [her assigned buddy] when I was there and it made me want to stay there as well. 

If he is still here I’m going to be, I’d never thought that would give me so much pleasure 

to do every morning [buddy safety check-in process] and to feel his presence, and yeah, 

the group dynamic it made me…yeah, it made me feel, yeah, compassionate. I think 

about what the other people went through. When I was in my solo spot I was already 

thinking about LS, who only had sneakers, and MD, who didn’t have rain pants, and CS 

with the small tent, so that I…I think the days before helped too…when you come 
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together [as a group] to go a little bit further, and to really tell your story what really 

happened there. 

RS. Also one of the things I really liked about this retreat was that we were doing it as 

part of a team, so that way I was not by myself. I still felt like I was part of this team, 

that there was some kind of collaboration, this kind of network was going on and the 

fact that I had to get up in the morning in the cold and the wet and walk for half an hour 

[as part of the safety-check buddy-system]… There was a sense of, “I’m not just doing 

this for myself, I’m actually doing this as part of the team. And that we are all working 

together for a common goal.” There was this incredible spirit there between us… There 

was a very sweet intimate deep communion that was being expressed there between us, 

which thought was very extraordinary and striking. 

MF. Even though you only had the three, I guess, two days together, you really get a 

bond with these people [other participants]… I mean you’re more than happy to be on 

your way home but some of the people here, we get on really good, we had a great time 

together. Yeah, and I hope to see them again at some point… I have more appreciation 

to experience different backgrounds and experiences from my own because of the LNR 

process. 

CS. Stories were shared that we were able to step into—and feel at ease. 

One participant even felt the retreat allowed him to be authentic in who he is, with no need to 

disguise the real self. He is trying to use this approach in his work: 

KM. Not having different armor or different suits of armor for different people—this is 

new for me and I am still working through it but it is the right and easy approach. 
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6. Personal-role merger: As the participant-leaders explored and experienced new spaces and 

processes through the LNR, I wanted to find out how they placed themselves in this lived 

experience, and how they sensed their evolution in meaning and transformation in knowledge. I 

discovered an emerging power and clarity, which suggest there was a merger of the personal and 

professional self—what I will call the personal-role merger. Participants gained a new 

perspective on intra-personal and interpersonal relationships: 

CV. I felt extremely powerful when I came back from Canada [LNR], extremely 

focused on what I wanted to do when I came back home [Amsterdam]. I really had 

clarity in my head. There was no spaghetti in my head—it was silent [in my head]. It 

was easy to know what I needed to do in first few weeks [back]… I gained extra clarity 

on the beliefs that I have. Before LNR I held a narrative that I was a victim of how my 

parents brought me up… What’s really clear from the retreat is not that I need to forgive 

them [parents] but that I need to accept who I am—and thank them for what they gave 

me [in my childhood]… It is a completely different way of looking at things coming out 

of the retreat… I have really been able to connect with my parents from my heart. I see 

them much more—we have beautiful conversations. It [our relationship] has changed so 

much. 

CS. Before I was on a mission—there was need to get things done. I realize that I was 

missing what was around me [by not being present]… A new rhythm I have experienced 

of just being present in the moment. This appeared [new rhythm] during the seven days 

[LNR]—this was not here before. The LNR made me realize life is about balance. It is 

about relaxing but also about really going for it. Hard moments and challenging but 

moving through it you arrive—and there is so much joy, a resilience! The balance is 
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really what it is about. Hard times at the solo with wind and rain and it made me want to 

go into the sleeping bag but [I found] even in hard times [I realized] you can hold in the 

moment to being present to what is arriving.  

JN. I’ve found some kind of courage…it’s a process. The retreat brought me closer to 

my authentic self… The most important shift has been to really listen to your heart—to 

your deeper feelings—and that this [feelings] means something. You need to listen to 

that—to find that next step [growth] in life. 

For some, the experience was like a portal or door opening to their latent human potential. A 

participant shared the following: 

JN. I’m sure the whole retreat has enabled a little door to open—to enable me to 

connect with my feelings—to develop myself in a spiritual way… Something beautiful 

happened—this created a good vibe. It was very powerful… It (LNR] has been a real 

starting point for me—that inward journey of understanding my authentic self. 

Participants gained a new perspective on being part of the integral whole: 

PV. One of the major shifts made in Canada [LNR] is that as a human in nature you 

are just a small part in the big surrounding of nature. We often are thinking that we are 

important or big and that is making all our thoughts bigger and challenges bigger. Being 

in Canada I really realize I did not have [the] feeling that I did not matter but [it was] 

being put into perspective, putting into the right proportion. This made me more modest 

about who I am. About what I really want to achieve, or my ambitions, or looking and 

feeling the bigger whole or bigger parts… Just another way of feeling how I connect to 

the system of nature, or the system of Earth, or other people. 

Through participants’ reflection, they felt a call for action and renewed hope for change. 
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JR. I feel this work [LNR] is really important to provide the creativity, spirit, attitude 

for which to respond to challenges. It’s two-fold—we are in a situation where we have 

to find a new way to be but it’s something about connecting into an older way, an 

indigenous way of being—to give sustenance, different rhythm, different pattern…to 

address the times we are in. The whole call for action is there and I think that call for 

action is something all leaders should be aware of. It does not make sense that a leader is 

in their own bubble organization making money and giving jobs…they need to find a 

way to care…the Way of Nature experience in nature gives a grounding—that you are 

not alone…to not get numb to the complexities and negativity that face us presently. 

RS. The retreat has helped dissolve that boundary…[the] retreat has helped me see 

more fully that I am connected to the clouds, trees…great sense of connected to oneness, 

or unity… I feel like I have just touched the tip of the iceberg and I feel you can go 

deeper and deeper and deeper in the experience with nature…and what is possible 

through this connection. 

 
Summary 
   
  The participants trusted me with their lived experiences of the LNR, and I have 

done my best to capture the reality of their voices. Table 5.1. Emerging Themes of Study 

summarizes the thematic insights and epiphanies that emerged from these shared voices. It is my 

hope that I have been a worthy witness to what was shared by each of them and that I have 

enabled the lived insights and epiphanies to brighten the research canvas. Through the 

experience of collecting their voices and finding nodes of meaning-making, I have gained great 

respect for the participants. The baseline interviews gave me a starting point in their history and 
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the telling their stories, and the contextual interviews exposed the “whatness” of the LNR 

process. The participants’ self-reflections on the LNR process allowed meaning-making for the 

participants and for me, the researcher. It was a privilege to bear witness to this experience 

through the interview process. 

 
 The participant narratives convoke a sense of developmental movement for the 

individuals, and they gave insights into a journey of conscious awakening, one that is 

interconnected and spurs them toward acting with purpose in the future. 

TABLE 5.1 EMERGING THEMES OF STUDY 
INTERVIEW 1  
(Contextual baseline self-knowledge) 

INTERVIEW 2 (Reconstructing 
contextual experience) 

INTERVIEW 3  
(Reflectivity) 

Nature: (1) Sense of wonder (1) Connectivity with Nature 

(1) A duality (2) Something familiar  (2) Personal transformations in the 
meaning of leadership 

(2) Connection to powerful feeling (3) Emergence of authentic self (3) Sense of disequilibrium  

(3) Relations and interconnection (4) Evolution of relationships and the 
bigger whole 

(4) An awakening to presence 

(4) Inner joy (5) Letting go of old cultural barriers (5) Group dynamics 

(5) Belonging and connecting to 
something bigger 

(6) Weather challenges that shape 
resilience 

(6) Personal-role merger 

(6) Supporting wellness (7) Reflections on personal relationships  
Leadership: (8) Emergence of inner voice through art 

(1) Leadership is self-awareness.  
(2) Leadership is a fluid and moving 
relational process. 

(3) Leadership is the space between 
relationships. 
(4) Leadership is crises, uncertainty, and 
opportunity to learn. 

Note. Multiple thematic insights emerged from the three-phase interview process of the study.  
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CHAPTER 6: DISCOURSE AND CONCLUSIONS 
 

 
If one were setting sail from Europe to discover the New World, and land was still in sight, this 
in my view would be analogous to the journey we have begun in order to discover what 
constitutes genuine leadership development. Land is still in sight, but the vast ocean before 
us clearly calls for a great new adventure. And like those early navigators, the better able we 
are to develop our maps and navigational tools, the more likely we will end up where we 
intended to in the new world. 
 
—Avolio, Pursuing Authentic Leadership Development 
 
...pedagogy requires risky but necessary departures from home and challenging encounters 
with others and otherness...learning is similar to a voyage from the familiar to the foreign. 
 
—van Manen, Phenomenology of Practice 
 

 Past theory and research exploring leader development has examined different approaches 

for building capacity and capability for effective leading in organizations. Development of the 

individual leader’s competencies has been shown to be a key predictor for organizational 

productivity, satisfaction (DeGroot, Kiker, & Cross, 2000; Gastil, 1994), team performance 

(Burke et al., 2006), and organizational performance (Judge & Piccolo, 2004). However, in the 

proposed nascent epoch of the Anthropocene (Steffen et al., 2011), leader development has not 

kept pace with the rapidly changing world (Kegan, 1994; Kegan & Lahey, 2009; Pratarelli, 2014; 

Wheatley, 2006). The growing complexity of the world has outdistanced leaders’ complexity of 

mind, leaving many emerging challenges unsolved (Kegan & Lahey, 2009). This has led to a call 

for new approaches for developing leaders’ capacity and capability to embrace the complexity of 

a changing world (McCauley, Drath, W. H., Palus, O’Connor, & Baker, 2006; Pratarelli, 2014; 

Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013; Senge et al., 2008). This study seeks to illuminate the potential of 

Nature as a holding environment for leader development. 
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 In this chapter, in an attempt to answer the key research questions, I explored the meaning 

of the insights and epiphanies that emerged from the participants’ voices as they shared their 

lived experiences of the LNR. I presented research supporting the novel approach of the “holding 

space” in a Nature environment for future leadership development and the possible benefits this 

might provide. Specifically, I asked three main questions: (a) How did participants contextually 

experience the LNR holding environment (insights to what elements support LNR as holding 

environment for development)? (b) Did participants experience a transformation in knowledge? 

(c) How did participants experience developmental movement during the retreat? In interpreting 

these data, I linked them to the supporting evidence in the literature and theories presented in 

Chapter 2 of this dissertation.  

 Phenomenological generalizations. In the practice of phenomenological inquiry one of 

the guidelines for ‘generalization’ is to never generalize (van Manen, 2014). Where empirical 

research draws conclusions of validity from observations of the sample populations, they cannot 

be drawn from phenomenological research (van Manen). Phenomenological inquiry does not 

provide generalizations in the usual empirical sense; it delves into the essence of the lived 

experience about a phenomenon from an individual perspective (van Manen). However, we can 

make what is termed ‘phenomenological generalizations’––to what is universal or essential about 

the phenomenon in an existential understanding (van Manen). “Existential generalizations make 

it possible to recognize reoccurring aspects of meaning of a certain phenomenon” (van Manen, 

2014, p. 352). Moreover, in this study what are the reoccurring aspects of the meaning of the 

participants lived LNR experience? Taken from a phenomenological generalization approach, 

these data provide insights into the phenomenon of developmental differentiation and the LNR 

as a holding environment for developmental movement. I asked how this leadership challenge 
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could provide a shift in developmental movement toward a heightened self-awareness for leaders 

navigating the increasing complexity of today’s world. 

 
LNR Holding Environment––reoccurring aspects on pathway to developmental movement 
 
 For the participants in the LNR, the lived experience was a departure from the familiar and 

an adventure into something that could be described as foreign and strange. Metaphorically, 

leaving the mainland and going to a remote wilderness island location for the LNR was symbolic 

of this, though that was never the intention.  

Figure 6.1: Graphic recording of developmental movement process of LNR 

 

 

Figure 6.1: Graphic recording. This is an interpretation of the participant’s developmental 
movement through the LNR learning process. Through this process the participant can 
experiences embeddedness, transformation in knowledge, disequilibrium, and differentiation. 
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This study has been underpinned by constructive-developmental theory to provide meaning 

making to the potential developmental movement of the participant as they go through the LNR 

process. In an effort to provide the reader with a clearer understanding of the process I provide a 

graphic recording to aid in the interpretation (see Figure 6.1- Graphic recording of the 

developmental movement process of the LNR). 

 The complexity of our rapidly changing world is over-whelming leaders––creating a 

conflict and even what could be considered a crisis. The underlying presuppositions for this is 

that as leaders we are stuck in old patterns and habits as we react and resist change––or hold 

what has been termed an immunity to change (Kegan & Lahey, 2009). This immunity to change 

can be explained by our embeddedness in our regulating mental models that are made up of our 

held beliefs, fears, and cultural norms (Bohm & Bierderman, 1999; Kegan & Lahey, 2009). I 

suggest this is where the participants of the study start on the interpreted path coming into the 

LNR.  

 When the participants enter the LNR holding environment it literally holds them in solitude 

and enables many process elements to unfold. These elements could be: a deeper level of 

meaning making; their sentinel being coming awake; a letting go of cultural norms; occurring 

reflexivity; an exposure to a challenge that stretches their abilities; and, experiences to interrelate 

to inner and outer worlds. I suggest this holding environment acts as a trigger event or deep 

experiential learning experience. Through this process I also posit the experience changes the 

participants––that there is no going back to pre-existing regulating mental models. The 

participant’s insights evoke reoccurring aspects of grasped meaning of the LNR experience, 

which can be considered existential or phenomenological generalizations. These are shared in 

Table 6.1. Supporting Elements of LNR Holding Environment for Development. Through this 
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experience it can be suggested that the leaders re-write or self-author their narrative of who they 

are. 

TABLE 6.1.   SUPPORTING ELEMENTS OF LNR HOLDING ENVIRONMENT FOR DEVELOPMENT 

1. Enables sense of wonder, awe, and enchantment. 

2. Connects one with innate origins of Nature 

3. Enables potential for emergence of authentic self. 

4. Enables systems-thinking. 

5. Dissolves cultural barriers and truths. 

6. Allows for weather and unpredictability to shape resilience of human spirit. 

7. Enables inner voice and new language to emerge. 

Note: This table presents the elements that support the LNR as a holding environment for developmental movement 
of the learner/participant. 
 

 According to Shamir & Eilam (2005) it is through experiential learning that there is a 

process of knowledge transformation, where new self-knowledge informs a new self-identity, 

and this in turn informs a new self-narrative for the learner. Also, constructive-developmental 

theory suggests that as the participant moves through the developmental process, from a place of 

embeddedness to experiencing a shift in new self-knowledge, self-identity, and self-narrative it is 

usually accompanied by a certain degree of disequilibrium (Kegan, 1982, 1994). This conflict or 

crisis of meaning can metaphorically be thought of as growing pains in mental models. As the 

participant experiences a transformation in knowledge, new mental models begin to form. These 

new regulating mental models can rub up against the old mental models creating discomfort and 

levels of breakdown for the individual.  

 A metaphoric gateway to opportunity exists for the participant to shift or breakthrough the 
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crisis and experience developmental movement, or what could be considered higher levels of 

consciousness. According to constructive-developmental theory this is referred to as the 

differentiation stage, where the individual becomes comfortable with their new mental models 

that have formed through the transformation of knowledge during the LNR process.  

 As participants moved through the LNR process, sharing their grasped meaning of the 

experience, insights are shared that become reoccurring aspects of this phenomenon. This 

existential (phenomenological) generalization provides insight on the participant’s 

transformation in knowledge and developmental movement. The participant’s provide six 

insights or reoccurring aspects of grasped meaning of the LNR experience: 

1. Nature facilitates a learning space 

2. Participants gained a deeper connection to the ‘web of life’ 

3. Participants sensed occurring change in the LNR process 

4. Participants felt a responsibility for action 

5. The Nature holding environment held opportunity for synergistic group dynamics 

6. The LNR process connects value and purpose for emergence of personal-role merger and a 

more authentic self 

As interpreted in the graphic recording (see Figure 6.1.), at the end of the pathway I suggest 

there is an opportunity for the participant to have experienced developmental movement through 

the LNR holding environment. It could be suggested that the individual has enabled their 

capacity and capability for authentic leadership, which connects to a more resilient mindset and 

what complexity leadership suggests is an architect of relationships. 
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Going Deeper into the Meaning 
 
 Connecting to the literature, a holding environment in the context of learning development 

is a space and process that offers an individual or collective a challenging experience that  

stretches their mental models, enabling growth in new capacity and capability––affecting old 

regulating mental models  (Drath, & Palus, 1994; McCauley, Drath, Palus, O’Connor, & Baker, 

2006). The holding environment is usually full of real world experiences, and exposes the learner 

to heighten complexity through interrelating systems of interconnected relationships (De Vries & 

Korotov, 2007; Parks, 2005). The design of the LNR research holding environment had the 

intention of providing a rich learning experience that would stretch the participants through 

challenging moments not experienced before, and also provide moments of support through the 

facilitated learning, connection to the living land, and moments of solitude and reflexivity. Also, 

the Nature holding environment reflects the principle that communication is a coordination of 

behavior among living beings that are interconnected in symbiotic relationships––opening a 

systems thinking perspective to the learner (Capra, 1996; Maturana, 1980). The insights shared 

by the participants support several elements of LNR as a holding environment for developmental 

movement. These elements (see Table 6.1. Supporting Elements of LNR Holding Environment 

for Development) are interconnected and are only fragmented for the purposes of the study, as 

together they authenticate the Nature holding environment as a potential lived experience for the 

learner’s development. 

 Enables sense of wonder, awe, and enchantment. Participants expressed feelings of 

wonder, awe, and enchantment during the LNR. During the second round of interviews, 

participants shared many moments of wonder that emerged from their solo time spent at the 

AllOne sites. Research strongly suggests that awe and wonder open worlds of discovery through 
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prosocial behavior (Piff, Dietze, Feinberg, Stancato, & Keltner, 2015). 

 The participants told a story of developmental process during the LNR that allowed for 

stillness, solitude, and reflexivity. The literature and the participants’ voices support the idea that 

the holding environment of Nature enables individuals to experience a world of enchantment, 

wonder, and awe that opens an opportunity to learn (Egan, Cant, & Judson, 2013, Mathews, 

2013; Curry, 2012). The LNR process allowed the individuals to be curious and move forward 

with a sense of wonder. According to Egan, Cant and Judson (2013), exploratory curiosity and a 

sense of wonder enable a powerful reconnection for leaders and open latent capacity to restore 

and further develop relationships with the self, others, and the world. “By acquiring a deeper 

understanding of the nature of the sublime, we can open the door to the experience of wondrous 

epiphanies and the moral enlightenment that potentially accompanies these experiences” 

(Haralambous & Nielsen, 2013, p. 234). What opportunities are revealed when leaders have time 

and space to reflect? As Merleau-Ponty (1968) alludes in the title of his seminal work, The 

Visible and the Invisible, when we open ourselves to experience life, the invisible becomes 

visible through curiosity, enchantment, and wonder.  

 For decades we have heard the call for learning programs that embrace learning by 

experience, yet in our contemporary world of higher learning and corporate training, adults learn 

mainly through didactic approaches set in the classroom (Parks, 2005). Institutional learning has 

ill-prepared today’s leaders for the messiness of the complex world we inhabit (Vail, 1996). As 

identified many years ago by advocates of the Nature experience, such as Aldo Leopold and 

Rachel Carson, as the world changes we continue in our normative patterns of teaching from 

textbooks instead of enabling learning through experiences and engagement with our sense of 

wonder (Abrams, 1997; Carson, 2011; Milton, 2006; Leopold, 1966; Louv, 2011). Dewey (1938) 
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supported the notion that adults learn best from their own experience. More recently, Kegan and 

Lahey (2009) recognized that deepening the leader’s mental complexity is messy work that 

draws on experiences of the head and heart, termed soft leadership skills.  

 When listening to the voices of the participants they share a process of letting go of cultural 

truths and fears that play a limiting factor in their thinking and action––they share amazing 

feelings of wonder and connections to the living land. Overall, according to van Manen (2014), 

when we have moments of being struck by wonder and awe, our present preoccupations 

evaporate momentarily. When leaders can share in moments of wonder and enchantment, it can 

allow for creativity and flow to think and act differently. Wonder is an opportunity to step back 

and let the world speak to us: “an active-passive receptivity to let the things of the world present 

themselves on their own terms” (van Manen, 2014, p. 223). It can be suggested from what has 

been shared by the participants that the Nature holding environment enables a shift in pattern 

thinking, and allows creativity to emerge. Considering this, and based on my research I suggest 

that in a world of complexity, busyness, and information overload, magic moments in Nature 

filled with wonder and awe can open the gates of innovation and evolutionary thought.  

 Connects with innate origins of Nature. Another interesting theme that supported Nature 

as a holding environment for developmental learning was a feeling of something familiar. 

Participants shared feelings of “being here before.” Others felt that the retreat experience was an 

old gift revisited, something elusive that they had before but found again. Others described this 

ancient connection to Nature as a spiritual awakening—that it was part of the human spirit. The 

retreat acted as a metaphoric bridge to our past origins as humans. Theories suggest that we have 

a connection to Nature in our DNA (Orians, 2010; Davis, 2009). That as humans we have latent 

molecular memory of Homo beginnings of when we walked on the savannahs of East Africa 
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over 2 million years ago (Antón & Swisher, 2004; Shultz & Maslin, 2013). Through my 

experience and observations of the LNR experience, I believe we have an opportunity to 

reconnect to the origins of our human spirit, as we are all indigenous to the planet (Berry, 2011; 

Davis, 2009; Swimme & Tucker, 2011). There is a transformative effect in Nature, where Nature 

seems to strip away cultural truths that have separated Nature as an object to the subjective 

human (Abram, 2010; Moore, 2015). Spending time in Nature and using our senses to connect 

develops a latent capacity of consciousness to convoke a unity between the self and the rocks, 

trees, and birds (Plotkin, 2013; Milton, 2006; Snyder, 1990). The participants’ stories suggest 

that through the holding environment of Nature, they were able to reconnect to their origins, to 

the suggested place where our species started, and had cultural truths stripped away to enable 

connection to a wholeness that cannot always be explained. The LNR participant’s voices share 

there is a panpsychism in connecting with Nature, and through emerging awareness there is a 

bridge to something new but yet familiar—a pathway to an ancient view once held by our 

ancestors (Abram, 1991; Mathews, 2013). The reflexive process of the LNR awakens the 

intuitive self to parts present but unknown (Kegan, 1982; Capra, 1991). 

 Linking to Maturana’s (2002) theory of autopoiesis9, through the retreat process of 

awakening our biological gift of consciousness, we have the possibility of escaping from the 

trappings of life, as it enables a portal to reflective autonomy and freedom. On a related note, a 

                                                
9 Autopoiesis are defined as networks of components that (1) recursively, through their interactions, generate and realize the 

network that produces them; and (2) constitute, in the space in which they exist, the boundaries of this network as components 

that participate in the realization of the network (Maturana & Varela, 1980, p. 21). 
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few participants shared a sense of conflict as they awakened to the fact that they felt they had not 

been living their truths and had not been honoring their connection with Nature and the human 

spirit. I will address this under the subsection “Sense of disequilibrium.”  

 This theme of “something familiar” and connecting to something that is deeper within 

ourselves bridges to my next theme explored—the emergence of the authentic self. 

 Supports emergence of authentic leader. The participants’ reflections convey the idea of 

an emergence of their authentic self. There seemed to be echoes of personal-role merger in the 

participants’ experiences, and more authentic leaders emerged through the process. As they 

experienced the LNR, an authentic self emerged to open a creative space described as almost like 

an awakening. Participants even shared how this connection to the authentic self is translated 

into powerful heart-led action in their work and is breaking down previous limiting boundaries. 

 Considering the literature on developmental learning and the LNR experience, the 

participants’ self-identity changed, which in turn triggered an evolving self-narrative (DeRue & 

Wellman, 2009). The Nature-holding environment allows for adaptive self-reflection, of sensing 

deeper connections to the self, or inner spaces, as well as outer spaces that include the living land 

and extra-humans (Milton, 2006; Zylstra, Knight, Esler, & Le Grange, 2014: Swimme & Tucker, 

2011). It is becoming an established construct in leadership development epistemology that the 

leader’s continued development toward greater complexity of mind and capability to adapt to 

complex challenges is enabled through life experiences (Avolio & Hannah, 2008; Kegan & 

Lahey, 2009; Shamir & Eilam, 2005; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009). The more we can facilitate 

reflexive processes for leaders, the more we might be able to positively accelerate the evolution 
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of the authentic personal-role merger (Avolio & Hannah, 2008; Shamir & Eilam, 2005). It can be 

suggested that the benefit of developing authentic leadership is that it will enable adaptability 

when facing the uncertainty and complexity of a quickly changing world (Avolio, 2010; Keagan 

& Lahey, 2009). Supported by CLT, this authentic leader can be considered an “architect of 

relationships” as they are able to sense the relational and reciprocal processes of the social-

ecological system (Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009). From this position the leader is more grounded in 

value-based strategies that imbue fairness, prosperity, and sustainability, and is able to influence 

others through language, stories, values, and greater purpose (Lichtenstein & Plowman, 2009; 

Shamir & Eilam, 2005). Avolio and Hannah (2008) hold that complexity is a generative process 

that positively influences a leader’s readiness to develop complexity of the mind.  

 CDT comes from the psychology domain and is the underpinning construct that supports 

this generative process of meaning-making and evolution of the participant’s life story. (Kegan, 

1982, 1994). The participants came into the retreat embedded in cultural truths, holding on to 

assumptions and beliefs that regulate their thinking and actions (Kegan, 1994; Bohm & 

Biederman, 1999). Through the LNR process, the participants experienced newness in the 

holding environment of Nature, and through engaging in self-reflection, new assumptions 

emerged that rubbed against old held assumptions, dis-embedding and disrupting the 

participants’ regulating models (Kegan, 1982). According to Kegan this disruption is referred to 

as disequilibrium, and it opens the individual to a period of differentiation, a breaking away stage 

from the cultural embeddedness that holds the individual. Through this constructive 

developmental process, new regulating mental models emerge that guide the participants’ 

thinking and action (Bohm & Biederman, 1999; Kegan, 1982). Kegan and Lahey (2009) suggest 

that the disequilibrium, crisis, or conflict participants might experience through this 
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developmental process is a conditioned immunity to change, that as humans we hold on to 

habits—our cultural embeddedness. Moreover, opportunity lies in the new insights, which have 

the potential to allow participants to differentiate from old patterns to new thinking instilled with 

creativity, innovation, and a higher level of consciousness (Bohm & Biederman, 1999; 

Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; 2008; Kegan, 1994). Considering this, I posit that developmental 

movement to a higher stage of consciousness will enable these leaders the capacity and 

capability to embrace the rapidly changing complexity of our world. Linking back to William 

Perry Jr.’s (1970) analogy of the Trojan horse (see Chapter 2), as the occupants—in this case, 

new experiences and self-knowledge of the participants—explode from the wooden horse, they 

spread and capture patterns and habits, opening new angles and perspectives, leaving the world 

different. Moreover, as individuals learn from experience it can potentially change their mental 

models––regulating new thinking and behavior. 

 Enables systems-thinking. The LNR might enable a capacity for the participant to 

transcend normative cultural patterns of relationships and shift toward more inclusive ones. 

Through the LNR process, I suggest that not only is there a process of differentiation that occurs 

through new experiences, but there is an increasing level of conscious awareness, or 

panpsychism, of the interconnected relational systems in Nature. This meaning evolution is 

explicitly suggested throughout the participant narratives. The participants shared that the LNR 

process enabled them to feel part of the bigger whole, and sense the reciprocal interrelation 

between humankind and Nature. Also, there were feelings of empathy as realization of the 

damage humanity is inflicting on the eco-system of the planet. 

 It is explicitly clear in this observation that Nature facilitates a deeper understanding that 

we live in an interconnected universe where we influence Nature and it influences us. This plays 
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a critical impact in enabling leaders to be more mindful and to make decisions that consider the 

indivisible web of life (Berry, 1999; Capra, 1996; Senge et al., 2008; Swimme & Tucker, 2011). 

From my observations and experience with the LNR process, when we experience the sensuous 

world by making ourselves vulnerable, our relationships transform. Through slowing down, the 

witnessing stillness of the living land, and reflecting on our place in all of this, we begin to 

understand reciprocity (Abram, 1991; Mathews, 2013). This reciprocity is the sensual 

interconnection between living things, including trees, birds, insects, rocks, and plants—the list 

goes on! This can transform how we think and behave when we make decisions, making it 

difficult to only focus on the traditional capitalistic and neoliberalism pursuit of prosperity 

(Hamilton, 2010; Korten, 2010; Moore, 2015). This fuller approach of systems thinking makes it 

almost impossible to ignore the other connected parts (Berry, 1999; Capra, 1996). I suggest that 

living in a world that has lost its moral compass (Carson, 2002; Glavin, 2006; Hedges, 2011; 

Krebs, Wilson, Bradbury, & Siriwardena, 1999; Pratarelli, 2007; Steingraber, 1997), a world 

filled with increasing corporate greed and corruption (Bakan, 2012; Huffington, 2009; Klein, 

2015; Monbiot, 2007; Rifkin, 2003), we need leaders to develop thinking that embraces an 

integrally informed systems approach and considers the social-ecological whole. 

 Traditional leadership development programs cannot easily deliver the experience of the 

Nature-holding environment (Pratarelli, 2014). The Nature holding environment provides the 

learner with an opportunity to physically experience the world in a sentinel way, to understand 

how they exist in the world, and to use introspection to give meaning to their experience (Abram, 

1991; Berry, 1999). The Nature-holding environment facilitates learning a process of relational 

interactions through contextual experiences with the inner and outer worlds (Milton, 2006; 

Senge, Scharmer, Jaworski, & Flower, 2004). Based on participant insights, I contend that the 
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LNR enables individuals to build a social-ecological systems perspective. 

 Another important insight was the participants reflected that through the LNR, they 

became more conscious of personal and professional relationships. I contend that the Nature-

holding environment enables a creative space for participants to reflect not only on the wider 

systems but also on the relationships in their lives. In our busy lives and with the increasing 

complexity of our world, it is challenging to find the time and space to reflect on our important 

relationships (Feldman, 2003; Stone, 2011). For leaders, the capacity and capability to use 

introspection is an important skill (Arthur et al., 2002; Avolio, 2010; Avolio & Gardner, 2005; 

Jaworski & Senge, 2011). Emerging studies advocate that a paradigm shift in the formal leader 

role calls for new levels of conscious self-awareness and competencies (McDonald, 2009; Lynch 

& McFetridge, 2011), where the leader has the ability to sense the fullness of the relationships in 

their lives (DeWet, 2007; Morse, 2011; Zylstra, Knight, Esler, & LeGrange, 2014). Recent 

studies stress the importance of a conscious leader who plays a pivotal role as an architect of 

relationships and influences organizational agents into a process described as “on the edge of 

chaos” (Bol and Schultz, 2007; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009).  

When leaders are able to explore their relational connections, whether they are 

intimate family or organizational relationships, they gain insight into their leadership 

narrative (Shamir & Eilam, 2005). CDT posits that our life experiences affect and shape 

who we are through a shift in the mental models that regulate our thinking and behaviour 

(Keagan, 1982; 1994; Kegan & Lahey, 2009). The more leaders are able to reflect on 

relationships and gain a deeper sense of meaning-making, the more liberated they will be 

to experience the flow of life (Csikszentmihalyi, 2008; Bergson, 2007). I sensed that the 

LNR process offered a temporal space for participants to explore the diversity of their 
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relationships. Recent research suggests that future leadership development programs that 

develop a leader’s ability and curiosity to explore alternative views of leadership might 

prove to be a powerful development vehicle (Hind, Wilson, & Lenssen, 2009; Mulec, 

2006). Hind, Wilson, and Lenssen (2009) advocate that future leadership development 

needs should have: (1) reflective opportunity; (2) experimental learning; and (3) systems 

thinking to enable a leader to sense the diversity of the world. Considering my participant 

observations, I suggest that the LNR imbued these characteristics. 

 Dissolves cultural barriers and truths. As the participants shared their contextual 

experiences of the LNR, the theme of “letting go” of cultural barriers emerged. The participants 

suggested that the LNR process facilitated a shedding of old mental models that limited thinking 

and behavior. This idea of shedding cultural barriers or mental models is consistent with CDT, 

which involves dis-embedding from old regulating mental models (Kegan, 1982; 1994). In CDT, 

the individual experiences a disequilibrium in existing mental models (Kegan, 1982; McCauley, 

Drath, Palus, O’Connor, & Baker, 2006). Reflexivity in this process is important to gain 

understanding of new regulating mental models that will guide the thinking and action of the 

learner as they move forward (Bohm & Biederman, 1999; Kegan, 1982). 

 According to French phenomenologist Michel Serres (1997), when we voyage to unknown 

worlds, these adventures take us from the familiar to the foreign, introducing us to new learning 

about ourselves and the world around us. Encounters with others and otherness challenge 

patterned ways of thinking, opening up a sense of wander and wonder (Merleau-Ponty, 1968). 

Kuhn (1996) suggests that when new scientific truths emerge, conflict often proliferates new 

discoveries. We only need to look to history for corroboration; for example, Copernicus’s 

heliocentrism theory threatened and eventually expelled the established Ptolemy theory that 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  172 

 

Earth was the centre of the universe. Darwin’s theory of evolution devastated the biblical theory 

on creationism (DeQuincey, 2010; Krivine, 2015). Thinkers who suggest paradigm shifts to new 

truths often pay a high price, including persecution (e.g., Galileo10) and even death (e.g., 

Bruno11). Moreover, in our contemporary world, to think differently, outside the establishment, 

can create great conflict and danger for the adventurer (DeQuincey, 2010; Kandel, 2013; 

Krivine, 2015; Scharmer, 2009; Schultz, 2010). Although humanity is deeply patterned in 

cultural truths and hubris (Bohm & Biederman, 1999; De Quincey, 2014; Moore, 2015), it is also 

in our genetic makeup to “don your armor, spring up on your steed,” or to take great risk to 

explore wondrous unknown worlds (Schultz, 2011, p. 43). Humanity’s great thinkers have 

explored and continue to explore the unknown to discover new truths about ourselves and the 

world (Davis, 2009; Browne, 2012). These discoveries change our perspectives of the world and 

the existential question of who we are (Frankl, 1962; Kuhn, 1996).  

 This thinking applies to the LNR experience. I see the participants as courageous 

adventurers who are not so much donning their armor to adventure, but are shedding their armor 

                                                
10 Galileo Galilei (1564–1642) was an Italian astronomer, physicist, and philosopher who played a major role in the scientific 

revolution of the seventeenth century. The Catholic Church persecuted him for his ideas on heliocentrism, which threatened the 

Church’s doctrine. He was threatened with being burned at the stake, and ended up spending the latter part of his life on house 

arrest. Galileo was one of the greatest thinkers of his time, contributing great value to science (De Quincey, 2010; Krivine, 2015). 

 

11 Giordano Bruno (1548–1600) was a sixteenth-century Italian scholar whose ideas were so radical that the Catholic Church 

burned him alive rather than risk having his heretical ideas on intelligent matter and an infinite acentric universe corrupt other 

scholars (De Quincey, 2010). Interestingly, almost 300 years later in 1889, citizens of Rome erected a statue at Bruno’s execution 

site to recognize his genius despite Pope Leo XIII abandoning Rome. In 1929 Pope Pius XI requested the destruction of this 

statue. Mussolini refused (Krivine, 2015).  
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of cultural embeddedness to venture into other and otherness to expose themselves and 

experience differentiation from everyday life. In the Nature-holding environment of the LNR I 

suggest there exists an opportunity to be present with the self and the living land. LNR 

participants have an opportunity to feel their senses stimulated by the silence of the land, to use 

reflection to connect with the authentic self and the web of life. I posit that insights and 

epiphanies emerge that enable a transformation in held truths, assumptions, and beliefs. I suggest 

that these insights hold great promise for these leaders, but not without conflicting with old 

mental models. 

 Allows for weather and unpredictability to shape resilience of human spirit. As wind 

can shape the physical landscape, it also shaped the participants in the LNR. In their self-

reflections of the Nature-holding environment, participants expressed how the weather affected 

the process. I sensed from the shared voices and my observations that the wind, rain, and cold 

created a challenge for the participants. They found the experience difficult and uncomfortable, 

which required them to take responsibility to adapt to the situation. Many referred to a 

surrendering moment when they let go of controlling the situation, and when they were able to 

do this they found the ability to be present in the moment, to feel safe and connected to their 

inner self. In our everyday world, we carry a cultural truth that we can control most situations, 

either by exploiting or using power to overcome challenges (Isaacs, 2010; Kahane, 2010; Moore, 

2015; Senge et al., 2008). When we cannot control the challenge or conflict, we shift to a coping 

mechanism of avoidance (Ford, Ford, & D’Amelio, 1995; Isaacs, 2010). This avoidance 

approach is becoming easier in today’s world of virtual realities, which makes it easy to escape 

the challenges and conflicts we face (Isaacs, 2010). The holding environment of the LNR is a 

process where the participant can only be present to the challenges of moment; there is no escape 
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into the world of television, iPads, or iPhones. The facilitator, John Milton, gave the participants 

tools to enable them to let go of control, to surrender and be present in Nature and the moment. 

This facilitation approach is based on the idea that our universe is non-deterministic, non-linear, 

and unpredictable (Capra, 1996; Milton, 2006). In the harshness of the weather, participants 

seemed to find the capacity to open up to what was unfolding for them and to connect to 

themselves and the physical world.  

 The participants were resilient, and I sensed their pride and witnessed a level of gained 

confidence through the experience. I made this surprising observation when we brought 

participants back to basecamp during the AllOne time due to the challenging weather12. When I 

visited each AllOne site to escort the participants back to basecamp, each person seemed 

resistant. After five days in their sites, they seemed to have moved through the process of letting 

go of control and were present to the unfolding of the situation. There was an overall theme of 

being content, safe, and connected to their AllOne site in Nature—they had adapted to their 

environment. It was clear that the participants were proud and had gained confidence from this 

lived experience—one filled with challenge. 

 The literature supports the idea that a well-designed developmental approach, steeped in 

experimental learning, can give learners a challenge that creates a temporary disequilibrium in 

their meaning-making system (DeRue & Wellman, 2009; Death & Palus,1994). As the 

participants attempted to deal with such disequilibrium, a window opened, however briefly, into 

                                                
12 Due to challenging weather , the retreat safety coordinator decided to bring the 12 participants back to basecamp to get warm 

and dry, and to prevent any serious risk to these individuals exposed to the elements. They spent less then 24 hours at basecamp 

before returning to their AllOne sites to finish the seven days and six nights on the land. 
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new ways of making sense of their lived experience. This peek at new possibilities created the 

potential for developmental movement after the program ended (McCauley, Drath, Palus, 

O’Connor, & Baker, 2006). Research supports holding environments for leadership 

developmental programs that are engaging and interactive for learners, and that emphasize 

interaction over content (Hotho & Dowling, 2010; Parks, 2005). However, it is evident from my 

observations that the LNR was fully engaging and offered an interactive experience.  

 Enables inner voice and new language to emerge. In reconstructing the participants’ 

contextual experience, it is evident in some moments it became challenging for them to share the 

meaning of the experience in spoken word. Capra (1999) related to this: “As we penetrate deeper 

and deeper into nature, we have to abandon more and more of the images and concepts of 

ordinary language” (p. 51). As we experience something new, as the invisible becomes visible, 

we are not always able to put this contextual experience into words (Capra, 1991; De Quincey, 

2014; Merleau-Ponty, 1968). The great physicist Niels Bohr confronted similar paradoxes in the 

emerging quantum domain. Bohr stated with frustration, “We are hanging in language. We are 

suspended in language in such a way that we cannot say what is up and what is down” (as cited 

in De Quincey, 2014, p. 51). Developmental intervention enables participants of the LNR to go 

deeper into Nature and the lived experience. Nature bridges to the quantum physics experiment, 

where ordinary language and using the rational mind cannot always explain participant 

experiences (Bohr, 1935; Capra, 1991). What might emerge is a heart-led language using the 

intuitive mind (Abram, 1991; 2010; Bohm, 1980; De Quincey, 2014; Kahane, 2010). This 

bridges to the expressive art-based session and its theory of de-centering, moving participants out 

of normal and ordinary patterns of words and language (Levine & Levine, 1998). From my 

observations, the LNR process imbued solitude and introspection and opened a world of 
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strangeness to the participants. The expressive art-based sessions were a valuable approach to 

enabling participants to express themselves more fully. These strange lived experiences pulled 

participants out of the embedded ordinary of what they were used to. I suggest it is valuable to 

have innovative processes that enable leaders to get a deeper meaning on the experience, to fully 

appreciate the experience and the learning gained. The participants’ experiences indicated that 

the expressive art-based sessions were a valuable and creative technique that allowed the 

invisible to become visible and for new perspectives on the strangeness of the experience. 

 In the following section, I explore the thematic insights that emerged from my interviews 

and observation regarding the transformation of the participants through the LNR experience. 

Importantly to note, current regulating mental models are subjective to the participant and only 

become objective when they move to the next order of mental models (Kegan, 1982, 1994). This 

is because the participants are able to now reflect on old patterns of thought. Generally, a person 

cannot regress to previous levels or old regulating mental models, e.g., the perspective that the 

world is round to world is flat (Kegan, 1982, 1994). This transformation of self-knowledge is a 

continual process of developmental movement, of constructing and re-constructing (Kegan). 

 
Transformation of Knowledge: Writing of a New Self-Narrative 
 
 I explored the insights shared by the participants on their transformation in knowledge as 

a pivotal step in forming an evolving self-narrative (Shamir & Eilam, 2005). The transformation 

in self-knowledge played an integral role in the developmental movement of the participants 

(Shamir & Eilam). In this section I discuss the thematic insights shared by participants related to 

their transformation in self-knowledge, self-identity, and self-narrative. I focus on the 
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transformation of knowledge around the meaning of Nature and leadership, as they are the 

underpinnings of the research inquiry (see Table 6.2.-Transformation in Knowledge). 

TABLE 6.2.   TRANSFORMATION IN KNOWLEDGE 
 Pre-LNR insights: Transformation at end of LNR: 

1. Nature a. Duality: Humans vs. Nature 
b. Knowledge of belonging to 
something bigger 
c. Nature brings inner joy 
d. Nature supports well-being 

a. Nature facilitates learning. 
b. Universal story: deeper 
connection to web of life. 

2. Leadership a. Inward journey of self-awareness 
b. Fluid moving relational process 
c. Space between relationships 
d. Leadership is faced with crisis 

a. Sense of disequilibrium (change 
occurring). 
b. Responsibility for action. 
c. Opportunity of group dynamics. 
d. Power of personal-role merger. 

Note: Table presents the suggested themes in transformation in knowledge experienced by the participants through 
the LNR holding environment experience. Presenting self-knowledge held at the beginning of the study, and the 
transformation in this held mental models at the end of the study. 
 

Nature. Nature experiences are shown to have transformative properties through the 

CWN process that serve both the learner and their community (Zylstra, Knight, Esler, & Le 

Grange, 2014). Scholars posit that such holding environments enable transformation in 

knowledge and are catalysts for developmental movement that recognizes the interconnection of 

relational systems (Kaplan & Talbot, 1983; Zylstra, Knight, Esler, & Le Grange, 2014). 

According to Pratarelli (2014), Nature activities facilitate a connection that enables familiarity, 

appreciation, respect, and love of Nature, and it gives deeper understanding of the value of the 

land (Mathews, 2013; Sinatra & Murphy, 1999). Some scholars have called for educational 

programs for young and old that focus on Nature pedagogy that considers the learner and their 

connection to the land, rather than environmental causes that separate humans from the land 

(Carson, 2011; Leopold, 1966; McCauley, Drath, Palus, O’Connor, & Baker, 2006; Pratarelli, 

2014) 
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 Duality: Humans vs. Nature. In the initial interviews, participants shared the belief that 

humans need to fear Nature and that it is a physical space to explore. They shared that Nature is 

something that is separate from humans. According to Eisenstein (2011), “We have lived in an 

Age of Separation. One by one, our bonds to community, nature, and place have dissolved, 

marooning us in an alien world” (p. 49). It can be argued that it is only a recent culturally 

constructed idea that humans are separate from the world of Nature13, that Nature has a distinct 

border and is something outside of humans (Berry, 1999; Capra, 1996; Eisenstein, 2011; Moore, 

2015; Swimme & Tucker, 2011). 

 For the last 400 years, humanity has been guided by the Cartesian dualism perspective 

that sees Nature separate from humans, that Nature is something outside us to be exploited and 

appropriated for accumulation of wealth (Krivine, 2015; Moore, 2015). This view of Nature as 

something that is “wild” has created the perspective that is to be feared and tamed into 

submission if possible (Moore, 2015). In the newly proposed geological period of the 

Anthropocene, humankind’s influence is omnipresent; there is no place on the globe where we 

have not impacted natural environments14 (Steffen et al., 2011). 

 Considering these relational processes between Nature and humans, can we question our 

effect on and relationship with Nature? Living in contemporary urban cities, towns, and villages, 
                                                
13 The line of thought that Nature is separate from humankind was signified by the names of Descartes, Newton, and Hobbes (all 

city dwellers), who all had a profound rejection of the organic world. Instead of an interconnected world, they substituted a 

model of sterile mechanism and an economy of production (Snyder, 1990). This mechanistic world is still a cultural truth held by 

the majority today as we continue to extract and exploit natural resources and labor for wealth (Moore, 2015). 

14 This is evident from plastics and chemicals being found in the most remote waters and land structures to the bleaching of 

precious ocean corals to influencing the quickening of the natural process of climate change. Extra-human species are becoming 

extinct at rates not experienced for millions of years. 
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we often forget that we were born in Nature—and our true human spirit is of Nature. Scientific 

truths suggest we evolved from the first eminence of planet life in the form of bacteria, and 

billions of years later walked barefooted on the plains of Africa (Davis, 2009; Swimme & 

Tucker, 2011). Our relationship is not one of Nature and humans as two separate and fragmented 

objects; it is a relational process of Nature in humans and humans in Nature in the web of life 

(Moore, 2015; Swimme & Tucker, 2009). It is from these opposing perspectives, that of our 

capitalistic exploitation of “cheap” Nature for material wants (Hamilton, 2010; Moore, 2015) and 

of the wonder, enchantment, and emotional fulfillment we feel in Nature, that I explored the 

meaning of Nature through this study.  

 Knowledge of belonging to something bigger. Contrary to the participants seeing 

themselves separate form Nature during the baseline interviews, I also heard another line of 

thinking that Nature was part of the participants. The participants had varying degrees of 

perspectives on their relationship with Nature. Some participants expressed that they found it 

difficult to describe this feeling of connection. For others, the connection is a clear path to the 

origins and meaning of life. Through the participants’ reflections, I sensed that Nature is in them 

and is part of their story, which coalesces with systems thinking theory (Capra, 1996; Senge, 

2006) and even takes it a step further to universal systems story (Berry, 2011; Bohm, 1980; 

Swimme & Tucker, 2009). I suggest that the LNR provides an opportunity to heighten system 

thinking that allows for an evolution in sense making that enhances the individual’s sense of 

identity, awareness, and the deep interconnected relationships that surround them. I argue that 

this facilitates the idea that for leaders, there is an urgency to begin thinking within the context of 

the whole planet (Berry, 2011; Bohm, 1980; Moore, 2015). When we truly begin to understand 

our beginnings and where humanity was born, then it changes our relationship to and behavior 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  180 

 

with the sacred land we live in and share with other species (Abram, 2010; Berry, 1999; 

Mathews, 2003). I suggest that this opens the leader’s capacity to be a more in-depth systems 

thinker, one that operates not only from a position of wealth, but also senses the need for fairness 

and sustainability in decision-making (Jackson, 2011; Senge et al., 2008). As Berry (2011) and 

other systems thinkers (Bohm, 1999; Capra, 1996; Senge, 2006; Swimme & Tucker, 2011) 

suggest, as we consciously become aware of the web of life and the universal interconnection of 

systems, it expands our capability to adapt to change by welcoming diversity into the 

conversation.  

 Nature brings inner joy. During the baseline interview, the study participants, through 

revisiting stories of their past experiences in Nature, connected to an inner joy. Interestingly, as 

participants shared these past moments of inner joy, at times they could not explicitly describe 

the reason for their happiness. They explained that there was just something familiar and 

soothing, though also foreign in some way, and they could not readily describe the whatness of 

the sentinel experience. As Carson (2011) alluded to in Sense of Wonder, we are all born with a 

clear-eyed view and an instinct for what is beauty and awe-inspiring. “A child’s world is fresh 

and new and beautiful, full of wonder and excitement” (Carson, as cited in Egan, Cant, & 

Judson, 2014, p. 99). Moreover, as adults we become consciously unbound in everyday life 

where nothing seems to make an impression, and we start to see the world as bland, muffled, and 

vague (Greene, 1978). Mounting literature suggests that Nature, and settings that promote 

reflexivity and relaxation, have properties that stimulate well-being (see “Nature supports well-

being” sub-theme below), such as a release of oxytocin that drives the release of endorphins and 
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correlates to decreases in cortisone and stress levels15—leading to feelings of inner joy and 

enhanced social bonding (Creswell, 2012; Kandel, 2012). Anecdotally, I heard many stories of 

inner joy experienced in Nature and fulfillment to the human soul (Carson, 2011; Leopold, 1962; 

Louv, 2011; Thoreau, 2006). This is supported collectively by the discursive participants’ voices 

as they shared their lived experience of the LNR. 

 Nature supports well-being. Participants shared a theme of perceived health benefit of 

Connectiveness with Nature16 (CWN) during the baseline interviews. This idea of Nature being 

important for healthy living is a strong thread throughout the shared voices of the participants. 

There is a growing amount of evidence in the literature that suggests health and the overall well-

being benefits CWN (Atchley, Strayer, & Atchley, 2012; Bratman, 2012, 2015; Bodin, & Hartig, 

2003; Groenewegen, Berg, Vries, & Verheij, 2006; Luck, Davidson, Boxall, & Smallbone, 2011; 

Nisbet, Zelenski, & Murphy, 2011). These include a restorative effect, lower levels of anxiety 

and depression, increased creative thinking, and overall happiness (Bodin, & Hartig, 2003; Hug, 

Hartig, Hansmann, Seeland, & Hornung, 2009; Nisbet, Zelenski, & Murphy, 2011). As the 

populations on the globe continue to flow into urban settings (Louv, 2011), we continue to live in 

                                                
15 Oxytocin is a chemical that is released from the hypothalamus during moments of creative expression. This in turn drives the 

release of endorphins, which promote prosocial behavior, enhancing social bonding and empathy (Kandel, 2012, p. 432). 

16 Connectiveness with Nature defines a stable state of self-awareness composed of symbiotic cognitive, affective, and 

experiential traits that reflect, through consistent attitudes and behaviors, a sustained awareness of the interrelatedness between 

the self and the rest of Nature (Zylstra et al., 2014). 
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an ever-increasing sea of circuitry. This is beginning to have implications for health and well-

being (Albrecht et al., 2007; Louv, 2012; Miller, 2005).17  

 Deeper meaning of Nature. Through the LNR process and connection with Nature, I 

suggest there is a pathway or an opening to a more authentic self, where one has the space to use 

reflexivity to see who they are and to explore their core values and greater purpose in life. At the 

end of the study, the participants shared the perspective that Nature is in humans and humans are 

in Nature. On this thread of CWN, participants at the end of the study were explicit in how the 

LNR deepened their connection with Nature. Moreover, there was a deeper connection made 

with themselves. 

 In many instances during the interviews I heard how being in the holding environment of 

Nature allowed for a “stripping away” of cultural truths. In essence, they experienced a 

differentiation or transformation in old mental models that regulated their thinking (Kegan, 

1982). Scientific truths bridge epistemology from various scholarly fields, such as psychology 

and neuroscience, to convoke support for human beings holding on to patterned thinking and 

behavior; that we become embedded in cultural truths that guide how we operate on a daily basis 

(Goleman, 2006; Kegan & Lahey, 2009; Medina, 2008; Wilson, 1999). Kets de Vries and 

                                                
17 As we design urban centers, working and living spaces, and leadership developmental programs, it will be important to decide 

how to incorporate Nature into our daily lives. According to Isaacs (1999), humankind has had an ever-increasing reliance on 

technology to deliver us from challenges and crises, though in many ways it is isolating us from our intra- and interpersonal 

relationships. The true path to solving our challenges is through connections and relational processes where dialogue and 

innovation can flourish, as insight emerges from shared fields of meaning (Bohm, 1996; Isaacs, 1999, Senge et al., 2008). 
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Korotov (2010) cite the philosopher Seneca18 to suggest that humankind has had awareness of 

this flaw since antiquity: “The mind is slow in unlearning what it has been long in learning” (p. 

7). In the fullness of our lives, patterns and habits of the mind assist us to move through the 

obstacles and complexity of everyday life (Medina, 2008). They can also serve as barriers to 

being open to new information and opportunities (Goleman, 2006; Kegan, 1982; Kegan & 

Lahey, 2009). From the study insights and my observations, Nature seems to facilitate and be a 

catalyst for shifting out of the embeddedness of cultural truths to experience a construction of 

new differentiated mental models.  

 Nature Facilitates learning. Participants shared the theme that Nature facilitates learning 

when the individual is present and sensing what is unfolding in the moment. Nature as a 

facilitator of learning has value for humankind (Abram, 1991, 2010; Leopold, 1966; Louv, 2011; 

Milton, 2006). As Samway (2007) recognized, humanity is on the threshold between a real world 

and a virtual world that is disconnecting from Nature. Leaders today seem to be suffering from 

nature deficit disorder19 and an extinction of experience, where over 50 percent of the population 

is now concentrated in urban centers and is immersed in an increasingly virtual world that is 

often devoid of real experience (Louv, 2005; 2011; Miller, 2005). What are we losing in this 

disconnection to the natural world, the one we are born of, to who we are as human beings? As 

we turn more inward in this sea of circuitry, how does it affect our ability to adapt to a changing 

world? E. O. Wilson (1999) argues that the very diversity of our natural world is our gateway to 

                                                
18 Lucius Annaeus Seneca was a Roman Stoic philosopher, statesman, dramatist, and, in one work, humorist during the Silver 

Age of Latin literature. He was a tutor and later advisor to Emperor Nero. 

19 Nature deficit disorder was coined by Richard Louv in his book, Last Child in the Woods, to describe how human beings, 

especially children, are spending less time outdoors, resulting in a wide range of behavioral problems (Louv, 2005). 
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saving human development, that our long-term survival depends on the survival and symbiotic 

living with the diversity of other species on the planet. Davis (2009) asserts that the rapid loss of 

our own cultural diversity is a dire warning for humanity, as this loss spells diminishing diversity 

of human dialogic know-how. Unfortunately, through turning inward with our pursuit of singular 

capitalistic focus of economic wealth, we have expedited the sixth wave of mass species 

extinction. Not for 65 million years has Earth witnessed a quickening of species extinction this 

unprecedented (Ceballos et al., 2015; Moore, 2015). With the reality that we live in an 

interconnected non-linear world, we cannot contemplate the total effect of loss of species 

diversity will have on human development. It is apparent that we need to reconnect with our 

roots for the good of our own continued species development. 

 Universal story: deeper connection to web of life. Interestingly, as the participants 

progressed through the LNR, I sensed a deeper level of sense making toward an overarching 

unity story with Nature that resonates with the idea of being interconnected with Nature: that as 

humans we are part of Nature. Through observing the LNR process and listening to the voices of 

the study participants, I sensed a deepening in the relational meaning with Nature, where old 

images and ordinary language were shed. I felt that the participants shifted from a rational way 

of thinking to a more intuitive way. According to Abrams (1991), through the CWN process and 

using the intuitive mind, one can sense that cultural truths and words are only conceptual maps 

of reality and do not give the full geographic story. This idea was explicitly clear and supported 

through the shared voices of the participants as they told stories of connections with rocks, trees, 

birds, and other extra-humans. Moreover, there was a shared feeling of connecting with their 

ancient and indigenous past, a connection to a fuller more authentic self that has no separation 

from true Nature––that we are all part of the universal story, connected in the web of life. 
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 Leadership. As the participants experienced the LNR process, there was a 

transformation in the self-knowledge of who they are as a leader, and this shifted their self-

identity and evolved the narrative of who they are as a leader (Arthur et al., 2002; Scharmer, 

2009; Shamir & Eilam, 2005). The 12 global leaders in this study are considered senior leaders 

in their respective organizations, with several of them having a significant number of direct 

reports and even leading their organizations. Considering their interest in this study, it was 

observed that this group of leaders had a high level of conscious self-awareness coming into the 

study. I suggest this level of consciousness is reflected in how these leaders defined leadership in 

the beginning of the study during the baseline interviews. A majority of the participants 

portrayed leadership as a reciprocal process where the leader influences others in the 

organization. Interestingly, no participant described leadership as a hierarchical position of 

authority.  

Self-awareness and responsibility. At the beginning of the study, participants shared a 

sub-theme that leadership is an inward journey of self-awareness and responsibility. The 

development of conscious self-awareness as part of leadership is a critical aspect of building 

capacity and capability to cope, adapt, and engage creatively through change and the challenges 

it presents (Csikszentmihalyi, 2008; Kegan, 1994; Kegan & Lahey, 2009; Wilber, 2000). As a 

leader takes responsibility for their journey, they open themselves to new experiences that inform 

their self-knowledge, self-identity, and self-narrative (Kihlstrom & Klein, 1994; Shamir & 

Eilam, 2005). This idea is underpinned by CDT, that as humans we go through stages of 

development movement as we experience life. As we experience something new, like the LNR, 

it creates a differentiation for the leader as they become disembedded from what was known to 
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them prior to the experience. Through self-discovery the leader is able to sense a fuller reality of 

who they are and how they fit into the interconnected world that surrounds them. This 

synchronizes with systems thinking, as the leader senses a fuller reality of the systems and 

relationships they are connected to and their mental models of the world around them expand. 

 Fluid relational process. At the beginning of the study, participants defined a sub-theme 

that leadership is a relational process: that it is fluid and is not focused on hierarchical control. 

This construct of leadership being a relational process again speaks to the level of consciousness 

of the participants attracted to the LNR. It can be argued and supported by the literature that this 

level of conscious self-awareness is a relational process and not the normative and contemporary 

approach and definition of leadership (Anderson & Anderson, 2010; Rost, 1993; Northouse, 

2015).  

 Put into context, most organizations today practice a form of the command and control 

approach, where leadership is positional or by authority (Bakan, 2010; Collins, 2001; Anderson 

& Anderson, 2010; Olson & Eoyang, 2001). This command and control style of leadership 

creates fear and leads to disengagement that cost organizations in North America billions of 

dollars per year (Rost, 1993; Pink, 2009). Often prescribers of this type of leadership style find 

navigating complexity difficult, and letting go of control is not an easy pattern to break (Olson & 

Eoyang, 2001). CLT supports this idea of the leader becoming an “architect of relationships” 

who provides flow and fluidity to the organizational system (Lichtenstein et al., 2009; Uhl-Bien 

& Marion, 2007). This connects to the next sub-theme explored by some participants in the early 

interviews: that leadership is a space between relationships. 

 Space between relationships. One participant explicitly shared during the baseline 

interview, and other participants eluded to this idea during our time together, that leadership is a 
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process that involves what happens between people—it is a process. According to Uhl-Bien, 

Marion, and McKelvey (2007), leadership is not a person or collective, it is the space between 

relationships, a dialogic process where diversity interweaves to form synergistic and innovative 

thinking and behavior. This is an emerging approach to leadership that is a paradigm shift away 

from the command and control style of leadership. This concept offers hope for leaders and 

organizations alike to more fully engage stakeholders in a coherent dialogic approach that 

stimulates innovation and enables leaders to navigate complexity more effectively. Again, the 

question then becomes: How do we develop and equip leaders with the capacity to espouse this 

novel approach? I suggest that learning through experience and holding environments such as the 

LNR offers insights to this developmental movement of leaders. 

 Crisis, uncertainty, and an opportunity to learn. Participants shared during the initial 

interview that they are in challenging and difficult times as leaders living in a growing world of 

complexity. It is evident that at the beginning of the study many of the participants were feeling 

varying levels of conflict as they struggled with complexity in their respective organizations or 

even personal lives. Several participants explicitly identified growing concerns with the 

anthropogenic impacts on the planet and how this is affecting the future of their organizational 

work. Similarly, there was a shared theme of uncertainty for several of the participants as they 

identified crossroads in their leadership work, and they sensed that the LNR was an opportunity 

to explore learning. 

 
 Shift to deeper meaning. Through the LNR process and from the voices of the 

participants, I suggest that there was not a great paradigm shift or transformation in how the 

participants viewed and defined the word leadership. The participants explicitly indicated that 
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the LNR process enhanced their capacity and capability as leaders. I suggest that the LNR 

provides a supportive leadership challenge that stretched all of the participants to some degree or 

other. This process brought new awareness to the participants in how they sense themselves and 

the relational systems around them. Leaders moving through the lived experience of the LNR 

connected deeply to their authentic self, giving a deeper understanding of their capacity and 

capability as leaders. I heard pride in their voices and growing confidence in their adaptive 

capabilities as a person and a leader.  

 The participants shared that the challenging weather20 during the 10-day retreat played a 

significant role in developing leadership capacity and capability. Based on my interviews and 

observations, it is clear the weather allowed for connection and an opportunity to go on an 

inward journey. The developmental benefit of the leadership challenges is well documented in 

empirical research (DeRue & Wellman, 2009; Parks, 2005; Shamir & Eilam, 2005). When 

leaders experience events and processes that stretch their capability and provide support, they 

enable the development of capacity (DeRue & Wellman, 2009). Valuable learning occurs when 

leaders experience holding environments that offer challenges and they are able to reflect on the 

outcomes of the experience (DeRue & Wellman, 2009; Dewey, 1938; Kolb, 1984). Another 

important part of the effective learning experience for the participants during the LNR was being 

able to  provide feedback. According to Bandura (1986) people learn best in dynamic, 

continuous, and reciprocal interactions with their environments. The participants had 

opportunities to share their life stories and the retreat experiences in the caring presence of other 

                                                
20 The late spiring/early summer weather on the east coast of Canada was far from summer-like, with cold, wet, and windy 

weather making it challenging for both participants and facilitators of the process. 
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participants through a dialogic process. They had informal conversations with other participants, 

participated in facilitated sessions with John Milton, and joined expressive art-based sessions 

with Ron Hayes. Moving through this safe dialectic process in sharing a life story was a way to 

navigate through internal issues and developmental challenges that the participants might have 

been holding on to (Kets de Vries & Korotov, 2007). I suggest this shared process delivered 

evolving meaning and heightened levels of conscious self-awareness for the participants, which 

in turn has the potential to influence followers within the leaders’ respective organization. 

 Sense of disequilibrium. From my observations and analysis of the study data, it is 

evident that the LNR holding environment created levels of disequilibrium through challenges 

that stretched existing regulating mental models. Consistent with CDT, as the participants 

experienced the leadership challenge or differentiation during the LNR process, it created a 

disequilibrium or conflict with old patterned mental models (Bohm & Biederman, 1999; Kegan, 

1982). According to Kegan (1982), all disequilibrium is a crisis of meaning-making and self-

identity, as there is a transformation in self-knowledge. The pain we feel through our experiences 

is about resistance to the motion of life (Kegan, 1982). In his seminal work, The Evolving Self, 

Kegan shares the story of the Chinese symbol for crisis and how this symbol uses two characters, 

one meaning danger and the other opportunity. According to Kegan (1982), these two characters 

represent crisis well: “[f]or crisis is in the transformation of meaning, the costs of evolution, and 

the death we hear may be, as much as anything, the death of the old self that is about to be left 

behind” (p. 266). Therefore, as Robert Laing (2010) once stated, breakdown is not always 

pathological; sometimes it provides moments of breakthrough. The participants experienced as 

they moved through the LNR process, experiencing not only pain and conflict with various 
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personal relationships at home and work but also moments of breakthrough. Depending on the 

narrative of the participant, they experienced various degrees of crisis and breakthrough.  

 Some of the participants discovered that they are not living true to their authentic self. As 

the participants connected more fully with their true self and identity, it created emotional 

feelings and questions arose. Ford, Ford, and D’Amelio (2008) share that through the gateway of 

conflict there is an opening to explore opportunity in something foreign and to reconstruct their 

resistance to their transforming self-identity. As the participants entered into a dialogic process 

of sense-making and evolved regulating mental models, it brought about emerging thought and 

action. Kuhn (1996) supports the idea that as the rapid complexity of systems outdistances the 

thinking of the leader, an emergent paradigm shift occurs. The gap in complexity between the 

system and the leader creates conflict or a failure of existing rules. This serves as a precursor to 

new regulating rules or a paradigm shift in the process (Kuhn, 1996).  

 What limits us from this opportunity for new growth? No growth is without pain and 

discomfort (Heifetz & Linsky, 2002; Kegan 1982; 1994). When we dis-embed from our 

comfortable ways, it leaves us vulnerable and exposed (Heifetz & Linsky, 2002). Galileo Galilei 

is a historical example of this: as a scientific leader of research, he was persecuted and 

imprisoned by the church for his emerging theory that the sun, not Earth, was the center of the 

galaxy (Whitehouse, 2009). According to Scharmer (2009), new thinking is a lonely place as you 

step outside the cultural norms of society and place of acceptance and comfort. It takes courage 

for leaders to let go of old patterns and mental models and go against the majority (De Quincey, 

2014; Senge et al., 2008; Wheatley & Frieze, 2011). Leaders often feel psychological and 

physical pain as they face the crisis of changing environments, and the natural instinct is to resist 

this life in motion (Ford, Ford, & D’Amelio, 2008; Kegan, 1982; Wheatley & Frieze, 2011). 
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Considering this theory, I suggest that crisis and resistance to change is potentially a gateway to 

new understanding that enables developmental movement. Kegan suggests that the conflict is our 

conditioned immunity to change habits and cultural embeddedness. This new insight has the 

potential to allow us to differentiate from old patterns to new thinking instilled with creativity, 

innovation, and higher consciousness (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Bohm, 1990; Bohm & 

Biederman, 1999; Wilber, 2000). I suggest that a leader’s developmental movement to a higher 

stage of consciousness can enable them to catch up to the changing complexity of our world. 

 Responsibility for action. In the last phase of interviews, I observed a raised level of 

confidence in the leaders. They had several months of introspection on the LNR lived 

experience, and their voices resonated with the need for action. As I listened to these voices, it 

was hard to not feel inspired. Participants experienced a transformation or developmental 

movement toward clearer self-identity. According to Shamir and Eilam (2005), “It is through life 

experiences and the way they are organized into life-stories that people can develop a self-

concept of a leader that supports and justifies their leadership role because the life-story not only 

recounts but also justifies” (p. 403). In this movement they are more centered in what their 

purpose is, giving them renewed purpose of where they are heading. Maslow (1958) would refer 

to as self-actualization, becoming more authentic to values and more aware of interconnected 

relationships.  

 CDT focuses on the individual’s life pursuit of actualization (Kegan, 1982; McCauley et 

al., 2006). This actualization is the development of a person’s consciousness through the innate 

tendency to grow the mind in the pursuit of differentiation and autonomy from external forces 

(Kegan, 1982, 1994). CDT suggests there is a tension in pursuing actualization, where part of our 

being seeks development toward autonomy and differentiation, and another part seeks 
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development toward inclusion and attachment (Kegan, 1982). Kegan refers to the development 

of the individual toward inclusion and attachment as cultural embeddedness—our social 

normative patterns, or cultural truths, of thinking and acting that hold on to us by creating 

boundaries of comfort and fear. This embeddedness meets the individual’s need for social 

belonging and cohesion but can also act as a fortress against freedom to experience new 

development through self-actualization (Kegan, 1982; Perry, 1970). The theory suggests that to 

reach self-actualization, the individual needs to let go of embeddedness or differentiate from the 

patterns and norms that hold them (Kegan, 1982). I relate it to the metaphor of the infant child 

who breaks away from the embeddedness of the mother’s womb to discover autonomy and 

developmental growth in the world. The leader needs to break away from their patterns of 

cultural embeddedness.  

 Supported by CDT and the participants’ insights, I suggest that there is an opportunity for 

leaders to heighten self-actualization in the holding environment of Nature. Through actively 

participating and living these learning experiences, leaders have an opportunity to discover new 

and innovative ways of operating that enable new metal models and affect the way they sense 

and act in the world (De Wet, 2007; Zylstra et al., 2014). Considering recent studies (De Wet, 

2007; Zylstra et al., 2014), and through my observations, as leaders hatch out of embeddedness it 

lends new understanding to the latent potential available to them and metaphorically gives the 

leader a rebirth and transition out of the old. With this line of perspective I sense an ongoing 

process of self-actualization. In this evolving process leaders experience something new, and 

through meaning making they re-balance in their new mental models (Bohm & Biederman, 

1999; Kegan, 1982). This re-equalizing and becoming re-embedded in this new way of thinking 

and acting, in combination with life history, allows leaders to experience social cohesion once 
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again and to understand the complexities of the world more clearly (Kegan, 1982). I suggest that 

if leaders can open to this evolving process of embeddedness and differentiation, it can enable an 

opportunity to continually adapt to the changing complexities through continually developing 

our capacities and capabilities. 

 Opportunity of group dynamics. From my observations and emerging from the 

interviews, the Nature-holding environment enabled the participants to form a close group 

dynamic that functioned like an effective team. This group of individuals formed a quick and 

mutually respectful bond with one another. This was evident in how easily the group entered into 

deep dialogues in the group setting. From my observations, there was little judgment and a lot of 

openness, vulnerability, and trust during the LNR process. The study participants were a diverse 

group. None of the group members, with the exception of two members, had previously known 

each other. The members represented three countries that are culturally different, and the 

individuals came from unique lived experiences. Also, there was a close balance between female 

and male participants: five females to seven males. The study criteria focused on leaders from 

organizations, and typically leaders of organizations are individuals with strong personalities, 

sometimes egocentric, and power hungry (Collins, 2001). This participant group was different, as 

they seemed open to participative dialogic processes. The participants explicitly shared that there 

was a collaborative attitude among the group, where the sharing of the experience was a 

powerful part of the learning process and brought about a sense of community. Through 

observations, there seemed to be a special dynamic between group members at the end of the 

retreat that imbued positive energy and enabled easy dialogue and openness, and trust where 

members felt comfortable to discuss vulnerabilities not normally shared among organizational 

members. An example of this was during the expressive art-based sessions, where participants 
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shared intimate stories through art. During these sessions group members shared deep details of 

their lives, many times with tears. Through these sessions the group support was overwhelming. 

What was it about the LNR holding environment that enabled this close dynamic to form 

between members? 

 From my observations, there are several possibilities that attributed to the group 

collectivism and coherence: (1) a safe holding environment; (2) a galvanizing shared experience; 

(3) a facilitated dialogic process; and (4) Nature’s calming effect. First, the LNR process 

provided the participants with a thoughtfully constructed, safe environment where they could 

experience something new that challenged but that did not threaten their personal well-being. 

When designing the program, many safety measures were put into place to protect the well-being 

of the participants. An example of safety measures was the buddy-system during the AllOne 

time, where participants were teamed up and performed daily check-ins to ensure group 

members were safe and sound. Theoretical support argues that a safe holding environment gives 

the learner experimenting with change an opportunity to commit personally to desired actions in 

front of other caring participants (De Vries & Korotov, 2007). Most organizational and leader 

development is done in controlled settings, where the environment is sterile and has little 

resemblance to the complexity of the real world (Parks, 2005). 

 Second, all group members, including myself, experienced challenging weather. This 

shared challenge seemed to galvanize the group, as each individual identified with the struggle 

and took pride in overcoming this challenge. Third, John Milton, as facilitator of the LNR, 

provided a unique dialogic process where he shared his experiences of connecting with Nature. 

He welcomed participants into the process through inviting their voices and experiences into the 

group sessions. Through this process mutual respect grew between members as individuals made 
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themselves vulnerable through sharing. Also, John facilitated meditation techniques that 

provided a flow in the group setting. Finally, recent research suggests that Nature provides a 

calming effect to those who take time to connect with this energy source. It is suggested that 

Nature has an effect on an individual’s creativity (Atchley, Strayer, & Atchley, 2012) and 

cortisone levels, creating reduced levels of stress and suggesting an ideal atmospheres for levels 

of group sharing (Bratman, Hamilton, & Daily, 2012; Bratman, Daily, Levy, & Gross, 2015).  

 It would be interesting to get this group of study participants together in the future and 

explore the group dynamic. Would an open, dialogic channel of communication still exist, and 

would they carry traits of a highly effective learning team? 

 Power of personal-role merger. As we came to the end of the study, I sensed a 

transformation in the participants’ identity as leaders and as people. The participants convoked a 

conscious awareness of themselves, with a clearer self-identity and deeper connection and 

understanding of the living world around them. Earlier we shared the LNR supports the 

emergence of the authentic self and introduced the term personal-role merger, the idea that how 

we act as a person is no different than who we are as a leader—they are congruent. The 

individual acts consistently in a situation based on guiding values and vision (Kihlstrom & Klein, 

1994; Shamir & Eilam, 2005). This differs from the theory of situational leadership, where one 

acts and leads a certain way based on the situation at hand that may not always be consistent with 

their core values (Rost, 1993; Northouse, 2015).  

 Several study participants use metaphors to describe a transformation or shift in their 

thinking and behavior through the LNR process. Phrases such as “shedding of armor,” “taking 

off of mask,” and “comfortable in own skin” are used by the participants. Through the LNR 

process, participants experienced a transformation in their relationship with Nature and 
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themselves. This awakening of what I call the authentic self has an effect on self-identity, which, 

as discussed, can create disequilibrium and conflict for the individual.  

 Through the “shedding of armor” and “taking off of the mask,” the participants described 

a process of connecting to something more authentic inside them. Interestingly, the metaphors 

participants shared of armor and masks culturally suggest symbols of protecting and hiding 

oneself, of not exposing oneself to others. According to Arthur et al. (2002), this is the leader’s 

blind spot of not being able to sense who they really are (conscious self-awareness); their greater 

purpose; and where they want to go (vision). When the mask is removed or the armor is cast 

aside, it bridges to the analogy of authentic leadership, where, according to George (2003), one 

finds their “true north” and there is a shift toward the personal-role merger (Sharmir & Eilam, 

2005). Kant (1996) refers to this as oneness in consciousness, remaining “one and the same 

person despite all the vicissitudes which may befall him” (p. 9). The participants’ LNR 

experiences suggest that through connection to the inner self, there evolves a new understanding 

and self-narrative. As participants experienced something foreign and gained new self-

knowledge through reflexivity, a differentiation in self-identity occurred (Merleau-Ponty, 1968; 

Kegan, 1982): a self-identity and evolving life story, where the leader emerges and the personal-

role merger occurs (Kant, 1996; Kihlstrom & Klein, 1994; Shamir & Eilam, 2005).  

 This authentic leader transformation has potentially powerful implications for the leader 

and their organization (Avolio, 2010; Shamir & Eilam, 2005). The authentic leader is 

consciously self-aware of evolving self-identity and narrative (Avolio, 2010; Northouse, 2015; 

Shamir & Eilam, 2005). They have a sense of evolving meaning-making of their interpersonal 

processes. A systems thinker interconnects to the social-ecological systems they operate in, 

enabling more effective decision-making that considers fairness, prosperity, and sustainability 
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(Senge, 2006). With an awareness of the connected systems, the authentic leader is more able to 

adapt to arising challenges guided by their core values (Gerzon, 2006; Scharmer & Kaufer, 

2013). Through the personal-role merger and the authentic leadership approach, leaders become 

clear on who they are, the vision of where they want to go, and the right thing to do (Kihlstrom 

& Klein, 1994; Northouse, 2015; Shamir & Eilam, 2005). According to Hunt, Osborn, and Boal 

(2009), linking the past of who we are, the present of what we do, and the future of where we 

want to go is key to enabling latent human potential in our social-ecological world. Through 

authentic leadership we can tap into our capacity to find our “true north” (George, 2003). 

 
 Conclusion: Transformation in knowledge on leadership. As mentioned in the 

literature review, the word leadership conjures up a wide array of meaning when exploring the 

historical epistemology of this domain (Rost, 1993; Yukl, 1989). We have seen the evolution of 

meaning-making for leaders in recent years shift toward one that defines a “space between” 

(Uhl-Bien, Marion, & McKelvey, 2007) or “relational processes” that involve the leader and 

followers (Avolio, 2010; Northouse, 2015). This reciprocal process is symbiotic in nature and 

moves both parties toward a mutually agreed upon greater purpose (Rost, 1993; Northouse, 

2015). 

 The insights provided by the participants reinforce what is emerging from the field of 

leadership development, recognizing that there is desperate need for nascent approaches to 

leadership development to meet the present and future complex challenges in these uncertain and 

unpredictable times (Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013; Uhl-Bien & Marion, 2009). There is no shortage 

of evidence in the literature to support the dire challenges that humanity is presently faced with. 

As previously cited in the study, growing challenges such as overpopulation (Davis, 2009; 
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Wright, 2004), gaps in economic disparity (Korten, 2010; Moore, 2015), anthropogenic climate 

change, resource depletion (Rockström, 2015; Steffen et al, 2011), and dwindling species 

diversity (Ceballos et al., 2015; Wilson, 1993) are creating tremendous pressures on leadership at 

local, national, and global levels. Leaders represented by the likes of the study participants are 

seeking new approaches that lend new meaning and offer solutions to emerging conflict and 

uncertainty (Gerzon 2006; Hunt & Ropo, 2003).  

 Lastly, I explore the insights and epiphanies that support developmental movement for 

the study participants through the LNR process. 

 
Developmental Movement  
 
 The LNR participants convoked a narrative of developmental movement that was enabled 

by the Nature-holding environment. CDT was used in this study to support the growth and 

elaboration of the participants’ cyclical process of development, in which qualitatively varying 

meaning systems evolve over time. In this study, I referred to developmental movement of the 

participants as related to the process of growth, change, and transition (Kegan, 1982). 

Throughout the latter two phases of interview and participant observation process, I could sense 

growth, change, and transition happening for the participants. For some, I suggest the LNR 

process influenced a high degree of developmental movement, and for others the movement was 

subtle. Developmental movement is on-going process that relates to the evolution of meaning-

making (Kegan, 1982). Considering this, it would be valuable to follow up outside the temporal 

scope of the study to explore how the participants continue to experience developmental 

movement after the LNR.  

 The lived narratives shared by the participants provided an opportunity to understand how 
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they perceived their experience, and how this shaped their leadership narrative. This lends a 

framework for understanding their leadership development experience (Olivares, Peterson, & 

Hess, 2007). I was able to sense shifts and gain insights into developmental movement of the 

participants. There were themes of a merger of the authentic self, heightened systems thinking, 

and greater confidence. Participants shared how they found confidence through the LNR process 

and how this brought them closer to a more authentic self. From their voices it suggested that the 

LNR enabled an opening to connect to their sentinel being––allowing for a powerful opportunity 

for reflecting and listening to what is emerging in the present moment with themselves and the 

world that surrounds. This heart-led shift enabled the participants to dissolve old pattern mental 

models, and sense the world in a different light through their evolving mental models. The 

literature suggests that taking responsibility for emerging mental models and transformations 

through action is a marker for developmental movement (Kegan, 1982; Kegan & Lahey, 2009). 

In the study, participants collectively shared a desire for action as they experienced new 

conscious self-awareness; pledging to take action in their personal and professional life––to 

make things happen. 

 The cycle of developmental movement is endless for the participants (Kegan, 1982; 1994; 

Kegan & Lahey, 2009). According to Kegan (1982), “However much we evolve, we are still 

always embedded” (p. 257). Participants moved through the cultural embeddedness that 

regulated past thought and action to new differentiating mental models. It would be misleading 

to think that these are separate or distinct from the next (Kegan). We must recognize that this 

process is a continuum of interchange between embeddedness and differentiation (Bohm & 

Biederman, 1999; Kegan, 1982; 1994). 
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Connecting the Threads: A broad reflection on the LNR experience 
 
 In everyday life it is hard not to sense the hopelessness of today’s world and hold feelings 

of despair when we are bombarded by continual messages of challenge for humans and extra-

humans on our planet. Human influence is omnipresent, sending messages of corruption, 

poverty, deadly conflict, expedited climate change, species extinction, resource depletion, 

concentration of wealth with the few, and increases in metal health issues and suicides. These 

constant reminders provided by our virtually connected world of instant media almost numb all 

of this into normalcy. This line of perspective provides each of us with a limited view that this is 

our cultural truth—it’s just the way it is! Another alternative is embedded in hope, that leaders 

have the latent capacity to build a world anew, one that is held up by the pillars of fairness, 

prosperity, and sustainability. The question then becomes: How do we change the cultural truth 

of despair toward a more possible and desired future? What kind of thinking can enable leaders 

to embrace the chaos and complexity of the world without falling into hopelessness and despair? 

 In the spirit of the reflexive theme of this study, by using introspection to contemplate the 

words of Avolio and van Manen at the beginning of this chapter in how they describe a voyage 

to a “foreign” place, what can we think about in developing ourselves and others as leaders in a 

quickly changing and unpredictable world? How are we going to navigate the unsolved 

challenges that threaten the very development of humanity? We have heard the call from 

leadership scholars and practitioners for a new leadership approach, one that focuses more on 

developing capable leaders who embrace the complexity of the interconnected systems 

(McCauley et al., 2006; Parks, 2005; 2011; Rost, 1993; Northouse, 2015). We need an approach 

that views leadership as a relational and reciprocal process, interconnected in a social-ecological 

system (Berry, 1999; Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013; Senge et al., 2008; Swimme & Tucker, 2011). 
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The evidence in the literature explicitly suggests that old paradigms for developing leaders is 

stale and no longer effective in the complexity of today’s organizational systems—that it is time 

to get out of the classroom and away from didactic training and shift toward learning through 

experience (Parks, 2005; De Wet, 2011; Zylstra et al., 2014). We must allow leaders to discover 

experiences that enable them to form an evolving narrative of self-identity and of the world that 

surrounds them (Kegan, 1982; 1994), and to transform toward an authentic leadership approach. 

According to Shamir and Eilam (2005), “[o]ne of our major ways to assist people to develop 

their potential to become authentic leaders is through a guided reflection process” (p. 410). I 

suggest through the lived experience process that there is a reflexive opportunity to not let go of 

the past; there is an opportunity to proudly hold up the past and garnish what is valuable, modify 

and add to it, and adapt to be more effective and sustainable. This approach exudes the resilience 

needed in our rapidly evolving world of complexity (Chandler, 2014; Rodin, 2014; Tierney, 

2014). This stretches our capacity, lending new capabilities and confidence to move forward 

with purpose toward possible and desired futures (Chandler, 2014; Korten, 2010; Wheatley, 

2006; Senge et al., 2008; Tierney, 2014). The great scholar and educator John Dewey (1938) 

echoes this idea: 

[t]he principle of continuity of experience means that every experience both takes up 

something from those which have gone before and modifies some way the quality of 

those which come after….As an individual passes from one situation to another, his 

world, his environment, expands or contracts. He does not find himself living in another 

world but in a different part or aspect of one and the same world. What he has learned in 

a way of knowledge and skill in one situation becomes an instrumental of understanding 

and dealing effectively with the situation which follow. The process goes on as long as 
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life and learning continue. (pp. 35, 44) 

 Through the emerging thematic insights and epiphanies of the study, along with my 

participant observations, a research story emerged that supports the LNR as a possible approach 

for developmental movement of leaders to build capacity and capability to embrace the rapidly 

changing complexity of our world. The LNR is a potential break from traditional and normative 

institutional learning, as it looks to share learning by having the participants live an experience 

and explore meaning-making through this process, with components of spirituality, reflexivity, 

relationships, and interconnection of systems. The LNR provides an opportunity for a paradigm 

shift in leadership development research by moving beyond current practices of learning to 

explore leadership as a learning practice (Antonacopoulou & Bento, 2004). 

 The LNR holding environment suggests support for development of conscious self-

awareness with the potential for a personal-role merger, whereby there is a recognition by the 

leader for a need to shift responsibility from loyalty to organizational systems to taking 

responsibility for transformation toward the authentic self. This is connected to their greater 

purpose and tied to the global social-ecological system. 

 The study participants sensed their connection to Nature as part of the web of life. For 

most, it was a feeling of awakening, with a craving and need to spend time connecting in Nature. 

Through this connection there exists an opportunity to not only connect with other networks of 

external systems, there is an opportunity to connect with the inner self—their true authentic self. 

Participants entered into the personal-role merger, thinking and acting as architects of 

relationships within organizations focused on their greater purpose with fairness, prosperity, and 

sustainability. 
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Summary 
 
 In this chapter I attempted to share the meaning of the insights and epiphanies that 

emerged from the participants’ lived experience of LNR. From the shared narrative of the 

participant’s lived experience they support the LNR as a holding environment for 

developmental movement of the individual. Through the supporting elements of the LNR 

process participants experience a transformation in self-knowledge––in the mental 

models that regulate their thinking and behaviors. Through a new self-narrative the 

participant experiences developmental movement–suggesting they sense their world 

differently. 
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CHAPTER 7: STUDY IMPLICATIONS, LIMITATIONS, REFLECTIONS, AND 
FUTURE DIRECTIONS FOR RESEARCH 

 
 
 
Anything created by human beings is already in the great book of nature. 
 
—Antoni Gaudi 
 
Above all, perhaps we need three things…the sense of individual wonder, the power of 
hope, and a vivid but questioning belief in the future of the globe. 
 
—Richard Holmes, The Age of Wonder 
 

 This chapter considers the implications of this research in the practical and academic 

contexts and explores key limitations of the study. I also offer my personal reflections after being 

immersed in this work for several years. I illuminate future opportunities and areas that can be 

considered in this arena of leadership development epistemology. 

 
Implications: A Connected Gateway from the Past to the Future 
 
 On this doctoral voyage I set out to answer the questions of: (1) How did the study 

participants contextually experience the LNR holding environment? (2) How did the leaders 

experience a transformation in knowledge? and (3) How did the leaders experience 

developmental movement during the retreat? The participants shared deep and personal moments 

that have coalesced into insights and epiphanies for the leader development field in how Nature 

offers opportunity for leadership capacity and capability in the rapidly changing world. 

 
 The participants shared in a discursive manner the whatness of the LNR process, how 

Nature facilitated a process of developmental movement that changed their narrative of who they 

are not only as leaders, but as individuals. There seems to be no difference in the two as 
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participants experienced a personal-role merger. They shared that the LNR process enabled a 

shedding of embedded cultural truths, allowing an opportunity to connect with a more authentic 

self and to sense the interconnected relationships in the web of life. The authentic leadership 

literature supports this, as it shares the interpersonal perspective that focuses on what goes on 

within the leader. This includes self-knowledge, self-regulation, and self-concept (Northouse, 

2015). This perspective emphasizes that a leader’s life experiences and the meaning she attaches 

to these experiences are critical to the development of the authentic leader (Northouse, 2015; 

Shanir & Eilam, 2005). The LNR can be viewed as a major life experience that shaped the 

development of the leaders. It is also evident that though the contextual experience of the LNR, 

development movement and differentiation in self-knowledge is not without conflict. Depending 

on the history of the participant, they experienced differing levels of disequilibrium through the 

constructed developmental movement, and this was a continual cycle of change in adapting from 

embeddedness to new regulating mental models. I witnessed a readiness and a call for action 

from the participants. They felt a responsibility to act more fully as they sensed their place in 

their organization and the world that around them. 

 Awakening to Embrace Complexity. Since starting this doctoral journey four years ago, 

global events speak with even more force and volume that humankind lives in an extraordinarily 

turbulent times. This complexity continues to outpace human development and complexity of 

mind, and through the cracks there is the call by leaders for action, to embrace the complexity 

and challenges with a resilient mindset. How we show up to embrace our challenges depends on 

the developmental movement of leaders. The need is greater than ever to shift away from 

industrial and dualistic perspectives of leading to embrace a fuller, more collective approach. 

There is a need for authentic leaders who are guided by their core values and greater purpose, 
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where there is a personal-role merger. Accordingly, we need leaders who think and act with a 

moral compass, with the ability to develop capacity and capability to lead collectively and to 

adapt quickly in a changing world. 

 What is amazing is that humans have been equipped and blessed through our intelligence 

with conscious self-awareness. We have the ability to reflect and see our place in the cosmic 

universe. Through the creation of the universe, in some sense, we are a part of it that has the 

ability to celebrate this great mystery and wondrous whole system (Berry, 1998). Leaders can 

heighten consciousness through developing capacity and capability to embrace and creatively 

engage the complexities of our world through continuing lived experiences. According to Abram 

(1997): 

The sensorial landscape, in other words, not only opens onto that distant future waiting 

beyond the horizon but it also onto a near future, onto an immanent field of possibilities 

waiting beyond each tree, beyond each leaf from where a spider may at any moment 

come crawling into our awareness. (p. 215) 

 As individuals it is important that we seek to become whole and connected to our core 

values and greater purpose. We must be consciously self-aware of the world we live in. It is 

unfortunate humans believe and hold on to the hubris perspective that we are privileged and the 

world, with all that it offers, is there for our taking. If the tree bares more fruit, then we pick it 

clean; if the waters provide more fish, we fish it. With our flaw of human hubris, we hold on to a 

cultural truth in the Western world that we are the only species to evolve. We seem to be a self-

centric species that thrives on self-deception. I feel our survival depends on becoming 

interconnected to all of Nature and using the wisdom gained from understanding how we are 

interconnected to all things in this biosphere we call Earth. 
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 Shared Field of Understanding and Connection. Another key implication of this work 

is that the LNR process enabled participants to share in deeper levels of meaning making, which 

shifted them to a higher level of conscious self-awareness. Somewhere along the way, I heard the 

story of the Tree, which metaphorically shares valuable insight and parallels to human 

development and the diversity of perspectives (Maturana & Varela, 1987). At the root of the tree 

are the values that anchor all humankind. As the tree sprouts and grows into the world, it is 

exposed to a diversity of environmental conditions. Like the limbs of the tree, people spread in 

various directions, becoming anchored and embedded in what they believe and how they live 

their life. Assumptions are made and held tight of what reality really is, when nobody can truly 

understand what reality really is because it looks different to each of us depending on our 

history, self-knowledge, and self-identity. According to Chilean biologist and philosopher 

Humberto Maturana (2002), we become more human through realizing “that we do not see the 

world as it is but as we are” and reminds us that “no human being has the privileged view of 

reality” (p. 15). When we forget our contingent view of reality, we lose our capacity to live 

together. Maturana continued, “[w]hen one person or group asserts that only they see what is 

really going on, they are actually making a demand for obedience” (p. 15). Unfortunately, this 

demand of obedience and control is often the approach taken in contemporary organizational 

interactions. According to Isaacs (1999), insight emerges from a shared field of meaning, made 

up of the diversity of life. Considering these ideas, it is essential that when we are building leader 

development programs and initiatives that we enable capacity and capability for leaders to 

welcome and engage the diversity of perspectives in collective dialogic processes that have the 

power to unleash human organizational potential.  



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  208 

 

 The challenge is this: How can we come together for a common cause to save our 

existence on this planet through developing human potential? When we face challenges on a 

global scale, we are faced with many diverse perspectives and assumptions. For example, many 

people believe and get caught up in the fact that global warming is a fallacy, made up by science. 

A fuller reality, regardless of perspective, is that there is a real challenge ahead for humanity for 

our continued existence on this planet. This needs to be recognized, and we need to come 

together in conversation. This is a time to suspend our assumptions, to listen to each other, to 

align our values and let them guide us to a better future. One thing is evident: if we continue the 

same pattern of living separately, and living a life of privilege over other people and species, we 

will surely join the dinosaurs of history in an even quicker exit to extinction.21 Einstein said, 

“Our task must be to widen our circle of compassion to embrace all living creatures and the 

whole of nature in its beauty” (as cited in Calaprice, 2005). Einstein’s awareness provokes the 

idea that as individuals we are connected to the whole, and that it is through our sense of wonder, 

awe, and enchantment that we have an opportunity to seek this connection to the web of life. Our 

connection does not have to be found—it is there, all around us. We just need to be present in the 

moment––and listen with curiosity. The connection is there! 

 Opening the Door—into the Woods and Wonder. I have explored the participants’ 

lived experiences, and I have shared in their sentinel descriptions of connecting with Nature 

                                                
21 Dinosaurs were actually a resilient species with a 165-million-year history on the planet. Science suggests that an asteroid hit 

Earth 65 million years ago, causing major changes in the atmosphere and environmental conditions that could not support the 

dinosaur species, leading to widespread extinction. Hominids have a rather short history compared with the dinosaurs. Homo 

sapiens have a suggested history on Earth of only 100,000 years. Humankind’s existence on the planet compared to the dinosaurs 

is rather brief. 
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through LNR process. From the insights and epiphanies offered by the study participants, I 

contend that the Nature-holding environment offers an opportunity to shift the leader’s self-

narrative and develop a higher level of conscious self-awareness. Moreover, Nature enables an 

experience of wonderment, awe, and enchantment that opens our curious human nature to 

explore the meanings of our experiences. Our challenge as educators and facilitators of 

leadership developmental programs is to creatively explore new approaches that inspire and 

engage learner participants in new experiences that build capacity and capability. As we invite 

leaders into these experiences, we must continually welcome perspectives into the process and 

ask what strategies and approaches will enable developmental movement and stimulate 

differentiation from existing mental models that limit creative thinking and action. How do we 

design programs for leaders that revive a sense of wonder and awe, the precursors to learning? 

More specifically, what approaches will open the participants to the wonder, awe, and 

enchantment of the world? Everyday life is filled with the mechanical—the patterned and 

habitual practices that make it challenging to live life consciously, making it difficult to sense the 

wonder and enchantment that surrounds us and leaving us often seeing the world as sepia-toned, 

muffled, and unresponsive. According to Flemming (2014), “Wonder is an essence of life; it 

gives us passion, fire and spontaneity and therefore is essential to our learning. It is a dynamic 

that keeps us motivated, inquiring and curious” (p. 189).  

 
Limitations of the Study  
 
 In this section I explicitly recognize the limitations of this study: the researcher’s moving 

conclusion (bias); loss for ordinary words; and generalization. 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  210 

 

 Researcher’s moving conclusions. A fundamental perspective to be conscious of is all 

of this work comes from my mind. My life history, how I lived and experienced my life, and 

how I am embedded in my cultural truths influence how I view and construct the cosmic 

universe. As Bohm and Biederman (1999) say, I sense the world based on my moving 

conclusions—those assumptions, patterns, and habits that inform my world view. I recognize the 

bias I bring into the study and openly bracket this. I openly believe Nature is part of 

humankind—that there is no separation. Nature is humans, and humans are in Nature. I strongly 

sense that Nature has the power to influence and enable human development to a higher level of 

consciousness. I have been aware of this strong bias, and I chose the methodology of 

phenomenology to allow the voices of the study participants describe their experiences—to give 

a deep account of their motion through the experience. It is from their stories that I have shared 

this exploratory research story.  

 Loss for ordinary words. As van Manen (2014) and other phenomenologists through 

time recognize, when researchers have the privilege to share in the lived experience of the 

participant, we can never translate that primordial experience into ordinary words or language. 

There is always something missed in the sharing of the lived experience through data collection, 

either by how the participant shared the story or how the researcher translated the meaning of 

what was said or observed. Sometimes ordinary words and text cannot describe what unfolded. 

This phenomenon was even recognized in the pure sciences by physicist Werner Heisenberg, one 

of the fathers of quantum physics22.  

                                                
22 Werner Heisenberg was a German physicist who collaborated with an international group that included Niels Bohr, Erwin 

Schrödinger, Wolfgang Pauli, Louis De Brolie, Paul Dirac, and others in the early twentieth century to theorize Quantum 
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 In the data collection process, I penetrated deep into the lived experience, using in a 

gentle supportive way to uncover the primordial experience that the participants sensed in their 

inner selves. I hope I have captured the closest reality to the participants’ lived experiences. 

 Generalization. My study specifically explored 12 diverse global leaders, who each 

came into the study with moving conclusions that were shaped by their personal life histories—

each sees the universe in their own unique way. They shared their lived experiences of the LNR, 

and from this I have hopefully represented their voices in a provocative story that gives meaning 

to others interested in the human development field. The exploratory research shared in these 

pages only represents those who have experienced the LNR process. From the context of 

generalization, we cannot say these insights or epiphanies represent other leaders or groups of 

leaders. It is my hope that other leadership developmental researchers and practitioners can find 

meaning in the insights and epiphanies shared that will inspire them to create and engage in 

emerging leader developmental approaches that enable capacity and capability utilizing Nature 

as a holding environment. 

 
Reflections through Fresh Eyes 
 
 As I reflect on my research experience, I am deeply touched by my personal journey. The 

process has taken me deep into an interconnected, universal world, where I have met and 

connected in a creative dialogic process with many dynamic and amazing people—a true wealth 

of diverse perspectives has been shared through this exploration process. As the study 

participants experienced a paradigm shift in their self-narratives, I, too, experienced an evolving 

                                                                                                                                                       
theory—the interconnection of the subatomic universe. Heisenberg stated, “ The problem of language here are really serious. We 

wish to speak in some way about structure of atoms… But we cannot speak about atoms in ordinary language” (Capra, 1999). 
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self-narrative, gaining greater meaning-making of who I am and a greater sense of the universe 

around me. It is clear that this journey is not so much about achieving an academic requirement 

or personal achievement; it is more a personal journey of discovery and developmental 

movement in myself—an opportunity to illuminate unknown worlds once invisible. Throughout 

this adventure I have been present to the full sensory of feelings and emotions, and there have 

been moments of deep pain that made room for pure joy and fulfillment within my conscious 

self. This journey has awakened me to a call to action to support human development. The great 

playwright Bernard Shaw once stated, “[a]nd that what remains to be seen as perhaps the most 

interesting of all imminent social developments is what will happen when we dead awaken” 

(cited in Hill & Wang, 1922, p. 139). Rich (1972) stated, “Re-visioning is the act of looking 

back, of seeing with fresh eyes, or entering an old text from a critical direction—is for us more 

than a chapter in cultural history: it is an act of survival” (p. 18). In the context of modernity and 

the critical challenges of our time, humanity’s survival depends on a coming awake with fresh 

eyes and approaches to developing our capacity and capability as leaders. Being embedded and 

stuck in traditional ways only facilitates resistance against the complexity of our world, making 

it more difficult to thrive. With the mounting challenges that have been expressed in this text, we 

need those who design leader development programs and initiatives to come awake from the 

embeddedness of traditional patterned approaches. We need to consider emergent approaches 

that imbue a dialectic process of relationships and interconnections—that offer a lived 

experience that give hope for building desired futures for humankind. 

 Leader development programs like the LNR are steeped in dialogic processes of sharing 

information in relationships and enable possibilities for the future to emerge. Bohm (1996) 

recognized that these actualities are made from parts of the possibilities that entangle and 
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intermingle from the communication we share through dialogue. A course of action occurs to 

bring an actuality of that reality. Bohm states that an invisible world of truth lies beyond what is 

sometimes visible, and it takes adventuring into unknown experiences to bring a truer reality into 

sight. Merleau-Ponty (1968) supported this idea through making the invisible visible, and added 

that through life experience humankind has potential for developmental movement and a 

heightened level of consciousness. Merleau-Ponty recognized it is a lifelong process of 

adventuring into the lived experience, uncovering more of the invisible but never quite reaching 

the totality of the invisible, as the shadow is always out of reach. In developing effective leader 

development programs that uncover human potential, I believe it is important to develop our 

levels of conscious self-awareness and explore new approaches that offer options of actuality 

that are lying undiscovered. 

 Through this doctoral exploration it is explicitly clear that reflexivity, intuition, wonder, 

awe, and enchantment through Nature is an opportunity to escape from the ordinary patterned 

language and constructed cultural truths of our rational minds. Nature is a space and nurturing 

holding environment that enables us to push aside the contextual, patterned words of tradition, 

and an opportunity to go deeper into new layers of consciousness through our senses. It gives us 

the capacity and capability to uncover invisible realities there waiting for us—to make them 

visible and real. From here, this is an opportunity for new human potential and paradigm shifts to 

discover new language never spoken before—through creativity and exploring the beauty and 

heart of the human spirit. 

 
Future Areas for Research 
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 Considering the observations and listening to the thematic insights of the research, two 

areas for future research emerged from the study.  

 Exploring group dynamics through dialogue. A future area for research is to explore 

group dynamics in the Nature-holding environment. The scope of this research was to explore 

the lived experiences of the study participants as they moved through the LNR process. The LNR 

program was a traditionally delivered format based on the life work of John P. Milton. The 

program has a long history that spans decades of work by John Milton, and its success has 

assisted in developing conscious self-awareness in people all over the globe. The traditional 

program does not formally promote group dialogue in the learning process; the group time 

focuses more on a traditional Eastern pedagogy of hierarchy, where the learning format is based 

on a master–student relationship. In this format, the master, artfully and with much wisdom, 

shares metaphoric narratives that deliver a lesson to the student. John Milton is like no other in 

the experience and knowledge he shares with participants—he fully engages and inspires 

learners to new levels of self-knowledge. A thematic insight that emerged from this study, 

particularly from the informal group gatherings and the expressive art sessions, is the power of 

dialogic sharing. Through these group dialogues there were moments of synergy that flowed to 

new levels of shared understanding. During the storm, when the participants came from their 

respective AllOne sites back to the basecamp for one evening, I observed a special emergence of 

positive energy, of trust among participants—a flow of understanding. The participants’ shared 

lived experiences validated this observation—that through the dialogic group settings there was 

an emergent opportunity to gain deeper understanding of the LNR experience. 

 An opportunity exists to explore holding environments similar to the LNR that hold 

group dialogic processes at the center of the learning experience. Where the process does not 
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focus as heavily on the master–student relationship, it allows for the intermingling of participant 

perspectives to convoke deeper meaning and understanding for the learner. If we are going to 

initiate learning through experience in the Nature-holding environment on a large scale, the 

reality is that there are not enough masters, like John Milton, to facilitate these programs 

effectively based on the master–student relationship. Mounting research suggests that facilitating 

a creative space for dialogue can be an effective approach for developmental movement of 

leaders. It would be valuable to conduct research that explores the effects of a program focused 

on group dialogues in a similar Nature setting. 

 Potential for expressive art sessions for leaders. Additionally, in the same scope, it 

would be valuable to inquire into the effects of the expressive art sessions on enabling deeper 

meaning for leaders when they are experiencing foreign experiences. Expressive art-based 

research is a growing field and is showing great promise as a psychological therapy and a de-

centering process for clients to deliver deeper understanding of the life experience. I brought 

elements from this modality to this research, where we used the art expression sessions to 

explore where ordinary language could not necessarily go. Based on the insights of the study 

participants, this is an effective tool for diving deeper into understanding the lived experience. I 

believe expressive art-based sessions need to be studied more to sense the full potential of this 

approach in leader development. 

 Voyages in the foreign. As we work in constructing leader developmental initiatives, I 

suggest that researchers continue to ask questions about how change agents or facilitators can 

engage leaders in programs that expose them to awe, wonder, and curiosity and provide the 

participants of these programs with challenges that stretch them, in a supportive way, past their 

limits—taking them on a metaphoric voyage into the foreign. 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  216 

 

 
Summary: Creating the World Anew 
 
 Through the doctoral voyage from the familiar to foreign, I learned that the LNR is an 

opportunity for individuals to construct and evolve self-knowledge, self-identity, and self-

narrative. There were explicit and deep descriptive shared experiences of sensing the intimate 

relational connections with boulders, trees, seals, birds, mice—with the web of life! These 

connections opened boundaries and borders to a fuller visible social-ecological system that we 

all participate in. I realize that the LNR is not only a sensory experience of seeing, hearing, 

touching, and smelling, but also largely a non-sensory experience of the heart—using the 

intuitive mind in the introspective process to gain meaning on the self. Study participants 

experienced a paradigm shift toward a more authentic leader, where there is a personal-role 

merger, a process of behavior where they act based from their conscious self-awareness and the 

world around them. There is an indivisible unity between these two worlds. The participants 

shared a story of transformation through the LNR in self-knowledge and a shift in developmental 

movement.  

 There is an opportunity for leaders to shed the cultural truths that hold us and that act as 

boundaries to possible and desirable futures. The holding environment of Nature and these 

unknown spaces of otherness in the LNR process opens creative spaces of wonder, awe, and 

enchantment. This enables us to be curious and to evolve our stories, giving leaders the capacity 

and capability to shape realities by setting intentions. 

 This is a critical time in humanity’s history, where we are faced with many great 

challenges. We need to move away from the cause-and-effect sequence of blaming others and 

focus on the greater human purpose to create desirable and possible futures. What do those 
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possible and desirable futures look like? What do we want for future generations? How can we in 

all our human diversity imagine and dream by day23 these possible futures? We need to seek 

strategies that encompass the systems and their relationships with other systems, recognizing the 

interconnection and invaluable diversity between everything in the universe. We must tap into 

the diversity in dialogic processes and sense opportunities to innovate and evolve our thinking 

and action as leaders. A paradigm shift is emerging that moves us away from our patterns of 

traditional Cartesian dualism that locates capitalism and people outside Nature—to see people 

and capitalism as systems and processes within the web of life. Nature is not a set of objects that 

humans act upon, as Western dogma has led us to believe for the last 400 hundred years. This 

perspective of appropriating cheap Nature has brought humanity to a boiling point—to a 

developmental crisis. Moreover, according to Kuhn (1986) all crisis represents and opportunity 

for a paradigm shift to emerging opportunity.  

 The participants’ voices in this study convoked a story that Nature is the very web of life 

that humans develop through. There is a great opportunity for us to reconnect with our origins of 

Nature, to move away from our commonplace relationship of Nature and humans, to rekindle a 

most powerful relationship of Nature in humans and humans in Nature. Humanity has the power 

to connect more fully with the web of life, which in turn has the power to reshape human 

organizations on the planet—and make desirable futures for humankind.  

 When we consider the enchantment and wonder that humankind experiences in Nature on 

a daily basis, from the emotional feelings of the sun rising and setting in its warm and crimson 
                                                
23 T.E. Lawrence, in his book Seven Pillars of Wisdom, wrote, “Those who dream by night in the dark recesses of their minds 

wake up in the day to find it was vanity, but those the dreamers of the day are dangerous men, for they may act in their dreams 

with open eyes, to make it possible.” 
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colors to feeling your feet being caressed by the bubbly ebb and flow of warm ocean waves, 

these emotional connections seem to fulfill a personal need in our lives. Considering these 

relational processes between Nature and humans, can we not question our effect on Nature? 

What is our true relationship with Nature? Living in our contemporary urban cities, towns, and 

villages, we often forget that the origin of our species is Nature—and our true human spirit is 

Nature. Science suggests that we evolved from the first eminence of planet life in the form of 

bacteria, and billions of years later walked barefooted on the plains of Africa. Our relationship is 

not one of Nature and humans as two separate and fragmented objects. It is a relational process 

of Nature in humans, and humans in Nature, in the web of life. It is from these opposing 

perspectives that our capitalistic patterns of exploiting and appropriating “cheap” Nature for our 

material wants, to the wonder, enchantment, and the emotional fulfillment we feel in our 

connection with Nature, that I explored the relationship between Nature and leadership in this 

study. 

 In closing, as I tried to illuminate in this research narrative, it is essential to future human 

development that we embrace our indivisible relationship with our origins of Nature to open a 

bridge to a fuller way of living on our living-breathing planet. We need an approach where 

leaders and followers at all levels awaken to the interconnected social-ecological system we live 

in and embrace the ubiquitous relationships that are underpinned by the pillars of fairness, 

prosperity, and sustainability—and shift toward creating the world anew. 

 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  219 

 

References 
 
Abram, D. (1997). The spell of the sensuous: Perception and language in a more-than-human 

world: Vintage. 
 
Abram, D. (2010). Becoming Animal: An earthly cosmology. New York, NY: Pantheon Books. 
 
Albrecht, G., Sartore, G. M., Connor, L., Higginbotham, N., Freeman, S., Kelly, B., ... & Pollard, 

G. (2007). Solastalgia: The distress caused by environmental change. Australasian 
Psychiatry, 15(sup1), S95-S98. 

 
Alterio, M., & McDrury, J. (2003). Learning through storytelling in higher education: Using 

reflection and experience to improve learning. Routledge. 
 
Anderson, D., & Anderson, L. A. (2010). Beyond change management: How to achieve 

breakthrough results through conscious change leadership. John Wiley & Sons. 
 
Antón S.C., Swisher C.C. (2004) Early dispersals of Homo from africa. Annual Review of 

Anthropology 33: 271–296. doi: 10.1146/annurev.anthro.33.070203.144024 
 
Antonacopoulou, E. P., & Bento, R. F. (2004). Methods of ‘learning leadership’: Taught and 

experiential. Leadership in organizations: Current issues and key trends, 81-102. 
 
Arthur, W. B., Day, J., Jaworski, J., Jung, M., Nonaka, I., Scharmer, C. O., & Senge, P. M. 

(2002). Illuminating the blind spot. Leader to Leader, 24, 11-14.  
 
Atchley, R. A., Strayer, D. L., & Atchley, P. (2012). Creativity in the wild: Improving creative 

reasoning through immersion in natural settings. PloS one, 7(12), e51474. 
 
Atkins, S., Knill, P., Simoneaux, G., Abbs, K., Kalmanowitz, D. L., Huss, E., ... & Calderon, J. 

M. (2011). Art in action: Expressive arts therapy and social change. Jessica Kingsley 
Publishers. 

 
Avolio, B. J. (2010). Pursuing authentic leadership development. Handbook of leadership theory 

and practice, 739-768.  
 
Avolio, B. J., & Gardner, W. L. (2005). Authentic leadership development: Getting to the root of 

positive forms of leadership. The Leadership Quarterly, 16(3), 315-338.  
 
Avolio, B. J., & Hannah, S. T. (2008). Developmental readiness: Accelerating leader 

development. Consulting Psychology Journal: Practice and Research, 60(4), 331. 
 
Bain, J. D., Ballantyne, R., Packer, J., & Mills, C. (1999). Using journal writing to enhance 

student teachers’ reflectivity during field experience placements. Teachers and Teaching: 
theory and practice, 5(1), 51-73. 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  220 

 

 
Bain, P. G., Hornsey, M. J., Bongiorno, R., & Jeffries, C. (2012). Promoting pro-environmental 

action in climate change deniers. Nature Climate Change, 2(8), 600-603. 
 
Bakan, J. (2012). The corporation: The pathological pursuit of profit and power. Hachette UK. 
 
Bandura, A. (1986). Social foundations of thought and action: A social cognitive theory. 

Prentice-Hall, Inc. 
 
Baron, L., & Parent, É. (2015). Developing authentic leadership within a training context three 

phenomena supporting the individual development process. Journal of Leadership & 
Organizational Studies, 22(1), 37-53.  

 
Berger, L. R., Hawks, J., de Ruiter, D. J., Churchill, S. E., Schmid, P., Delezene, L. K., ... & 

Skinner, M. M. (2015). Homo naledi, a new species of the genus Homo from the Dinaledi 
Chamber, South Africa. Elife, 4, e09560. 

 
Bergson, H. (1932). Les deux sources de la morale et de la religion. Paris, PUF. 
 
Bergson, H. (2007). The creative mind: An introduction to metaphysics. New York: Dover 

Publications, Inc. 
 
Berry, T. (1991). Returning to Our Native Place. Learning to Listen to the Land, 255. 
 
Berry, T. (1999). The great work: Our way in the future. New York: Bell Tower.  
 
Bertolote, J. M., & Fleischmann, A. (2015). A global perspective in the epidemiology of suicide. 

Suicidologi, 7(2).  
 
Binswanger, L., Mendel, W. M., & Lyons, J. Trans. (1958). The Case of Ellen West: An 

Anthropological-Clinical Study.  
 
Boal, K. B., & Schultz, P. L. (2007). Storytelling, time, and evolution: The role of strategic 

leadership in complex adaptive systems. The Leadership Quarterly, 18(4), 411-428. 
 
Bodin, M., & Hartig, T. (2003). Does the outdoor environment matter for psychological 

restoration gained through running?. Psychology of Sport and Exercise, 4(2), 141-153. 
 
Bohm, D. (1980). Wholeness and the implicate order. London: Routledge & Kegan and Paul, 

Inc. 
 
Bohm, D. (1996). On Dialogue. London: Rouledge Classics. 
 
Bohm, D., & Biederman, C. (1999). Bohm–Bierderman Correspondence: Volume one-creative 

and science. London: Routledge. 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  221 

 

 
Bohr, N. (1935). Can quantum-mechanical description of physical reality be considered 

complete? Physical review, 48(8), 696. 
 
Boisot, M., & McKelvey, B. (2006). Speeding up strategic foresight in a dangerous, complex 

world: A complexity approach. Corporate strategies under international terrorism and 
adversity, 20-37. 

 
Boisot, M., & McKelvey, B. (2010). Integrating modernist and postmodernist perspectives on 

organizations: A complexity science bridge. Academy of Management Review, 35(3), 
415-433. 

 
Bradford, L. P. (1964). Membership and the learning process. T-group theory and laboratory 

method, 190-215.  
 
Bratman, G. N., Hamilton, J. P., & Daily, G. C. (2012). The impacts of nature experience on 

human cognitive function and mental health. Annals of the New York Academy of 
Sciences, 1249(1), 118-136. 

 
Bratman, G. N., Daily, G. C., Levy, B. J., & Gross, J. J. (2015). The benefits of nature 

experience: Improved affect and cognition. Landscape and Urban Planning, 138, 41-50.  
 
Brinkmann, S., & Kvale, S.(2005). Confronting the ethics of qualitative research. Journal of 

Constructivist Psychology, 18(2), 157-181. 
 
Browne, J. (2012). Darwin &'s Origin of Species: A Biography (A Book that Shook the World). 

Atlantic Books Ltd. 
 
Burke, C. S., Stagl, K. C., Klein, C., Goodwin, G. F., Salas, E., & Halpin, S. M. (2006). What 

type of leadership behaviors are functional in teams? A meta-analysis. The leadership 
quarterly, 17(3), 288-307. 

 
Burns, J. M. (1978). Leadership. NY: Harper and Row. 
 
Burns, J. M. (1984). The power to lead: The crisis of the American presidency. Simon & 

Schuster. 
 
Capra, F. (1991). The Tao of physics: An explorations of the parallels between modern physics 

and eastern mysticism: Shambhala. 
 
Capra, F. (1996). The Web of Life: A scientific understanding of living systems. New York: 

Anchor Books. 
 
Carson, R. (2002). Silent spring. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. 
 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  222 

 

Carson, R. (2011). The sense of wonder. Open Road Media.  
 
Calaprice, A. (2005). The new quotable Einstein. The new quotable Einstein/collected and edited 

by Alice Calaprice; with a foreword by Freeman Dyson. Princeton, NJ: Princeton 
University Press, c2005. 

 
Ceballos, G., Ehrlich, P. R., Barnosky, A. D., García, A., Pringle, R. M., & Palmer, T. M. 

(2015). Accelerated modern human–induced species losses: Entering the sixth mass 
extinction. Science Advances, 1(5), e1400253. 

 
Chandler, D. (2014). Resilience: The governance of complexity: Routledge. 
 
Collins, J. C. (2001). Good to great: Why some companies make the leap... and others don't. 

Random House. 
 
Colombotos, J. (1969). Personal versus telephone interviews: effect on responses. Public Health 

Reports, 84(9), 773.  
 
Creswell, J. D., Irwin, M. R., Burklund, L. J., Lieberman, M. D., Arevalo, J. M. G., Ma, J., . . . 

Cole, S. W. (2012). Mindfulness-Based Stress Reduction training reduces loneliness and 
pro-inflammatory gene expression in older adults: A small randomized controlled trial. 
Brain, Behavior, and Immunity, 26(7), 1095-1101. doi: 10.1016/j.bbi.2012.07.006 

 
Creswell, J. W. (2009). Research design: qualitative, quantitative, and mixed method 

approaches (third ed.). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publishing, Inc. 
 
Csikszentmihalyi, M. (1996). Creativity. New York, NY: Harper Collins. 
 
Csikszentmihalyi, M. (2008). Flow: The psychology of optimal experience. New York, NY: 

Harper Perennial. 
 
Curry, P. (2012). Enchantment and modernity.  
 
Davis, W. (2009). The Wayfinders: Why ancient wisdom matters in the modern world.237 

Toronto: House of Anansi Press Inc. 
 
De Châtel, F. (2014). The role of drought and climate change in the Syrian uprising: Untangling 

the triggers of the revolution. Middle Eastern Studies, 50(4), 521-535.  
 
De Quincey, C. (2010). Radical nature: The soul of matter. Inner Traditions/Bear & Co. 
 
De Wet, B. (2007). Influence of wilderness experience on the adoption of environmentally 

responsible behaviour (Doctoral dissertation, Stellenbosch: University of Stellenbosch). 
 
De Vries, M. F. K., & Korotov, K. (2007). Creating transformational executive education 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  223 

 

programs. Academy of Management Learning & Education, 6(3), 375-387. 
 
DeGroot, T., Kiker, D. S., & Cross, T. C. (2000). A metaanalysis to review organizational 

outcomes related to charismatic leadership. Canadian Journal of Administrative 
Sciences/Revue Canadienne des Sciences de l'Administration, 17(4), 356-372. 

 
DeRue, D. S., & Wellman, N. (2009). Developing leaders via experience: the role of 

developmental challenge, learning orientation, and feedback availability. Journal of 
Applied Psychology, 94(4), 859.  

 
DeWalt, K. M., & DeWalt, B. R. (2011). Participant observation: A guide for fieldworkers (2nd 

ed.). Altamira Press. 
 
Dewey, J. (1933). How we think: A restatement of the relation of reflective thinking to the 

educative process (Revised ed.). Boston: D. C. Heath. 
 
Dewey, J. (1986). Experience and education. Paper presented at the The Educational Forum. 
 
Diamond, J. (2005). Collapse: How societies choose to fail or succeed. New York: The Penguin 

Group. 
 
Dictionary, O. E., & Barber, K. (2006). Oxford University Press. New York. 
 
Drath, W. H., & Palus, C. J. (1994). Making common sense: Leadership as meaning-making in a 

community of practice. Center for Creative Leadership. 
 
Ecimovic, T., Haw, R., Kondrashin, I., Weiler, R., & Gutierrez-Vivanco, F. (2014). Philosophy 

of the Sustainable Development and the Sustainable Future of Humankind–the Survival 
of Humanity. Problemy Ekorozwoju: studia filozoficzno-sozologiczne, 9(2).  

 
Elias, S. A., Short, S. K., & Birks, H. H. (1997). Late Wisconsin environments of the Bering land 

bridge. Palaeogeography, palaeoclimatology, palaeoecology, 136(1), 293-308. 
 
Egan, K., Cant, A. I, & Judson, G. (2013). Wonderfull education: The centrality of wonder in 

teaching and learning across the curriculum: Routledge. 
 
Einstein, A. (1952). The foundation of the general theory of relativity. The Principle of 

Relativity. Dover Books on Physics. June 1, 1952. 240 pages. 0486600815, p. 109-164, 1, 
109-164. 

 
Eisenstein, C. (2011). Sacred economics: Money, gift, and society in the age of transition. North 

Atlantic Books. 
 
Farr, J. N. (1997). Leadership vs. management: Why knowing the difference matters. Business 

Leader Online, 9(3), 1-2. 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  224 

 

 
Feldman, C. (2003). Silence: How to find inner peace in a busy world. Rodmell Press. 
 
Fiedler, F. E., & Garcia, J. E. (1987). New approaches to effective leadership. New York: Wiley. 
 
Fischer, J., Gardner, T. A., Bennett, E. M., Balvanera, P., Biggs, R., Carpenter, S., . . . Hughes, 

T. P. (2015). Advancing sustainability through mainstreaming a social–ecological 
systems perspective. Current Opinion in Environmental Sustainability, 14, 144-149. 

 
Frankl, V. E. (1962). Man's search for meaning: An introduction to logotherapy: a Newly Rev. 

and Enl. Ed. of From death-camp to existentialism. Translated by Ilse Lasch. Pref. by 
Gordon W. Allport: Beacon Press.  

 
Friedman, M. S. (2002). Martin Buber: The life of dialogue. Psychology Press. 
 
Freire, P. (1993). Pedagogy of the oppressed (Rev. ed.). New York: Continuum, 1970. 
 
Ford, J. D., & Ford, L. W. (1995). The role of conversations in producing intentional change in 

organizations. Academy of Management Review, 20(3), 541-570. 
 
Ford, J. D., Ford, L. W., & D'Amelio, A. (2008). Resistance to change: The rest of the story. 

Academy of management Review, 33(2), 362-377. 
 
Fullan, M., & Scott, G. (2009). Turnaround leadership for higher education. John Wiley & Sons. 
 
Gastil, J. (1994). A definition and illustration of democratic leadership. Human Relations, 47(8), 

953-975. 
 
George, B. (2003). Authentic leadership: Rediscovering the secrets to creating lasting value. 

John Wiley & Sons. 
 
Gerzon, M. (2006). Leading through conflict: How successful leaders transform differences into 

opportunities. Boston, MA: Harvard Business Press. 
 
Glavin, T. (2006). Waiting for the Macaws: and Other Stories from the Age of Extinctions. 

Viking Canada. 
 
Goleman, D. (2006). Social Intelligence: The revolutionary new science of human relationships. 

New York, New York: Bantam Books. 
 
Gore, A. (2009). Our choice: A plan to solve the climate crisis. Emmaus, PA: Rodale. 
 
Graham, A. C. (1981). trans. Chuang-tzu: The Inner Chapters. 
 
Greene, J. C. (2007). Mixed methods in social inquiry (Vol. 9). John Wiley & Sons.  



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  225 

 

 
Greene M. (1978). Landscapes of learning. New York: Teachers College Press. 
 
Gregersen, H. B., Morrison, A. J., & Black, J. S. (1998). Developing leaders for the global 

frontier. MIT Sloan Management Review, 40(1), 21. 
 
Groenewegen, P. P., Berg, A. E., Vries, S., & Verheij, R. A. (2006). Vitamin G: effects of green 

space on health, well-being, and social safety. BMC public health, 6(1), 1. 
 
Hamilton, C. (2010). Requiem for a species: Why we resist the truth about climate change. 

London: Earthscan.  
 
Haralambous, B., & Nielsen, T. W. (2013). Wonder as a Gateway Experience. Wonderful 

Education: The Centrality of Wonder in Teaching and Learning, 219-38. 
 
Hardoon, D. (2015). Wealth: Having it all and wanting more. 
 
Hawking, S. W. (1996). The illustrated a brief history of time: Bantam. 
 
Hawkins, P. (2007). Blessed unrest: How the largest movement in history is restoring grace, 

justice, and beauty to the world. New York, NY: Penguin Group. 
 
Heath, C., Hindmarsh, J., & Luff, P. (2010). Video in qualitative research: Analysing social 
 interaction in everyday life. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage. 
 
Hedges, C. (2011). The World As It Is: Dispatches on the myth of human progress. New York, 

NY: Nation Publishing. 
 
Higginbottom, G. (2004). Sampling issues in qualitative research. Nurse Researcher, 12(1), 7-19.  
 
Hind, P., Wilson, A., & Lenssen, G. (2009). Developing leaders for sustainable business. 

Corporate Governance: The international journal of business in society, 9(1), 7-20. 
 
Hogg, M. A. (2001). A social identity theory of leadership. Personality and social psychology 

review, 5(3), 184-200. 
 
Hoggan, J., & Littlemore, R. (2009). Climate cover-up: The crusade to deny global warming. 

Greystone Books Ltd. 
 
Hotho, S., & Dowling, M. (2010). Revisiting leadership development: the participant 

perspective. Leadership & Organization Development Journal, 31(7), 609-629. 
 
Huffington, A. (2009). Pigs at the trough: How corporate greed and political corruption are 

undermining America. Crown. 
 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  226 

 

Hug, S. M., Hartig, T., Hansmann, R., Seeland, K., & Hornung, R. (2009). Restorative qualities 
of indoor and outdoor exercise settings as predictors of exercise frequency. Health & 
Place, 15(4), 971-980. 

 
Hughes, J. D. (1985). Theophrastus as ecologist. Environmental History Review, 9(4), 296-306. 
 
Hunt, J. G. (1984). Leadership and managerial behavior. Chicago: Science Research Associates. 
 
Hunt, J. G. J., Osborn, R. N., & Boal, K. B. (2009). The architecture of managerial leadership: 

Stimulation and channeling of organizational emergence. The Leadership Quarterly, 
20(4), 503-516. 

 
Isaacs, W. (1999). Dialogue and the art of thinking together. New York; Doubleday Publishing. 
 
Jackson, T. (2011). Prosperity without growth: Economics for a finite planet. Routledge. 
 
Jaworski, J., & Senge, P. (2011). Synchronicity: The inner path of leadership. Berrett-Koehler 

Publishers. 
 
Judge, T. A., & Piccolo, R. F. (2004). Transformational and transactional leadership: a meta-

analytic test of their relative validity. Journal of applied psychology, 89(5), 755. 
 
Jung, Carl Gustav. (1958). The undiscovered self. 
 
Kahane, A. (2010). Power and love. Berrett-Koehler Publishers. 
 
Kahn, P. H. (1997). Developmental psychology and the biophilia hypothesis: Children's 

affiliation with nature. Developmental review, 17(1), 1-61. 
 
Kandel, E. (2012). The age of insight: The quest to understand the unconscious in art, mind, and 

brain, from Vienna 1900 to the present. Random House. 
 
Kant, I. Anthropology From A Pragmatic Point Of View [e-book]. Carbondale, Ill: Southern 

Illinois University Press; 1996. Available from: eBook Collection (EBSCOhost), 
Ipswich, MA. Accessed May 27, 2016. 

 
Kaplan, S., & Talbot, J. F. (1983). Psychological benefits of a wilderness experience. In 

Behavior and the natural environment (pp. 163-203). Springer US. 
 
Katzenbach, J. R., & Smith, D. K. (1993). The wisdom of teams: Creating the high-performance 

organization. Harvard Business Press. 
 
Kegan, R. (1982). The evolving self: Problem and process in human development. Boston: 

Harvard University Press. 
 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  227 

 

Kegan, R. (1994). In over our heads: The mental demands of modern life. Cambridge: Harvard 
University Press. 

 
Kegan, R., & Lahey, L. (2009). Immunity to change: How to overcome it and unlock the 

potential in yourself and your organization: Harvard Business Press. 
 
Kellert, S. R., & Wilson, E. O. (1995). The biophilia hypothesis. Island Press. 
 
Keniger, L. E., Gaston, K. J., Irvine, K. N., & Fuller, R. A. (2013). What are the benefits of 

interacting with nature? International journal of environmental research and public 
health, 10(3), 913-935.  

 
Kets de Vries, M. F., & Korotov, K. (2010). Transformational leadership development 

programs: Creating long-term sustainable change. 
 
Kihlstrom, J. F., & Klein, S. B. (1994). The self as a knowledge structure. Handbook of social 

cognition: Basic processes, 1, 153-208. 
 
Klein, N. (2015). This changes everything: Capitalism vs. the climate. Simon and Schuster. 
 
Knill, P., Barba, H., & Fuchs, M. (1995). Minstrels of the soul. Intermodal Expressive Therapy. 

Toronto. 
 
Kolb, D. A. . (1984). Experiential learning: Experience as the source of learning and 

development. Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall. 
 
Korten, D. C. (2010). Agenda for a new economy: For phantom wealth to real wealth. San 

Francisco, CA: Berrett-Koehler Publishers, Inc. 
 
Krause, D. E. (2004). Influence-based leadership as a determinant of the inclination to innovate 

and of innovation-related behaviors: An empirical investigation. The Leadership 
Quarterly, 15(1), 79-102. 

 
Krebs, J. R., Wilson, J. D., Bradbury, R. B., & Siriwardena, G. M. (1999). The second silent 

spring? Nature, 400 (6745), 611-612. 
 
Krivine, H. (2015). The earth: From myths to knowledge. London: Verso. 
 
Kuhn, T. S. (1996). The structure of scientific revolutions (Third ed.). Chicago: The University 

of Chicago Press. 
 
Laing, R. (2010). The divided self: An existential study in sanity and madness (Vol. 731). 

Penguin UK. 
 
Lee, I.-M., S., Eric J., Lobelo, F., Puska, P., Blair, S. N., Katzmarzyk, P. T., & Group, Lancet 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  228 

 

Physical Activity Series Working. (2012). Effect of physical inactivity on major non-
communicable diseases worldwide: an analysis of burden of disease and life expectancy. 
The lancet, 380(9838), 219-229. 

 
Lencioni, P. M. (2002). The five dysfunctions of a team: A leadership fable (Vol. 13). John Wiley 

& Sons. 
 
Leopold, A. (1966). A sand county almanac: With other essays on conservation from Round 

River. Random House LLC. 
 
Levine, E., & Levine, S. K. (1998). Foundations of expressive arts therapy: Theoretical and 

clinical perspectives: Jessica Kingsley Publishers. 
 
Lichtenstein, B. B., & Plowman, D. A. (2009). The leadership of emergence: A complex systems 

leadership theory of emergence at successive organizational levels. The Leadership 
Quarterly, 20(4), 617-630. doi: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.leaqua.2009.04.006 

 
Lichtenstein, B. B., Uhl-Bien, M., Marion, R., Seers, A., Orton, J. D., & Schreiber, C. (2006). 

Complexity leadership theory: An interactive perspective on leading in complex adaptive 
systems. 

 
Louv, R. (2005). Last child in the woods: Saving our children from nature-deficit disorder. 

Chapel Hill: Algonquin Books.  
 
Louv, R. (2011). The nature principle: Human restoration and the end of nature-deficit disorder. 

Algonquin Books. 
 
Lovelock, J. E., & Margulis, L. (1974). Atmospheric homeostasis by and for the biosphere: the 

Gaia hypothesis. Tellus, 26(12), 2-10. 
 
Luck, G. W., Davidson, P., Boxall, D., & Smallbone, L. (2011). Relations between urban bird 

and plant communities and human wellbeing and connection to nature. Conservation 
Biology, 25(4), 816-826. 

 
Lynch, M., & McFetridge, N. (2011). Practice leaders programme: entrusting and enabling 

general practitioners to lead change to improve patient experience. The Permanente 
Journal, 15(1), 28. 

 
MacIver, R. (2011). The heron dance book of love and gratitude. Berkeley, CA: North Atlantic 

Books. 
 
Marsick, V. (1988). Learning in the workplace: The case for reflectivity and critical reflectivity. 

Adult Journal of Quarterly. 38(4) 187-198 
 
Marx, K., & Engels, F. (2012). The communist manifesto: Yale University Press. 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  229 

 

 
Mathews, F. (2003). For love of matter: A contemporary panpsychism: SUNY Press. 
 
Maturana, H. (2002). Autopoiesis, structural coupling and cognition: a history of these and other 

notions in the biology of cognition. Cybernetics & Human Knowing, 9(3-4), 5-34. 
 
Maturana, H. R., & Varela, F. J. (1980). Autopoiesis and cognition: The realization of the living: 

Springer Science & Business Media. 
 
Maturana, H. R., & Varela, F. J. (1987). The tree of knowledge: The biological roots of human 

understanding: New Science Library/Shambhala Publications. 
 
Maxwell, J. A. (2013). Qualitative research design: An interactive approach (Third ed.). Los 
 Angeles: Sage. 
 
McCauley, C. D., Drath, W. H., Palus, C. J., O'Connor, P. M. G., & Baker, B. A. (2006). The use 

of constructive-developmental theory to advance the understanding of leadership. The 
Leadership Quarterly, 17(6), 634-653. 

 
McDonald, P. (2009). Neurological correlates to authentic leadership. Victoria Management 

School. 
 
McKibben, B. (2010). eaarth: Making a life on a tough new planet. Knopf Canada. 
 
Medina, J. (2008). Brain rules: 12 principles for surviving and thriving at work and school. 

Seattle, WA: Pear Press. 
 
Merleau-Ponty, M. (1968). The visible and the invisible: Followed by working notes (trans. 

Alphonso Lingis). Evanston: Northwestern University Press. 
 
Milton, J. P. (2006). Sky above earth below: Spiritual practices in nature. Boulder, CO: Sentient. 
 
Mintzberg, H., & Waters, J. A. (1985). Of strategies, deliberate and emergent. Strategic 

management journal, 6(3), 257-272. 
 
Moore, J. W. (2015). Capitalism in the web of life: Ecology and the accumulation of capital. 

Verso Books. 
 
Moore, T., & Russell, K. C. (2002). Studies of the use of wilderness for personal growth, 

therapy, education, and leadership development: An annotation and evaluation. 
 
Monbiot, G. (2007). Heat: How we can stop the planet burning. Penguin UK. 
 
Morse, M. (2011). River experience: a phenomenological description of meaningful experiences 

on a wilderness river journey (Doctoral dissertation, University of Tasmania). 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  230 

 

 
Moustakas, C. (1994). Phenomenoloical research methods. Thousand Oaks: CA: Sage. 
 
Mulec, K. (2006). Positive professional leaders: aspects to consider in leadership development. 

Leadership & Organization Development Journal, 27(1), 66-81. 
 
Mulhall, A. (2003). In the field: notes on observation in qualitative research. Journal of 

Advanced Nursing, 41(3), 306-313. 
 
Nisbet, E. K., Zelenski, J. M., & Murphy, S. A. (2011). Happiness is in our nature: Exploring 

nature relatedness as a contributor to subjective well-being. Journal of Happiness 
Studies, 12(2), 303-322. 

 
Northouse, P. G. (2015). Leadership: theory and practice. Sage publications. 
 
Obradovich, J. D. (1993). A Cretaceous time scale. Evolution of the Western Interior Basin, 39, 

379-396. 
 
Olivares, O. J., Peterson, G., & Hess, K. P. (2007). An existential-phenomenological framework 

for understanding leadership development experiences. Leadership & Organization 
Development Journal, 28(1), 76-91. 

 
Orians, G. H. (2010). Metaphors, Models, and Modularity. Politics and Culture, April, 29. 
 
Osborn, R. N., & Hunt, J. G. J. (2007). Leadership and the choice of order: Complexity and 

hierarchical perspectives near the edge of chaos. The Leadership Quarterly, 18(4), 319-
340. 

 
Osler, W. (2009). The evolution of modern medicine. Kaplan Publishing. ISBN 1607140535 
 
Parks, S. D. (2005). Leadership can be taught: A bold approach for a complex world. Boston: 

Harvard Business Review Press. 
 
Parks, S. D. (2011). Big questions, worthy dreams: Mentoring emerging adults in their search 

for meaning, purpose, and faith. John Wiley & Sons. 
 
Perry, W. B., Jr. (1970). Forms of intellectual and ethical development in the college years. New 

York: Holt, Rinehart, and Winston. 
 
Piaget, J. (1936). The origins of intelligence of children. New York: International University 

Press. 
 
Piff, P. K., Dietze, P., Feinberg, M., Stancato, D. M., & Keltner, D. (2015). Awe, the small self, 

and prosocial behavior. Journal of personality and social psychology, 108(6), 883. 
 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  231 

 

Pink, D. H. (2009). Drive: The surprising truth on what motivates us. New York: The Penguin 
Group. 

 
Plotkin, B. (2013). Wild mind: A field guide to the human psyche. New World Library. 
 
Pratarelli, M. (2007). Paradigm shift: Environmental psychology / ethics for environmentalists. 

Pueblo, CO: Medici Publishing Inc. 
 
Pratarelli, M. E. (2014). The biopsychosocial model of human unsustainability: a move toward 

consilience. Global Bioethics, 25(1), 56-70.  
 
Prigogine, I. (1984). Order out of chaos: Man's new dialogue with nature. Bantam Books. 
 
Regine, B. & Lewin, R. (2000). Leading at the edge: How leaders influence complex systems. 

Emergence, 2(2), 5-23. 
 
Rich, A. (1972). When we dead awaken: Writing as re-vision. College English, 18-30. 
 
Rifkin, J. (2003). The hydrogen economy: The creation of the worldwide energy web and the 

redistribution of power on earth. Penguin 
 
Riggio, Ronald E, Ciulla, J, & Sorenson, G. (2003). Leadership education at the undergraduate  
 level: A liberal arts approach to leadership development. The future of leadership   
 development, 223-236. 
 
Rockström, J., Steffen, W.L., Noone, K., Persson, Å., Chapin III, F. S., Lambin, E., . . . 

Schellnhuber, H. J. (2009). Planetary boundaries: exploring the safe operating space for 
humanity. 

 
Rodin, J. (2014). The resilience dividend: Being strong in a world where things go wrong. 

PublicAffairs. 
 
Rost, J. C. (1993). Leadership for the 21-century. New York: Praeger. 
 
Roulston, K. (2010). Reflective interviewing: A guide to theory & practice. London. Sage 

Publications, Inc. 
 
Sagan, C., & Druyan, A. (2011). Pale blue dot: A vision of the human future in space. Ballantine 

books. 
 
Samways, M. J. (2007). Rescuing the extinction of experience. Biodiversity and Conservation, 

16(7), 1995-1997. 
 
Satterwhite, R., Miller, W. M., & Sheridan, K. (2015). Leadership for sustainability and peace: 

Responding to the wicked challenges of the future. 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  232 

 

 
Scharmer, C. O. (2009). Theory U: Learning from the future as it emerges. Berrett-Koehler 

Publishers. 
 
Scharmer, O., & Kaufer, K. (2013). Leading from the emerging future: From ego-system to eco-

system economies. San Francisco, CA: Barrett-Koehler. 
 
Schneider, M., & Somers, M. (2006). Organizations as complex adaptive systems: Implications 

of complexity theory for leadership research. The Leadership Quarterly, 17(4), 351-365. 
 
Schultz, K. (2010). Being wrong: Adventures in the margin of error. New York, NY: Harper-

Collins Publishers. 
 
Scottish Government (2008). Principles and Standards of Citizen Leadership By the Changing 

Lives User and Carer Forum. Edinburgh. doi: 
http://www.gov.scot/resource/doc/220306/0059186.pdf. 

 
Shultz, S., & Maslin, M. (2013). Early human speciation, brain expansion and dispersal 

influenced by African climate pulses. PLoS One, 8(10), e76750. 
 
Seidman, I. (2013). Interviewing as qualitative research: A guide for researchers in education 

and the social sciences. (Fourth Ed.). Teachers College Press. 
 
Senge, P. M. (2006). The fifth discipline: The art and practice of the learning organization. 

Broadway Business. 
 
Senge, P., Scharmer, C. O., Jaworski, J., & Flowers, S. (2004). Presence: An exploration of 

profound change in people, organizations, and society. A Currency Book. Published by 
Doubleday. 

 
Senge, P., Smith, B., Kruschwitz, N., Laur, J., Schley, S. (2008). The necessary revolution: How 

individuals and organizations are working together to create a sustainable world. New 
York: Doubleday. 

 
Serres, M. (1997). The troubadour of knowledge. University of Michigan Press. 
 
Serres, M. (2008). The five senses: A philosophy of mingled bodies. Bloomsbury Publishing. 
 
Shamir, B., & Eilam, G. (2005). “What's your story?” A life-stories approach to authentic 

leadership development. The Leadership Quarterly, 16(3), 395-417. 
 
Sinatra, J., & Murphy, P. (1999). Listen to the people, listen to the land. Melbourne University 

Press. 
 
Smith, A. (1937). The Wealth of Nations (1776). New York: Modern Library, 740. 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  233 

 

 
Smith, J. A. (Ed.). (2007). Qualitative psychology: A practical guide to research methods. Sage. 
 
Smith, M.J., & Pangsapa, P. . (2007). New controversies in phenomenology: between 

ethnography and discourse. . In W. Outhwaite & S. Turner (Eds.), The Sage Handbook of 
Social Science Methodology (pp. 384-404 ). Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

 
Smith, T. M., Tafforeau, P., Reid, D. J., Grün, R., Eggins, S., Boutakiout, M., & Hublin, J.-J. 

(2007). Earliest evidence of modern human life history in North African early Homo 
sapiens. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 104(15), 6128-6133.  

 
Snyder, G. (1990). The practice of the wild. Counterpoint Press. 
 
Stake, R. E. (2005). Qualitative case studies. 
 
Steffen, W., Persson, Å., Deutsch, L., Zalasiewicz, J., Williams, M., Richardson, K., . . . Gordon, 

L. (2011). The Anthropocene: From global change to planetary stewardship. Ambio, 
40(7), 739-761.  

 
Steffen, W., Richardson, K., Rockström, J., Cornell, S. E., Fetzer, I., Bennett, E. M., ... & Folke, 

C. (2015). Planetary boundaries: Guiding human development on a changing planet. 
Science, 347(6223), 1259855. 

 
Steingraber, S. (1997). Living downstream: An ecologist looks at cancer and the environment. 

Perseus Books. 
 
Stogdill, R. M. (1974). Handbook of leadership: A survey of the literature. 
 
Stone, M. (2011). Awake in the World. Shambhala Publications. 
 
Suzuki, D. T. (1948). The essence of Buddhism. Hozokan. 
 
Swimme, B. T., & Tucker, M. E. (2011). Journey of the Universe: Yale University Press. 
 
Tang, I-C., Sullivan, W. C., & Chang, C.-Y. (2015). Perceptual Evaluation of Natural 

Landscapes The Role of the Individual Connection to Nature. Environment and Behavior, 
47(6), 595-617. 

 
Tierney, K. (2014). The social roots of risk: Producing disasters, promoting resilience. Stanford 

University Press. 
 
Thomas, J. B., Clark, S. M., & Gioia, D. A. (1993). Strategic sensemaking and organizational 

performance: Linkages among scanning, interpretation, action, and outcomes. Academy 
of Management journal, 36(2), 239-270. 

 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  234 

 

Thoreau, H. D., & Cramer, J. S. (2006). Walden. Yale University Press. 
 
Uhl-Bien, M., & Marion, R. (2009). Complexity leadership in bureaucratic forms of organizing: 

A meso model. The Leadership Quarterly, 20(4), 631-650. 
 
Uhl-Bien, M., Marion, R., & McKelvey, B. (2007). Complexity leadership theory: Shifting 

leadership from the industrial age to the knowledge era. The Leadership Quarterly, 18(4), 
298-318.  

 
Ulrich, R. S. (1993). Biophilia, biophobia, and natural landscapes. The biophilia hypothesis, 7. 
 
Vail, P. B. (1996). Learning as a way of being: Strategies for survival in a world of permanent 

white water: Jossey-Bass San Francisco, CA. 
 
van Manen, M. (1944). Practicing phenomenological writing. Phenomenology + Pedagogy, 2(1), 

36-69. 
 
van Manen, M. (1990). Researching lived experiences: Human science for an action sensitive 

pedagogy. New York: The State University of New York Press. 
 
van Manen, M. (2014). Phenomenology of practice: Meaning-giving methods in 

phenomenological Research and writing. Walnut Creek, CA: Left Coast Press, Inc. 
 
Van Velsor, E., Hind, P., Wilson, A., & Lenssen, G. (2009). Developing leaders for sustainable 

business. Corporate Governance: The international journal of business in society, 9(1), 
7-20.  

 
Vygotsky, L. (1987). Thought and language. (A. Kozulin, Ed.). Cambridge, MA: MIT Press. 
 
Waldkoenig, G. (2013). Jeff Orlowski (dir.), Chasing Ice, Journal for the Study of Religion, 

Nature and Culture, 7(3), 363-364. 
 
Watts, A. W. (2011). The way of Zen. Vintage. 
 
Weinberg, S. (1993). The first three minutes: a modern view of the origin of the universe. Basic 

Books. 
 
Wenckus, E. M. (1994). Storytelling: Using an ancient art to work with groups. Journal of 

psychosocial nursing and mental health services, 32(7), 30-32. 
 
Wheatley, M. J. (2006). Leadership and the new science: Discovering order in a chaotic world. 

Berrett-Koehler Publishers. 
 
Wheatley, M. J., & Frieze, D. (2011). Walk out walk on: A learning journey into communities 

daring to live the future now. Berrett-Koehler Publishers. 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  235 

 

 
White, F., The Overview Effect: Space Exploration and Human Evolution, AIAA, Reston, VA,  
 1998, p. 179. (Originally published in Survival in Space, Gagarin, Y. and Lebedev, V.,  
 Frederick Praeger, New York, 1969.) 

Wilson, E. O. (1993). The diversity of life. Cambridge, MA: The Belknap Press of Harvard 
University. 

 
Wilson, E. O. (1999). Consilience: The unity of knowledge (Vol. 31): Vintage. 
 
Wilber, K. (2000). A theory of everything: An integral vision for business, politics, and 

spirituality. Boston: Shambhala Publications, Inc. 
 
Wright, R. (2004). A short history of progress: House of Anansi Press Inc. 
 
Yukl, G. (1989). Managerial leadership: A review of theory and research. Journal of 

management, 15(2), 251-289. 
 
Zajonc, A. (2013). The Nature of Reality - Theory of Relativity, Quantum Science and Buddhist 

Thought 1/2. Mind & Life. Mundgod, Karnataka, India. 
 
Zylstra, M. J., Knight, A. T., Esler, K. J., & Le Grange, L. LL. (2014). Connectedness as a Core 

Conservation Concern: An Interdisciplinary Review of Theory and a Call for Practice. 
Springer Science Reviews, 2(1-2), 119-143. 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  236 

 

Appendix A: Recruitment Poster  
 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  237 

 

Appendix B: Screening Application Form 
 

Screening Application for Study: Embracing Complexity with Complexity: Using 
Constructive Developmental Theory To Explore the Contextual Experience of Leaders in 
Nature. 
 
Outline of the Study 
My name is Kent A. Williams and this research study is part of the requirement for a 
Doctor of Social Science at Royal Roads University.  To establish my credentials at 
Royal Roads, you may contact Dr. Bxxxx Sxxxxx, Professor and Program Head, Doctor 
of Social Sciences Program, Royal Roads University at xxx.xxx.xxxx Ext. xxxx or 
through his e-mail at Bxxxxx.Sxxxxx@RoyalRoads.ca. 

This document constitutes a screening application for my research study. The study’s 
objective is to explore how an individual contextually experiences the Way of Nature 
Fellowship Retreat. All information shared will be kept strictly confidential. 

The research will involve participating in a 10-day nature retreat.  Data will be collected 
over an approximate 6-month period through three video interviews, and participant 
reflective journaling during the retreat. The foreseen questions will refer to: What is the 
essence of the lived experience of the Way of Nature™ Retreat, and how does it affect 
individual leadership development?   

Date & Location of Research Retreat 

The leadership nature retreat will take place from May 28-June 7, 2015 in Little Dover 
Island, Guysborough Co., Nova Scotia, Canada. As a participant of the study you must be 
able to attend the complete retreat dates. There is no cost to attend the Research Nature 
Retreat but the participant needs to cover travel cost associated with getting to the 
location. 

Eligibility Criteria of Study 

To fully explore the study inquiry it is paramount that we ensure we have participants 
that fit the eligibility criteria in order to maximize the insights and contributions of the 
study to foster future leadership knowledge. 

The explicit criteria to eligible as a participant for the study are the following. The 
individual must have: 

1) experience of having direct/formal (e.g., manager / director) or in-direct/ informal  
authority on others (e.g., professor); 

2) five (5) years of working in an organization, or with an organization (e.g., consulting 
role). *The theory for this time in a leadership role criterion is this potentially allows 
for the individual to be embedded in organizational cultural perspectives, which is an 
important aspect to be explored in the study. 

3) not have participated in a Way of Nature™ retreat in the past; and, 
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4) that the individual speaks fluent English. 

If you fit all the eligibility criteria please sign and date: 

 

X––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––––– 

 

Moreover, please answer the following questions to the best of your ability, there are no 
right or wrong answers. Some answers maybe similar, please do not provide the same 
answers more than once. 

1. Who are you? 

2. Who are you (go deeper)? 

3. Can you describe your leadership role presently? 

4. What has been your experience with nature? 

5.    How adaptable do you see yourself in new situations? 

6.    Share a leadership challenge you are presently facing in your professional or 
personal life? 

 
 
Thank you for taking the time to answer the above questions. If you at anytime have 
questions or concerns on the study you can contact me directly at:  
 
Researcher: Kent A. WIlliams 
email: xxxxxxxxxxxxxxxx 
phone: XXX.XXX.XXXX 
 
Best regards, 

~Kent 
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Appendix C: Research Study Information Letter 
 
 
Research Study Information Letter 
 
My name is Kent A. Williams and this research study is part of the requirement 
for a Doctor of Social Science at Royal Roads University. To establish my credentials at 
Royal Roads, you may contact Dr. B, Professor and Program Head, 
Doctor of Social Sciences Program, Royal Roads University at XXX.XXX.XXXX 
or through his e-mail at  
 
This document constitutes an agreement to participate in my research study, the objective 
of which is to explore the essence of the lived experience of the Way of Nature 
Fellowship Retreat. The research will consist of three video interviews, and reflective 
journalling and is foreseen to last approximately 6-months. The foreseen questions will 
refer to: What is the essence of the lived experience of the Way of Nature Fellowship 
Retreat, and how does it affect individual leadership development? 
 
The video interviews will consist of a three-stage process where the: (1) first interview 
will be preliminary to the Way of Nature Fellowship Retreat to get the participant’s 
context to the lived experience; (2) second interview will be at the end of the Way of 
Nature Fellowship Retreat to reconstruct the lived experience; and, (3) the third interview 
will be 2-months post-experience to gain participant reflections on the lived experience. 
 
The study will ask the participants to do reflective journaling during the solitude portion 
of the Way of Nature Fellowship Retreat. The purpose of this is to capture the 
participant’s self-observations of the lived experience during this solitude period. The 
style and interpretation in how the journaling is done is left to the participant’s creativity 
(can express through writing prose, poetry, drawing, painting, etc.). It is recognized that 
the reflective journaling is very personal and what the participant decides to share and 
notto share will be respected by the researcher. 
 
In addition to submitting my final report to Royal Roads University in partial fulfillment 
for a Doctor of Social Science, I will also be sharing my research findings with a wide 
audience that have an interest in emerging leadership approaches. Moreover, from the 
study results it is my intent is to produce a documentary, publish journal articles, a book, 
and present at conferences and symposiums. 
 
Rights of Participants 
 
Participation in this study must be completely voluntary by the individual. Moreover, 
research participants have the right to withdraw from the study at anytime with dignity 
and without prejudice. Moreover, if you decide to withdraw from the research, which 
involves participating in the interviews and journaling, you will agree to withdraw from 
the nature retreat so as not to disturb the flow of the study process. To ensure accuracy 
and interpretation of the collected information the researcher will share the collected data 
from the participant and make the results of the study available to them before 
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publication of the dissertation report. The participant will have the right to review and 
withhold interview, survey, and journal information collected from them during the 
study. 
It is the participants right to be informed of all people who will be transcribing or have 
access to the interview, survey, and journal data collected. 
 
Risks and Vulnerability 
 
The intent of this research is to share the essence of the lived experience of the Way of 
Nature Fellowship Retreat with a wider audience through a published written report, and 
a documentary involving participant interviews. The video interviews and the 
documentary will put the identity and privacy of the participants at risk. The researcher 
will take every step possible to protect the privacy of the participants, working 
collaboratively with the participant in how their identity will be shared in the research, in 
addition to getting additional informed consent for each visual or auditory depiction of 
any individual. 
 
During the study, information will be collected from participants by four methods as 
described: 
(1) Digital video-recordings will be taken during a series of three interviews. 
(2) Reflective journalling will be used during the participant’s solitude experience. 
(3) Hand-written notes from the researcher’s observations during fieldwork of the study. 
 
As researcher it is my duty to minimize the risk of participant taking part in the study. 
The process of in-depth interviews may bring up areas that cause emotional discomfort 
for the participant at times but as researcher I will take every step possible to work to 
minimize such occasions of discomfort. 
 
As researcher it is my duty to minimize the risk of participant taking part in the study. 
The process of in-depth interviews may bring up areas that cause emotional discomfort 
for the participant at times but as researcher I will take every step possible to work to 
minimize such occasions of discomfort. 
 
Confidentiality 
 
All documentation will be kept strictly confidential. Moreover, as researcher I will take 
every precaution necessary to keep secure the participant’s information collected through 
the interviews, surveys, and journal entries shared. (e.g., secure passwords for digital 
video records and survey results). At no time will specific comments be attributed to an 
individual unless specific agreement has been obtained beforehand. 
 
Dissemination 
 
The collected information from participants in the study through interviews, survey, and 
journaling will be used to produce a doctoral dissertation, which includes a documentary 
on the lived experience of the Way of Nature Fellowship Retreat. This will include video 
from the interviews, written quotations of participants, and shared journal entries. This 
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will be shared with the academic community (e.g., Royal Roads University). Moreover, 
as researcher there is intent to share the results with a wider audience; publishing the 
results of the study and present at conferences and symposiums. 
 
Possible Benefits 
 
In participating in this study all participants will receive the potential benefits of new 
insights and epiphanies that are gained through the retreat experience. Through the in-
depth three interview process and reflective journalling it offers participants potential 
reflective opportunity for self-awareness. 
 
Contact Information of Researcher & Institutional Review Board 
 
I welcome participants to contact me before, during, or after the study is completed. My 
contact information is Kent Williams at XXX.XXX.XXXX or  
 
Moreover, I offer participants to contact H, Research Ethics Coordinator, 
Office of Research, Royal Roads University, at … or 
XXX.XXX.XXXX should they have questions or concerns on this. 
 
By signing this letter, you give free and informed consent to participate in this project, 
and give permission to the researcher to use written and spoken words taken from the 
interviews, surveys, and the reflective journal to share the Way of Nature Fellowship 
Retreat lived experience as explained in this letter (Dissemination). 
Name: (Please Print): __________________________________________________ 
Signed: _____________________________________________________________ 
Date: _______________________________________________________________ 
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Appendix D: Interview Semi-Structured Guides 
 
 
I. Baseline Semi-Structured Interview Guide 
 
Who you are…where do you come from… 
 
Q1: [Linage] To get an understanding of who you are–can you tell me where you 
come from? Who do you come from? (Share you family background). 
 
Q2: What peaked your interest in participating in this research and what personal 
needs are you satisfying through participating in the study? 
 
It has been suggested throughout the literature that we live in a rapidly changing world 
of growing complexity. Moreover it’s suggested that we need to be able to adapt and 
evolve our present thinking and levels of consciousness to thrive on our planet. 
 
Q3: Think of a time when you faced a change in your life that was challenging for 
you? Can you describe this experience (change process) in detail? What was the 
resistance about? How did your environment support/ or not support you through the 
process? 
 
Q4: Can you think of present conflict(s) and tension(s) you are dealing with in your 
present life? Can you go deeper and describe in detail the emotions that you are 
experiencing with this? 
 
Q5: Are you open to new experiences? Do you seek them out? Can you describe in 
detail one of these experiences? [How did you feel?] 
 
Leadership… 
Q6: Through your life experiences how do you define leadership? What does it mean 
to you and your development as a leader? Can you describe in detail a leadership 
development initiative you have participated in? [what were you feeling through the 
process]. 
 
Q7: Without being humble, what leadership qualities do you value most about 
yourself as a human being? Can you think of a time and describe it in detail when you 
exemplified these qualities? 
 
Connectiveness with Nature… 
 
Q8: What does the word “nature” mean to you (how do you define nature)? How 
would you describe your relationship with nature? Can you describe in detail about 
some of your earliest memories of connecting to nature? 
 
Q9: Presently, how much time do you spend in nature? Can you describe in detail 
some of these nature experiences and the feelings you have when you are in nature? 
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Creativity… 
 
Q10: Can you tell me about a time when you felt most creative? Can you describe this 
experience in full detail, (i.e., what was the environment you were in, etc.)? Can you 
tell me of a time when you were most inspired? Again, can you share in detail this 
experience? 
 
 
II. Retreat Contextual Experience Semi-Structure Interview Guide 
 
Q1. Focus on the LNR experience. Describe a specific detail event, an adventure, a 
happening, a particular incident that stands out for you. (Attend to how your body felt, 
how things smelt, how it seemed, and so on…). 
 
Q2. Describe the lNR experience as much as possible as you lived through it. How did 
you experience it, as you lived through it? (I’m interested more about the experience 
from the inside, as it were–almost like state of mind: the feelings, mood, the emotions, 
etc.). 
 
Q3. Describe in detail how you felt to return to your AllOne (solo) site after the storm 
recall to basecamp. What has this past-24 hours felt like for you? 
 
Q4. Describe in detail how you felt about the teaching experience with John Milton. 
More can you share your experiences in particular on the presenting and relaxation 
techniques, and other learnings? 
 
Q5. As a participant in the LNR can you describe what you experienced as an individual 
coming together as a group during the process? (I’m interested in what the group forming 
process has felt like. What are your feelings and emotions around this group dynamic 
process?). 
 
Q6.  Describe the role other participants played in your learning during the LNR? (I’m 
interested in the feelings and emotions around the interplay with others. What did this 
process feel like?). 
 
Q7. The last question is yours. Please feel free to share your thoughts, provide feedback, 
or make a last statement on your ‘lived’ experience of the LNR. 
 
 
 
III. Reflectivity Semi-Structured Interview Guide (3 months post-retreat) 
 
Q1. Reflecting, how did the experience of the LNR affect your capacity and capability 
as a leader? 
 
Q2. Did the LNR experience change your emotions, feelings, and perceptions of how you 
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see yourself as a person / leader in your life / organization? Has the LNR experience 
changed the narrative of who you are as a person; as a leader in your organization? 
 
 
Q3. What have the last couple of months been like since coming home from the LNR 
(Canada)? Can you describe in detail how this has felt (emotions/feelings)? Do you sense 
your surroundings differently? 
 
Q4. Has there been a paradigm shift in any of your thinking and behavior? If yes, can 
you describe this is details? 
 
Q5. We all have regulating mental models that guide our thinking and behavior. Can 
you describe in detail one such mental model or approach in thinking that has changed 
since the LNR experience? What has this felt like and how do you sense (feel) this? 
 
Q6. From the LNR experience–is there one time or an aspect of the process that really 
stands out for you? If so, can you describe this in detail? 
 
Q7. Since coming back home form the LNR has there been conflicts that have arisen 
between your old ways of thinking and behavior versus new self-awareness and 
behavior? 
 
Q8. I want you to imagine your are at work. In your leadership role do you find it easier 
of more difficult navigating in your organization? 
 
Q9. Reflecting again on the LNR experience, has there been a change in your  definition 
and relationship with Nature? If yes, can you describe this in detail? 
 
Q10. Overall, as a global citizen of the world and a leader in your organization–what are 
your feelings about the LNR experience? Do you think it is a effective development tool 
for leaders? 
 
Q11. Do you sense/feel the LNR has given you a higher level of consciousness (self-
awareness plus systems thinking)? Would you recommend this learning process to 
others? 
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Appendix E: Information Package Sent to Participants For LNR 
 

 

Research Nature 
Retreat 
Participant Information Package 
 
Little Dover, Nova Scotia, Canada - May 28-June 7, 2015 
 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  246 

 

Introduction 
Oh, how glorious it is to be on the sacred land where the research leader 

Nature Retreat will be taking place on May 28-June 7, 2015! I have recently come 
from spending a weekend circumnavigating Little Dover Island on foot and 
what a wonderful experience to see the diversity of the terrain and to feel the 
power of connection that the land, ocean, and sky provide in this location. I came 
away from this adventure thrilled with the thought of the opportunity that 
awaits you, the participants, during time taking part in the research retreat. The 
is another tract of land we will be using as well, and we will be exploring this in 
detail later in April and can share this experience and details on the solo sites 
there prior your visit. Below please find given names of the solo sites and brief 
descriptions to get you familiar with the land.  

 
I have compiled information that I feel is important to enable you to 

prepare for your time at the Research Leader Nature Retreat. As it is impossible 
to cover all aspects and questions/concerns you may have I ask you to please 
feel free to contact me directly with inquiries that can help you get fully prepared 
for this lifetime experience in Nova Scotia. Let’s start with you with some of the 
site descriptions, to hopefully get you excited about the upcoming adventure! 

Site descriptions

 

Seal Cove Seat: Powerful spot for connecting one to the land, sea and sky. 
Over looking Seal Cove from a elevated perch, with granite shelves and 
boulders, it is a perfect spot for relaxation, reflection, and meditation. 

45 15' 53" N  60 59' 43" W 
 
Panorama Ridge: an elevated 360-degree perspective of the world that 

surrounds. The curvature of the Planet is evident as you are surrounded by 
boulders of granite and the sea. 

45 15' 42" N  60 59' 27" W 
 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  247 

 

The Twins (Rocks): soloing next to the twins provides breath-taking 
elevated view from the Island. Perfect for reflection and connecting to the 
sacredness of the land. 

45 15' 33" N  60 59' 22" W 
 
Eastern Exposure: on an south-eastern point surrounded by granite 

shores and down low to the ocean, you hear the roar of the ocean and at times 
the whispering wind. This is a spot for those wanting to be close to the ocean and 
the beautiful challenges this presents. You can sit on the exposed rocks or sit 
among the shelter of the trees and watch the rolling blue waves. 

45 15' 22" N. 60 58' 56" W 
 
Hidden Harbour: hide away in this hidden gem of a small cove layered 

with granite slabs and boulders you can find shelter and be one with the ocean. 
This is your own little micro cosmic world that connects to the macro Comic 
World. Set sail for the east and next stop is France! 

45 15' 35" N 60 59' 0" W 
 
Piccadilly Circle: lowland that is set in a circular pattern with views to 

the ocean and looks east towards Europe. Granite boulders and flat bed floors of 
rock and vegetation this gives you tranquility and seats next to the rolling waves 
of the ocean. 

45 15' 45" N  60 58' 59" W 
 
Gaia's Slabs: massive slabs of shore rock formations surround you with 

the rolling Atlantic Ocean that flows through the St. Andrew's passage. 
45 16' 46" N. 60 58' 56 W 
 
Split Stones: this is another scared spot on the island which serves as a 

landmark with this huge boulder that has special marking that include splits in 
the stone and a circular hole in the middle. An elevated spot in the middle of the 
island with 360 views. 

45 16" 46" N. 60 58' 56" W 
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Weather  
Here is an example of the weather over the same period (May 28-June 7) in 2014. 
As you see it is a wide range of temperatures, cool in the morning and can warm 
up close to 20C in the afternoon. The wind off the Atlantic Ocean can make it 
cool. Moreover, it is important to be prepared when packing clothes, etc. 
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*Click here for: Dover Area Weather Tracker and Forecasts 

 

 

Prep-Work to Ready for the Retreat 
 

Suggested reading/watching 
 
Suggested readings to prepare for the Research Leader Nature Retreat, books 
available online from Amazon, just link on title. 
 
1. Milton, John P. (2006). Sky Above Earth Below: Spiritual practices in nature. 

Boulder, CO: Sentient. 
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2. Swimme, Brian Thomas, & Tucker, Mary Evelyn. (2011). Journey of the 

Universe. Yale University Press. 
 
 
 
 

Agenda Framework 
 

May 28  Travel Day to Base Camp* 
May 29  Basecamp shared Learning with John Milton 
May 30  Basecamp shared learning w. John & moving into AllOne time 
May 31-June 5  AllOne Solo Time 
June 5  Transition into Base Camp & Evening group dinner celebration** 
June 6  Basecamp Shared learning and reflections with John 
June 7  Basecamp learning w. John and noon departure from retreat 

 
* Please send travel fight information to ___ so we have this on hand and can 
ensure connection is made for travel to base camp on May 28th.  
 
**We will be having group meals together during base camp time that will be 
provided by the Retreat. They will be mostly vegetarian based choices and 
organic foods when possible. Please indicate if there are dietary restrictions. 
 

 

 

Retreat Equipment and Items to Bring 
 
All Research Leader Nature Retreat participants are responsible for providing 
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their own shelter, equipment, and food while on the AllOne solo. During group 
phases of the retreat a base-camp will be set up using participant tents. Food and 
water will be provided. Also, their is a main cabin with electricity and basic 
bathroom facility plus an outdoor lavatory to provide extra support. 
 
The list of equipment outlined below is suggested to all participants for the 
retreat. 
 
You will need to bring: 
 • Solo camping equipment 
 • Clothing 
 • Food for solo 
 
Solo camping equipment: 
 
 • A backpack 
 • A  small hiking tent or tent fly in order to set up a low impact camp site 

for your solo experience 
 • Lightweight rope or cord 3-6mm diameter <6m, and something to cut it – 

to help secure tent flaps etc, if necessary and for the buddy knot safety 
system (to be explained). 

 • A sleeping bag and insulating ground mat  
 • A torch (headlight style is most effective) and batteries. 
 • Toilet paper and small latrine shovel. 
 • Mosquito / insect repellent.  Must be natural and should not contain 

DEET. Also, recommend mosquito netting poncho with hood and face 
cover. 

 • A few plastic bags (supermarket bags are perfect, but please ensure there 
are no holes in them) for carrying out waste. 

 • Eating utensils including cup, bowl, Swiss Army knife with can opener, 
fork, spoon and cleaning rag for eating solo food.  *No cooking or fires are 
permitted when on solo, so cooking equipment is not required. 

 • Basic First Aid Kit (please seek professional advice when purchasing but 
cater for cuts, abrasions, splinters, feet and nail maintenance). 

 • A loud whistle on a lanyard, to be worn at all times (this forms part of the 
safety precautions). 

 • Lightweight camping seat (optional and able to be carried in your 
rucksack) – for sitting for long periods on rock or bumpy, damp ground. 
Alternative is rolled up sleeping mat. 

 
Clothing 
 
Pack loose, comfortable clothing that can work in multiple layers for additional 
warmth. Weather can be unpredictable so best to have clothing that can provide 
maximum warmth. Please check with us if you have any questions regarding 
climate. It is always wise to pack for extremes of temperature, as it can get cold at 
night, and to have some form of shelter from the rain. For cold weather, several 
layers of clothing can keep you warmer than one large item, such as a jacket. 
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Bring: 
 • 2 pair shorts and pants 
 • 2 comfortable shirts – 1 short-sleeved, 1 long-sleeved 
 • Thick socks 
 • Underwear 
 • 1 swim suit (if appropriate) 
 • 1 change of warm clothing (sweaters and jacket) 
 • 1 light rain jacket or poncho and pants 
 • 1 cap / beanie and warm gloves 
 • 1 pair cotton soled black Chinese slippers or leather soled moccasins; these 

help you connect with Earth’s energy 
 • 1 pair good tennis and/or hiking shoes (with natural rubber if possible, 

such as Mephisto) 
 • 1 broad-brimmed sun hat 
 • A hat, sunglasses, sunscreen and lightweight long-sleeve clothing to 

protect from sun (and possibly mosquitoes, which might be around). 
 • Toiletries, including sunscreen, insect repellent (see above), wet wipes 
 • Towel 
 
Food for Solo (7-days/ 6-nights): 
 
All food items should be organic and non GMO if possible. Here are foods to be 
considered for simple light meals during the solo. The lemons, cayenne pepper 
and maple syrup are an option if you decide to participate in fasting. 
Please note that you only need to bring food for your solo, as the other meals will 
be communally catered at base-camp.  If you are planning on fasting during the 
AllOne Solo time, bring the Master Cleanser Fast constituents, plus nuts, trail 
mix, crackers and other light, easily digestible foods. 
 • Milk powder, which can be mixed with muesli or breakfast cereals, and 

water added 
 • Fruit juices 
 • Herbal teas (for sun tea. i.e. making tea only with sunlight heating the 

water) 
 • Laxative tea if desired (this can be useful if fasting during the solo!) (for 

example – organic herbal laxative tea is enriched with wild varieties of 
herbs including Wild Mallow, Cassia Leaves, Sage Leaves, and seaweeds) 

 • Protein drink (powder mix) and protein bars 
 • Wholegrain breakfast cereal 
 • Fresh and dried fruits and nuts; trail mix 
 • Whole grain bread 
 • Crackers, rice cakes and whole grain biscuits 
 • Unprocessed peanut, almond or other nut butters 
 • Canned fish (tuna, salmon etc.) 
 • Canned beans 
 • Jerky or dried meat 
 • Fresh lemons (organic if possible) or preservative-free, organic lemon 

juice* 
 • Cayenne Pepper * 
 • Maple Syrup * 
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* Instructions for the Master Cleanser Fast will be provide during the first day of 
the retreat and is only a suggestion to potentially maximize the AllOne time solo 
experience. 
 
Other items: 
 
 • 1 small notepad, to leave message at checkpoint 
 • 1 journal and pencil or ballpoint pen. Journal writing is encouraged before 

and after the solo period. 
 • 1 copy of John P. Milton’s “Sky Above, Earth Below” book (available at 

www.wayofnature.com or at amazon.ca). This contains some wonderful 
guided meditations which are recommended for the solo. 

 
The key to remember is this is solo time in nature used to connect with your 
inner-self, and we discourage any reading material (apart from the “Sky Above, 
Earth Below” book), radios, mobile phones, art supplies, cameras or journals, 
and especially any weapons. The sun will keep time for you, so we recommend 
leaving watches behind. To take time to really connect with Nature and feel the 
solitude ( a Oneness) and get the deepest experience from the retreat it is best to 
leave all means of distraction behind. 
 

Your Teacher- John P. Milton 
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John P. Milton and the manifestation of Way of Nature 
John P. Milton is a pioneering ecologist, spiritual teacher, meditation master, vision 
quest leader and shaman. 
 
John's vision quest and shamanic work began in the mid-1940's, after 
experiencing his first vision quest at the age of seven. Since the 1950's, John has 
guided thousands of people into the wilderness, sharing with them experiences 
and practices that cultivate a profound connection with Nature and, ultimately, 
Source Awareness. Over the years, many have sought his profound 
transmissions and powerful yet gentle Qigong teachings, T'ai Chi Ch'uan 
training, and Sacred Passage programs.  
 
John's teaching's draw upon many decades of practice in various styles of 
meditation, T'ai Chi, Qiqong, shamanic practices, and extensive personal vision 
questing. His training is also informed by direct teachings from many of the 
world's outstanding spiritual teachers and lineages. From this comprehensive 
background, John has created and essentialized a path of key principles and 
disciplines that flow from Universal Source. He calls this path the Way of 
Nature.  From this path, John has developed the 12 Guiding Principles of Natural 
Liberation, which naturally unfold as one experiences Way of Nature's 
foundational quest, Sacred Passage.  
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John's Twelve Principles encompass the core experiential teachings of the Way of 
Nature Fellowship and Sacred Passage. Distilled from his many years of solo 
time in the wilderness, and combined with deep training in some of the world's 
most profoundly enlightening, earth-connected lineages, these principles 
embody the heart essence of the Way of Nature.  Within them, Buddhist, Taoist, 
Dzogchen, Tantric, Vedantic and Shamanic traditions are mystically 
encapsulated. 
  
 
In John's teachings, he merges these Twelve Principles with powerful practices 
for cultivating Source Awareness, creating a unique process of teaching called 
Awareness Training.  This training is ever-changing, blossoming and evolving as 
we do, exploring the unification of inner and outer Nature.  Supported by 
hundreds of specific cultivation techniques, these deep principles for spiritual 
growth bloom in the hearts and minds of those that go through his regular and 
advanced teachings.  For John, and those who resonate with his teachings and 
principles, it is not human constructs, but rather pristine, unspoiled Nature that 
is the Church, the Temple, and the Altar. 
 
Education, Experience, and Ecological Contributions 
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John received his M.S. in Ecology and Environmental Conservation from the 
University of Michigan in 1962 and 1963; he was also a student at Mexico City 
College, and the OAS Inter-American Graduate School of Tropical Science in 
Costa Rica. A leader in his field, John focused attention on the environmental 
impacts of bilateral and multilateral organizations involved globally in economic 
development projects. During these years, he played an instrumental role in the 
birth of the environmental movement from the early 1960's, as well as the 
Tropical Forest and Alaskan Wilderness Protection movements of the 1970's and 
80's.  Following a landmark study conference that John designed by the same 
name, his 1966 book, Future Environments of North America, was a first in opening 
the use of the word "Environment" to describe our culture's paradigm shift into a 
responsibly ecological view of our oneness with Earth. With David Brower, John 
was also a founder of Friends of the Earth (both the United States-based 
organization, as well as many of the Friends of the Earth Organizations in other 
countries). 
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Between 1963 and 1972 he directed the International Programs Division of the 
Conservation Foundation, now a part of the World Wildlife Fund (WWF), in 
both New York and Washington, D.C..  Between 1966 and 1973, he led two major 
programs to transform cultural awareness of the ecological impacts of 
development.  His first program was a project to commission fifty scientists to 
prepare several hundred comprehensive case studies on the then relatively little-
recognized ecological impacts of economic development projects world-
wide.  This culminated in a major conference and his 1070 page book The Careless 
Technology: Ecology and International Development.  His other program was to 
distill the central ecological principles from all the case studies.  This work was 
published in his 1973 book, Ecological Principles for Economic Development.  Taken 
together, these two programs and books played a major international role in 
shifting global awareness towards ecological and environmental sustainability.  
 
In the early 1970's, John was the first ecologist on staff at the White House, 
working with the President's Council of Economic Advisors. He went on to be 
awarded a position as a Woodrow Wilson Resident Scholar for a year at the 
Woodrow Wilson International Center for Scholars located in the original Castle 
Building of the Smithsonian in Washington, D.C..  Between 1979 and 1981, he 
was a visiting professor of Environmental Studies at Sangamon State University 
in Springfield, Illinois, and Director of it's Center for Urban and Regional 
Studies. During this period, he developed a number of design projects to model 
how ecological sustainability can work in households, neighborhoods, small 
towns, cities, farms, and our watersheds. His work on distilling core ecological 
principles for application to economic and community development was an 
unique element in creating models of sustainability for human cultures. He has 
also served on a variety of committees at the National Academy of Sciences. 
 
Since the 1950's, John has conducted numerous expeditions and field projects in 
wilderness areas of the United States, Alaska & Canadian Arctic, Central and 
South America, Asia and Africa. These have included rhino and tiger 
conservation in Nepal, protection of mountain ecosystems in both Nepal and 
Bhutan, preservation of Alaska's wilderness, and rainforest protection in Brazil, 
Cambodia, Central America, East Africa, Ecuador, India, Indonesia, Laos, 
Mexico, Peru, Thailand, and Venezuela.   
 
John has also authored numerous books, articles and audiotapes, as well as 
produced video/CD/DVD media on ecology, environmental conservation, 
meditation, cultivating life energy, inner development, discovering and 
protecting sacred places, preserving wilderness, and the shamanic way. 
 
Some of his publications include: 
 • The Future Environments of North America, 1966, Doubleday and Co. 
 • Nameless Valleys, Shining Mountains, 1970, Walker & Co. 
 • The Careless Technology: Ecology and International Development, 1972, 

Doubleday  
 • Earth and the Great Weather: The Brooks Range, 1973 
 • Friends of the Earth; Ecological Principles for Economic Development, 1973, 

Wiley & Sons 
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 • The Last Great Wilderness, Wilderness USA, 1973, National Geographic 
Society 

 • Sky Above, Earth Below: A Complete Course on Spiritual Practice in Nature, 
1999, Sounds True (six audio tape set) 

 • In 2001 and 2002, working with Sarah Sher and The Way of Nature 
Productions, he released a CD and DVD entitled The Sacred Land Trust, 
and a preliminary VHS tape on The 12 Principles.  Other Sounds True 
projects include: a multi-angled DVD on T'ai Chi Ch'uan, five 90-minute 
DVDs and a book on John's Qi Gong system, and a DVD and audiotape 
series on his Twelve Principles. 

 
Safety  

Moreover, when it comes to the retreat we take every measure to ensure it 
is about promoting well-being and safety for the participant. With any 
experience in life it is not risk free as this is part of the experience–letting go and 
trusting yourself and others in this learning process. 

 
We have developed a safety plan that encompasses all scenarios, 

accounting for weather and medical emergencies. Should an emergency arise we 
have measures in place to respond quickly and efficiently. At the core of this plan 
is VHS radio system with all ‘Solo’ sites plotted into a GPS mapping system that 
enables emergency responders to act quickly to any call. We will also have two 
zodiac power boats available for quick transport to the town approximately 10-
minutes away from the basecamp on Dover Island. Eastern Memorial Hospital in 
the town of Canso is 15km from the town of Dover. 

 
We will be implementing the long tradition of the WON ‘Buddy System’, 

where each participant will be paired up with another participant. This system 
allows for a daily check-in of the participant and still allows for privacy and 
complete solitude time from other direct human connection. It works this way, 
each participant will be assigned a ‘buddy’, someone with a solo site in near 
physical relation to theirs. Each day these two individuals will schedule agreed 
upon visits to a selected location to leave a note or symbol indicating all is well. 
An example of this is, Jane leaves a lobster shell in the AM, and in the PM Rod 
leaves a piece of rope. Rod sees the shell on his visit to the designated spot as a 
sign all is good with Jane, and the next morning Jane sees the rope as a sign that 
all is well with Rod. This continues each day through the solo time. If the signal 
is not there an alarm is raised and the situation is investigated. Visiting the signal 
spot and creatively leaving a sign is a fun and daily ritual of the solo experience. 
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Taking responsibility for your safety is also your responsibility as a 
participant and it is encouraged that you get a physical/medical check-up to 
ensure good health prior to the retreat and to have medial insurance in place 
especially if you are traveling outside of your country. 

 
If you have any questions or concerns on safety please do not hesitate to 

contact Kent. 

 
Program Agreement, Release of Liability and 

Assumption of Risk  
 
To optimize your experience in this “Research Leadership Nature Retreat” program, the 
following form clearly states the risks of participating and identifies your specific areas 
of responsibility. Each paragraph must be initialed, signifying your agreement. In the 
spirit of our work, we would prefer that this form be entirely unnecessary, however, our 
current societal norms require that all of the following information be acknowledged by 
you, and signed in the presence of a legally authorized witness (Notary Public). 
 
Initials: 
 
_______1) PARTIES INCLUDED I understand that this Agreement, Release of Liability 
and Assumption of Risk includes the Way of Nature Canada and its guide, John P. Milton 
and researcher, Kent Williams and its agents, associated entities, officers, shareholders, 
employees, and the owners of any and all land used for The Way of Nature Canada, and 
anyone working for or with John P. Milton and Kent Williams, hereinafter collectively 
referred to in this Agreement, Release of Liability and Assumption of Risk as John P. 
Milton and Kent Williams. 
 
 _______2) RISK CONTEMPLATED This Agreement is made in contemplation of all 
“The Way of Nature Canada activities,” including but not limited to the risks encountered 
on a normal camping trip of insect bites to stings, snakebite and animal bites, the hazards 
of traveling in mountainous or desert terrain, high altitude, undeveloped areas, or the 
forces of Nature and any act or illness in remote regions without means of rapid 
evacuations or availability of medical supplies and facilities. I will not be traveling more 
than 100 metres from my campsite during the solo portion of my retreat. 
 
_______3) RELEASE OF LIABILITY I hereby release and discharge John P. Milton and 
Kent Williams from any and all liability claims, demands or causes of action that I may 
hereafter have for injuries or damages arising out of my participation in the Research 
Leadership Nature Retreat activities even if caused by negligence or other fault of Way of 
Nature Canada. 
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_______4) COVENANT NOT TO SUE I further agree that I WILL NOT SUE OR 
MAKE A CLAIM against John P. Milton or Kent Williams for damages or other losses 
sustained as a result of my participation in the Research Leadership Nature Retreat 
activities. 
 
_______5)  INDEMNIFICATION AND HOLD HARMLESS I also agree to 
INDEMNIFY and HOLD JOHN P. MILTON and KENT WILLIAMS HARMLESS from 
all claims, judgments and costs, including but not limited to attorney’s fees, and to 
reimburse J.P. Milton for any expenses whatsoever incurred in connection with any 
action brought as a result of my participation in The Way of Nature Canada/Sacred 
Passage activities. 
 
_______6) I acknowledge that the enjoyment and excitement of the Research Leadership 
Nature Retreat is substantially derived from the inherent risks that may be involved in 
travel outside my life at home and that, in fact, existence of these risks contributes to my 
pleasure and enjoyment of this “rite of passage” experience, and constitute a substantive 
reason for my participation. 
 
_______7) I am also aware and clearly understand that the Research Leadership Nature 
Retreat, and its agents and operators, will have no liability regarding the adequacy of any 
medical care and evacuation plan or equipment and/or supplies that may or may not be 
provided by The Way of Nature Canada. 
 
_______8) I am voluntarily participating in this Way of Nature Canada “rite of passage” 
with full knowledge of the dangers and risks involved, and agree to assume all risks, 
including injury and death. If a minor, I the have the full knowledge that my legal 
guardian assumes the same assumption of risk on my behalf, as if I was a participating 
adult. 
 
_______9) In consideration of the right to participate in The Way of Nature Canada 
activities, and the services arranged by the Research Leadership Nature Retreat and its 
agents and representatives, I do hereby assume all risks of bodily injury, death, emotional 
trauma, property damage and/or theft, resulting from negligence or any other acts, 
however caused, including those mentioned above as a result of my participation, and I 
release John P. Milton and Kent Williams from any and all liability, actions, causes of 
actions, suits, debts, demands that I may have for bodily injury, death or property 
damage, loss of income, claims of every sort and nature whatsoever which have or may 
arise out or in connection with my participation in a Way of Nature Canada activity. 
 
______10) I understand that I am completely responsible for providing my own shelter. I 
know that the water from streams and springs and ponds is not necessarily safe to drink, 
and I will purify this water (by effective means other than boiling) before drinking it. 
 
______11) I understand that unless specifically noted as an exception to the norm, I am 
responsible for providing my own food during the solo portions of the program. 
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______12) I understand that the solo portion of my Way of Nature Canada experience is 
intended to take place in complete solitude, but that there is a “buddy system” by which I 
and my companions will check on each other daily without actually seeing or speaking to 
each other. 
 
______13) In the event that an emergency (however slight the actual risk) does occur, I 
understand that I will bring a whistle with which to summon help from my companions. 
 
______14) I understand that there is no fees for The Way of Nature Canada experience as 
it is being offered in the name of social science research. I understand that I will cover all 
travel expenses incurred to get to the retreat location. 
 
______15) PARTIES BOUND BY THIS AGREEMENT It is my understanding and 
intention that this Agreement, Release of Liability and Assumption of Risk be binding 
not only on myself, but on anyone or any entity, including my estate, my relatives and 
heirs, that…it is further my understanding and agreement that this release is intended to, 
and does in fact, release John P. Milton and Kent Williams from any and all claims and 
obligations whatsoever arising in any way from my participation in The Way of Nature 
Canada activities. 
______16) LACK OF INSURANCE I have been advised and recognize that while 
engaging in The Way of Nature Canada activities, I am not covered by an accident or 
general liability insurance policy issued by John P. Milton and Kent Williams. 
 
______17) ENFORCEABILITY I agree that if any portions of this Agreement, Release 
of Liability and Assumption of Risk are found to be unenforceable or against public 
policy, that only that portion shall fail, but I specifically waive any unenforceability or 
any public policy argument that I may make or that may be made on my behalf by my 
estate, relatives, or by anyone who would sue because of my injury or death. 
 
______18) In the unlikely event a legal dispute should arise involving any subject matter 
whatever, I agree that the dispute shall be settled by binding arbitration through the 
Canadian Arbitration Association of Nova Scotia. Should the arbitration provision prove 
to be unenforceable, I agree that any legal action shall be brought before the appropriate 
___________________________, and that such legal action will not exceed $. I further 
agree that the plaintiff hereby agrees to pay all reasonable attorney’s fees for the 
defendant in the dispute. 
 
______19) UNDERSTANDING OF THIS AGREEMENT I HEREBY CERTIFY THAT 
I HAVE CAREFULLY READ THIS ENTIRE RELEASE OF LIABILITY AND 
ASSUMPTION OF ALL RISKS, AND UNDERSTAND THE CONTENTS OF THIS 
DOCUMENT AND I CHOOSE TO BE BOUND BY ITS TERMS. 
 
Clearly Print Name of 
Physician:________________________________________________ 
 
Emergency Telephone Contact: (__________) _________-_______________ 
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dated this_______day of________________________________, ___________(year) 
 
 
______________________________________ 
Participant Signature 
 
 
______________________________________ 
Legal Guardian Signature (if applicable) 
 
______________________________________ 
Witness (Notary Public) 
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Appendix F: Area Maps of LNR with AllOne Site Locations  
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Appendix G: Individual Participant Narratives  
 
  
 Charlotte. Charlotte is a forty-three year-old Dutch woman living in Amsterdam; 

she is married, and a mother of two children. She grew up in a village outside of 

Amsterdam to academic parents- her father an economics professor and her mother a 

kindergarten teacher. Charlotte and her older sister were brought up in a strict 

environment with high expectations from their parents to perform well in school and life. 

During her childhood her “self-driven” (il) parents often spent extensive time in their 

home study and it was not a home where feelings and emotions were shared openly. 

Charlotte describes herself as the good sister, and her older sister as the bad sister–as she 

feels this is how her parents viewed their two daughters. Charlotte’s sister seems to have 

rebelled against her parents’ authority, causing challenges at school and eventually 

leaving home early. Charlotte, on the other hand, excelled at school and sports and this 

seemed to cause tension between her and her sister.  

 After completing high school successfully, Charlotte went off to the University of 

Amsterdam, living with her boyfriend, enrolled in the business administration bachelor-

degree program. She shares that she was well engaged at university, completing her 

degree in four years. During this time she tried an exchange semester in Boston but 

returned home after one-month due to being homesick for the Netherlands; this 

‘homesickness’ continues to be a pattern in Charlotte’s life. As she confides, she has had 

similar experiences of “homesickness” with work experiences in Hong Kong and the 

United Kingdom. Charlotte successfully completes a Master degree focused in economics 

and information technology and goes to work for successive multinational organizations 

in IT roles that shift into her participating in change initiatives. This work resonates with 
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her and she moves into doing this type of work on a regular basis eventually going to 

work for a consulting firm to  work on various leadership- change projects. During this 

time she meets her husband and they start their family. Over the past several years 

Charlotte works as a partner in an Amsterdam- based leadership, consultant firm. 

Interestingly, Charlotte and her firm provide leadership programs that have nature 

connections woven in with trips to the Swiss Alps.   

 Why the Retreat and defining nature. In our initial dialogue, I feel Charlotte is 

wanting to participate in the LNR to escape the many voices of the past that have 

influenced her choices in her personal and professional life, so as to really hear her inner 

voice and to face fears and the emotions that come with this, which have been with her 

since childhood. It is apparent that in her childhood, and in her relationship with her 

parents, she has not learned to deal with emotions. She states: 

I really wanted [to attend the LNR] but I’m also afraid of it, and I thought that 

this experience [LNR] is the ultimate challenge for me to really get to my own 

life because I have all these voices of my parents and then my previous 

relationships, and I hear always someone saying something to me. And I think 

by being in nature for so long that you may only hear your own voice. And then 

it gets quiet, it must get quiet at some point and then I can really hear myself. 

(i1) 

She again brings up the Boston semester where she was homesick, unable to deal with 

new emotions, and returned home to Amsterdam. “When I was in Boston I didn’t know 

how to deal with all those emotions because I never learned how to deal with emotions, it 

was my parents and we didn’t [deal with emotions]” (i1). Charlotte shares that she still 

avoids conflict with her husband and is not able to deal with the emotions. She feels that 
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the LNR will be an opportunity to spend time alone with herself, to explore fears and 

emotions she has avoided in the past. Moreover, there is the fear of the ‘wild’ and what is 

‘out there’ in nature.  

 Charlotte describes her meaning of nature: 

Nature for me it’s being conscious about what all elements .…so for me nature 

doesn’t need to be all the things God, or whoever did it, created it but also being 

around your surroundings. I think, feeling the elements where [you are] using 

your senses to experience connection with the birds or you are being aware of all 

elements that are outside. Nature for me has to be something outside, it can also 

be a combination of something that is already there and something that we 

created. For me I grew up near the dunes, so the dunes for me are important 

because it is something that nature created itself. Because the dunes separate the 

sea from the land where we live, it’s [a] very natural boundary we created, all 

other things [are] safe. I think everywhere we try to separate the human life from 

nature, that is where the problem arrives, there is no [separation] I don’t see it as 

separate [nature from humans]. So if we walk in the forest and then we hear a 

plane [in] a lot of ways you say the plane has met [connected with] you. Also, 

[it] made the experience of walking in the forest so beautiful. Because otherwise 

you wouldn’t have known there are other things; they create all these other 

things and then you say there is division between nature and differentiation, and 

I want my life to have this. I think with creating all this duality that is where you 

make people say either nature or we are in the civilized world–and I would like 

to have more integrated in people.  

It is clear that Charlotte senses the interconnection between nature and everything that is 
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in it, that it is only our cultural patterns and beliefs that have created dual perceptions of 

nature being something that is outside of us. I probe deeper about the origins of 

Charlotte’s meaning and relationship with nature. She shares an early childhood 

experience of walking the family dog and feeling so at ease with herself and the world 

around her. She explains: 

I liked going outside with the dogs a lot. At the time I think I felt I could be 

myself more there [in nature], there was no prejudice, there was no…yeah…you 

could really just be [yourself], there were no expectations, or I felt very powerful 

always in nature, very…ah very accepted. And I was always wondering about 

the birds who they were and the other things….And I think that it has to do with 

the fact that I felt at ease in nature and I could, yeah…just be me. (i1). 

Charlotte reconnected with this feeling of being with her authentic self in nature when 

she picked up running in the woods to improve her fitness after having children. She 

noticed it was a tool to be able to deal with life’s stresses and it was a creative way of 

doing an active reflection. According to Charlotte, “I noticed that I get all these messages 

when I have been running, gain all these insights and I see all these things happening–and 

I get clarity on issues that I'm working on….but also to get the spaghetti [stress] out of 

my hair [head]” (i1). 

 In our last interview together I check in with Charlotte to see if her relationship has 

changed with nature through the LNR experience. She shares, “Definitely, there is a 

change in the relationship with nature. I have a completely different connection with what 

is around me now when I’m there–when I’m present [in the moment]” (i3). Charlotte 

shares a recent camping trip with her family and a magical encounter with a deer. She 

explains that often we [humans] want to control the results of our experiences, moreover, 
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when she is present she realizes that it is really just “about being and through being, 

nature is there to connect with” (i3). 

 Meaning of leadership. Charlotte shares her definition of leadership: 

Leadership, for me is taking accountability for your journey, taking 

accountability for your actions, inspiring others with your actions. Showing 

people your vision and living it. Taking accountability not only for what you are 

saying, but also for what you are doing. And I think leadership is not something 

to do with hierarchy….I think the people who are best in knowing themselves 

and knowing their own patterns and making sure people around them are having 

different patterns, knowing what challenging them…maybe that brings out the 

best in a group of people together. (i1) 

I press Charlotte on what are the leadership qualities that she values in herself. She 

replies: 

I’m a good listener. I’m good in connecting people; I take time so I’m patient. 

I’m also results driven, and I can be also very structured. I think people think I’m 

less threatening so they are able to open up easily. (i1) 

Charlotte share that these qualities translate into her being a successful consultant and 

facilitating and supporting change and organizational transformation initiatives. 

 On Conflict. In our first interview Charlotte shares that she is afraid of conflict and 

avoids it when possible. According to Charlotte: 

I felt that I could do that by implementing big changes in companies and growth 

reduction programs and all those kind of things and I thought I was very good at 

it. But I was not good in all the things that happened between people [conflict] 

because I didn't understand that and I always try to avoid those things. So when 
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the people are not happy with me or when they are resisting things that I planned 

or am about to do, I try to manage that away from me [avoid it]. Or have 

someone else talk to these people because I….am very afraid if there were going 

to be conflicts or things and then I didn't know what to do then people are going 

to be mad. (i1) 

 Through meeting her husband, who is in touch with his feelings and comes from a 

family where they openly share love, Charlotte was able to understand and learn this side 

of herself–the acceptance of love and the emotion that comes with this. From this she 

shifted her work to a smaller consulting firm and developed her client coaching skills. 

This firm is where she started facilitating the leadership nature programs. 

 In our last interview dialogue in Amsterdam, Charlotte shares she is still struggling 

with an inner conflict within herself although she now finds her love and heart have been 

open with her parents, and this has brought a positive shift in their parent-daughter 

relationship. Moreover, she is still unable to have courage to act authentically in sharing 

inner feelings in other relationships with her husband and the people she works with. She 

fears the judgment that may come with being open with her feelings- that she will not be 

good enough or live up to expectations.  

 Illuminations from LNR experience. When I meet with Charlotte hours after her 

re-entry from the week long solo period I sense a lifted weight but also a fragility from 

the nature experience. She tells me about facing her fears in herself and insight to her 

long -strained relationships with family. We explore her experience, Charlotte shares: 

…there was this moment where because of the weather we had to improvise or t 

be adaptable and … my tent was leaking and normally I would always ask 

someone else to fix it for me.  I have a lot of qualities but I'm not a very handy 
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person. And I had to really step in and take action myself to take care of 

myself….so I took all the things that I had and I really fixed it for that night at 

least and that made me feel really powerful that I didn’t need to have it done by 

other people that I can do things myself and sort of gave me… that gave me… 

yeah, that made me feel very powerful. But I, also, know that I have a tendency 

to not to do that when I’m around people so this circumstance made me really 

step in by myself. And I want to continue doing that and not always take the easy 

route. And I think power is really a big thing during these days because there is 

so much power of nature of the enormous wind and heavy rain and weather just 

in your surroundings….So there was a point in time when I was standing on the 

stones at the ocean and the wind was just…and the water was just coming to me 

and it felt extremely powerful but I didn’t feel disconnected from it….so it was a 

reflection of how I was feeling at the moment but it was also making me 

confined because of the water coming from both ends and I couldn’t move 

towards the water fall any more or toward the caves. I had to really stay at the 

harbor and it made me feel very alone at first because I had very much enjoyed 

the check point moment that I had in the morning and I was afraid I couldn’t go 

there anymore. So that also made me feel very much alone and it felt that  

instead of being in nature I had to go in the tent and really to go inside. And 

that’s where I got a bit scared there because what if…what is really there to 

investigate and what is there that I’m not letting in and why is the weather too 

bad that I… that it really forces me to go deep inside myself. And… yeah so that 

was when I was, yeah feeling very uncomfortable about it because afraid of what 

I was going to find there [find out about myself] and was also fighting it a lot. 
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And I remember that, yeah being in the tent for a whole either Tuesday or 

Wednesday I don’t really know, I think it was Tuesday mostly and… yeah then 

that's when I really started to feel the connection with my family because I was 

alone but I wasn’t really alone because they were still my family. They were just 

not there at the moment and I… the whole process started on how my mother 

and my father brought me up and how I felt disconnected from them at an early 

age and I always wanted my own way. And I found the meaning for that during 

that day in the tent, so I found the meaning why we had this disconnection and 

what brought me actually to building my capacity to bridge differences. And 

that’s when I felt really surrendering to me so it was okay that I felt disconnected 

always you know I felt very… first I felt very… as a victim and then I felt I was 

ashamed for it that I didn’t have a good relationship with my parents. But now I 

felt it was the right path to make a bridge now because it’s what I do in most of 

my professional life, building bridges, but I don’t do it at home. And I felt to 

surrender to what they gave me, they gave me, so gave me enormous amount of 

love for my parents and so really that's when I started to write a letter to my 

mother and with, maybe the intention to reconnect again. And I don’t know if 

there was a specific event in the… but I saw in nature which first more that I was 

so confined in the tent and finding the message in what this… why I was in the 

tent. (i2) 

 As Charlotte shares her lived experience of the LNR, and especially the solo period 

of this process it becomes apparent that this whole experience has been about facing 

lifetime fears in herself, the insights that being alone will give her in shedding light on 

her authentic self. There is a fear of not liking what she will see in herself. According to 
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Charlotte: 

…actually the days before we left [for LNR] I was extremely anxious to 

go….That was about, yeah being alone and not knowing what I was avoiding 

mostly. I think this is something that scared me of being alone that there were 

things I would have to deal with that I wanted to avoid and there was no 

avoiding there. So that made me anxious and I was also a little bit worried about 

the fasting. Although I felt if I’m going all the way to Canada I want to, yeah to 

do whatever, yeah whatever I came to maximize the experience. So I was also 

very, yeah very dedicated to do it in a maximum feisty [way]. 

Charlotte recognizes the power of overcoming challenges, and how fears tend to limit 

people from experiencing new experiences: 

If you would have told me I would do this thing [LNR and solo period] for seven 

days with these circumstances [challenging weather] I would have never done it. 

But there’s so much more power in yourself, so much more capacity that you 

were not tapping into because you are… because I’m busy then with things that I 

might not be able to handle. (i2) 

The LNR enables Charlotte to go on an inward journey to face her authentic self, her 

long-time avoided fears, and reflect on future actions to live a fuller life. She shares how 

she started writing letters to her mother and father to open her heart and share the never 

spoken -about emotions involved in their relationship. Throughout Charlotte’s narrative 

she shares the high expectations she has learned to put on herself from an early age. To 

compete and live up to the standards of her exceptional older sister and her parents has 

been a burden she has carried for many years. During the LNR there were times in the 

group process she felt inadequate and competitive around the wisdom being shared. 
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According to Charlotte:  

[It has been important] to be smarter and that’s just a thing from my youth 

because my sister was always excellent in everything and I also was smart but 

not excellent. So every time then I get this feeling I need to get the right grades 

and that’s what triggers me [fears and anxiety]. (i2) 

 
Charlotte addresses her feeling of her lived experience of the LNR. The theme that comes 

up for her is one of a powerful connection to everything, that everything in her life is 

connected and that there is no separateness. She shares: 

…the biggest feeling was love, love for my family but also love for being in 

nature, love for what I do at work and that’s it’s all there and that we… that I can 

connect them all. So it's nature and work and my family and love that’s all… 

that’s all present for me so that’s what… so yeah peaceful to know that it’s…I 

was so worried that there were elements in me that were not for me but they 

were for my parents. And I had to let go of them and I had to fight it then I found 

out there might be elements of my parents learned by me or brought me but they 

are part of me now as well. So we are…it felt so much connected to… it felt 

connected that it’s not separate so there might be things that I learned from them 

but that’s also me …it’s not the something that I have to let go of and disconnect 

from, or have to bury or something…it’s just its all in me and I have to…just 

need to find a way to allow all those elements all in. (i2) 

 Another interesting aspect of Charlottes experience is the group dynamics and 

process during the LNR. She felt that it really supported knowing others were sharing in 

the solo period process; that she was not out there alone, even though she was alone on 
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her site. She found the buddy check- in system very inspiring and supportive, to know 

that her ‘buddy’ Cees was keeping an eye on her wellbeing through this safety network. 

Moreover, during times of loneliness or challenging weather she experienced empathy for 

her fellow participants on their solo period.  

I was amazed by the power of the ‘buddy system’ that it made me so connected 

to Cees [her assigned ‘buddy’] when I was there and it made me want to stay 

there as well. If he is still here I’m going to be, I’d never thought that would give 

me so much pleasure to do every morning [buddy check-in process] and to feel 

his presence, and yeah, the group dynamic it made me… yeah it made me feel, 

yeah compassionate. I think about what the other people went through. When I 

was in my solo spot I was already thinking about Lorraine who only had 

sneakers, and Marcia who didn’t have rain pants, and Cees with the small tent, 

so that I… I think the days before helped too…when you come together [as a 

group] to go a little bit further, and to really tell your story what really happened 

there [LNR]. (i2) 

Charlotte shares one last feeling during the second interview on the island, “This feeling 

of gratitude that I’m here really and gratitude toward nature and also towards you that 

you made it possible to be here” (i2).  

  
 Reflections and action. Three-months after the LNR I catch up to Charlotte in 

Amsterdam at her old consulting firm where she still uses office space. In this city space 

it is a major contrast from the coastal nature space of Little Dover Island, and seeing 

Charlotte in her professional clothes even makes her seem different. In starting our 

dialogue Charlotte shares: 
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I felt extremely powerful when I came back from Canada [LNR], extremely 

focused on what I wanted to do when I came back home [Amsterdam]. I really 

had clarity in my head. There was no spaghetti in my head–it was silent [in my 

head]. It was easy to know what I needed to do in the first few weeks [back]. (i3) 

She reflects on the LNR experience. “At first it was so challenging with the weather and 

it took time to adjust to this” (i3). Moreover, she tells me that as the days went by things 

shifted and that it became easier, that the challenge became peace within and clarity of 

mind. Charlotte speaks of a shift and connection with the land, “Everybody around me–

all the tree and animals supported me in feeling that clarity” (i3). According to Charlotte 

she heard an inner voice speaking to her saying, “Yes, you have the power, and this is 

what you have to do” (i3). She shares that when she did the ‘eleven-directions ceremony’ 

taught by John Milton that this added to her connection to the land near the end of the 

solo period. “I really felt the energy of every direction. Everything was clear. I really 

started to enjoy it (LNR) and then it was time to come back [basecamp]” (i3). With this 

clarity, Charlotte shares with me how she wrote personal letters to her family members to 

reach out to them sharing her emotions and feeling for them- something she has avoided 

in the past. She tells me this made her feel really good inside, to be open with her 

feelings.  

 After a few week of being back from the LNR and in a rhythm of participating in 

the practices and relaxed mindset gained from the retreat she takes a vacation with her 

family. She tells me this interrupts her practice, moreover after three months from being 

back from the LNR she feels she is struggling once again. According to Charlotte, “In the 

beginning [back from LNR] I felt good and relaxed but after I took the holiday it feels 

like I slipped back into old ways” (i3). She feels she has lost some of the practices she 
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had learned in Nova Scotia. “ I am having struggles to get into a rhythm of steady work. I 

am still wondering about the future of my work–leaving me with a lot of questions about 

myself” (i3). When I am with her she tells me she has lost her structure and shares, “I’m 

not doing well enough–[I’m] uncomfortable with myself. I feel vulnerable and I’m 

avoiding interaction with people” (i3). She shares a fear, “[I’m afraid] people will tell me 

I am not doing well enough–so I am avoid[ing] interaction with other people” (i3). As I 

listen to this I am reminded of a pattern that I have heard through the interviews and 

dialogue with Charlotte. The pattern I hear is the high expectation that Charlotte has 

placed on herself that has been a learned behavior early on in life- this idea of not being 

good enough. Charlotte re-enforces this as we continue the conversation around her 

feelings. “I feel I am not living up to myself–I’m not living my full potential” (i3). She 

then shares a recent conflict with a field hockey group where she felt she did something 

wrong and was scolded by someone and how this made her feel so small. She felt sad that 

she was not able to use the learnings from the retreat to offset these insecure feelings that 

bubbled up for her during this incident. According to Charlotte, “I feel like a little girl 

again–I thought I let go of this at the solo [during the LNR]” (i3). There is a feeling of 

disappointment in herself. “I don’t feel like I have been using what I have learned–that I 

had really made a step [forward]” (i3). Charlotte tells me she is trying to understand what 

she can use from what she learned to take forward in her transformation. Charlotte 

explains, “I am fighting where I am now…I have been avoiding reflecting–again making 

excuses to face [my] reality” (i3). 

 As we go more in-depth on what has unfolded for Charlotte since the LNR she 

smiles as she talks about how her relationship with her parents has changed in a positive 

way over the last three-months. Charlotte shares, “[I gained] extra clarity on the beliefs 
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that I have. [Before LNR] I held a narrative that I was a victim of how my parents 

brought me up” (i3). She tells me there has been a shift in her thinking about her 

relationship with her parents. “What’s really clear from the retreat is not that I need to 

forgive them [parents] but that I need to accept who I am–and thank them for what they 

gave me [in my childhood]…It is a completely different way of looking at things coming 

out of the retreat” (i3). She shares that she now feels a lot of love for her parents since 

coming back from the LNR. “I have really been able to connect with my parents from my 

heart. I see them much more–we have beautiful conversations. It (our relationship) has 

changed so much” (i3). Moreover, as she reflects Charlotte explains that this shift has not 

happened with her husband and work relationships. She wants to bring this transparent 

approach into her work but she finds that fear is stopping her from being open to 

judgment in these relationships. 

 Another reflection that has emerged for Charlotte since the LNR is that she has a 

pattern of structure, of being strict with her routines and expectations for things that she 

take on in her life. She calls these patterns of control. She noticed that even doing the 

fasting during the retreat that she was strict with honoring the practice to the extent of 

getting sick. She finds this awareness of this pattern interesting and realizes there is a 

message to her–one of perhaps “letting go–but it is difficult to let go” (i3). 

 Charlotte touches on the powerful experience of the expressive art group sessions 

with Ron Hayes. According to her these group sessions were powerful in enabling 

unconscious aspects of the LNR to emerge through the art and dialogues of the group. “It 

helps if you can talk about it [the LNR experience]….You’re not aware of everything that 

happens there–if you share more with [through] the paintings and the clay you learn more 

[about the LNR experience]” (i3). Charlotte continues on this thread:  
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It [expressive art sessions] gave a picture of what happened–when I came back 

[solo period] I still found it difficult to share the [solo] experience and by putting 

it to clay and making paintings it was easier to give words to what happened 

because it’s on another brain dimension….The sharings [from the art sessions] 

were on a different level than before–much more deeper inside–feeling the 

experience of others was so powerful to explore as a group. (i3) 

Charlotte really feels the group expressive art sessions facilitated by Ron enabled 

creativity to flow and through the group dialectic process this allowed greater meaning to 

the LNR experience. She felt by listening to other participant narratives -though the art 

sessions-   that light on her LNR experience was shed. 

  
 Cees. Cees is a sixty-year old Dutchmen that is married and lives an active life in a 

small town outside Utrecht, Netherlands. He holds a PhD and is a researcher with a long 

professional career in organizational and leadership consulting. From Cees’ early family 

life he learned to be strong and independent as his parents lived a busy life and were not 

emotionally connected. His mother he describes as ‘tough’ and ‘worked hard’ and there 

was often not a lot of time for them to talk. His father was a victim of World War II, 

being interned as a prisoner in his early twenties by the Japanese, and this traumatic 

experience affected him psychologically for the rest of his life. He received counselling 

but never spoke of the war-experience with his family. Cees flourished in a learning 

environment, and furthering his education after completing secondary school at 

seventeen-years of age was a natural progression. He went on to complete an Education 

degree and a Masters at Utrecht University, and discovered that he enjoyed and loved 

training people to learn.  Cees found joy and fulfillment in “getting people to get in touch 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  281 

 

with reflection and presence–to get in touch with feelings” (i1). This led him to take on a 

training role with the Dutch banks and eventually to start his own training consultancy 

practice. This became a busy life of living out of hotels and restaurants and eventually 

prompted him to accept a job with a more compatible life-style in a consultancy firm that 

was a leader in training (human development) in the Netherland’s marketplace. This firm 

focused more on organizational development and it was here that Cees started doing 

research in studying how people learn in the work environment. This led to his writing 

articles and a book on learning and organizational development. Also, he launched into 

underatking a PhD in a three-year period, stating, “It was difficult but I did this on my 

own” (i1). After this he went to work, and eventually became a partner at Castles and 

Smith (C&S), a consulting practice. Cees  says this practice embodied a wonderful 

atmosphere of collaboration and sharing- a true ‘learning company’. After several years 

while still holding an ownership position at C&S, he accepted a professorship with the 

Netherlands Police Academy, where he lectured and was able to do action research in the 

learning and human development area.  

  Why the Retreat and defining nature. When I asked Cees what compelled 

him to participate in the LNR he answered, “I’m interested in nature–always have had 

this” (i1). He goes on to give two factors: (1) Experiencing life through nature, according 

to Cees, reality is around us in its seasonal cycles and if we do not connect with nature 

we (humanity) will do horrible things. “Main thing in life is experiencing life and the best 

way to do this is being out in nature”; (2) Health, Cees says he has always loved sports. 

“To stay healthy you have to see yourself as part of nature…being in nature helps 

connect in being a healthy being” (i1). 

 In the initial interview Cees describes nature as the opposite of culture, not 
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buildings or architecture. “Nature is the world not dominated by humans” (i1). According 

to Cees, “I’m part of nature–[there is] small border between me and nature–I’m an entity 

of a larger whole” (i1). Cees tells how as boy he loved going outside, how he would lose 

all track of time, and how it would make his head stop thinking and he would get more in 

touch with his body. He shares how recently he had a serious bike accident and how it 

forced him to slow down, to sit, and take walks in nature. Reflecting on this he realizes, 

“In nature I felt the power to heal–I feel this about nature that is has the power to heal” 

(i1). 

 I ask Cees to go deeper on the essence of what he feels when he is in nature. 

According to Cees, “There is a feeling of flow–a feeling of just being there. No 

difference between me and nature–complete flow…there is a letting go–especially the 

letting go of thought, my busy mind” (i1). From this letting go Cees shares that this 

enables a deep knowing and tells this story: 

When  I decided to write a book, when I was in nature it became clear–I 

experienced that deep knowing…in nature everything came in place. It is space 

in which you can experience wholeness…I feel connected to source and what I 

needed to do–an authenticity to myself. 

 When I check back with Cees on how he defines nature in our final interview post 

LNR he states, “I’m seeing nature as part of me–I am part of nature–a feeling. Be present 

in myself–and being in the moment–this has changed” (i3). 

  Meaning of leadership. In the interviews we explore the meaning of 

leadership. Cees tells me that leadership is connected to taking an initiative, that it is also 

competence in the knowledge one holds, and it is connected to himself. Moreover, he 

states that leadership is about making connections to other people and developing 
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relationships together. “It’s about realizing a dream together with people” (i1). 

Interestedly he shares that leaderships is something that is in the air and “that with people 

around we grow to this movement…leadership is moving towards a common goal. It is 

the space and a common goal” (i1).  

 When I ask him about his leadership qualities that he values about himself, Cees 

shares that he values his imagination on sensing how things can go and that he is a good 

observer and is able to analyze and see different movements in the people system. He 

also states that he is a good connector and inspires people. 

I ask Cees if the LNR has enabled his capacity or capability for leadership and he 

answers:  

Yes, sure does. Leadership is not individually me but it’s my connection to 

others, that is where leadership appears…Leadership is very much to do with 

how you handle yourself in the circumstances you’re in. Solo made me realize 

how circumstances influence daily life. (i3) 

Reflecting, Cees realizes that there was a feeling of complexity that was overwhelming 

when he was out on the land and that the reality of life is not so much about casual 

effects, something that is linear. He tells me for leadership this is important. According to 

Cees: 

To be humble and to see what is happening and to face it, and to be mindful in 

seeing what you are experiencing and seeing what you’re experiencing on the 

whole–its systems- thinking on the spot! This is what I learned from the LNR 

(i3). 

  
 On Conflict. Exploring the topic of conflict/challenges that are arising in Cees’s 
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life he shares how his recent bike accident has had a real impact on his thinking and his 

overall life. Through his down time during the healing, he had time to reflect and 

discovered he has been doing things at work that he was not really engaged in. “I know I 

want to connect and step into things that I envision–to make things happen. Not do things 

for just lucrative money.” (i1). This is where the conflict emerges, from the old paradigm 

and cultural norm of working to make money, and the reflective realization that Cees 

wants to step into doing things that really matter to him–connecting with his authentic 

self. According to Cees, “There is a fear in making [this] shift” (i1). 

 Reflecting on conflicts that have arisen since returning to ‘normal’ life the LNR 

makes him question his life in what he really needs to be happy. Through my 

conversation, Cees senses these old models for regulating his life are not fitting well 

anymore and this is causing internal conflicts. He tells me how he has surrounded himself 

with luxury in the past and now questions are arising, “ Do we need two cars–society tells 

us to strive for materials…I’ve felt [this] strong pressure for working” (i3). He has a new 

feeling of ‘just being’ or presence, and relaxing into this now feels strange.  According to 

Cees, “It feels strange not to answer a call to work and make projects…In the old model I 

had, my contributions were tied to how much money I was able to make” (i3). His old 

attitude was, “If I can earn enough money I can be proud–and say I made it” (i3). 

Reflecting, according to Cees, “I only now want to do things that really matter…I want to 

take time to relax and those things that matter will just emerge” (i3). From this 

conversation it is explicit that the conflict that is present is a paradigm shift from an old 

model of being what culture labels as ‘successful’ to a new model of doing what makes a 

difference and matters to Cees’s authentic self. 

 Illuminations from LNR experience. When probing Cees for examples of what 
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resonated for him from the LNR experience, he tells of arriving back at his site after the 

group had been pulled in to basecamp for safety reasons due to the challenging weather. 

According to Cees, “I felt an opening warmth of the sun. I felt alone with everything 

around. The difficult elements [weather] closed me up and forced me into surrender 

mode. I opened up when the sun came out–[this was] remarkable moment” (i2). When I 

asked him to describe his feelings, the essence of this, Cees tells me that it is difficult to 

put words to this experience, than he pauses, “Overwhelmed…happiness, I felt really 

connected” (i2). He was referring to his connection to nature and the universal whole. 

 Cees shares that when he first arrived at his site at the beginning of the solo period 

that he was afraid, that the cold weather sacred him. Moreover, quickly he felt a close 

connection to the land. Here is how he describes this: 

I was really exposed to the elements–fear arose in me. Thoughts were difficult to 

let go of…this monkey mind of many thoughts…I was trying to let go of 

thoughts. So much happening in my daily life, in any moment so many things 

need to be done now and in the future. I was missing dear ones around me. After 

two to three days (I) felt the fear of not being able to control the situation (solo 

experience and weather). I felt close to the edge (not being able to finish solo) 

with wet clothes and strong wind. I could only focus on myself and trust to let go 

of fears. (i2) 

I ask Cees how he feels coming through this fear once he lets go. According to Cees, “I 

said to myself this is just a game…I can do it. I can resist it. I had a feeling of pride” (i2). 

Once in this mindset, Cees had the feeling he did not want to go back to basecamp when 

he was called in during the challenging and stormy weather. Referring to how he felt 

once he went back with the group at basecamp during the storm, “The all-one time just 
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went on” (i2). He tells me that even though he came in he was not connected with the 

group and was still connected with his sacred land, that there was just a continuous flow 

of this all-one time.  

 When Cees goes back to his solo-site after the short basecamp experience, 

something dramatic happens for him as the sun shine warmly on his face. “Something 

changed–I was touched in a special way I never expected would happen. I felt a spiritual 

world that I had not known before…a beautiful world…an invisible world that is 

available to us. It felt great” (i2). According to Cees: 

What I feel is changing is that the new secret world that I need to connect with–

[there is] lots that I have done that has not been very conscious and connected. 

Now I want to develop more of a purpose of what’s coming next. [There is a] 

completely new layer I can develop from. Uncertain what it will be, I’m needing 

to let go of control of what used to be…It [LNR] has brought new experiences. 

[It’s] hard to put words to all of this–all so new. (i2) 

 When I probe Cees on value of the LNR holding environment he says the design of 

the LNR was valuable in the leadership through the group facilitation. Where stories and 

metaphors were shared that gave the group comfort.  As Cees states, “Stories [were 

shared] that we were able to step into–and feel at ease” (i3). Cees shares more on the 

value of the LNR and what it means to him as he speaks to the systems- thinking 

experience:  

It’s a very good environment to develop leadership–makes you feel you are 

much of a bigger whole. It’s different from daily life of focusing on small parts. 

Nature makes you connect to a larger whole. You see so much that we influence 

in nature–not coming from one specific source–but they are all interacting, like 
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sea and wind and trees, and sun and moon–you cannot say which is responsible 

for what. I think this is very valuable as it makes you think what can my 

influence be in this world. It helps you make choices, and design steps for going 

forward…This can make you a much more interconnected and mindful leader. 

There are so many things in the world that are made or developed in small areas 

within the world that are good in their area but damaging in other areas, and it’s 

important for leaders to see this whole picture and (understand) they are part of 

it. And nature is one of the ways you can experience this. (i3) 

  
 Reflections and action. When I catch up to Cees three-months after LNR 

experience he tells me that there is a change in how he is showing up in life. Cees tells 

me it has been different since he has come back and an example of this was he went on a 

cycling trip in Italy with his partner. During this trip he found himself at ease and very 

present most of time as to what was happening in the moment. In the past on such a trip 

he tended to want to control the situation, push ahead on the bike, and according to Cees, 

“before I was on a mission–there was need to get things done. I realize that I was missing 

what was around me [by not being present]” (i3). This time was different; he had no 

problems waiting of for his partner on the bike. During this time he felt open to just 

experiencing the moment–“just being” (i3).  

 Reflecting on what the LNR has given him Cees states, “ A new rhythm I have 

experienced of just being present in the moment. This appeared [new rhythm] during the 

seven days [LNR]–this was not here before” (i3). Cees tells me he has  new joy and is 

finding that he is just enjoying ‘what is’ and is having new ideas that are coming up–and 

he is being open and aware of them. Expanding on this Cees tells me about the essence of 
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the solo experience: 

The LNR made me realize life is about balance. It is about relaxing but also 

about really going for it. Hard moments [the LNR] and challenging but moving 

through it you arrive–and there is so much joy, resilience! The balance is really 

what it is about. Hard times at the solo with wind and rain and it made me want 

to go into the sleeping bag but [I found even in hard times [I realized] you can 

hold in the moment to being present to what is arriving. (i3) 

 One of the last thoughts Cees shares is the heightened consciousness the LNR 

experience has given him. According to Cees:  

Systems experiencing is what the LNR is–you get really connected in the system 

experience–you feel the connections that are around you…I know about systems 

thinking but it was so valuable to have the systems experience–to really feel the 

connections in nature. [Nature] Brings it close to me and my work. (i3) 

 As the researcher, in the phenomenology framework that I use in this study the goal 

is to capture the essence and feeling of the experience of the participant. In ending the 

interview with CS the emotion and gratitude, where CS could not even speak due to the 

emotion he was experiencing when thanking me for the LNR experience, was so 

powerful and moving. It was like I had given him a precious gift–a portal to a shift in 

thinking and being. 

 Philip.  I had a series of three interviews with Philip. I first met him at an old 

coffeehouse in the central square in the city of Utrecht and over the buzz of surrounding 

conversations we explored the start of his narrative in this research. During the research 

experience, we had our second interview together on beautiful boulders next to the 
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coastline on the solo site where Philip had spent a week- this was a special way to 

connect to his experience on the land. Moreover, our final interview was back in Utrecht 

at Philip’s office over a shared lunch, three month after the LNR. 

 Philip is a 51-year- old married male with a family of a daughter and son. He was 

born in the Netherlands and has lived all his life there. He grew up the oldest of four boys 

to a professional engineer father and a strong influential mother. With his father’s work, 

the family moved frequently to different Dutch cities and his father, who is now 

deceased, was immersed in his work and was described by Philip as an absent father. 

Before his father died, Philip-  through counselling- , was able to form a connection and 

have peace with his father’s absence during his childhood years. Philip’s Mother, who is 

close to him today, is described as a feminist and has always been a real presence in 

raising her sons and influencing them to show feelings. According to Philip, “…she 

always stimulated me and my brothers to develop” (i1). In Philip’s early years at home 

the frequent family moves to new cities and schools had a stressful effect on him, leaving 

him feeling alone, not belonging at times, and just needing to survive (i1). Philip was able 

to cope and adapt in the end to the frequent moves.  Moreover, this influenced him 

towards his academic and professional interest in human development and helping others 

to discover their roots and authentic self. According to Philip because of his own life 

experience, working with others who were lacking roots resonated with him, “…in my 

youth I had the experience of moving from one village to another city to another city…so 

(I experienced) the feeling of having suddenly no roots” (i1). Philip is well educated with 

a PhD in Psychology and his work over the years has focused on developing human 

potential through organizational work in individual and team processes. Currently, today 

Philip continues to work with individuals and teams to enable growth in human capacity 
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and capability. 

 Philip has dedicated himself to his professional work that has centred around 

scientific theories that intermingle with spiritual theories of discovering the authentic self 

and developing leadership. Before having his children, he admits he was overworked and 

often lacked a balance in his life. According to Philip having children changed him: 

…the birth of my daughter was very important because after that when I was 

coming back to work, because I was still overworked, but when I looked in her 

eyes I thought well this is the most important thing in my life, not working hard, 

not getting results…so that balanced my life in a way. (i1) 

After the birth of his first child, a daughter who is now fourteen, he still professionally 

worked hard to get results but he started looking at things differently and this influenced 

him to move towards his own consulting business where he had more control of hours 

and could have more balance between his professional life and his family. Through a 

progression of consulting opportunities he now owns and operates his own consulting 

practice in Utrecht called Teams at Work, focusing on transforming organization 

resistance into teams that function and perform effectively.  

   
 Why the Retreat and defining nature. During our first interview I explore with 

Philip why he has chosen to participate in the LNR. Philip tells me that exploring nature 

has been a part of his childhood, “…we grow up with nature” (i1). Philip shares that time 

in nature is when he feels most centered and relaxed with life. For this reason he makes 

time for connecting with nature on a regular basis.  

…when I really get fed up with myself or with stress or whatever, I just go out 

for a walk for an hour and I feel happy again…sitting in nature even if it is for 
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one or two hours really gives me a feeling of being centered. (i1) 

Moreover, Philip talks about an experience of an opening happening in oneself through 

the nature experience, “ …even if I don’t do anything you get… I get more relaxed and 

more open…” (i1). Being conscious of this opening that occurs when spending time in 

nature has led to curiosity for Philip, on what the 10-days of the LNR process will enable 

for openings in oneself. “…I’m just curious about what good does it bring me when I’m 

out there eight days, I don’t know!? But it feels like a good thing to do” (i1). 

Philip admits that there also exist a fear of participating in the LNR. He shares that there 

are no dangerous animals in Holland but Nova Scotia might have poisonous snakes or 

animas that could threaten him but he is open to the LNR experience. According to 

Philip, “On a deeper layer I also feel trust” (i1). 

 Describing what nature is to Philip, he states, “[Nature is] Everything that lives but 

also, the I don’t know, it’s everything that is around you, which is not made by people” 

(i1). He also shares that nature is trueness. “It’s a very abstract answer (to what nature is) 

but its trueness” (i1). He goes onto to give a deep descriptive feeling of when he is in 

nature: 

…the first answer that comes to mind (the feeling I get in nature) is breathing in 

and out, and for me it has something to do with the smell of the woods, the smell 

of the grass…but I also feel from the energy that it starts to like become some 

strange kind of magnet and by magnetic field is like this, all through to my 

feet….But it is what it does to me and also the excitement of seeing all kind of 

animals that’s a kind of a spark….And also, it’s comforting in a way, it feels for 

me sometimes they are still there (in the woods in Holland), the animals even in 

Holland because in this particular wood where I go a lot of times, you still hear 
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the cars running by in the high-way. And there is no spot where you can’t hear 

cars, but they [birds] manage to adapt and to still be there to live…and every 

time when I see the buzzard [bird] I have to think of my Dad and, so that gives 

me a connection with him and with the skies, and also a connection with the 

meaning of life. (i1) 

Philip shares that he tries everyday on his lunch break to go outside, “…even if it 

is only for a half an hour, and just to have a walk outside” (i1).  

 In the final interview Philip acknowledges that his relationship with nature 

has been deepened by the LNR. According to Philip, “My relationship (with 

nature) was strong already but it has deepened [through the LNR experience]” 

(i3). He shares his connection with the seal that visited his solo site several times 

during the LNR. Philip still feels connected to this seal and this reminds him to 

connect with himself, and that he is connected with nature–that there is no 

separation. 

  
 Meaning of leadership. In the interview dialogue we explore Philip’s definition of 

leadership and he shares that he believe it is about managing the voices inside yourself. 

According to Philip: 

I think personal leadership is about knowing what your needs are and how you 

want to fulfill them instead of projecting them outside in the world or on your 

company or on people you have to work with or even your partners at home or at 

work…I think leadership is also about being in connection with your own 

source, with your own–why are you here on Earth and what is your purpose?! 

(i1) 
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 Probing into what leadership qualities Philip values in himself he shares that 

vulnerability–that he makes himself vulnerable to experiencing life and learning from 

this. Also, he guides himself with sincerity and integrity in his professional personal 

actions. Moreover, he has learned flexibility without losing his centre and relates 

metaphorically to his many years of practicing Aikido, the Japanese fighting art where 

you need to be flexible but yet keep your centre. He admits this is a challenge, to be 

flexible but yet keep balanced in the centre. 

 During the final interview we discuss leadership and how the LNR supported 

Philip’s development as a leader, and leading others in their leadership development. He 

shares a recent interaction with a client where he coached this leader on taking care of 

their stress so it does not trickle down to their direct reports. He juxtaposes this with his 

own leadership development and how the LNR helps to support this relaxing and letting 

go of the stress that one carries into their leadership roles. According to Philip, “I need to 

take it into my own hands…I need to look after my own shit, take care of the stress…I’m 

doing exercises (learned at the LNR) almost every morning in my garden” (i3). 

  
 On Conflict. As we walk to the cafe for the first interview we go through the 

central shopping area of Utrecht and this is where the conflict of human consumption was 

brought up by Philip and then again during the interview.  

Yeah, or what we talked about when we were walking and then you see when 

you were in Amsterdam. You saw these people, it’s massive consumption of 

everything and everybody wants to have the new gadget, if it’s an iPhone or iPad 

or whatever but that’s not the real answer to (wellness)…that’s what I like about 

camping and nature but you only have the stuff you need to be there for three 
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weeks and all that other stuff is gone and that’s really major relaxing. (i1) 

 Philip shares during the second interview that he has been experiencing personal 

struggles with present relationships that involve deep feelings of the heart. He has 

struggled with finding meaning with emerging feelings he is have towards a certain 

person that has come back into his life after being absent for many years. Being confined 

in his tent during the stormy weather of the solo period of the LNR is giving meaning to 

this situation and he has made a decision to write a children’s book, themed around the 

chambers of the heart. According to Philip: 

So while drawing these drawings and writing some text about this book…I felt 

in my little tent in the rain, I felt some kind of a polishing of my heart or healing 

heart in a way, and an opening to myself and accepting what there was there and 

not pushing things out or pushing things down, just letting things in and letting 

things be there, and I felt that really this is okay, felt like, yeah, acceptance of 

who I am…it feels like my heart has expanded. (i2) 

Through sharing these feelings of the heart Philip states that he feels vulnerable to 

opening his heart to others but also there is a message for himself. “I think it has to do 

with taking more risk with my company and becoming more visible with myself and my 

company” (i2). The part [solo time] of the LNR process is helping him to discover more 

of himself, “…it feels like being sincere to myself or getting married with myself, or 

something like that, being faithful to myself whatever happens” (i2). 

 One of the first thing Philip shares in the final interview as we sit in his office in 

Utrecht is that the feeling he has since being back from the LNR is one of being annoyed. 

Since coming back home to reality, Philip has found it challenging to stay in touch with 

what happened in Canada as he throws himself in the busyness of the reality of work. 
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According to Philip, “It is bugging me to be relaxed and in touch with what happened in 

Canada [LNR]; what has helped is going outside and into the woods and doing my 

exercises [learned at the LNR]” (i3). Being centered and having an awareness of the 

importance of slowing down and being present is obviously clashing with Philip’s old 

paradigms of organizational culture. “Outside of nature, our present world here [Holland] 

tells us to go fast. The problem with organizations is they want to go fast. I tell them to 

go slow” (i3). Philip shares the LNR has helped him to just be present, let go, and go 

slow. With emotion Philip shares a story of how the day before our last interview he went 

to his father’s grave and had a conversation with him, and how he just let go of any 

feelings of past resentment or lost opportunity with his father–that he was just present, 

felt love and loneliness for his father. This was a metaphor for him to just be present, 

accept life, and go slow to connect. He relates this to his old mental models of needing to 

be competitive to achieve, to go fast to get things done…and often missing what is most 

important by not being present in the moment. He adds as he pauses due to emotion 

creeping in as he speaks to his visit with his father’s grave, “…and when you go slow, 

you see more, and feel more” (i3). 

  
 Illuminations from LNR experience. As Philip and I sit on the polished granite 

rocks perched just above the ocean on a calm morning hours before we are to depart the 

solo sites back to the cabin headquarters we talk on what has been highlights of this LNR 

experience. Philip immediately shares his story of the seal: 

The one thing that stands out for me was meeting the seal. I don’t know why but 

I thought I don’t belong to my mother, but I belong to mother earth…and then 

the seal popped up and that made me feel great, it made me feel just like when I 
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was a young boy, very enthusiastic and then my heart opened. And I heard 

something [from inside] like, oh, this is a sign or this means something. But I 

had just a joyful feeling of having this thought and meeting the seal. And it made 

me feel part of the bigger…because what I realized during this retreat that we 

restrict or I restrict my world in a very narrow space, but when you’re out in 

nature you really…realize that I’m part of the bigger whole. And then realizing 

that–I’m part of mother earth and that is part of that (whole)…so that made me 

feel grounded in here and now. (i2) 

Philip also shares that he felt connected to his authentic self, that he felt his masculine 

side but not in an aggressive way, but in a balanced way. Moreover, he expresses there 

was a feeling of presence and being at ease, ready for whatever was to happen during the 

experience. “When a bear would pop up I would know what to do…I just felt connected 

with myself” (i2). 

 Philip keeps coming back to feelings he felt as a boy, feelings of liberation and 

being free. “…it (LNR) felt very free for me, so no responsibilities, no worries, no heavy 

thought, no heavy thinking, just being out there and playing out in the fields like I did 

when I was young together with my brothers and friends…” (i2). Philip adds, “I just 

slipped into it…feeling a boy [again] I just felt free and at ease and safe and joyful” (i2). 

According to Philip the LNR experience during the solo period felt great with this feeling 

of freedom but it felt tough at times with the challenging weather elements of the rain and 

cold. According to Philip, “I felt confined [being in the tent during the storm]; it felt in a 

way like an isolation cell in a prison. So the only thing I could do is to find some freedom 

in myself by doing relation exercises…” (i2). He feels present with the challenging 

weather and just lets go of trying to control it, “I had the image of a bear or animal in the 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  297 

 

winter going into a cave…and just to relax and stay with the situation because I can’t 

change the weather” (i2). Continuing he shares, “…being confined in a tent while 

raining…so the only thing I could do was go inside [myself] and to surrender to the 

raining and can’t change that I have to be in my tent–it’s too cold to go outside” (i2). 

 
 Reflections and action. During the final interview where we explore reflections and 

epiphanies from the LNR Philip shares a paradigm shift in perspectives. According to 

Philip:  

One of the major shifts made in Canada [LNR] is that as a human in nature you 

are just a small part in the big surrounding of nature. We often are thinking that 

we are important or big and that is making all our thoughts bigger and challenges 

bigger. Being in Canada [LNR] I really realize I did not have [the] feeling that I 

did not matter but [it was] being put into perspective, putting into the right 

proportion. This made me more modest about who I am. About what I really 

want to achieve, or my ambitions, or looking and feeling the bigger whole or 

bigger parts…Just another way of feeling how I connect to the system of nature, 

or the system of Earth, or other people. (i3) 

We explore how this makes him feel and he shares that it is a dichotomy of being both 

happy and sad at the same time. As he feels through the self-awareness he has the 

realization of needing to let go of old paradigms but also welcoming new ones. He gives 

the example letting go of his youth and all that now that he is fifty-two, and moreover 

welcoming what is emerging–and being satisfied with that. 

 Another reflection that Philip shares is how he feels the LNR has centered him, “It 

has deepened [centering] a lot in my work…I feel plugged into my intuition” (i3). 
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According to Philip his wife has noticed a difference and commented how she likes him 

best when he is centered and doing his exercises from the LNR experience. This 

centering and slowing down is translating into his work. Philip reflects, “I do my work 

better when I slow down… (I) focus on what I’m feeling, what my intuition is saying…I 

get better results” (i3). Philip also shares how his consciousness has been raised: 

It was already there but being in a mental society or city society it forces you to 

go into your head and go into your thinking and forget the rest of your body–but 

when I’m conscious of that I can bring myself to my experiences in my body, 

and being in my own garden [at home] it comes back quicker…when I do 

exercises [from the LNR] in my garden I make a connection…it gives me a 

softening. Nature is really connected to source and source is connected to me. 

(i3) 

Philip again shares how he has a strong feeling of how he is a small part of a bigger 

whole,  that everything is connected in the universe and that this is humbling as a leader. 

 In ending, Philip shares his intention to introduce the concepts of the nature 

connection with the groups he will work with, setting up group meetings in outside 

environments as he feels this will support self-awareness in leadership development.  

 
 Jelle. Jelle is a forty-three year-old who was born and raised in the Netherlands. He 

is married and is the father of three young children. He holds a university degree in 

business administration and information technology. Sports and adventure have always 

played an important part in his life. He is a senior leader in his organization over-seeing 

the work of over seventy employees. At the time of the first interview he had worked in 

the organization for over seventeen-years. Jelle describes his childhood as a rich 
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upbringing, which he shared with two younger brothers. His father, the village doctor, 

was busy with his work and not always present in the day –to- day activity of Jelle’s 

childhood. His mother, who ran the house and his fathers practice, was a quiet but strong 

individual and was often busy with her daily responsibilities. Growing up, Yelle was not 

open to sharing his emotions and thoughts with his parents; when challenges arouse he 

would usually speak to friends. 

 Why the Retreat and defining nature. Jelle choose to participate in the LNR 

through a recommendation by an organizational consultant and encouragement from his 

wife to seek greater self-awareness as a leader. Jelle feels it is important to continue to 

develop his leadership and sees this participation as an opportunity for this. Moreover, he 

has always loved adventure and being in the natural outdoors, which the LNR offered. 

 Yelle shares his understanding of what nature means to him: 

First what comes up to me is outside, you know just being outside, it’s just for 

me. I think it’s a lot of to do with nature and also outside …being outside in 

places which is not counterfeited by people. Though it was, I say, ten-thousand 

years ago or five-thousand, whatever, I think that is nature for me. Also, it might 

be because I [have] just been to Africa again–so still I hold this pictures in my 

mind of the animals. The animals also I think it’s really amazing to see elephants 

for example. Or its just it just can’t look for two hours, to elephants. Its just 

really amazing and I’m not sure what makes it’s so amazing, but I guess just 

looking at how it moves or what it’s doing and how it is eating and walking and 

also the tension because it’s a big animal. (i1) 

Jelle also shares a deep connection to nature through a trip he experienced twenty-years 
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ago to Australia where he ventured through the natural sacred land. Jelle reflects on the 

meaning of nature and shares a moment from that trip where he is camping in the outback 

and looking to the stars: 

…every single spot you see is like the sun with multiple planets. And we see like 

a billion stars. But who are we...and then it's about the earth and then we are 

living on the earth, where we are just small again. But it's just like…where do we 

come from then? You know it's very complex and even a little bit 

frightening….It's very interesting. Interesting and it's exciting. (i1) 

Jelle goes deeper in his meaning and connection with nature: 

…there are moments…with surfing experience when you are so close to the 

water and then it goes… you go really fast out in the water. And then you really 

can feel…gives you some…I’m not really able to describe it…but then I 

remember I really felt some kind of connection to….you know you just feel the 

water going through your hands which is you know, [at] that time [it] is an 

amazing, amazing feeling, so thought it might describe my feeling with nature. 

And also I really, really like going to the sea, just walking on the beach looking 

at the sea, to the waves. And then I really…I really try to take the time to enjoy 

it. (i1) 

 Meaning of leadership. In the first interview we explore Jelle’s meaning of 

leadership. Jelle talks of his leadership with the organization: 

I think I'm a good leader if I'm able to inspire people and to get them in the 

direction I feel is good for the company without being too directive. You know I 

strongly believe in good responsibility, as close to the operation as possible, so 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  301 

 

that you can use the power of the people in the branch for the organization. And 

that they can develop themselves. However, I see it as my role to make sure that 

we still have the same goals and that everybody is aware of the goals, and that 

everybody is working towards the same goals, and so we go to the right direction 

and there are certain correlations in the company. That’s leadership to me, 

without being too pushy or bully or… yeah, too directive, making sure that we 

develop ourselves as a company.…Though if decision needs to be taken, then I 

think it’s also the role of the leader to take responsibility and make the decision. 

(i1) 

Jelle shares that as a leader he sees himself as an empathetic person. “I'm able to really 

understand the needs of my people and from that also I think I can help them move on. 

And I can also, because I think I understand what they need, I can create an environment 

where they can accelerate” (i1). Moreover, Jelle feels he is able to positively influence 

people in the organization. According to Jelle, “I can influence people I think also in a 

very… in a way that they know that they're being influenced, but they're not seeing it as 

manipulation” (i1). 

 On conflict. Jelle tells me in the past he avoided conflict when possible but in 

recent years- through his leadership role- he feels he is able to deal with challenges head 

on. When we speak of conflicts he shares how in his organization he is dealing with the 

challenges of authority and responsibility. Recently, he has had a case where a direct 

employee, when turned down for a raise by Jelle, by-passed his authority and went to the 

owner of the company. This has created feelings of anger and uncertainty for Jelle, and is 

having him question responsibilities with leadership roles. His response has led to 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  302 

 

dialogues with the owner [his direct report] and the employee presenting the challenge to 

resolve the leadership challenge.  

 Moreover, during our last interview the conflict that is emerging for Jelle is to find 

financial stability as a whole as he navigates his changing leadership development and 

potential organizational role shift. He is finding it a conflict to balance the two polar 

opposites of ‘not taking risk to stay the same’ and ‘taking risk to grow’. According to 

Jelle, “I feel it’s very good as a leader to have space to develop. In my current situation 

my space is limited” (i3). This is the challenge Jelle faces coming out of the LNR 

process. He looks to navigate these challenges to enable leadership growth. 

 Illuminations from LNR experience. Back at the LNR basecamp hours after 

coming back from the week at his solo site I sit down with Jelle in a spot over looking the 

ocean. On a side note, when the group was called back by the LNR safety coordinator 

due to the stormy and challenging weather for a 24-hour period I went personally around 

to the solo sites bringing each participant out. When I visited Jelle’s site, it was an 

emotional encounter, where Jelle was overcome with emotion with my contact and at first 

was unable to speak. As he shares in his story, his time at the LNR and especially the solo 

period has been filled with loneliness for family. This time for him has been a great 

challenge to be alone with himself bringing up many feelings inside that he is processing 

through. Jelle shares when he is first alone on his solo site he has a sad feeling that comes 

over him. Jelle words his feeling of loneliness: 

What am I doing here? And I want to go home, I want to talk to my family, talk 

to my wife. If I had… I'm glad I didn’t bring my phone because I probably 

would have taken [and called] at the moment, and really deep down I had a sad 
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feeling with that which I can't remember I felt before. It's really got to me. (i2) 

It is obvious from the conversation that there are many layers to what is happening for 

Jelle–this fear of being alone and facing it straight on. Jelle shares more, “So my feeling 

[is] in my stomach and I think in my heart as well, kind of emptiness, loneliness…” (i2) 

He tells me he realizes there exists a fear of being alone. According to Jelle, “I think that 

I found out this week that [it] is really difficult for me to really be happy with only 

myself, just to be with me and to accept all…without distractions or other people” (i2). 

From my past experience with the solo periods in the LNR it can be difficult to face 

oneself and what emerges from within. It is like seeing yourself in the mirror, naked, with 

no clothes on, no other distractions. Sometimes what we see, this authentic self, can be 

difficult to oneself as there is no where to hide. It is my feeling that this is what Jelle 

experienced and continues to process. He shares some of these feelings as he reflects on 

our emotional meeting at his solo site and why the emotion flowed:  

I think I kind of also pushed down the emotion and I did not really get it out 

much [when alone on the solo period]. So I think that combined with the fact that 

I felt this loneliness during the whole weekend and then you came up, then it just 

all came together [the emotions] and so another human being and you're a nice 

guy, you're easy to open up with and just brush it [let the emotion out] out I 

think. So that’s why it happened. (i2) 

Jelle speaks to the challenge of being out in the land alone, “I struggled; I mean there was 

lots going on in my head” (i2). It is not until later when we meet in Amsterdam three-

months later that he shares with me his marital challenges at the time of the LNR, this 

helps gives meaning to his struggles at the time.  

 As Jelle shared with me when we first talked that he lives a full life with his family 
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life, being a father to three children, a professional role with heavy responsibilities, and a 

dynamic social life with lots of recreational sport. This lifestyle gives him little room for 

reflection and time alone with himself, so being on the LNR with its heavy reflective 

alone time is a foreign activity. According to Jelle, “A family, and work, and all these 

people, and is always some [thing]….There’s not much time just to be with 

yourself….and that’s also something I absolutely will take away to home to try to spend 

more time on that [being alone with reflection]. 

 Jelle shares that the boat ride to the Island basecamp was a highlight for him, that 

there was adrenaline and a rush that he experienced and how this progressed into anxiety. 

Jelle shares his feelings: 

I feel alive, yeah and the power of the boat and the speed, I really like that. And 

then here on the island was much, yeah very relaxing and, on relaxing, it felt 

pretty soon comfortable within the group. I think it is a very nice group. I mean I 

really felt safe and still. And then of course, the moment that we take off for the 

solo-time and this made me quite emotional. So I called home [Netherlands], I 

think in one hour before we left, and I was emotional again I think later on, I 

couldn’t really place it at that time when I was emotional. (i2) 

 Jelle gains a sense of confidence from being able to survive the dramatic and 

challenging weather during the LNR solo period, where at times he felt great frustration 

of being trapped in his tent alone with his reflective thoughts. According to Jelle: 

I'm here trying to connect with nature but it's like I said, nature is pushing me 

away….[I experienced a] very frustrated feeling lying in the tent, not really able 

to go outside…I’m here trying to connect with nature but it's like I said, nature is 

pushing me away. So, yeah what now?….then I'm thinking that I will not get out 
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of it whatever that [that I need to], that it is failing [LNR process]. That really 

frustrated me, yeah. So that was quite difficult, yeah. And of course also [it was] 

like a survival, [it] really was survival. And afterwards when we got [to the 

basecamp] in it was also a feeling of right, I am very proud of myself that we got 

through this [challenging weather elements]. 

 Jelle shares positive feelings on the LNR experience, that there is a new sense of 

confidence gained from the experience that he has not had before. “I think that for me 

personally, combined with the fact about being alone for so long in this extreme 

conditions, [that] make me feel more proud” (i2). Moreover, through the experience Jelle 

senses a deeper connection with nature. Jelle shares: 

I feel [all of this] brings me back to connecting with nature. I felt that I have not 

failed but I couldn’t connect [to nature] as much as I wanted or as I hoped for 

especially the first two days….[I’m] very glad that at least the last day [of solo 

period] I really had a feeling I could connect especially…Especially with the 

sound of water that really felt great and of course you just feel different. (i2) 

Jelle shares a delightful story of connecting with a seal that he names ‘Hank’ that came 

into the cove below his site on several occasions during his solo period. This was a 

profound connection for him and a portal into the interconnectiveness of the natural 

world. He shares his feelings of this connection, “[It] felt great because of the fact that I 

was able to connect that feeling of connection [with Hank]” (i2). He shares how as he 

closed his eyes to connect deeper with Hank that when he opened his eyes the seal was 

gone. “He left alone, he didn’t even say goodbye. So I felt kind of, not in a very sad way, 

but more in a…light abandoned way…I really felt connected with him and yeah, so it 

was nice” (i2). 
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 Reflections and action. For the last interview Jelle and I meet in a noisy lounge 

atop a luxury hotel in the centre of Amsterdam; it is polar contrast to our last meeting 

along the sparse rock-jagged coastline of Nova Scotia. What I felt in Jelle, a sadness 

during the retreat, I now feel as renewed energy. Starting off this interview Jelle tells me 

that for a month before the LNR that his relationship with his wife had ben going through 

“bumpy times” (i3). Through reflectivity, Jelle realizes that the loneliness he experienced 

during the LNR was “partially caused by a deeper level of things going on with myself 

[and the relationship with wife]…and this intensified the loneliness” (i3). Moreover, this 

enabled Jelle to confront the feeling he was having inside during the LNR. According to 

Jelle, “It made me have a good and deep conversation [with wife] and has helped us take  

new and good steps to go to a better level with our relationship” (i3). 

 Jelle shares that his connection with nature has been heightened from the LNR 

experience: 

I value nature much more–first four or five weeks I was going to the ‘dunes’ 

[nature area], going outside and connecting with nature….I realized I have not 

been watching TV, [I] used to watch it overnight, now I’m reading and going 

outside more–[it’s] been amazing to experience…been very nice! (i3) 

 Moreover, changes have spilled over into Jelle’s work since returning from the 

LNR. “Also, in my work changes are going to happen…they were starting to happen 

before this project but I feel the retreat has something to do with it [changes happening]” 

(i3). He shares that since returning it has become challenging to be in his current work 

situation and he has made a decision to potentially leave his organization of seventeen-

years. According to Jelle, “Since I’ve been back I have made a decision to leave the 

company. This is a pretty big decision–I’m ninety-nine-percent there! I’ve talked to my 
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boss and told him there needs to be changes.” Through a process of reflection, Jelle has 

decided he needs to take the next step in his career where he will have more 

responsibility and accountability in everything that he does in his work–as he feels he is 

not getting this in his current position. Jelle feels good that he has had the dialogue with 

the owner of his organization and feels this has opened possibilities for growth in his 

career. Jelle shares that he feels the LNR enabled him to connect more to his heart and his 

authentic self. According to Jelle, “[I’m] more closer to what my heart is telling me–[I’m] 

more heart led. I am more able to address this feeling and more able to understand what it 

is and what I can do to change that” (i3). Jelle reflects more on the LNR experience: 

I’ve found some kind of courage…it’s a process. The retreat brought me closer 

to my authentic self….The most important shift has been to really listen to your 

heart–to your deeper feelings–and that this [feelings] means something. You 

need to listen to that–to find that next step [growth] in life. (i3) 

Jelle admits that he cannot contribute all these changes to the LNR but that it has enabled 

the process. “I’m sure the whole retreat has enabled a little door to open–to enable me to 

connect with my feelings–to develop myself in a spiritual way” (i3). 

 Since coming back from the LNR, Jelle has taken steps to bring concepts of what 

he experienced into his organization. He shares that he planned the agenda for a recent 

meeting and was able to share his experience when opening up the two-day meeting. His 

colleagues were impressed and asked many questions. Jelle feels that by making himself 

vulnerable in this sharing that it set the tone for the meeting as people seemed very open. 

“Something beautiful happened–this created a good vibe [for the meeting]. It was very 

powerful” (i3). Jelle is already planning his next meeting where he will take the group 

outside into nature. 
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 Jelle’s last reflection he shares from the LNR is that “no matter how bad and 

miserable it can be [situations]…it always changes. Things change. Everything is 

moving, nothing stays the same” (i3). The LNR really helped Jelle in understanding this 

concept and has translated in giving meaning to navigate better outcomes in his 

relationship with his wife and in his organizational work. According to Jelle, “It helped 

me to understand that I can handle it [challenges] and I’m really proud of what I have 

done [LNR]” (i3). On ending he adds, “It (LNR] has been a real starting point for me–

that inward journey of understanding my authentic self” (i3) 

 
 Jane. Through the series of three interviews, with the exception of the second 

interview during the LNR,  I interviewed Jane at her place of work, Global Generation 

(GG), in London, England. In London, GG is located in the Kings Cross area that has a 

long-history of being an industrial and commerce centre for London, with all the central 

underground and railroad systems connecting through this area. Listening to the 

interviews during the analysis I hear the screech of rail cars braking and the sirens of the 

city, reminding me of the unique green space of GG in the heart of a complex urban 

jungle. Here is Jane’s participant story. 

 Jane is a fifty-two year old New Zealander woman by birth that has lived in 

England for over twenty-years- most of this time in London. She is currently working on 

a PhD that uses ethnographic methodology to tell her story of de-colonization in the New 

Zealand landscape. She is the founder and co-director of Global Generation (GG), a non-

for-profit organization employing approximately fourteen people that focuses on 

harnessing a sense of connectedness and facilitating a different quality of “being” for 

participants through education initiatives that brings green spaces to the heart of urban 
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London. GG has set up urban gardens that grow organic produce that they use in their 

cafe to provide lunches for patrons working and living in Kings Cross. They also 

facilitate educational initiatives for school children and organizations that connect these 

participants to the universal story–the narrative of the history of our 14-billion old 

Universe. 

 Jane shares that she grew up on a farm acreage in New Zealand (NZ) and comes 

from a prominent family whose history has shaped the colonization of the wild land 

through the years. She confesses that pioneering blood is strong in her and through her 

earlier experiences this has given her an entrepreneur spirit. When Jane was eleven, her 

politician Dad died and she was raised by her mother. To this day, Jane has a strong 

bonded relationship with her mother, who is a strong independent woman. Jane describes 

her mother as a very cerebral kind of figure, “My Mum was the action woman, so I had a 

very positive, you know, ‘woman-can-do-anything’ kind of (role model)” (i1). In her 

childhood years, Jane explored wild places on the farm, often trying to deliberately to get 

lost, and through the stories, like C.S. Lewis’s Lions, Witches and the Wardrobe, she 

used her imagination in pursuing  adventures  and mysteries connected to the land. These 

early influences her professional work today. According to Jane, “…I’ve always worked 

in the field of bringing nature to the city and community generation. I grew up in a farm 

and also as a child I spent a lot of time in the more remote parts of New Zealand” (i1). In 

her late twenties JR studied sustainable land management and through this study and the 

projects she participated in, such as an inner-city forest project, she was inspired by the 

positive effects of this work. She tells a narrative of going back to NZ years later to see 

the inner-city forest project she participated in and how it had brought the whole 

community together, “I felt very privileged that I had been involved in that kind of, you 
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know, working together with rhythm and sense of process of nature, and had a sense that 

I was going to have a chance to begin [this back in England]” (i1). 

 Why the Retreat and defining nature. Weeks before the LNR Jane tells me that she 

is curious and does not have big expectations for the retreat but also how she welcomes 

the retreat experience, to stop from everyday busy life and “go to a place…you know 

quite wild and like you said it’s probably been the same for the last thousand-years” (i1). 

When defining what nature means to her, Jane states, “Well, I think nature’s everything 

really, yeah, I think it’s all of the impulses inside of us and it’s all of the growing natural 

world and the furthest star in the Cosmos and I think that’s what nature is, I think nature 

is our story” (i1). Jane talks about living in the middle of London and how the forest and 

its trees still play an important part in her life in connecting with outside nature and 

herself, and how she still connects with this on a regular basis with long walks and time 

spent in the local and historic Hampstead Heath and Highgate Parks. She points out that 

though the city of London is rapidly changing in growth and complexity these parks are 

really unchanged over thousands of years and provide a place to connect to oneself as 

well as the natural outside world through stillness and moving. Jane talks about how the 

forest and the natural world gives her a sense of coming home, “Like the way our forest 

is, is kind of, a metaphorical ground for me…I’m coming home and (to) something that 

includes everything and how it’s meant to be” (i1). Jane summarizes her feeling on the 

essence of nature and how it’s important for her to spend time outdoors, much like her 

early years as a child in New Zealand, connecting to the land and getting that feeling of 

wholeness. “There is kind of stillness that I experience in nature, which is one of real 

appreciation, yeah and I keep coming back to that, I keep that thing of appreciating 
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everything for how it, how it is just being” (i1). 

 Talking with Jane three-months after the retreat experience she tells me her 

intellectual definition of nature has not changed but through the LNR experience she has 

grown into her definition of nature. According to Jane, “The Way of Nature (LNR) 

experience took me further into nature than I had ever been” (i3). Presently, she feels 

nature is a safe place to be, where prior to the LNR she felt with nature there was a 

“rawness” to it and not always so secure. Moreover, after experiencing the LNR with its 

powerful and challenging Spring weather and surviving what she calls the “eye-of-the-

storm” she has gain a new found confidence as a person. “I always felt that I was a 

rugged outdoors person until the stormy weather (LNR) that was way beyond my comfort 

zone” (i3). Jane goes on to tell me of this growth of security she experienced during the 

storm during the solo experience, “I formed a relationship with the elements and sensed I 

was not alone [during the storm and solo experience]” (i3).  

 Meaning of leadership. Throughout the three interviews, we talk on the meaning of 

leadership. During our initial interview Jane makes an interesting comment on the stigma 

around the meaning of the word leadership. She had carried a negative view of leadership 

because of hierarchal and power dynamics (question of ethics) attached to this word but 

has had a shift and is looking to “reclaiming these words and trying to occupy them in a 

different way” (i1). Jane defines leadership as a fluid phenomenon: 

…I think it’s a fluid thing and I think it’s something that you’ve got to be 

prepared to step into and step out of and handle it in different ways. I don’t see it 

as fixed and that’s what I think is right about working with this evolving cosmic 

story because now we have a story that is not fixed…(it) is kind of the ability to 
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dance and to move and feel that energy and to catalyze that energy but 

sometimes to lean in and sometimes to hold back, and see where it is coming 

from others and allow that to come out. (i1) 

According to Jane, leadership is about enabling open spaces that creates healthy “soil” 

and authenticity of the individual self. Also, it is about being balanced as a leader. She 

believes that it is about knowing your limitations, “…being willing to stand in their place 

at times when it’s expected to, is being a leader, being an elder” (i1). Moreover, she says 

that in this balance it is important to, as a leader, to know when to stand back and let 

others lead in the space created, and that this comes and goes in the phases of 

organizational growth cycle.  

 According to Jane leadership ethics is a big topic presently. “Unethically leadership 

on the whole has separated ourselves from traditional people and their orientation to 

ecology and cosmology” (i1). She talks about the importance of leadership globally to get 

back to this ethic of connection to the land as “we’re in an environmental crisis right 

now” (i1). Jane continues on this thread with her feeling that mainstream leadership and 

the academic literature is not addressing this crisis, where too much has focused on 

performance, money, and economics, and not enough on building a more sustainable 

processes for collectives. As I listen to Jane, I can feel the emotion and caring as she digs 

into what leadership means to her: 

Being fully alive, fully human, giving everything you can give and not being 

sure what the outcome is going to be on that kind of global planetary level. 

Because, I’m you know, how much do I let in? How many species are dying 

every day? The conditions we are in, damn, I’m in touch with that…leadership 

for me, in a moment is coming down to–how can we be in the best way in these 
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times?… The nature of who we are in these times is (what) we all have to 

discover for ourselves, so maybe it’s (leadership) about being able to set up 

learning spaces to enable that learning and discovering. (i1) 

 I ask Jane what leadership qualities does she value about herself. She responds that 

she enables the people around her to believe that the impossible is possible. Moreover, 

Jane feels she gives people confidence to turn something that is abstract into something 

more concrete. She gives me the example of taking construction workers through 

sustainability training camps. She smiles as she says, “…getting them up in the morning 

and having these big hefty guys doing silent walks across the land and that’s good” (i1). 

She laughs as she shares the comments of a professional football player who experienced 

a paradigm shift during a training camp, “It’s big isn’t it, we are all connected, it’s big 

when you start connecting from the ‘Big Bang’ until now–we are all connected” (i1). I 

ask Jane how she feels when she enables these  leadership experience for others. She 

responds, “I feel combinations of fear, excitement, and deep gratitude actually, you know 

really, to just know when those moments of transformation happen” (i1). 

 On conflict. With Jane as we talked through the interviews she expressed a self-

knowledge of blindspots that are causing conflict for her. She identified a resistance to 

authority and power in terms of old leadership paradigms, and part of this is her family 

history with New Zealand’s decolonization of the land. Moreover, though the LNR 

experience a voice inside became clear for a call-to-action and to move away from her 

old paradigm of self-described gutlessness to lead and enable change in the work that she 

does with her organization: 

…in me there’s a part of me that feels deeply connected, and it kind of knows 
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what I have to do…because what made it possible to be in that rain [during the 

LNR] and to find that spark in the middle of the rain was kind of letting go to the 

deepest part of myself. And I know it’s really important and yet I know how I’ve 

really been gutless about it….so letting that deeper part of myself really speak 

free–letting me be free and not constraining it. (i2) 

As I probe for what it is she is freeing herself from, Jane expresses it is cultural norms 

and ideas that restrain her from acting. She tells me that through the LNR process of 

‘letting go’ in the stormy weather that this enabled her to “go to the deepest part of 

myself” (i2). From this she really feels her purpose moving forward. According to Jane, 

“…my purpose really is to be true to that [deep connection] and express that and to keep 

that foundation in the context of my work…it doesn’t have to be separate or isolating, it’s 

totally integrated to evolve with the whole of life” (i2). From this realization of true 

purpose this has created conflict in terms that she feels her own “gutlessness” to act in the 

past that was constrained by cultural embeddedness. “I think my own level of 

compromise was exposed to myself [through the LNR process]” (i2). Jane adds, “…I’ve 

been quite content with asking lots of questions but I felt like now it’s the time to answer 

my questions and stand with my answer” (i2). 

 Jane speaks on conflict that is arising from the LNR three-months after the 

experience. “The conflict is more about having to navigate the organizational processes 

and making decisions. How do you make time and space for the practice (of connecting)? 

How do I make space for myself in the busyness” (i3)? 

 Illuminations from LNR experience. Talking with Jane just hours after coming in 

from the solitude period of the LNR she tells me of the deep connection she experienced 
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with the land. Having taken Jane into her solo-site I am aware of the presence of the 

granite rock shelves and boulders that surround her at that location. Jane shares this 

connection with the rocks: 

I really felt that deep time sense standing with the rocks and deeply connected to 

them…I felt, well, the whole thing (rocks, land, ocean) is like an orchestra, 

everything is working together…I really felt, you know, connected to the rocks, 

not separate from them. (i2) 

I ask her how this connectiveness makes her feel and she tells me that it gives her a sense 

of steady purpose. Through the solo-time and connection with the rocks she feels the 

sense of time and a sense of creativity; how over time the universe and planet continue to 

evolve and how this relates to leadership. According to Jane: 

I have that sense of, you know, first of all, understanding one self, understanding 

who we are and connection of everything and making a contribution. So I felt 

that…that came together, making all terms of what is my purpose….I got in 

touch with how this whole thing of everything is moving….Everything is 

breathing, earth is breathing all the time, every single thing, and the universe is 

breathing….so you see that all around–adaptability. And then relationship and 

emergence and creativity…I felt like the qualities for living and qualities for 

leadership are in that story. (i2). 

She also talks about a new state of awareness, a paradigm shift that has happened for her 

with purpose and a systems connection:  

I felt a state of ease and not like I have to try and get there and breaking some 

old grooves…it’s been relaxing, but serious [LNR]….I have appreciated the 

seriousness and I have appreciated real integration, real integration for the 
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planetary cry with the planetary crisis. (i2) 

In ending the second interview Jane tells me about a pledge she made while out on the 

land, “ I felt like I made a pledge, I would do whatever I have got to do to help us take 

responsibility and find whatever way that’s got to be done” (i2).  

 Three-month post-LNR, when interviewing Jane, she reflects on what resonates 

with her from the experience: 

The first night out on the solo looking out to the sea and seeing that it was 

breathing and the rocks being alive–[understanding] that’s who I am–that breath 

of life! The image has stayed with me and provided a strong reference point. As 

a leader it is this idea of being one of connection to everything–to bring this into 

the work we are doing. Bringing this deep quality of connecting and listening. 

(i3) 

She tells me that the LNR experience has supported her as a leader by letting go of old 

paradigms of cultural norms and connecting her to the systems that connect to everything 

in life. Jane states, “Realizing my job is (about) enabling this letting go space and 

creating conditions for a systems connection process” (i3). She adds, “I continue to think 

about these time often [LNR]…it gave me a deep connection to the natural world…made 

it more accessible…the life-force that flows through us and this connection gives more 

roots” (i3). Jane mentions how the language from the LNR resonated with her, this idea 

of ‘nature as family’ and how this systems experience has left her committed to letting go 

of insecurities that stem from cultural embeddedness. According to Jane, “The LNR 

process is restorative and a ground to begin to be awake to let in the intensities (of the 

world)–to start to care (to make a difference)” (i3). She adds that the LNR provides a 

doorway of experience instead of something that is conceptual and embodies a 
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connection with nature, giving you a feeling of being part of the whole. 

 Reflections and action. Jane speaks of a metaphor, that here she was in the pristine 

and wild land (during the solo of the LNR) that has basically been untouched by 

humanity but yet there was garbage washing up along the shore edge. This spoke to her 

of how humanity’s influence has touched every environment on the planet, mostly with 

negative impacts. According to Jane, “I think it’s a humanity kind of crisis” (i2). I feel 

genuine gratitude from Jane as she shares her appreciation for this reconnection to the 

importance of purpose in her organizational work with youth and organizations around 

the systems thinking (Universal story). I feel she has had a re-alignment to understanding 

what is important to her purpose in moving forward. She states, “(there is a) re-

identification in terms of who we are, we are all of this (as she refers to everything on the 

planet and beyond)” (i2). She tells me she is committed to bringing elements of what she 

has experienced on the LNR into her academic thesis and within her work at Global 

Generation. 

 In speaking with Jane in London three-months after the LNR she tells me the time 

since the retreat experience has been full -on busy with a physical move of her 

organization to a new location in Kings Cross. According to Jane, even though it has 

been a tremendously busy time she is finding a sense of spaciousness in the process that 

she attributes to the LNR. She tells me that the LNR enabled her to reconnect to her own 

practice of making space for connecting, she says, “This has been valuable in itself” (i3). 

Since being back in London Jane has been connecting regularly to nature through walks 

in Hampstead Heath and swimming in the outdoor ponds and this has helped her to not   

get caught up in the anxieties and busyness of her mind. According to JR, the LNR gave 
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her a, “deeper trust of keeping my roots with the rhythms and patterns of nature” (i3). 

Also, in her doctoral dissertation writing, the LNR experience has given her a sense of 

freshness in approaching her work through new perspectives and purpose. JR admits that 

the LNR has not made a radical change in who she is but it has affected her identity of 

who she is and her connections to the planet and universe. 

 JR talks about learning the construct of pliability during the LNR and that this 

learning has stayed with her. Determined, JR states, “I want to be more committed to 

practicing pliability–to be more adaptable…I have always been flexible (in leadership 

approach) but more so since coming back (from LNR)” (i3). The key she says, is having 

a “more developed mental model of needing to be in control as the leader. I have been 

more aware of this since coming back (from LNR)” (i3). 

 Through the final interview Jane shares with me this need to dissolve old resilience 

constructs of controlling nature and letting go to connect with it in a new -but old way. 

According to Jane: 

There is a realization that we need to move beyond the modernist idea for the 

need to control nature…to find a way to not control–and to be together with 

nature again…There was a connection that I had once before (times in nature 

when I was young) but I reconnected with this…times when I spent by the river 

(as a child) and my special place in New Zealand. Learning to lean in and be 

held in it again (nature)–to let go and not be afraid. (i3) 

 Jane shares how she has already started implementing learnings from the LNR 

experience, where she has brought in components of it into her organization. One 

example she gives is using the ‘eleven-directions ceremony’ that was learned during the 

LNR for a volunteer weekend with the participants. According to Jane, “…this felt good, 
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it did not need to use words to give gratitude…it felt very natural” (i3).   

I feel this work (LNR) is really important to provide the creativity, spirit, attitude 

for which to respond (to challenges). It’s two-fold–we are in a situation where 

we have to find a new way to be but it’s something about connecting into an 

older way, an indigenous way of being–(to) give sustenance, different rhythm, 

different pattern…to address the times we are in. The whole call for action is 

there and I think that call for action is something all leaders should be aware of. 

It does not make sense that a leader is in their own bubble organization making 

money and giving jobs…(they need) to find a way to care…the Way of Nature  

(LNR) experience in nature gives a grounding–that you are not alone…to not get 

numb to the complexities and negativity that face us presently. (i3) 

 
 
 Rod. I first met Rod in his home city, London, UK, where the 55-years old primary 

school teacher has lived most of his life. He had what he describes as a normal childhood 

in and around the London area with his two sibling, an older brother and sister. His father 

was an architect, and his mother was a housewife,  and they owned a bookshop just 

outside of London. Rod shares he was a slow starter in school, and confused by the 

“school thing”. Moreover, growing up he enjoyed all the adventures that children do like 

climbing trees, and playing football (soccer) with his brother. He shares the fond 

memories of family time, playing board games, going to the beach, and camping in the 

summer holidays. As Rod tell his childhood story, you can sense him reconnecting to his 

sense of wonder and curiosity, and you start hearing early connections with nature. 

According to Rod, “…it was fun, it was fun and free, playing on the beach and going for 

walks together with my family…it was just a sense of having fun playing on the rocks, 
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discovering starfish in the little pools” (i1). Rod adds with a smile on this face, “Yeah, I 

think going on holiday with the family was definitely one of the best things we did as a 

family…it was always like…actually kind of a nature experience” (i1). 

 Why the Retreat and defining nature. When exploring why Rod choose to 

participate in the research he tells how he had met and shared two-days working with 

John Milton at a weekend retreat in England. According to Rod: 

…what drew me to this program was that I’d done two days previously with 

John before, and I’d really enjoyed those two days. And I had a sense of: ‘Oh, 

there is something very deep here going on with relationship with nature. And I 

had the experience of that sense of being a separate individual melting into just 

being there with nature, that sense of being one with nature. (i1) 

Rod shares that he has been dedicated to spiritual practices that involved a lot of 

mediating. Moreover, this practice was focused on the inter state of enlightenment of the 

self, and with this it did not connect with outside world and nature. According to Rod: 

To be honest I wasn’t interested in the world or nature. It was all about 

discovering this state the wonders for myself. And it’s only been in the last few 

years actually that I felt that nature is actually part of who I am. It’s not 

something separate to who I am. (i1) 

With this recent shift in thinking Rod feels the strong connection and no separation 

between himself and nature. Rod shares: 

…it is something that is part of who I am. And to treat nature badly is like 

treating part of myself badly and treating nature well is like treating part of 

myself well. So I see nature as an extension of who I am and that I should treat it 
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well because it’s part of who I am, yeah (i1). 

Living in London Rod often goes to the local parks and takes walks to gain a sense of 

connection and sense of wonder with nature. According to Rod:  

…(it) feels like it nourishes your soul to be in nature. It nourishes your body, 

your lungs to be in nature…It’s good for your mind because just walking in 

nature takes you out…has that sense of taking you out of your being locked in 

your mind with all the concepts and ideas and then suddenly, it all goes away 

and then you just look around and often have this experience of being released 

from a limited sense of who I think I am into this vast expanse which doesn’t 

have limits…And I look across the hills, I look at the trees and I’m just aware of 

the immensity of life, and the goodness of life, and the wonder and all of life as I 

see it or… and realize that actually there’s something very, very important in 

nature and that experience of nature, something totally precious. (i1) 

Another insight Rod shares is how spending time in nature gives him fulfillment and a 

feeling of completeness: 

To be part of that oneness, yeah. And that there’s a feeling also of completion 

that… because I think part of my experience also is that often I’ve got my day-

to-day life of nearly incomplete things yet not finished, I need to do x, y and z, 

something is missing. But when I’m in nature I often get that experience of this 

is totally full. There’s nothing missing. It’s all here. Now, it’s complete. It’s 

satisfying. It feels like I can let go of the tension and anxiety because it’s all 

here. (i1) 

As we finish in talking on t Rod’s meaning of nature he shares that there might be an 

important message for humanity in this interconnected relationship:  
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I also felt like when we were talking that I realized to think maybe more than 

ever how I do love nature and that is something very precious and it needs to be 

taken good care of. Not just… it’s true that being in nature can give us a good 

experience and maybe inform us that we also need to be good to nature as 

well…there is something going on that people are starting to wake up to the fact 

that that’s part of our human spirit and we need to protect it. And it’s all that 

oneness and all that. So I feel that there is something happening whether it’s 

going to be quick enough. (i1) 

Rod in our final interview reflects that his meaning and understanding of nature has 

deepened through the LNR experience. “I see nature now as being a sense of the whole, a 

sense of everything, a sense of unity, rather then just plants, flowers, and trees. I see 

nature as being that sense of non-separation, non-division, of unity” (i3). Moreover, Rod 

feels a deeper connection with other animals that he never had before and shares with me 

a beautiful story of a connection with a green grasshopper in the urban jungle of London, 

and the connection and mutual respect that he shares with this other being. According to 

Rod, animals have affected him and his psyche. He is much more aware of animals since 

the LNR and feels care for them that was never there before–again realizing that there is 

no separation that everything is connected. 

 Meaning of leadership. As we wade into defining leadership Rod shares his 

experiences working as leader within the school system as a teacher and his work with 

Global Generation: 

So I would say that for me leadership, it's about... I guess a big part of it is 

facilitation. It’s about allowing participants to come to their own understanding 
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and their own... basically their own understanding about something, their own 

experience about something. So it's your leading those participants into 

something where... or you’re providing them with the opportunities so that they 

can step into something and find something out for themselves. So rather than 

the old fashioned model about; hey I’ve got the information I’m going to give it 

to you and you’re going to just kind of receive it, it’s more of one about leading 

somebody to the water so they can drink it themselves. (i1) 

 Rod share with me that the leadership competencies he values most about himself 

are his awareness of where others are and how they tick -by really listening-  and the 

passion he brings into the work he does in his role as school teacher and as facilitator at 

Global Generation. Rod feels that being a good listener and entering into a dialogue with 

the people he works with enables a shared excitement to come out of the process. Rod 

explains: 

And my experience also is that if you really listen to somebody and then I 

respond to what they are saying there is a sense of joy or excitement coming 

from the other person because they feel totally listened to, and that you are 

actually developing what they’ve said….and then that makes me feel excited 

because they are excited and we feel this joy of being involved in a creative 

unfolding together….you could say something higher emerges than was there 

before and it is through that synergy of the different parts, which are not 

separate. (i1) 

 Coming out of the LNR experience Rod shares thoughts on new leadership 

approaches he has thought about during the solitude. According to Rod:  

One of the strong convictions that I have is that this new way forward which I 
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think humanity is trying to find at the moment, is going to be in new creative 

ways between people and what’s going to happen. And maybe in terms of like 

the new leadership that we have to find in the organizations and I think this is 

part of what we are finding in Global Generation–is that it's happening in new 

creative ways that are coming together. (i2) 

 When we connect again in London for the last interview Rod shares with me that 

the LNR process has helped him gain a better sense of who he is as a leader and connect 

to what is important to him. “The nature retreat has helped me become more in touch 

with my own passion and my own connectedness with everything and this has helped me 

to lead in these (Global Generation) workshops that we are doing” (i3). Rod adds, “I’m 

more prepared to stand my ground [since LNR]” (i3). As he feels he has this sense of 

‘letting go’ with being more in touch with ‘self’  he has become more authentic in who he 

is. According to Rod, “You are going be a much better leader if you are more in touch 

with others and the wholeness [of the system]” (i3). 

 On conflict. Through the first interview as we speak about the facilitation work that 

Rod does a fear emerges. In the work he does with Global Generation it has opened up 

awkward childhood memories as he exposes himself to speaking in front of adults–he 

hears an inside voice telling him that he is not good enough. Laughingly Rod says, “I 

think the fear is people will see me as being some little jack or something” (i1). I probe 

deeper and Rod explains: 

[It will] Expose me for the nothing that I really am, you know or for the low 

person that I really am. Be exposed for that, to feel like you are nothing or you 

are not of hardly any worth. To be caught in the headlights, like a deer caught in 

the headlights. So, and that fear of just fumbling, you know making a fool of 
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yourself in front of other people. I think that’s a big part of it, a big fear and it 

goes really deep. I could remember going back into my childhood at school, I'd 

been frightened to get up and read something in front of the class for  example. I 

experienced that a lot as a child ..I mean really frightened as a child to do that. 

(i1) 

Moreover, another present conflict emerges for Rod at the start of the interview process. 

Rod shares, “I think one of the conflicts or one of the challenges I have at the moment is 

with the leadership, where I'm working in school” (i1). Rod feels the positional leader to 

whom he reports at his school has a dictatorial style of leading, where he is not given the 

freedom and respect for who he is and about how he to do his work. According to Rod: 

So I feel that makes me feel like, my good qualities or what I have to offer isn’t 

being fully acknowledged and appreciated, that I'm kind of expected to kind of 

fit into the mold, and I just feel that that is very inhibiting, in terms of what I 

have to offer. It could be so much more, really in that situation. Which for me 

feels frustrating, makes me feel angry at times, and I also feel that the whole 

organization could be so much stronger if the leadership stepped aside….if the 

leadership stepped aside and allowed those underneath to express themselves 

more fully and interact in a more collaborative way, that actually a much more 

creative environment will be created, which in turn will be better for the kids.… 

(i1) 

Rod shares his frustration at the lack of interest and engagement in the work that he is 

doing with the kids in his school. He shares how he wants to be appreciated and valued 

by the leaders he works with: 

…the work that I'm doing here with Global  Generation with the Universe Story 
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is very much appreciated and that’s why I'm here but, I also do Universe Story 

work at the school I'm in. However, the leadership there doesn’t really know 

what it is that I'm doing, and hasn’t really even found the time or the inclination 

to find out about it. So, although they superficially see the results of it and think, 

“Oh, that looks quite good and the kids seem to be enjoying themselves and are 

enthusiastic about it”, the leadership hasn’t taken time to really find out about 

what it is I'm really doing. And …so again that… it just feels unsatisfying to me, 

because I feel that I’d like to be in a situation where everybody is involved and 

interested in one thing, and we can really go somewhere together. 

Rod connects the importance of doing work that makes a ‘difference’ to humanity and 

shares that this is what he strives for in his work: 

I’m looking for a situation where... I mean because I think that we human beings 

have to get on in better ways, and with all the problems going on in the world at 

the moment, with species extinction, with pollution and with the world conflicts 

going on, we need to find better ways of getting on with each other. And so I’m 

looking for... I want to be part of a movement which is going to bring about new 

ways of interacting between us as human beings, and new ways of interacting 

with the environment. (i1) 

 In the last interview we pick up on the challenge he felt was there with his school 

leaders and where he feels he was not being valued and able to facilitate the work that 

was important to him with the children. Reflecting, he notices that there has been a shift 

since returning to London in being more true to his nature. Rod shares:  

I went back [to school] and I felt more in touch with what I wanted in my life 

and what I didn’t want. And what I wanted was more of sharing the Universal 
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Story work with Global Generation. That meant doing fewer hours at the school. 

(i3) 

Contrary to the clarity of his new position the school administration was going in the 

opposite direction in wanting him to commit to a full-time teaching position and with this 

there was aback and forth negotiation. He reflects that this has been his pattern in the past 

to please and go with the system–to give in to demands. Moreover, with his new clarity, 

and he admits he is not sure whether this is attributed to the LNR, he decided to be 

authentic and risk letting go his teaching job–and hand in his resignation to the school 

leadership. With this resignation,  school leadership comes back willing to compromise 

and they reach an agreeable arrangement for teaching. Since reaching this agreement 

opportunity has emerged from the resolved conflict. According to Rod, “[I] took my kids 

out to Hampstead Heath [park] four times….The kids really loved this experience….and 

they [school leadership] really wanted me to continue at the school because of the value 

they saw with the nature work and universe story work” (i3). He ends sharing this 

positive outcome that that ‘teacher and class’ have a shared bond–the love of nature. This 

has left Rod with a “feeling of being very satisfied and happy” (i3). 

 Illuminations from LNR experience. I catch up to Rod hours after completing the 

seven-day solo period of the LNR to get his sense of this challenging experience. Rod 

shares his initial reflections stating that it was nothing like he imagined it to be, initially 

thinking it would be comfortable:  

Most of the time it was cold, wet and windy and the immediate feelings of being 

on this retreat were basically uncomfortable. And uncomfortable, difficult and a 

lot of the time in more survival mode than kind of like hanging lose and being 
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with nature. But I don’t feel I that it was any lesser for that. You know if I’d had 

five or six days like yesterday, of that sunlight and the beautiful sun shining, I 

don’t think actually at the root of it, it would have been any better than what I 

experienced. So I don’t regret at all that the fact that it was cold, wet and windy, 

I’m actually quite happy about that. And I think that it’s a bit like you go through 

an uncomfortable experience, some hardship where you’re battling with the 

elements, you’re battling with something within you, something inside yourself. 

(i2) 

With the challenging and often storming weather during the LNR, Rod feels that this 

experience provided challenges to enable him to connect with a ‘resilient’’ self, to dig to 

places he did not know existed, as Rod says, “…I felt like I was drawing on my own 

reserves, on my own resilience and my own determination to meet the situation that I was 

in” (i2). He reflects that tapping into this capacity that he did not know exist he feels will 

bear fruit in time in leadership capacity. 

 Another component that emerges for Rod is the feeling of being part of a team, 

what the literature might consider a ‘highly effective learning team’–where there is a 

sense of flow and energy, through this experience, that the LNR was not something he 

experienced alone. According to Rod: 

Also one of the things I really liked about this retreat was that we were doing it 

as part of a team, so that way I was not by myself. I still felt like I was part of 

this team, that there was some kind of collaboration, this kind of network was 

going on and the fact that I had to get up in the morning in the cold and the wet 

and walk for half an hour [as part of the safety-check buddy-system]….There 

was a sense of, "I’m not just doing this for myself, I’m actually doing this as part 
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of the team. And that we are all working together for a common goal”….there 

was this incredible spirit there between us….There was a very sweet intimate 

deep communion that was being expressed there between us which I thought was 

very extraordinary and striking. (i2) 

Rod expresses having a feeling of joy and excitement, of feeling grateful to be part of a 

collective experiencing something that is connected and whole. Rod shares with a grin, 

“[I’m] So happy, grateful, and also I think [about] the preciousness of that. It’s not very 

often that you’re in a gathering like that, so I feel… what’s the word? I feel the 

preciousness of that gathering” (i2). 

 Rod shares how coming out of the LNR he has a feeling of being connected to his 

heart through the experience shared with the other participants, one that feels very right. 

Rod shares this authentic feeling: 

It feels enriching, it feels natural and easy and organic–and growthful and 

creative. It makes me feel more easy in myself in terms of who I am… I think 

that’s who I truly am. “That’s naturally how I am” sounds a bit too kind of 

prescribed but that seems naturally an essence of who I am, but all this other 

stuff gets in the way, you know, and I start acting in separate ways in my 

own….Cultural conditioning and personal conditioning gets in the way and it 

stops that connection from happening with each other. So I think that’s very, 

very good to feel that heart connection with each other, very joyful, very 

enlightening, [it’s] very beautiful to feel that. (i2) 

 
 Reflections and action. An early reflection for Rod is he is already formulating 
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what he is seeking to get out of the LNR in terms of his professional leadership practice. 

According to Rod: 

I guess I’d say what I want from this nature experience would be to move 

forward in terms of where I'm at as a human being. And to move forward for 

myself would equate with being a better facilitator of the work that I’m involved 

with, with the universe story.  (i2) 

An unexpected feeling of insecurity emerges for Rod during the LNR when he returns to 

his solo site after a brief departure during the storm recall back to the cabin headquarters. 

He enjoys the flow and connection together with the LNR group during the recall and 

walking back he has a feeling of being thrown out there by himself again. Moreover, 

through reflection and trying to understand what this feeling is Rod is able to paint a big 

picture to give meaning: 

…we tend to think of insecurity as being kind of like, you know in modern 

society anyway, a kind of a bit of an abnormal condition to be in, you know, 

something that you want to kind of avoid. But actually I’ve been feeling more 

and more that insecurity is actually our natural state and we need to come to 

terms with insecurity, I think the more and more [I] feel that we’re coming into 

our true nature in some kind of way. Because life is insecure, that’s the nature of 

life, that’s who we are, that is part of life. (i2) 

He then shares with me that part of the feeling he experienced going back to his tent on 

the solo site was really symbolic of the realities of life. According to Rod:  

I think you know when I came back to that tent [there] was a reflection of well 

this is… this is what life is, it’s insecure. And this is… you’re just…going back 

into how life is at the moment. So, I think that was also a part of it. It felt very 
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real, it didn’t feel like I was going into a sort of a fearful insecure situation, 

which was not real or inauthentic. (i2) 

When I catch up with Rod in London three month after the LNR he is quick to tell me 

about the mouse story again. During the solo experience in the LNR he had an encounter 

with a brown mouse. This little creature ate a hole through his tent and then when he 

came in for the 24-hour recall back to basecamp, this little mouse ate through a special 

meditation sheep wool shawl. Rod at the time was a bit miffed with this but has been 

since thinking that there is meaning and a message in this encounter with the mouse. He 

now feels it is about ‘letting go’ and according to Rod his message is, “I was doing too 

much of sitting down meditation practice and that I need to do some sort of practice that 

will gear me up to be more active in the world” (i3). Rod now feels better equipped doing 

new practices. He feels the mouse helped, “nudged me in a new direction…I really 

changed my practice from sitting to actively engaged practice” (i3). Rod believes that has 

enabled him to better handle the everyday stresses of life. Rod shares, “I’m more awake 

to the challenges of life” (i3).  

 Moreover, Rod feels that during the LNR he became closer to animals, and relates 

stories and connections to birds during the Nova Scotia experience. According to Rod, “ 

When I came back to England I have felt that much closer to living creatures” (i3). With 

a laugh he tells me how he has since found clothes moths in the flat and instead of the 

normal reaction of just swatting them to death, he now performs a catch and release to the 

outdoors–something he never did before. There is now a sense of connection and 

empathy that he feels with other beings. “[I] feel much more sensitized to the other living 

creatures…I feel that much more closer and why I need to care for them” (i3). 

 I inquire into what effect the LNR has had on him in developing his consciousness. 
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Rod shares: 

What it has helped to do is to change the narrative to one from, “that I am a 

separate individual” to “I’m not separate from the rest of life”. He admits it has changed 

the old narrative he held to one where all of life is connected. According to Rod, “The 

retreat has helped dissolve that boundary…[the] retreat has helped me see more fully that 

I am connected to the clouds, trees…great sense of connected to oneness, or unity” (i3). 

Also, Rod identifies there was a real sense of being part of a team, that the facilitation by 

John Milton and other participants sharing their experiences helped him to appreciate and 

go deep with the experience. According to Rod, “the collective body of others” supported 

the LNR process (i3). “There was a feeling of being supported and connecting…there 

was a sense we [other participants] were on a journey together…it was not easy because 

of weather…that we were all in this together” (i3). 

As our time together comes to and end in the final interview I ask if he would 

ever consider doing another nature retreat for development, he gives me a definitive, yes. 

Rods points out, “I feel like I have just touched the tip of the iceberg [with LNR] and I 

feel you can go deeper and deeper and deeper in the experience with nature…and what is 

possible through this connection” (i3). The LNR, Rod admits, has enabled him to engage 

more fully in his authentic work of facilitating learning for children and adults, finding 

new opportunities within the past challenges with his school role–leaving him with a 

feeling of appreciation and happiness in a more connected world. 

 
 Jessie. Jessie at the time of the first interview is a forty-one-year old born in North 

London (United Kingdom) and is presently working as a fashion journalist for a major 

London newspaper. She describes her childhood as a privileged upbringing, the oldest 
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sibling to a sister (two-years younger) and a brother that is eleven-years younger. Her 

childhood was colourful with interesting people, parties, and trips that were led by her 

parents. Though the interviews it is clear that her mother plays an almost constricting and 

domineering role in Jessie’s life, especially in her younger years. She explicitly shares 

that this has led her to search for new connections and understanding. According to 

Jessie: 

I think if I look back at my life so far, I definitely had probably more adventures 

than the average person, but I’m constantly searching for that sense of 

connection, because she [Mother] was sort of almost always kind of a little bit in 

the way, a little bit. (i1) 

Throughout the interviews there are whispers of wanting to break free form the shadows 

that her Mother that has cast on Jessie and her siblings. Jessie tells me that her Mother is 

full of energy, not always knowing how to direct it–causing the relationship to be intense 

and exhausting for her at times. Jessie’s Dad she describes as a “groovy guy” (i1) and 

someone she has been able to talk to through the years. Through her parents’ influence, 

Jessie’s childhood was amazing with lots of controlled childhood adventures and time 

spending appreciating and connecting with nature. She shares stories of beautiful 

summers of running around and reading many  fairy-tale type stories such as those of  

C.S. Lewis and Beatrice Potter.  

 Jessie shares that it was when she first started to travel and experience the world 

when she fifteen that she started to become awake and aware of the world. “I was so 

incredibly amazed to look down from the sky [during a flight] and to look down and see 

deserts and rivers and hills and mountains….I started to have a physical awareness of the 

world, and to understand how things fitted together…” (i1). Moreover, once Jessie left 
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for Bristol to attend university she was able to get out from underneath the hemmed-in 

influence of her mother and structured family life, which opened her to nascent freedoms 

and awareness of new thinking in the world. Bristol had an effect on Jessie as she 

enjoyed the natural beauty of the land with the coastline. According to Jessie, “It was so 

beautiful….[it] made that really clear connection with nature” (i1). After completing 

university in Bristol she travelled to other  places like Australia, exploring the 

enchantment of the land.  

I went to live in Australia for a couple of years, and that was really, really 

wonderful for a time. It was another kind of amazing awakening to be in 

Australia and like that sense of… we went on a few road trips into the outback. 

That sense of space was… yeah I’ve got some really sharp memories of some 

very powerful experiences. 

After Australia, Jessie went on to live two-years in New York City, experience true urban 

living and learning American culture before returning to London and taking up a calling 

to work in media as a fashion reporter. Her goal was to seek a way to integrate 

environmentalism into fashion. This path of working in fashion, media, and a strong 

connection to nature has led to conflict and the feeling of living in two different world 

simultaneously. 

Why the Retreat and defining nature. When we first meet in London prior to the LNR 

Jessie shares why she is interested in participating in the research retreat: 

I think I want to do it because I live in London and I don’t get to the countryside 

with nature or anything as much as I would like to, and so it just seemed like a 

really wonderful kind of like an indulgence in a way, but I don’t tend to take 
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holidays that much, so I never really…. I tend to take holidays  which are kind of 

like holidays where I learn stuff. It wasn’t like oh it’s a holiday obviously it’s 

not, but it wasn’t ever that, but more like what an amazing thing to be in nature 

on my own and a personal challenge too. Yeah, I was feeling I don’t know 

whether I wrote that down, but I was starting to feel like I was a bit scared of 

nature which is really annoying to me because I don’t want that ever to be 

true….I think a big part of it as well is that…I want to know, I want to be able to 

be comfortable with living in nature, not that I imagine I will ever live in nature, 

because I will probably just live in some horrible slum somewhere in London, 

scrabbling around for who knows whether it will be that. I’m really idealistic so 

also imagine myself having to survive in a forest. (i1) 

Jessie also talks about the opportunity to listen to nature and learn from it. “I was 

thinking there is so much….There is so much amazing knowledge and information that 

we’re not hearing…I just really like the thought of being able to have time to listen” (i1). 

Jessie is also aware of the ecological systems and her relationship to them, and that there 

might be a fuller opportunity to connect to this during the LNR: 

I think of the biosphere there [Nova Scotia], sort of like I think of it as a system 

and it’s an integrated system and everything works in relation to everything 

else….And I’m part of it, I’m inside it then I’m just one tiny, tiny, tiny infinite 

detailed small part of that larger system that makes me feel good emotionally. 

(i1) 

 In our last interview in London, Jessie shares that she has a new relationship with 

nature. According to Jessie, the LNR experience created a huge range of emotions from 

joy to deep sorrow, making her want to cry–but not necessarily in a bad way. The sadness 
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is due to the lost opportunity people seem to have with their lack of connection and 

respect for nature  but it is complemented by the tremendous joy and appreciation she has 

gained for her connections with nature. Through the LNR process she has deepened her 

connection through the meta-physical relationships she has made with the esoteric beings 

like the rocks and trees–in some sense being able to have a dialogue with the trees and 

rocks. “I’m having a new dialogue with nature–it’s a new relationship….nature is more 

tangible to me now….my senses feel more awake to nature. Nature is more pervasive to 

me now” (i3). 

 Meaning of leadership. Jessie on the meaning of Leadership: 

I guess for me leadership is being somebody who helps make things happen; 

actively helps make things happen. I’ve been really aware of growing up in a 

patriarchal structure even though my mother is the strongest in my family, so 

that was a matriarchy….That’s what it was like at school [hierarchical], that’s 

what it’s been like at the newspaper all this time and so I’ve always rebelled. 

That’s not how I work best. I’m not good at commanding power like that. I don’t 

like it. I prefer a collaborative approach. Always inside all of those little 

structures, I’ve always tried to, I’ve always been a team player,…and just inside 

a very competitive industry, which is fashion people…trying to pull each other’s 

eyes out. I don’t definitely work like that. So leadership for me is about 

empowering myself and other people to do the best job. (i1).  

Jessie senses her leadership approach to be what she calls a more feminine style. 

According to Jessie, “I’m coming from a different [leadership] direction. It’s more kind 

like a nurturing kind of role. I’m starting to see that more feminine, I suppose you can 
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call it feminine leadership role” (i1). 

 In our first interview Jessie shares that conviction that centres around her idealistic 

and ‘look on the bright side of life’ attitude as characteristics she values about herself as a 

leader. According to Jessie, “I’ve got a vision and the vision is quite a utopian vision and 

I’m empathetic” (i1). Moreover, Jessie shares that she is empathetic as a leader and this 

enables her to get people to share ideas. “So, I can get the best ideas out of them because 

I’ll listen to them and spend time with them, and follow them and follow their train of 

thought” (i1). Also, Jessie values her sense of  curiosity, and as a leader uses this to really 

listen deeply with interest to what is happening for people. 

 In London when Jessie and I meet months after the LNR she shares that she has a 

stronger sense of purposes as a leader. She tells me that her sense of purpose was never 

lacking but it was fragmented before. “I feel my power source has shifted…it’s more like 

I don’t need to force it but just let it flow” (i3). According to Jessie there is a sense of 

presence and a feeling of not needing to manipulate things as before and to just let things 

flow as they need to- to emerge. As Jessie shares this I feel this relaxing attitude where 

she is just present with life. Jessie shares nascent leadership insight, “It is important to 

just be positioned to let things flow through me” (i3). Through her reflectivity, she feels 

she is a more authentic and confident leader through the LNR experience. “It [LNR] 

enables a connection with nature that society does not let you to do” (i3). According to 

Jessie, nature opens a door to new worlds and new perspectives. She realizes that nature 

is available at anytime and anywhere. 

  
 On conflict. Jessie realizes that the closer she connects with nature and sees the 
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beauty the more the sadness intensifies. This awareness is connected with the 

anthropocentric influences and destructive effects to the planet. As her appreciation and 

relationship with nature intensifies, so does her sadness. She feels at times she is living in 

two world simultaneously- one being her urban lifestyle working in the fashion industry, 

and the other of a conscious being connected to the planet. This dual world is causing 

what she identifies as the coined phrase, nature-deficit disorder and the need for more 

connection with nature:  

I suppose for connection with  myself and connection with others, making 

connections with other people that aren’t necessarily the kind of official 

connections, but like just fleeting connections over time. But at the same time 

also really aware that humans are not the only nature and so, yeah, I’m actually 

in a state of nature -deficit I think but a very conscious state of nature deficit. So 

rather than wondering why I feel weird and depressed, I know why that is and I 

think that’s why I’m moving out and that’s why I’m really happy and delighted 

and honored to be coming to do this retreat. I’m making this year definitely a 

year of connecting back with nature and like ..nourishing myself. (i1) 

 Moreover, there is a less explicit undertone of conflict coming out of our interview 

conversations. It is Jessie’s relationship with her Mother. This message is shared 

throughout all three interviews, the desire for Jessie to break out of the shadows of her 

dominant, matriarchal relationship that has been a potential barrier to her development as 

a leader and authentic self. Jessie shares: 

I’ve got associations with my mother actually and she’s so dominant that I think 

I’ve always really avoided that position because I’ve been embarrassed by her so 

many times, and I will say hated her so many times, for the way that she 
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dominates a room or dominates a conversation or has to control everything. (i1) 

 During the solo experience as Jessie feels a strong and profound connection to the 

land she shares her emotions of sadness and anger as she reflects at humanity’s 

disconnection from the land. She feels that people in general are caught up in their 

‘important lives’ and are too busy to sense the importance of connecting with nature. 

“[People are] just running on the spot and not serving the planet like they should be” (i2). 

Jessie shares that having the LNR experience enables an intimate connection with nature. 

According to Jessie: 

“…it’s not hard to come somewhere like this [LNR] and feel something….But 

anyone can make a connection [with nature], a connection is there just waiting to 

be made and so I feel like that sort of thing that makes me sad is that people 

aren’t really, they are not really living in their truth….I’m not always living in 

my truth…. And that's utterly, utterly tragic yeah. (i2) 

 In the final interview in London Jessie shares that with a new empowerment to not 

compromise her personal values in her work this has brought on tension. She sees it as 

positive tension and is okay with this feeling as she is being authentic to herself. “I feel so 

much less compromising. I had an experience that feels closer to my real reality and it 

feels closer to my authentic self” (i3). Through this refreshed identity of self she feels it is 

putting a strain on her professional responsibilities to be the way the paper expects her to 

write. This has raised curiosity for Jessie, “It’s an experiment to see who will prevail [her 

or the paper]–will we re-calibrate our relationship, and can it be sustainable” (i3). She 

continues on regarding this relationship, “I have spent so much time compromising [in 

the past], now I willing to leave this relationship behind” (i3). This has left her feeling 

more authentic and in control of her destiny. According to Jessie: 
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I feel more energized–more authentic to myself. Everything is coalescing in a 

good way, I’m stronger and more confident. I don’t need to compromise 

anymore. A new voice is coming out from my heart–from my values and 

beliefs….It’s a feeling of being super-liberated. I feel I need to be more honest to 

who I am–and more transparent in my actions. It’s scary but liberating….The 

centre of gravity [for me] has shifted–no more personal compromises. (i3) 

 
 Illuminations from LNR experience. In Jessie’s ‘solo-site’ an hour before heading 

back to the basecamp for the last days of the LNR she shares emotions on the experience. 

Siting there in the beautiful landscape on the granite-rocks boulder that are over-

shadowed by a huge standing boulder that we have named the ‘Last of the Mohicans’ we 

both feel the presence of something that is alive in these esoteric beings. She shares a 

profound connection with the surrounding rocks and land, I feel this as tears come to her 

eyes and she has difficulty speaking during moments of the interview: 

…when I first came here I went and put my face up against it [Last of Mohican 

Boulder] when I first arrived, the very beginning of the retreat, and then it just 

made me cry so much for ages, and that was just to do with…it was a kind of 

permanence, I know like permanence and then it spoke to the sense of loss inside 

me. It was related to parents and ancestors and…but anyway this rock has been 

real…obviously a real guardian to me. (i2) 

Jessie shares that a “massive lesson” came to her during her solo time on the land. 

According to Jessie, “I’m supposed to align my energies with the energy of the land” (i2). 

That she is not fragmented from the land like our culture suggests in the western world, 
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that she is part of the land. She shares the insight of ‘presence with convictions’ that is 

gained through the experience: 

And it was like the first time in a really long time that I could just let everything 

settle down to the place where it is supposed to be and then this rock was kind of 

like my teacher.…and all the time I've been thinking what I could be, and how I 

can be more effective, and how I can be so many more people and different 

things, and how I can grow in different roles, and how I can make everything 

coalesce and make sense–and the rock just…the rock’s just given me all the 

answers, which is there's only one answer, which is just settle down and just be a 

constant and be sure and have belief and conviction. (i2) 

Jessie shares that through the time in the land and among the rocks that there is a 

reminisce of connecting with something that is old and familiar: 

It’s like dropping into something old that’s been there since the beginning of me 

and then…and it feels really calm of course and it feels like there's so much I’ve 

been dealing with, so much brain noise….this is just about jumping into 

something really, really deep inside.… And then when I do jump into that I get 

this real sadness but it’s like a kind of happy sadness and its quite energizing in a 

way…. It’s been coming up… I've been sort of incubating it in a way and giving 

it time, but then when I let my brain connect to it then amazing thoughts have 

been coming, amazing ideas and amazing confidence and power and focus and 

all the things that I feel like I've been lacking recently. But, yeah, so I feel like I 

can't get enough of it. I definitely don't want to leave this rock, I feel I'm to do 

with another three months staying here. Not in a kind of lifestyle way, in a real, I 

can't get fully enough of it. But also there have been …I look out over this 
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amazing view and I know that it’s, I know that thing is everywhere and this rock 

is just the teacher .…I'm so happy that I found it though.  I feel like I've been 

missing it for ages.…There's a time like about four years or maybe five or six 

years ago when I started crying everyday and I just used to cry and I never really 

knew what I was crying about, and it’s sort of connected to that somehow. It 

doesn't make me cry now I feel like I'm not missing the thing that was missing 

then. (i2) 

Jessie shares her first moments of connecting to the land as she begins her solo portion of 

the LNR, it is leaves a striking impression on her: 

…when we drop off Mark and we are looking up over the valley and we are 

looking up to it here [her solo spot], I think that might be my most…my top five 

most beautiful landscape moments….I couldn’t believe how beautiful that 

was…. 

As we explore the feelings Jessie experiences in being in the land she talks of resilience. 

“[There] is a sense of my resilience, I was really interested in that, what my resilience 

would be like. And I felt really strong and really healthy inside…” (i2). This is a feeling 

she does not experience in London, there it is the opposite where she feels un-whole. “I 

don’t really fit together as a whole person. But here I felt it’s a new life…” (i2). Jessie 

then tells how she felt a pressure, but it was welcoming, to connect to the land on coming 

to the solo site during the LNR: 

And then I came up here [solo site] and then I put my tent up and then I kind of 

surveyed the landscape and then there was…I felt this real kind…I felt kind of a 

pressure to make friends with the landscape. And that was kind of funny like I 

had…I felt almost like a social pressure and like being exempted. It was a bit 
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kind of…okay kind of, you’re my friends now and they did that too, they did feel 

like…and that was very welcoming….I felt so lucky, yeah I felt really lucky and 

accepting of their hospitality as well….I think the feeling was of…it was…the 

landscape was accepting me and absorbing me into it a bit. (i2) 

Before coming to Nova Scotia [LNR] Jessie had fears of bears and of what harmful 

things might be waiting for her in nature but as she settles into her solo site she 

experiences feelings of being safe: 

…fear of nature is something that I was thinking a lot before I came because that 

was one of my motivations for coming, because I had had an experience in 

nature where I’d become scared for no reason really….And I didn’t feel a tad 

scared that night [first night of solo], I wasn’t scared of the things. (i2) 

According to Jessie she feels that our western culture has taught people to be scared of 

nature and that it is dangerous out in the woods. But she does not experience this during 

her solo time in the land, if anything it is the opposite with feelings of joy, creativity, and 

wholeness: 

That was an amazing thing, I mean waking up in the mornings and finding the 

same thing outside, as nothing had happened, nothing had changed, nothing had 

come to get me in the night…And so much less to fear than where I live 

[London], I mean even the fears, the daily fears, all day fears of like somebody 

hasn’t replied to my Facebook message, fear which is, you know, the equivalent 

fear out here that something would come and bite me. (i2) 

As Jessie shares these feelings, she is eager to share her sense of wonder of the shining 

bright moon she woke up to in the middle of the night on her last night of the solo: 

I woke up and I put my head out of my tent and I have no idea what time it was. 
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Definitely it was the middle of the night and the moon was out and so I just 

rearranged my sleeping bag and I just laid in the moon’s light  till I fell asleep 

again. And you couldn’t see the stars but you could see the moon that was ..I  

mean that was like...that was sublime….There was a part of me which was kind 

of like a sensual experience…luxury…it’s completely magical and I'm just a 

consequential receiver of magic. That's how it felt…it was shining down on all 

of us. (i2) 

Interestingly, as Jessie shares her experience of the moon she speaks to the equality and 

connection  to the sacred land. “And all of us out here, I mean the landscape, the rocks, 

and the all the trees and the birds and everything it was shining down on all of us and we 

are all equal. And they just wanted to very quietly be there” (i2). 

 Jessie shares a feeling of emerging out from beneath the shadow that her Mother 

has cast, sensing a feeling of being free and given a gift of her authentic self in being in 

the land. According to Jessie: 

[It was] a beautiful thing itself…that was a huge gift [being on the land]. I have a 

very difficult mother, who is very controlling, so it’s a very…it’s always so 

appreciative to be in a kind of place where I'm not being controlled….I felt real 

liberation. (i2) 

Moreover, through the LNR process there seems to be an awakening and alignment from 

within, “I’ve been feeling so fragmented recently….I feel this coherence...and, I mean I 

feel so restored on such a profound level….” (i2). 

 Reflections and action. When Jessie and I meet AT St. Pancreas Rail Station in 

London we laugh at the contrast from the LNR in Canada, with the complexity of the 
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surrounding urban sounds. We start by exploring what life has been like for Jessie since 

the LNR. According to Jessie, “I feel really refreshed by the retreat, I feel like I have 

brought the wilderness back with me” (i3). She shares that she has brought back new 

perspectives and approaches, and feels a good rhythm. “It’s quite a powerful feeling–one 

of the insights I had is that the closer we can be to the frequency of the Earth the more 

healthy we can be” (i3). Jessie shares recent experiences she has had since being back in 

her regular routine, where she has spent time with her “dramatic mother” and embedded 

in the adrenaline world of her media professional work, and how grounded she feels. In 

the past she felt that it was challenging to be grounded living her life in London but by 

referring back to the LNR experience it helps to ground her and brings feelings of “a 

leveling out”–a state of being relaxed in it all [London life]. She feels she can relax into 

the rhythms of the Earth, seeing the larger systems, and is able to put the stresses of 

regular life into perspectives–a feeling of nothing really matters. She feels she has gained 

a new confidence and is empowered to live her life more authentically as to who she 

really is by relaxing into life.  

 Jessie feels the narrative who she is as a person has awakened through a new self-

awareness that the LNR experience has helped in realizing. Jessie shares, “[I’m in the] 

true place of who I am–[I’m] more aware of who I really am-and am able to express 

myself from my heart” (i3). Moreover, she feels life has opened up and new projects are 

emerging for her in a world she senses is paradoxical. Jessie feels she no longer needs to 

compromise her personal self, where she was constantly doing this as a fashion reporter 

for a London paper. According to Jessie, “When I came back I felt I was able to 

communicate with others people that were switched on [conscious] more deeply” (i3). 

 Using her reflectivity, Jessie understands that her past is full of a life of chaos with 
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her childhood of family drama and a work-life that is competitive and always needing to 

be maneuvered so as to thrive–that this was the life she was used to and that it was not 

one based on trust. Through the LNR and other steps she has been taking, Jessie feels she 

has renewed trust, trust that is reciprocal in nature. “I feel more trusting–as a result I am 

able to be more myself” (i3). She continues, “I’m more open-hearted–more free. I feel 

more trust to be myself and this feeds into my work and relationships….This is creating 

more synergy and I am able to tap into this” (i3).    

Jessie shares something very interesting on how she notices that she looks different in 

how she shows up in photographs. She feels she is seeing more of her authentic self. As 

she says in past photos she can see how she was wearing a mask. Since coming back 

[from LNR] she is more peaceful and she sees this in photographs–“the mask has 

dissolved” (i3). As an observer and my time spend with Jessie I noticed this difference, 

there was a happiness and more fullness to her. I was with somebody who was at peace 

with herself. Moreover, Jessie shares that the LNR has enabled her to go deep within 

herself to explore her held assumptions of the outside world and herself. She tells me it 

was hard to note what she discovered about herself during the solitude and reflection 

process of the LNR–she was disappointed. “My thought and connections were not as 

strong as I had assumed they were. I was not liking what I was fearing [in my life]” (i3). 

 According to Jessie, “The experimental aspect of the retreat is huge. I have a new 

dimension to systems thinking [through the LNR process]. My writing has changed so 

much–it’s coming from my heart” (i3)! 

 
 Laureen. Laureen is a fifty-year old Canadian, married, and in her professional 

leadership role is vice-president academic at the Justice Institute of British Columbia. 
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Professionally she comes from a nursing background and holds a Masters of Nursing 

degree. From a young age growing up in rural BC she learned the importance of 

‘exploring’ and adventure through her positive family relationships with her parents and 

two siblings. Both of her parents were teachers, which gave the family opportunities to 

seek ‘adventure’ during the summer months. These family adventures instilled in Laureen 

a life-long need for a sense of adventure, curiosity, and an instinct to “look at things 

deeply” (i1). This approach to learning for Laureen connects to Michel Serres, the French 

phenomenologist, when he “likens learning to a voyage from the familiar to the foreign. 

No learning can avoid the voyage…learning launches wandering" (Serres, 1997, p. 8). 

Laureen is a self-described “change junkie” with an openness to learn through new 

experiences that is driven from this philosophy and the need to explore the foreign, which 

is one of the reasons for engaging her in the LNR. She states that it is this need to explore 

who she is as an ‘evolving human’ coupled with wanting to support leadership research 

that drove her to be a participant in this study. According to Laureen, “I don’t take 

leadership lightly…life is about experience not about position” (i1). 

 Why the Retreat and defining nature. During the series of interviews it was 

important to get a context of the ‘leader’ definition and perception on ‘nature’. To 

Laureen, nature represents the physicality of the world- green trees and the outside world. 

It is something that is not manufactured. She says, “[the] physical world is part of what 

makes me complete and healthy. Nature surroundings are important in my life” (i1). 

When asked to go deeper to the essence of this she says that nature is a connection with a 

higher thing, and that nature feeds her spirit and rejuvenates through her connection. 

“Nature helps me in refocusing with wholeness” (i1). The essence of this connection for 
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Laureen is a feeling of contentment, connectedness, and an overall feeling of 

gratefulness. During the retreat interview after a seven-day solo period Laureen conveys 

a feeling of deep appreciation and gratitude. According to Laureen after the solo time, 

“the experience was a gift…it all feels familiar” (i2). When asked to go deeper on the 

meaning of this gift, Laureen states that she had a real connection to the land, that it felt 

like she was at ‘home’ with the land–a deep level of bond.  

 During the reflection interview three-months post LNR I again asked Laureen to 

define nature and her relationship with it. The physicality was still part of her definition 

but she added a ‘spiritualness’ to her definition. “My spiritualness has been deepened–

I’m asking, what’s in a tree, what’s in a rock…honoring the life history of nature–this is a 

new dimension [for me]” (i3). Laureen explains her feelings on this as being calm and 

content through her connection with the land and beauty experienced, that she feels in a 

place of relaxation. The question that keeps coming up for her that is causing a struggle is 

with this deepened level of connectedness with nature then how does she honor this 

connection and understanding of complexity, as a contributing member of the planet. 

“How do I operation this and bring it into my work” (i3)? 

 On leadership.  Laureen describes the essence of leadership as that of ‘influence’. 

She explains that leadership is influencing ‘uncovering the capability of people’ and 

about developing a flourishing community–that “ability of moving to a vision of where 

you want to go.” Laureen goes on to say that leadership is a process of taking risk and 

failing; learning from those experiences. “Leadership is a learned experience through 

invitations into experiences” (i1). She identifies curiosity, trust in people, and compassion 

as leadership qualities that she values in herself . “I challenge my assumptions through 

my curiosity” (i1). 
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 On Conflict. In the cacophony of our daily lives we are surrounded by conflict and 

challenges. Laureen shares her challenges during the research process. In her 

organization of higher learning, they are presently under going change in software 

applications and this process is creating chaos, increasing tensions with organizational 

stakeholders. “I’m okay with tensions, it’s necessary in change” (i1). LS shares that it is 

about holding a belief of where you want to go in the change process and uses a fictional 

sticker as a metaphor, “I have a sticker that says, if you believe it–it will happen” (i1). 

 Three-months after the retreat experience, Laureen reflects on the continued 

conflict and stressful environment at work. Moreover, how the LNR experience has 

enabled her to show up differently. “I have a different level of energy…I’m focusing on 

the interconnectiveness of everything…feeling the energy in the system” (i3). She shares 

the essence of interconnectiveness and holistic perspective in the stressful complexity of 

work and how the retreat experience gives her a deeper meaning and connection to the 

universe. From this understanding of deep universal connection she shares a new feeling 

of calmness in all aspects of her life. As a leader, this translates into seeing a more 

holistic picture of the systems at work in the organization, and that from a universal 

perspective these problems, though important and significant at work, are small from a 

global perspective. This enables her to be more present to what is emerging, and calm 

within the chaos. 

 This universal system thinking or cosmic thinking is not new for Laureen but she 

shares that “the LNR deepened the universal story and accentuated my place in the 

world…I feel my minuteness–my mere micro-second presence of my life.” For Laureen 

understanding her position in the universe is creating a calmness from within. However, 

it is also creating a polar-opposite feeling of tension within herself since returning to 
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work. She questions herself on how much of this universal story belief system can she 

bring into the workplace and share with colleagues. As she tells me about this tension I 

can feel an underlying fear of being looked on as different and being outside of the 

cultural norm of what is believed and accepted in work practices. When LS elaborates 

more deeply on this tension, she shares a feeling of ‘frustration and discouragement’ to 

not be able to, or the inability, to move beyond where others are, to a more fuller 

framework of thinking. Laureen finds herself reflecting on whether she fits the present 

culture of “keeping the status quo” in her organization, “I’m reflecting on my fit and 

place in the organization with a culture that is challenged in thinking” (i3). In the final 

interview LS is at a cross-roads, “The nature retreat enabled me to connect and stand in 

my authentic self. The question for me now is how much do I want to manifest and bring 

in to my work environment/culture. I struggle with that as a leader” (i3). 

 Illuminations from LNR experience. For Laureen the Expressive Art Therapy 

(EAT) sharing circle stands out three-months later as the most impactful moments of the 

LNR. It was so novel for her not to use ordinary words to express her feelings on the 

experience. “Being able to express in a non-verbal way was amazing” (i3)! Going deeper, 

she expresses that there was a ‘clarity’ in the EAT process. “I felt like I was using a 

different part of (my) brain” (i3). Also, she shares her feeling of deep connection with the 

collective group members participating in the EAT process. She feels people were 

sharing their ‘truths’. According to Laureen, “It allowed a more authentic and real way of 

relating. Art, I feel, enables this” (i3). 

 Another poignant moment of the LNR was being dropped off by the boat to her 

solo-site and being left there on her own. There was a feeling of a series of transitions for 
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her. She explains waves of anxiety and curiosity during this transition. She experienced 

feelings of fear bubbling up but then experiencing a belief in self and trust that she could 

be self-sufficient. According to Laureen, “…looking for nature to provide a safe haven” 

(i3). 

 Last thoughts on action. According to Laureen she feels she has a heightened 

ability, a more holistic thinking approach in her work and is more present to what is 

unfolding in the now. Also, she holds onto to a deeper level of confidence as leader from 

her resilience in the LNR process and having come through the challenges and adversity 

offered by this holding environment. Moreover, she is sharing her LNR story at work, “I 

shared my story on the nature retreat with work to help others understand my values” 

(i3). In the end, Laureen feels she is more authentically attending to the multi-

connections that arise in work situations–making her a more “present” leader. 

 
 Marcia. Marcia is a fifty-two year-old Canadian professional and academic woman 

[doctoral candidate] with a self-described feminist and critical theorist lens. Currently, 

she lives in Toronto, Ontario, where she is a director of professional education at a 

private group college. Moreover, she is working towards a doctoral degree from a 

university in California. She is unattached and has been previously married. She grew up 

on the western coast of Canada to parents she describes from earlier childhood 

experiences as  partiers. She has two younger sibling-sisters -and she took on 

responsibility in a supportive role in their up-bringing. She had family connections to the 

church growing up but did not consider her family an overly-religious one.  Immediately 

after finishing high school, Marcia left the family home, feeling pushed out in some sense 
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by her mother. Having worked throughout high school, she saved money to travel to 

Europe before returning to Vancouver and enrolling at the University of British 

Columbia. Marcia describe herself as an adventurer and loves to travel and finds herself 

needing to pick-up and move often, living in many different cities in Canada as well as  

living and working in places like Japan. 

 Why the Retreat and defining nature. Marcia has many years of senior leadership 

experience and feels she has an opportunity to go deeper in pursuit of a more authentic 

leadership style for herself and this exploration has moved her to be a participant in the 

LNR research. She feels her leadership development in the past has been guided by the 

traditional methods of command and control, and with her feminist and academic lens she 

wants to explore other methods. On a secondary level, she likes to support research 

initiatives and this opportunity was recommended by a colleague and fit with her 

leadership development needs.  

 Marcia defines her meaning of nature, “It means anything that comes naturally 

from the earth or the sky. Something that’s not manmade” (i1). She continues by sharing 

that her relationship with nature is one of respect. Moreover, there are interesting hints of 

a binary perspective of nature, one disconnected from ‘the urban’ and a pseudo one in the 

urban setting. According to Marcia, “I think it’s very comforting to be around nature. 

Now I also love, love, love, love being in the urban setting though with all the big 

buildings but I almost see them as a pseudo nature” (i1). Marcia also talks about nature in 

a relationship of time and space, in the idea that everything is integrally connected in 

cycles. 

I see nature as a way to mark time too…You can see time pass as the trees, the 
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leaves come and then they fall, turn yellow and red and then they fall off and 

then they come back again. And you see the crocuses and the tulips coming up 

and sprouting through the grass. You see the grass coming up and turning green. 

(i1) 

This relationship to the cycles of nature draws an emotion of connectiveness with Marcia. 

She shares: 

I think its part of this idea that you’re in your body. You’re not in your head, that 

you’re a physical object, that you might be part of nature too and that you will 

end up going back to this. You will be dead and be part of this. We are part of 

this cycle even though we’ve been removed from it [Cartesian dualism 

perspective that humans are separate from Nature]. (i1) 

 When  we talk over video-conferencing three month after the LNR Marcia 

shares that her relationship with nature has shifted, as almost a rekindling of 

something she has always known. She still holds the idea that humans are from 

nature and connected to nature. Moreover, there has been a reawakening for her 

as to how much she loves her connection with nature. According to Marcia, “It 

[LNR] has just made it [nature] more important…it has brought it up the scale 

[of importance]…I have a deeper connection and it reminded me of the 

importance of nature in my life” (i3). 

 On leadership. Marcia shares her ideas on leadership: 

I see leadership as like a personal trait. It’s almost like a personal accountability. 

I’ve never felt like I have to wait for someone to make a decision for me… I had 

that capacity to make the decision. It’s sort of this ability to take charge and to 
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lead yourself. We don’t have to lead anybody, or you can lead other people but 

it’s really about the sort of reading yourself and taking charge and not passive 

about it. You don’t have to be aggressive about it, but does that makes sense? 

(i1) 

Moreover, Marcia feels that there are two leadership paradigms that exist in our 

contemporary world, one more traditional and about holding power, the other about the 

power of empowerment. “I see these two definitions of leadership. There is one 

leadership where there is no power, you’re empowered, and then there’s another 

leadership where you’re afforded power” (i1). 

 Marcia shares that the leadership qualities she values most about herself is how she 

embraces continual learning, stating, “I’m a learner” (i1). She also states she is able to 

make the implicit become explicit, and through this enables others through her relational 

interactions to move forward towards positive outcomes that align with organizational 

goals. She feels she is strong in a supportive leadership role. As she describes this in her 

organizational interactions, it sounds like servant leadership. Moreover, she shares that 

she subscribes to the appreciative inquiry method of focusing on the strengths in 

relationships and how they relate to the organization.  

 Three months after the LNR Marcia feels she has ‘opened up’ more as a leader, that 

she is more present to the conversations of those that she is interacting with in her 

organizational relationships. With this presence, she is noticing that in this stance there is 

more of a dialectic process and a flow to the conversations, more synchronicity. She feels 

that an assumption that was held by her colleagues at work was that she was stern as a 

leader. Moreover, with this new feeling of openness she feels more relaxed and feels this 

will be felt by the others with whom she works. (i3). 
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 Illuminations from LNR experience. Hours after completing a one-week solitude 

period on the land Marcia shares a few illuminating moments that highlight being present 

in life. According to Marcia: 

One of the first ones that I had was…I was really afraid of coming here and 

being alone all day for six days. Because I live alone and I thought I’m already 

alone, it’s going to be a nightmare, why would I want to go into the woods and 

be alone and what I’m I going to learn about that? And my friends were all 

telling me, oh my gosh, when we go camping and all we have is a deck of cards, 

we’re bored out of our minds. How are… you are going to not go crazy. What 

ended up happening, I wasn’t bored at all and it was this concept that you’re 

going out in nature and you’re connecting with nature and that kept you busy. 

And while you’re doing that, time slows down and I thought I had a full day and 

it was noon. I looked up and I saw the sun peep through and it was 12 or one 

o’clock and I’m like, it’s not bed time? And I realized that you have a lot of time 

in this life, you could pay attention to it, now be present with it….I actually felt a 

lot of joy, because I think you [humans] think life is passing you by. I’m 52 and 

I’m in the last third of my life and you start thinking about what have you done 

and there’s no more time left and you have to let things go and… and I realized 

there’s a lot of time left if you pay attention to it. (i2) 

Marcia shares that she has surrendered to the fears and expectations she has carried into 

the LNR process. “I’ve been going with the flow, there’s not been a critical moment in 

my whole time here. It’s been letting go of attachment really, and surrendering to the 

process I guess” (i2). Marcia has experienced a feeling of calmness through the LNR 

process, especially during the solitude period. Marcia shares these feelings:  
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…it’s a calmness of being connected. So it’s, I’m part of this web and I’ve 

agreed to be pliable and I’m calm [with] what my role is, or if there’s one role, 

there’s actually probably not. I’m part of this connection and I’m calm that I am 

part of this connection. I’m not fighting it, I’m not trying to change it, I’m not 

trying to do anything, I’m not controlling it. (i2) 

As Marcia shares her feelings experienced during the solitude period her emotions are 

visible and I experience them through our dialectic connection. She shares, “It feels like 

I’ve been, I’ve gotten… I’ve been given a gift [LNR experience]” (i2). According to 

Marcia the gift is one of connection to nature and that it is a new but somehow familiar 

feeling. 

…it’s like this sense of I’m really part of the big… I’m really part of this 

[nature].Yeah, and really connected to nature, like I would never in a million 

years have guessed that you know, that I would have felt….So it’s you know 

maybe that was something that was bred in me as a child, because my 

grandparents were farmers and so maybe it’s coming back to that…I don’t think 

it’s something new. 

 Marcia shares the significance which the expressive art therapy sessions 

played for her in expressing her undying subconscious thoughts on the LNR 

experience. According to Marcia, “I loved it so much as it allowed me to get in 

touch with my creative and emotional side….I just let the images come out of 

me–it just appeared [on the canvas]…the art connected me with an underlying 

flow of my subconscious” (i3). Marcia shares how the art process enabled a new 

expression and new meaning to be attached to the LNR experience that she could 

not formulate with words at that moment. 
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 Last thoughts on action. Three month after the LNR I talk with Marcia to gain her 

reflections on the experience. According to Marcia, “The transition back was rough…[I] 

felt like I was sick but I wasn’t. I did not want to be in this city [Toronto]…[I] felt there 

were no green spaces in the city and that it is not a pristine place” (i3). In her shared 

reflection, she feels that the city space does not offer the connection to nature. “This is no 

quiet [in the city] and for the first month [back from LNR] I was looking for quiet 

spaces” (i3). There is a definite new awareness of nature for Marcia. Ironically she states, 

“It [LNR] has ruined city life in some ways. I love the city [Toronto] but I feel a loss of 

connection. I have had fun this summer [past three months]…but something is 

missing…just all concrete” (i3). She touches on the lack of nature and the contrasting 

urban structures, “I really saw the concreteness of the city…I’m left feeling that it is not 

healthy [city life].” (i3). 

 Marcia shares that there has been an awareness of a letting go process for her since 

returning home. She recognizes that in the past she often held on to stresses internally 

which she realizes cause physical tension within her body. Since returning from the LNR, 

Marcia feels she is more present with what is occurring in situations and is finding that 

with this awareness she is able to start to let go of these stresses. She referred to this idea 

about her bracing–the holding of stresses. With this new insight of letting go and not 

bracing, Marcia feels she is able to respond more fully and creatively to situations and be 

more flexible. It is still early since coming back from the LNR but she feels she is more 

pliable and that this will serve her well as a leader in her organization. 

 Marcia also share an interesting point on control. She feels that the LNR took away 

the culture normative pattern that as leaders where we are taught to control our situations 

and environment. The retreat process took this ‘having control’ away from the 
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participants. The challenging weather she cites as an example of this, that we had no 

control over the weather during our time in nature, and that we had to adapt to the 

weather. According to Marcia, “We [leader participants at LNR] are a tough bunch of 

controllers” (i3). Moreover, that the LNR process enabled a letting go of this patterned 

need to control.  

 In ending the interview process of the study Marcia shares that she feels a higher 

level of consciousness as a person and leader. “Yes…I had a high level of systems 

thinking when I came into this [LNR] but I feel I have a higher level of consciousness to 

attach to that system…and I feel I just now have a toe in the water [to this opening]” (i3). 

 
 Mark. When we first interview via video-conferencing, Mark is a 48-year old 

Canadian male who works in the pharmaceutical industry as a national sales manager and 

lives with his wife and two dogs in Ottawa. Throughout the three interviews Mark is 

transitioning towards a career change to further his career development–and by the final 

study interview has taken a new career opportunity. It is evident throughout our dialogues 

that Mark is highly driven and focused on his career aspirations in the pharmaceutical 

industry where he has spent his whole professional life, following the footsteps of his 

father, and two older siblings, a brother and sister, who have had carriers in this industry. 

Mark is the youngest in a family of five including his father and mother. He has had 

loving supportive relationship with his mother and father over the years, with his mother 

passing in 2008 and his father in his golden years living in a retirement home. His young 

childhood years were spent in Montreal living what he describes as a normal and playful 

childhood of sports. In his middle teenage years with his older brother and sister leaving 

home for university he moved with his parents to the country-side of Ontario. Mark 
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describes this as a culture shock and dramatic shift from the exciting street of Montreal to 

farmland and cows. Marks says though this was a shift which he took it in stride taking 

up a job working summers on a farm and earning spending money for the first time and 

developing a work ethic. From this experience he gained an interest in veterinarian 

medicine but was not able to get accepted into a university program, instead looking to go 

the route of agricultural studies at University of Guelph. With his family ties with the 

pharmaceutical industry it was not long before Mark found a pathway into his first job 

working a sales representative role out of Sudbury, Ontario. Through working hard and a 

series of promotions he moved to various places in southern Ontario and to head office 

opportunities back in Montreal with his original organization. During this time he 

married his wife, whom he has known since high school. 

 Through out his professional career and up until his participation in the study Mark 

has diligently been dedicated to his professional work and developing his leadership 

skills. He has continued to climb the corporate ladder taking leadership opportunities at 

several multinational companies in the life science industry in Canada and the United 

States [Boston]. Presently, at the close of the study Mark is a national sales manager 

based out of Toronto for a Japanese pharmaceutical company. He enjoys his leadership 

role, the constant travel involved, the people engagement, and enabling the professional 

development of his team members. 

 Why the Retreat and defining nature. Mark likes the idea of the LNR providing a 

new adventure:  

It’s a new area that I’ve never been exposed to. I’m always wanting to be a better 

human being and learn for myself as well, so that I can take that learning and use 
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it professionally as well as personally….I think hopefully I can get up to speed 

and learn from the relation that we’re having, the relationship with the team and 

the relationship with myself when we’re out there [in nature]. (i1) 

In the first interview Mark shares that as the LNR experience gets closer he is 

experiencing some anxiety with the unknown of the experience. Mark shares: 

May, early June, in Nova Scotia–it’s always unpredictable in terms of what the 

weather will be like. From an anxiety perspective, I will say the following, I’m 

not an outdoorsy kind of guy that stays in a tent….I haven’t really spent time to 

understand the deliverables I will need to bring, but it sounds like there’s a lot of 

things that really I’m ignorant about from a camping perspective. (i1) 

This inexperience becomes evident when Mark shows up at the LNR basecamp with two 

large heavy hockey bags filled with his camping gear. 

 In our first conversation we talk about Mark’s meaning around nature. Mark relates 

to his teen-age days of working on the farm as helping to formulate a connection with 

nature. In his days of the farm he realizes that nature is a provider. According to Mark: 

Nature provides for us. Working on a farm, a dairy farm, you see the results 

there in terms of the milk and the cheese that’s produced,  the meat as well. I was 

involved with [this] at a small age. So, I did sheep, we had sheep at home as 

well, so I raised sheep. I saw the full cycle from birth, sadly up until putting 

them down for meat as well. I see that component in terms of what nature might 

do as a provider for human beings. 

Moreover, Mark shares insight that he feels all is not well with humanity’s relationship 

with nature and humanity’s future is uncertain:  

So, something is going on with nature. I would say it’s something that’s outside 
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of providing, I think, where nature is getting screwed. Something is going 

on…so I think that’s something that’s becoming more visual to me as well 

through the work of what Joanna [his wife] is doing.. as well as seeing it with my 

own eyes. And, so I think that’s something that could be concerning. We don’t 

have any children, so maybe it will be less concerning for us, but I have a lot of 

nephews and nieces and I do see that the status quo is not appropriate. I think 

we’re going to have to be doing something around that [nature] in order as a 

species to survive long term in this world….I think something is happening with 

the world from an environmental perspective that is not a good thing.  (i1) 

Mark share that as he gets older his time in nature is valuable for giving himself time to 

reflect and think about his life. According to Mark: 

I have a lot of talks in my mind about if I am heading in the right direction, have 

I lived a good life, what can I do to be a better human being? I think these types 

of times out in nature gives you that time to reflect and to ask. You may never 

get that answer but you’re cognizant that leads to the questions you need to ask 

yourself, and I do see that happening when I walk the dogs that that’s an 

opportunity for me to do that. (i1) 

Mark speaks to the importance of the solitude that nature provides and how important this 

is to him. Moreover, he enjoys solitude in his life and practices early mornings having 

quiet time in his office on a regular basis, which allows him to focus on what is important 

in his work.  

 In our last conversation when Mark is back home in his regular patterned life we 

talk about his relationship with nature and if the LNR has changed this. Mark uses the 

word ‘cognizant’ frequently to describe how his awareness is about his and humankind's 
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relationship with nature.  

I’m cognizant that how we as humans have been treating nature–it’s shameful. 

When you’re out on a solo [LNR] you are seeing a more pristine part of the 

world, pristine area, less human footprint, you are seeing how wonderful that is 

[nature]–how wonderful an experience it is [in nature] than when living in an 

urban centre. (i3) 

Mark shares that the shame is connected to humanity’s wasteful ways and over 

consumption. According to Mark, “It’s an imbalance, raping of the Earth, [humans] 

taking away and not giving back…this is very shameful” (i3). This leaves Mark feeling 

that he needs to give back as he moves forward in his life. Mark adds, “[To] be more 

sustainable” (i3). 

 On leadership. In the first interview Mark shares his thoughts on leadership. 
According to Mark: 
 

I think leadership when I think of my boss, or I see myself as a leader. [It] is 

someone that should be a subject matter expert in their area. People should be 

looking to you to say this person knows his or her area. A go -to person if I ever 

have questions. A leader needs to be someone that sets a clear path forward of 

course for the organization, the team they’re with. Now, that path lower down, of 

course the pathway can be and should be kind of inclusive to bring in other 

people to say this is where we’re going or let’s set this task, let’s hear where you 

are, interpret it then set it forward. So, as a manager for people as well, I want to 

be very clear with them, I want to work with them, but I also say, because of my 

redness [directness] I guess you say, I will get to the point, if there is no clear 
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path forward then I will set it. A leader needs to take responsibility as well and 

may need to move on forward, they can’t just keep naval gazing let’s say….I 

think that’s important for a leader to understand their training model, understand 

their teams and where they are and their development, and then of course that 

approach is encroached in towards that as well. For my teams, I like to have a lot 

of humor with my teams. I like to make sure that they’re at ease so I don’t really 

need to lead by steer, I would say, or control or power. You like to think that 

you’re hiring people on your team as highly professional so they’re all in it for 

the same reason….My guess is leaders are just constantly learning. (i1). 

Mark shares that one of his leadership strengths is he enables his team members to 

balance the practice of working hard and having fun in his role at his organization. 

Through seeking this balance, Mark is always looking for ways to develop a closer- knit 

team and improve the working dynamics of the group. According to Mark, “I’m trying to 

understand how can we improve our team dynamics, what can we do to enhance the team 

dynamics to ensure that we’re one team per se [moving in synch together]” (i1). 

 From the LNR Mark has new insights in being present in the moment as a leader. 

From his solo site Mark shares this insight:  

I want to be more present in the moment and just to allow me to, I call it to be 

more blue [Insights training technique], to be a bit more thinking about the issue 

at hand versus reactive, right away reactive, like just kind of take it in. Breathe a 

little bit, understand, and then kind of… Sometimes I’m a bit anxious on things 

and I’m over reactive when I shouldn’t be. So this is going to help me to pace 

myself. I think pacing is really important as well. You know slowing… you 

know John [Milton] talked about slowing down the movements, slowing them 
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again and then even again. That will be desirable, that will be the ultimate, if one 

could ever get there but at least knowing that one should slow down the 

movement, slow down your thoughts a bit that would be helpful. (i2) 

Moreover, near the end of the second interview Mark refers to his solo site as feeling like 

he is home, so there exists an authentic feeling of being comfortable and connected. Mark 

comments:  

… I think every human being wants to have a place that they can call home. It’s 

their comfort area that they know they could do anything they want there and 

they won’t be laughed at or scorned, or they could explore new ways of growing 

and then maybe take it out to the world and try it out. So I think that’s a great 

word, home…I was so happy about this spot, picking this spot [solo site]. (i2) 

 In our last dialogue Mark shares that from a leadership perspective that the LNR 

has connected him and brought him closer to nature…God…that spirituality in his life. 

Considering this closer relationship with his spirituality this has brought him closer to his 

family and specifically his wife. According to Mark, “Now as a leader I recognize and 

value the differences in my team and I’m learning to be appreciative of this [difference]” 

(i3). I ask Mark how did the LNR help in giving insight to valuing diversity. Mark shares, 

“[There is] heck of a lot of time to think and see the diversity there [LNR]…being alone 

out there [during solo period] I had time to contemplate and ask what is it to be a good 

human” (i3). As Mark reflects on a state of mind he had during the LNR, “What stays in 

my mind is staying in the now (being present), not reacting quickly–the meditation 

helped with this…to get to that good spot [calm mind]” (i3). In the past he recognizes 

that he has been quick to react to what is alarming at the moment, and to not always give 

people on work teams the space to share their perspectives. He feels that it would be a 
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strength for him if he could bring this ‘now-ness’ to his everyday life. 

 On Conflict. Through our initial conversation Mark shares that he is at a crossroads 

with his professional career. His narrative is that he is the breadwinner for the family with 

his wife pursuing her doctorate. He has to ensure that he has stability but yet he still 

wants to grow and challenge himself in his work. During the first interview he shares that 

he has two opportunities, one is doing a job that he has done before in Boston, and the 

second is a smaller organization that will stretch his development and capacity as a 

leader. The first one offers stability, the second one offers growth but is riskier. Mark 

feels that the LNR will provide an excellent time to reflect on the possibilities that the 

opportunities might provide giving him an answer on the one that will provide the best 

fit. 

 During the solitude time of the LNR the weather was severe at times and this 

causes stress for Mark as he is forced to hunker down in his tent for many hours doing his 

best to stay dry. He overcomes his fear and stress by welcoming an illusionary friend that 

comforts him in the warmth of his tent. Mark shares part of this positive experience: 

I call this guy brother bear. Brother bear came to me as I was settling into my 

tent for an extended period of time and beknown to me at the time. Looking back 

I think this was 12 hours plus of nonstop rain and severe winds out of the north, 

northeast. Brother bear said, “return, don’t worry, anchor down for the ride but 

slow down, breath slower, move slower, let dreams come. Your experience is 

only a moment in time compared to my annual retreats”–and I was calm for the 

most part, and I was not scared for the most part. And I survived my time in my 

man made cave for the most part. (i2) 
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 Illuminations from LNR experience. Near the end of the LNR I have the 

opportunity to meet Mark on his solo site to share our second interview to talk about his 

experience. His site is on a plateau set back on the wild land with views of the inlet of the 

sound and the open ocean in the distance. His solo site has a granite boulder structure we 

have called the Inukshuk that is a beautiful feature of his site. It is interesting as we talk I 

notice a transformation in his thinking as he has given the features of the land animate 

attributes and brings them alive as he speaks. This surprises me as my previous talks have 

given me the impression of Mark being someone traditional and patterned in his views, 

and not someone who senses the ‘aliveness’ and enchantment of the sacred land that 

surrounds him. Here Mark shares an experience that has been illuminated for him during 

the solitude period: 

Yesterday with the sun it was superb, because of just the rock radiating heat. Got 

on Inukshuk over there… he was the last person I kind of tackled yesterday as 

well. I think he [boulder called Inukshuk] was just the big dude; this was his 

place. So I was a bit out, you know I was intimidated by him and I think with the 

bad weather, as well. I had this perceptions he was like, "Why are you disturbing 

me?" And maybe yesterday we had better weather and I could kind of go up and 

speak to him a bit more and have a better relationship with him. So these are the 

two areas [on my solo site] I really enjoyed and right next to Inukshuk, there was 

another kind of slab of rock that had two plants, small plants….and I’ve called 

them the married couple. And I’m amazed with how they have been there for so 

long, because there is not a lot of nutrients, not a lot of ground or they’re really 

slow to grow [on top of the boulder]. So it’s a… I say they built their foundation 

on bed rock, which is solid–you should always do that. But that also might be 
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preventing them from flourishing as much as maybe the potential of their parents 

or brothers and all their children if they had any that left the rock. Because near 

the rock there were little seedlings of course that you could see. (i2) 

This metaphor that Mark shared of the trees growing on top of the boulder, on a solid 

foundation, was interesting as well as, how Mark has lent animate characteristics to the 

land. I could really feel his connections that he had formed with the land over the solitary 

week, as there seems to be a shift in his initial shared perception in the first interview as 

nature [land] being the provider to now as something that is alive with almost human 

abilities of thinking and speaking. Mark shares another brilliant moment of connecting 

with a snake near his solo site: 

Even yesterday coming up here [solo site], you know not being an outdoorsman 

in coming here, I was walking up this rock and then I just saw a snake and the 

first thing was "What!" But then after that I was a bit calmer going, "Hey 

welcome, hey you know like thanks for letting me hangout and I could see why 

you want to be here, especially when it’s sunny because it’s really a reflective 

warmth that you need.” I was thinking of the snake and how he or she hankered 

down as well over the course of the last few days, how cold they were. 

Especially a snake, a reptile that needs the warmth, and appreciation of them 

being survivors. You know if they could survive, you know we should survive, 

and we should think of them as well I guess when we're moving along in the 

world. 

 I press Mark to explore this shared experience of connection and empathy with the land 

and where this shift in thinking has come from. According to Mark, “I guess you could 

say I never had the luxury to go so deep and have solitude that afforded me that time to 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  368 

 

kind of think about this [relationship to the land]” (i2). He continues, “So this [LNR] 

afforded me the time to think more about this symbiosis or the relationship we have with 

nature and as actually prior to you coming [to his solo site]” (i2). Mark relates this 

connection to nature as being part of an organizational team, he now sees himself as part 

of the holistic system and needing to do his part in this relationship. With this new insight 

I inquire with him to how this connection makes him feel. According to Mark: 

Right now it’s probably more ashamed than anything. Just in terms of our… well 

we don’t realize that that we’re part of the team in this concept or in this 

category, it’s more of "Are you going to chop down that tree for wood?" And I 

don’t think of any other implication rather than that’s for me to chop down to 

produce heat to warm myself. And I think that’s something that we do have to 

change as the overall, we have to think of that overall, the broader implications 

that [action] will have on you. So even now like when we… when I roll up my 

tent and leave, I know I’ve made an imprint there that was never there. And I 

feel kind of sad about that, you know I’m taking everything I can out, but still 

just where my tent is over the four or five days I’m sure it’ll look… actually 

sadly to say that, looks like a coffin, it might look like coffin there…but on the 

flip side I do know that, you know this earth is pretty tough, so they are able to 

rebound. It may not happen overnight, or in a week but in a month, in six 

months, in a year, my footprint probably will never be there, unless I chisel out 

my name or something in a rock but I won't do that. (i2) 

 As Mark describes his feelings and connection to nature he shares his appreciation 

of the work that others are doing to honor the connection and relationship with nature. 

Mark includes his wife and acknowledges her work in this area, and as he does he is 
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overwhelmed with emotion and has to stop speaking–I can feel this emotion of love and 

the deep insight he has received from being on the land. 

Again I think having the time [during the solo period] I’m able to think deeper 

about it. I will say this… spending this time here has let me appreciate a lot of 

work that other people have been doing including my wife. I mean she’s kind of 

the one that encouraged me to come to this [LNR]. I know I’ve never really 

camped in my life, that’s not me. Spending ten-days away from work, how can I 

do that, will the world fall apart? I hope it would be surviving, but I think it will 

also… it's going to allow me to…come back [to everyday life] and it’s a new 

variable to… to my team with my wife….My wife has dived deep into this and 

I’m aware what she’s doing, but I haven’t really spent a lot of time trying to 

understand her spirit. And this will allow me to do that. (i2) 

It is clear that the LNR experience has enabled Mark to travel a void of deeper 

understanding of the social-ecological work his wife is participating in, giving him not 

only a more meaningful relationship with nature but also with his wife. Moreover, Mark 

feels that he has gained insight on himself and understanding his connection to nature 

from the LNR experience. According to Mark:  

I'm very grateful, there is the fact that you are a better person [from the LNR 

experience], to understand nature. You just can't keep chugging along, you 

know, [at this] kind of fast pace, you need to kind of relax, be at one with nature, 

be at one with yourself and what have you. (i2) 

 Last thoughts on action. Mark and I connect over teleconference three-months 

after the LNR and in this time he has taken a national sales manager position with a new 

organization. With this new opportunity he admits that this move has consumed a lot of 
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his time since returning form the LNR. According to Mark, “[I feel] a bit of shame, you 

have quite a few learnings from the retreat but the applicability was slim. There is a 

desire to continue and keep it going [learning from LNR]” (i3). Moreover, Mark 

practiced mediations learned from the retreat with his wife for the first two weeks but 

then it all slipped away as he started travelling and getting busy with work. From 

listening to this I have the feeling though Mark realizes the value of what was learned 

during the LNR time but he has come back and moved into his old patterns of 

organizational life. He does shed light that through reflection he has noticed a subtle 

change in how he leads less from a reactive position and more from a somber and calm 

position since returning from the LNR. He says he is listening more to what is emerging 

from the situation. “I have a new team and I think I have been more open to listening and 

trying to understand them. I went on the retreat for not only personal reasons but to 

establish myself as a better leader” (i3). According to Mark there is a change in his 

leading style, “Before [LNR] it was my way or the highway, kind of gut-reaction…now I 

am more somber and calm in my leading approach with my team” (i3). 

 Mark reflects back to where this calmness has possibly come from–to the calmness 

he felt during the LNR experience, especially during the stormy weather in the solo 

period. He shares that when he was out on the land that there was no [cultural] clutter and 

not a lot of noise and this gave him time and space to think and reflect. “[I had] eleven-

hours plus in my tent [during the solo period] with the weather howling and blowing but I 

was very peaceful and calm…it was the most peaceful point…in the tent I was hunkered 

down and peaceful with myself” (i3). Mark again mentions thoughts of this imaginary 

‘brother bear, which he attributes to a spirit coming into him, like Gaia or God, speaking 

to him during this time in his tent and telling him to just be calm and at peace–a time to 
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go deep within. 

    As we near the end of the research conversation marks feels that the LNR is a good 

holding environment for leader development. Moreover, he offers a perspective that for 

business leaders that are mainstream and not used to this type of developmental approach 

that he feels it would be important to have further follow-up once the leader returns back 

to the normal everyday world of the organization. He feels that this will more deeply 

support the learning and help break old patterns of thinking and behaviour. Mark reflects 

on his own LNR experience, “I have to be a better student and ensure that I apply what I 

learned on an on-going bases because if not it could get lost” (i3). Mark communicates 

that it is a struggle to be the conscious leader that he knows is available to him from the 

insight he has learned because of the full and busy organizational life that he has. 

Moreover, he tells me that he is committed to continue to be the best leader he can and 

employ some of the insights learned from the LNR experience. Mark leaves me with an 

analogy about an ahh-ha moment experienced during his solo time meditating on a rock–

that this is something he wants to continue to reflect and move forward with in his life. 

It really got silent [wind went quiet] and I was able to hear a stream that I never 

knew existed, which was in a little valley close to me…this stream was speaking 

to me, which was quite an ‘ahh-ha’ moment as it was a reflection of the world 

around us–that it’s full of filters…we are so insensitive that we don’t see the full 

picture to what is going on in the world…that we might be missing out on 

something that is quite a joy to listen to. (i3) 

 
 Marcel. Marcel is a forty-year-old Canadian professional male who holds a senior 

leadership position as the director of facilities at a small liberal arts university in Nova 
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Scotia. In his role he has approximately 100 team members reporting directly and 

indirectly to him. He has a degree in mechanical engineering and lives on what he 

describes as a hobby farm in rural Nova Scotia with his wife and two children. He grew 

up in rural Nova Scotia as an only child to hard working parents. Marcel describes his 

childhood as challenging at times being an only child, where there were lonely times and 

not many kids to play with living in the country. The challenges existed in not having a 

lot of friends in his childhood; later in high school and university he has made many 

friends. His parents were spiritual and guided by practices of the Catholic church, and 

though Marcel has drifted away from the Catholic church and practices he and his family 

have stayed connected with a spiritual foundation through the United Church of Canada. 

Living a rural life-style was imprinted in him in his earlier years and the importance of 

this was re-enforced when he lived in an urban setting during his university years and the 

present happiness he feels for living in the country. According to Marcel, “I think in a 

suburban setting or whatever it just never seemed like enough space, so we did venture a 

few years back to move really far out rural. That's somewhat crazy in some respects, but 

honestly we couldn't be happier, it's where we were supposed to be” (i1). Marcel touches 

on how living the rural life allows for a connection with the land, and how there is a 

sense of being authentic to who he is as a person. Even though he is busy working on the 

land, there are moments, like a setting sun or the even the quietness of sound, where it is 

fulfilling and satisfying. Marcel commutes over an hour each way to his workplace each 

day and talks about driving in and out of two very diverse worlds. Marcel shares, “When 

I get to work I’m in game by the time I’m there. When I get home I’m in a different 

world all together and my head is tuned to that world….Yeah, can’t complain about 

either; they are both great couldn’t ask for anything better” (i1).  
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 Why the Retreat and defining nature. According to Marcel when the opportunity 

to participate in the LNR crossed his desk it intrigued him as he had been involved with 

other leadership development programs that he received value from and the described 

setting sounded like a once in a life time opportunity. Marcel stated, “It’s definitely a 

potentially once in a lifetime thing [LNR] for me to do something like this. This could be 

truly a life altering type of thing from both a career and home personal life [perspective]” 

(i1). Marcel admits that his leadership role is very busy and there is never a lot of time to 

reflect and develop his leadership capacity, so to be able to spend time in nature and work 

on reflective techniques was something he wanted to explore through the LNR 

opportunity. It is evident from the conversation that Marcel has a close relationship and 

he respects his wife’s perspectives after 29-years together–she has played a key role in 

him participating in the LNR through her encouragement. According to Marcel, “She [his 

wife] thinks it’s great, she’s been extremely encouraging for me to go on it [LNR] and 

she’s really looking forward to seeing how I come back from it” (i1). 

 In the first interview Marcel shares his meaning of nature, “I mean to me nature is I 

consider anything that is not in the built environment….[where it] has very little 

influence from humans or such to its formation” (i1). He describes experiences from his 

childhood where he spent time camping with family and friends in the parks, and refers to 

this setting as nature in its finest. Moreover he shares childhood stories of spending hours 

on hours exploring creeks and fields in the country, being guided by curiosity. 

Interestingly, he shares one moment of flow in exploring nature where time flew by and 

he and friend did not get home until late: 

We left in midmorning, early morning and we didn’t get back till after super. We 

always got carried away just following the river, looking for fish but checking on 
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the old cars that have been dumped…When we got home we said, “You know 

we had fun’ then we found out that everyone was out looking for us, we had no 

idea when…we didn’t track time at all, we were just have fun being nosy. 

Actually it was the first time like I was ever grounded, I lost my bicycle for a 

week…Yeah, for curiosity, we just literally found ourselves wherever our 

interest took us out there, it was pretty wild. (i1) 

Marcel shares that when he is working on his farmland that he has reflective moments 

where he feels a deep connection to the land. He shares moments of connecting to 

wandering deer or squirrels that crosses his path while he is working or walking the land, 

and that these are satisfying moments. 

 Connecting with Marcel three-months after the LNR he shares that his relationship 

with nature has changed. According to Marcel, “My relationship with nature has 

changed, not like a huge shift but I am just more thoughtful…not that I was a jackass to 

nature before but I’m definitely more thoughtful” (i3). As I press him to explain this from 

a deeper level, Marcel shares more, “I didn’t feel a need to be alone in nature before–but 

definitely having had the “All One Time” [solitude period at LNR] experience it has 

become a lot more important to me” (i3). Marcel now goes out for walks regularly on his 

back property on the farm since coming back form the LNR. He shares the essence of the 

need for these walks: 

I can’t really tell you why other than because I reflect on the time on the Island 

[LNR]…and I want to recapture parts of that [experience]. When you remove 

yourself from the made-up world of cars and roads it allows you to go to a 

different place. I didn’t have that appreciation [for nature] before–I have a better 

feeling for it. (i3) 
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According to Marcel the feelings he associates with this are peacefulness. He feels that he 

is most himself, “a place where things are real” (i3). Also, he states that there is a certain 

calming effect and a re-grounding of himself through the walking on his farmland and 

into the woods. 

 On Conflict. This has created a conflict in some small ways, as he finds he hesitates 

in his past patterns of interacting with nature. “To make it simple, I now struggle with 

cutting a perfectly healthy tree to burn for wood. I think twice as to whether I need to cut 

it and go more for the dead wood. A little more thought goes into using nature” (i3). This 

consciousness comes from the lessons John Milton shared with the Marcel and the group, 

and from connecting with the land during the solitude period. 

 On leadership. Marcel shares his definition of leadership: 

…my definition of a leader and a lot of it is kind of based on the influence of 

being sensitive to all the parties that you are working with and impacting. And 

you can't be over sensitive but you have to have some kind of plugged into 

[connection] with their perspective.…So there is a way to measure and have that 

vision of where the institution or the organization needs to be going and how to 

get them [employees] working, working towards that vision. And then trying 

to…facilitate the tools to empowering the people to do [their work]….you know 

I've been in an environment where you are micro managed to death. Yeah 

empowering being the furthest thing from that [old leadership approach], to now 

as where they give me enough rope to hang myself but it's great because there is 

a level of trust there, and you’re given pretty much free reign and as long as 
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everybody is playing by the same goals, it works. (i1) 

Marcel adds that he believes people are empowered in their respective jobs by the 

leadership approach that gives supportive challenges, trust, and autonomy to make 

choices. 

 Marcel shares that as a leader he values most about himself the fact that he is a 

servant leader to his direct reports. He makes sure that he is inclusive with his team and 

encourages their ideas for projects and initiatives that they are undertaking. Also, he feels 

that he is good at bringing a change mindset within his group. He enables them to 

understand just because something has been done one way in the past it does not mean 

that there are not new approaches to the situation or process moving forward. He feels 

that these qualities as a leader give him good ‘street credit’ within leading his team, and 

empowers them to participate in the process. 

 After Marcel has reflected on the LNR experience he shares that he feels different 

as a leader. According to Marcel: 

I feel stronger as a leader through the [LNR] experience….I am richer and 

somewhat better of a leader from it. A simple aspect is, ‘don’t sweat the small 

stuff, this has become more ingrained now from the retreat 

experience….Overall, I am more comfortable with myself. I am comfortable in 

my own skin and I think that just exudes an aura around you when you’re 

comfortable people just have a better respect for where you are trying to take 

things [as a leader]….that comfort in my own skin is probably what I gained 

most [from the LNR] that just helps on the leadership front that people respect it 

and recognize it. (i3) 
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 Illuminations from LNR experience. When I met with Marcel a few days after the 

LNR he shares an experience during the solo period where he was sitting up on the bluff 

of the island overlooking the inlet. He describes seeing a dory with two fisherman rowing 

and seeing what he describes as a large fish flapping in the water. Marcel describes:  

…it looked like a fish flipping at the bottom of this rock. And to me just the 

glimmer, even from that distance it just felt…reminded me instantly of you 

know when you see a trawl of something come in, you see the nets and the fish 

in the nets. For me personally it brought me back to when I was six or seven 

years old, [when I] used to go out with my uncles and they would net salmon 

fish in the ocean and bring them in–and the big salmon would be flipping. And it 

was kind of a unique experience just sitting there watching….I don’t know if I 

want to call it deep meditation or connecting with a pure source per say but I did 

just kind of you know, relax into it [the experience] and then it did bring up a lot 

of emotions, memories and stuff. (i2) 

Marcel shares this stirred happy emotions of years gone by, family time spent 

adventuring and discovering the natural world with his uncles. Marcel adds: 

It was just kind of an interesting way, looking back on how, and seeing that one 

thing, whether it was an optical illusion or whatever it was, just how it triggered 

a certain train of thought [memory] in my mind. And yeah, I kind of got 

absorbed in that for a longer period of time than probably most of my other 

attempts at meditation. (i2) 

This experience of what could almost be described as a flow of mind stood out for Marcel 

as he feels that during the solo period he had difficulty meditating. The challenging 

weather he feels made it difficult to focus and make connections of deep thought.  
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…it sticks the most in my mind [flapping fish], it was probably my closest 

connection there, relaxing into it, I did struggle with monkey-mind [busy mind] 

the rest of the time. When I did have the opportunity, except for that last night 

when we went in there I didn’t necessarily have good posture which meditation 

demanded, I totally zoned in on that day and absorbed every bit of sunlight that I 

could. (i2) 

 Marcel shares how he had initial feelings of fear that he was not at the same level of 

contemplative knowledge as other participants at the LNR. Moreover, he shares how he 

quickly overcame this with a decision to just be authentic in who he was and his 

knowledge level. As a participant observer this was noticeable in the group sessions, how 

Marcel owned his lack of inexperience in mediative practices. I feel this authenticity 

endeared him to the group and John Milton, the facilitator. 

Well at first I was, like oh shit, I'm going to have to bullshit through this for 10 

days and pretend…but I'm like, no, because that would be totally against the 

point to be present, relax right? Just relax and say exactly anything–to not 

misrepresent my experience….By lunchtime the next day I was comfortable with 

who was in that setting, and then started to go through some of the practical 

exercises–that was really cool. (i2) 

 Marcel shares how coming into the LNR he had a lot of built up anxiety from the 

pressure of the unknown knowledge of what was to be experienced through the retreat 

process. Even with the challenging weather of the first days of the solitude period of the 

LNR he experienced a letting go of the anxiety that had built and he found himself 

sleeping for hours on end in his tent. According to Marcel: 

…there was always an anxiety building up because there was so much unknown 
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that I was getting into, there was a lot of pressure that just released in those first 

couple of days–and I slept like 12 to 14 hours a day, between a nap in the 

afternoon and just sleeping as long as I want because I didn’t have to get up for 

work. I didn’t have to think about my normal day to day responsibilities. (i2) 

Moreover, Marcel shares frustration he had with the challenging weather, with lots of 

rain and wind. “There was definitely a point of frustration with the weather, I'm like, 

Jesus, just give me one good day. And then I found myself looking for hope on a 

Thursday–it was going to be a nice day” (i2). Marcel also shares his sense of pride and 

the confidence gained to make it through the inhospitable weather. According to Marcel, 

“I felt really good about it [surviving the weather elements] and I was really quite proud 

because that was a big deal for me to go through that” (i2).  Marcel tells that he has a 

sense of pride and satisfaction to have come through a wild experience, so he is 

experiencing a heightened sense of confidence that as a person and leader that he can take 

on unknown challenges and handle them. 

 Another interesting point is that when Marcel returned back to his solo-site after the 

24-hour of bringing participants back to basecamp due to the extreme weather challenge 

he refers to the site as being back home. “Getting back to the site, you know, I was…it 

almost seems like coming home, like it was a temporary home but it was like, yeah, it's 

good to be back” (i2). As Marcel describes his solo-site as home-like I can sense his 

connection to the land. Marcel shares, “Yeah we got a familiarity, and actually the sense 

of knowing that the weather was good and that I was going to be able to get a true 

appreciation of what I had for a spot, and I had incredible views. I mean it was quite easy 

to get lost in the views for hours there, looking around” (i2). Marcel shares his 

appreciation for being able to solo on the land and the weather finally providing a gentle 
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to really deeply enjoyable time on the land and not just hunkered in his tent. In the last 

day of the solitude period, Marcel felt a deep connection to his solitude site and once 

everyone completed the solo period and came back to basecamp he experienced an 

unusual feeling of needing space and solitude. Marcel shares this feeling: 

…it was a different experience at base camp too because we were setting up on 

the land [around the basecamp] again, which was nice. I thought it was a funny 

feeling as people started setting up tents too close to each other. I remember 

feeling, like Jeez man, there's too many people here now. That's like what are we 

going to do [when I need to pee] in middle of the night, this is going to suck. I 

moved out, tried to move my tent further away from people. (i2) 

At the same time, wanting to have his space on returning to basecamp he also 

experienced a connected bond to the other participants. He shares how it was important to 

see others off from the wharf as they were leaving to go home various places on the 

globe.  

…even though you only had the three, I guess, two days together, you really get 

a bond with these people [other participants]….I mean you’re more than happy 

to be on your way home but some of the people here, we get on really good, we 

had a great time together. Yeah, and I hope to see them again at some point. (i2) 

 Reflections and thoughts on action. I connect with Marcel three-month after the 

LNR at the university where he works. According to Marcel the three-months have been 

a busy time for him as this is the peak period of projects in his work schedule. He admits 

that there has been little time to fully reflect on possible changes that might have 

occurred for him from the LNR. Marcel shares, “There have been no large changes from 
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the retreat that I can put my finger on, though if you talk to my spouse she may say 

differently” (i3). According to Marcel, his wife has commented on a few small changes 

she has seen in his behavior. I press him deeper on this and he says it is something about 

a better connection with the nature that surrounds. As the conversation unwinds Marcel 

alludes to the fact that he has become calmer in his senior leadership role over the last 

few years but he feels since returning form the LNR that this has been even heightened 

more. Marcel shares, “There is an inner piece and a deeper feeling of being stress free…a 

little more calmer even with there being no shortage of trials and tribulations here at 

work” (i3). He feels he is able to look at challenges that are presented at work and is able 

to put them into perspective…that in the larger scope the challenges are no big deal. 

 In sharing his reflections Marcel states: 

It [LNR] definitely gave me more self-confidence, not that I was shy, to be able 

to go through the experience unscathed. I thought I would do more reflection and 

honestly I did less than I expected I would. I did not come back with anything 

profound…other then realizing that I am pretty comfortable with my self and 

where I am at [in life]….Also, I have a much higher appreciation for my farm 

and life. To realize that I live in these beautiful vistas that surround me. (i3) 

 According to Marcel he has had minor changes in his held assumption from the 

LNR experience. He recognizes the diversity of the different participants in the LNR, that 

there were very different levels of consciousness and life experiences from this global 

group of leaders. “I have more appreciation to experience different backgrounds and 

experiences from my own because of the LNR process” (i3). In the past he recognizes it 

was easier to avoid confronting differences in people, especially in his university work 

setting but now feels since the LNR that he has this greater appreciation to listening to the 
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difference in others. 

 Marcel shares that he experienced a feeling of connectiveness and a certain feeling 

of creativity during the solitude period out on the land. “We had challenging weather, 

that’s for sure….but with the last night when the sun came out and there was the beautiful 

sunset that probably would not have been the same if we had not had the challenges we 

had been through” (i3). Marcel feels that this solo time on the land was a very positive 

experience for him. According to Marcel, “I did not want to sleep [last night of 

solo]…you just wanted to just soak it all in [being in the land]” (i3). With the realization 

that he would not get back to this space and time again he shares that this last night on the 

land he experiences deep feelings of connection and he is aware that he is using all his 

senses “to feel and experience it all” (i3).  

 Marcel singles out the Expressive Art Therapy that was led by Ron Hayes as a 

highlight and positive experience. “In the group setting what surprised me was the 

expressive art therapy” (i3). He shares how everyone laughed and joked at the beginning 

of the first session and then it was completely quiet once people started working with the 

clay. “I really got into a zone–I didn’t expect this. It was a really positive experience” 

(i3). I ask him what the essence of this experience was and he eludes immediately to a 

creative flow. “This was a creative feeling, if you can have a creative feeling, that I don’t 

experience often” (i3).  

 Near the end of the last interview Marcel recognizes that as a leader in his work 

“that the nature angle is more present in me” (i3). Moreover, this awareness enables him 

to ask questions of what the overall impacts of a project or process are going to be on 

nature. According to Marcel, “I’m going to try to bring this [awareness of connections 

with nature] more into it [his work]” (i3). On another action item, Marcel shares that the 
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LNR was far from the normative leader development work that he has experienced in the 

past and this nascent approach has uncovered a new awareness about himself and the 

world that surrounds him and he comes away a more confident leader. He is already 

implementing and changing his patterned sit-down meetings inside to walking meetings 

or meetings that are in an outside environment.  

 At the end of our last study conversation Marcel shares, “I would do again [LNR] 

in a heart beat and would recommend it to other people. I feel better overall–and people 

recognize that there is something different about me” (i3). 

 
 Kevin. Kevin is a fifty-one year old Canadian male who resides in an urban setting 

in Nova Scotia. He holds a senior leadership position where he leads market research and 

communications within a small to mid-size organization. He has a business degree and 

vast amount of management and marketing experience working in major organizations in 

Toronto and Halifax. Kevin shares that in his early childhood years he lived in a 

traditional hockey family, with three brothers, and two sisters, in a tidy cozy bungalow in 

a small university town in Nova Scotia. His early years were spent going to school and 

playing sports all year round. His father was an auto mechanic and has been a strong 

positive influence on Kevin’s life, mentoring with sports and advice, and his mother 

worked in flower shop and looked after the family home. Through the years Kevin has 

maintained a close relationship with them and often golfs and spends time with them 

around the traditional holidays of the year with other siblings and their families joining 

in. Kevin speaks positively of a loving and supportive childhood and present bonds with 

family members. After twenty-years in marketing roles Kevin presently heads up a team 

as the head of economic development for a small NGO that focuses on building resilient 
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business development for the city. According to Kevin he has six smart people that report 

directly to him in his leadership role. 

  
 Why the Retreat and defining nature. At the beginning of the study Kevin shares 

that he has had nascent thinking about how to create spaces that allow for a more 

collaborative conversation and can enable transformational change to occur. He feels that 

the LNR can open up new thinking for him through reflective time and experiencing and 

connecting with himself and others in a natural place. According to Kevin: 

I’m intrigued, I’m scared of it on one hand but I’m intrigued by it at the same 

time. I mean you and I have had enough conversations and the work that you are 

doing. So I just see that as interesting and as your master plan at play here. How 

can we take all the parts and make something pretty cool. And you know I love 

where I live, I haven’t moved away so can we take some of this thinking back to 

our province and our city and see if we can unleash some of our potential. 

Maybe this is part of the solution. So that’s intriguing….It’s just another chapter 

and not sure where it’s going to take me but I’m looking forward to it. I hope 

there is no snow on the island by the time we get there but beyond that no I’m 

intrigued by this whole space. So that’s why I’m embracing it, that’s why it took 

me a while to agree because I said okay if you can't go into this half hearted, you 

got to go in it and be open minded to the process. So I’m just looking forward to 

it, it should be fun. (i1) 

 Kevin defines nature and what it means to him: 

Well there are two ways [to define nature], one is, you know, going in the woods 

and walk in the woods and a feeling. Really good example for me was when I 
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was on this course in California, we took a walk through a redwood, and all 

redwood forests down there. And then the last time down, my wife and I we took 

a walk through a [redwood] forest and there was just some powerful feeling or 

there was, there's a connection–there’s something there. You can feel that. (i1) 

This ‘something there’ that Kevin talks about is a feeling of “Presence” (i1). Kevin shares 

further: 

To me it was, yeah, that connectedness or presence, humbleness. More so on the 

redwoods than I've never felt to me, you can go back in the nature here too but I 

just thought it was interesting there. Those trees are you know 10, 20 feet in 

diameter, hundreds of feet in the air, connected with a network…(i1) 

Moreover, Kevin talks about feelings of humbleness in the presence of nature: 

Humbling it puts… really it puts into perspective, it checks your ego, it checks 

you to say, you know you are connected, you are not alone and you know we are 

not this species, there are others and stuff like that. So I feel that to a lesser 

extent, it depends when I'm out here. I feel some of that when I'm sailing out on 

the ocean, get away from land far enough I feel that it there as well. It changed 

me, right now we are looking at where we are going to buy our next house, and 

we keep wanting to go into the country,  we recognize it’s a long commute, but 

we keep wanting to go on the country. And I think that’s a big part of it because 

we really, we want to be you know at a little farm in the woods, it's, it feels more 

connected than a house in the suburbs or a condo in a concrete building. So yeah, 

I think if more meetings were held in forests, you'd get better results. (i1) 

Moreover, Kevin feels that nature provides a space for deeper collaborative 

conversations: 
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I think if you bring four, five, six, eight, ten people into nature something 

happens, I really don’t know what it is. Something happens over time where you 

get to a better space where you can have a deeper conversation. I don’t know 

why it is, but there's… there becomes this openness to listen, to share, and 

enables you to get to a place where you can truly collaborate. (i1) 

Curiously, Kevin goes deeper and asks questions around nature and the creative space it 

can create for groups:  

…you could bring people who have divergent views, I think, into that nature, 

and you could get to create a space. You can't do that sometimes in a boardroom, 

so why is that? You know to me that’s a powerful source of energy we need to 

tap [into]. And people are in pockets all over the world, but that the disconnect 

and the latest reading I’ve read- and I'm an inch deep in a pool that’s probably 12 

feet deep- is we’re disconnected, which is to me very intriguing…and how do 

you reconnect that? (i1) 

 During our last interview months after the LNR experience Kevin shares that his 

awareness and relationship with nature has shifted. He recognizes the important of the 

relationship with nature and all of its interconnected parts. He starts with this insight: 

I’m amazed at how we think we are the smartest species for a number of reasons, 

yet animals and insects are in-tune with the bigger picture…Mother Nature or 

Gaia, or whatever you want to call it…and we are so disconnected…not a lot of 

people can connect into this [idea]. So who is the smartest species? 

He understands from the LNR experience that we are all part of this great big system, and 

that in general humans are disconnected from this because of technology and the human 

world we have created. Kevin shares how he was recently sitting on his outdoor patio and 
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how a wasp came buzzing around, in the past his reaction would have been to swat and 

kill the bug but through his shift in thinking he just let it alone, as he could see that it was 

causing no harm to anyone. I can sense the respect he has for  life as he tells me this 

touching personal narrative. 

  
 On leadership. Kevin has been in leadership positions for over 15-years and has 

had challenges with welding authority and power that is often prescribed by traditional 

organizational approaches. Kevin has always believed in a collaborative approach in 

leading others. Kevin defines leadership and his meaning that centers around 

relationships: 

I think the ability for my team to challenge me knowing full well that they can 

do it in a non threatening manner. There will be no repercussions because 

they’ve truly believed it’s a team effort, so if there is a challenge, you know we 

are going to do it together. I firmly believe in this ecosystem work, cross-

pollination, and diversity. Being open to trusting the process, [a] fundamental 

belief in those and if you believe them you have to live it. So to me it’s always 

been about putting people around a table and making the good decision. And if 

there has to be a decision made then you make it but I would rather make it with 

my team and keep moving forward. So to me it’s [leadership] always been 

empowering the people with you. And you know the good answers lies 

somewhere among the people around the table. You know it does not come from 

one person. (i1) 

With Kevin we explore his leadership attributes that he brings to his organization. 

According to Kevin, “Creating a safe environment for people to excel. I would hope that 



 
 
KNOWING OURSELVES  388 

 

everyone on my team would say, it’s very safe to challenge me because we are all 

working on a common goal of getting stuff done” (i1). Moreover, Kevin feels as leader 

he builds processes around a foundation of trust, and he empowers people to engage in 

their respective work. Kevin touches on being authentic as a leader, “…to me it comes 

back to the values, the individual should have the same values as the role. And be 

authentic in that process” (i1). 

 Kevin shares that as a kid during his childhood he spent adventurous time in nature 

playing, exploring, camping, and feeling courageous and free. Today he feels he has lost 

this connection and relationship with nature that he had in his childhood: 

Today it's disconnected [relationship with nature] more than it should be. But as 

a kid growing up you'd play in the forest, we had a little… you know, we had a 

little woods in the back of our place, and you'd climb the older trees and swing 

on them, and you'd find the apple trees, the good apple trees, and you played 

hide and seek games in the woods. So it was to me it was a part of our growing 

up, we didn’t have the computer, Sony, and laptops, and iPads, that 

unfortunately my kids do. We actually would get out and play in the woods. (i1) 

Kevin shares that every summer he camps and he feels a certain energy that is familiar 

but does not draw on these days. “I just think there's an energy there that we don’t draw 

up on” (i1). When probed on the essence of what this energy is Kevin shares an analogy 

of a withdrawing a protective shield: 

…[this energy is about] removing your shields, it heightens your …I think your 

sense of values, makes you humble and more open to the fact that there's…it’s 

not about you, and you get to a good space, I think you get a real collaborative 

space, where you’ve said you know ideas are on the table let's all make it better. 
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And there's something about nature I think that brings that out of 

people….connected to something bigger. I think if you bring four, five, six, 

eight, ten people into nature something happens, I really don’t know what it is. 

Something happens over time where you get to a better space where you can 

have a deeper conversation. I don’t know why it is, but there… there becomes 

this openness to listen, to share, and enables to get to a place where you can truly 

collaborate. (i1) 

  
 On conflict. As we explore Kevin’s organizational leadership role conflicts emerge 

that he presently faces in his organization as he grows in his role. According to Kevin: 

…so my crossroad is–where am I going to go with this new journey [leading 

social-organizational change] that I’m on?…And the other one is; Do you stay in 

the private sector or do you go into more social enterprises and look at social 

problems, and how can you be innovative around solving social problems and 

can you bring private sector to that? So private sector solving social problems 

versus just for profit. It’s another interesting area. (i1) 

 In our last interview Kevin identifies a conflict that he has become aware through 

reflecting on this time on the island during the LNR. According to Kevin, “I have used 

the hammer approach in the past, where I feel I have the right answer and I hammer 

[force] down on others” (i3). Through this insight Kevin feels that he is now trying to be 

more understanding, more patient and open to listening to other shared perspectives. He 

realizes he has to be more comfortable to other ideas, and he recognizes that this is a 

challenge to his old mental models. According to Kevin, he is catching himself being 

defensive to other perspectives being shared and he is being more patient and open to 
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what is being shared. Kevin shares, “I’m still working on this” (i3). 

 Moreover, at the end of the narrative that Kevin shares he admits there has been a 

shift in his conscious development and that this has also created a conflict in the form of 

frustration. Through his reflection and his shift in how he senses nature and the 

interconnected relationship in the web of life it frustrates him in how the everyday life 

world is stuck in old ways of seeing and interacting with the world around them. “[I feel] 

complete frustration…we are such naysayers [Nova Scotians], we live in a beautiful part 

of the world but yet are backward in so many ways. We have so much, peace and 

surrounded by wonderful nature…but we don’t see this” (i3). Kevin feels that the local 

culture where he lives in Nova Scotia carries so much baggage of negative attitudes and 

that this limits cultural and community development. Kevin shares, “I want things to 

change faster” (i3). 

  
 Illuminations from LNR experience. A couple of days after leaving the LNR 

Kevin shares a powerful experience and is emotionally moved by a connection to the 

land: 

…there’s a lot of really [cool] connections to nature and animals. But then one of 

the neatest ones is the first afternoon we when we were in isolation in our alone 

time. I was doing the Gaia flow, I did the eleven-direction [ceremony] but I was 

still new to it. So I was probably butchering it. But I did the Gaia flow moves 

that John taught us and I was doing the energy, you know energy down sort of 

thing and I really took my time on that nice peak on Gaia Slab [name of solo 

site]. And it wasn’t warm but it wasn’t cold, but there was just a presence that 

came all over me and I, you know it just kind of threw me and I went…then that 
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was my first, I think,  you know the mind and the heart connecting to something. 

And that’s when I went "Whoa! What was that?"…and that’s when I think when 

my journey began. [I] just felt warm, it felt there's a connection; there was a 

flush of emotion…I had to cry when it came over me, didn’t understand it. Just 

something was connecting to me and that was a real eye opener. And that was 

just a start of the alone time…A real sense, a real sense of slowing down being 

aware…(i2) 

 Through the connection to the land another opening comes available as Kevin has 

an awareness of the extra-human life that surrounds him during the LNR: 

…through the whole time there was connections to ants, connections to birds and 

I… the thing I find interesting is John called it homo ignoramus versus homo 

sapiens, because as soon as you tuned in to nature they [extra-humans] were 

waiting for you to saying "Hi, how are you doing; welcome." And we had to do 

so much work to get there and they’re [extra-humans] already connected to this 

overall system, which I thought it was interesting. (i2)  

Kevin shares his feeling of this new- found awareness of connecting to extra-humans: 

Humble, humbling. Humbling in the sense that you know you're… we're all 

equal, we're all connected and then humbling in the fact that the insects, the 

animals, the plants are so in-tuned to it, and I'm 51, and I come along and finally 

connect. And they didn’t say "It's about time, idiot”–you know the feeling was 

"Hi, how you doing" and that was it. It was in, yeah it was just… humbling and 

really stress-free moments where you connected and your mind was empty. (i2) 

 Kevin shares a moment on the land during the solitude time where he feels 

completely present with life, and where there is a letting go of stress and an opening to 
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creativity and gratitude. Kevin describes this feeling of presence, “It feels like you're 

totally in relaxation, stress-free, a very simplified thing versus complex. Any stress just 

kind of goes away for the time you're in that connection, yeah” (i2). Moreover, Kevin 

shares that in this moment of presence there was a flow to it, it was nothing forced or 

something he had to think about–it just came over him like a comfortable blanket. 

According to Kevin: 

There was a clear comfort in being connected to something bigger. I wasn't 

questioning it this time, I wasn’t saying "What is this, where is this going?" I just 

enjoyed the moment looking at the beautiful scenery, looking at the water, 

looking at the clouds, the sky, the land. It was just everything was clear, but it 

was just a nice time and I didn’t give into monkey brain to try to figure it out. I 

just… that was probably… well that was our last night in a long time. So I 

started questioning stuff and just let it flow all over me; it was the approach I 

was taking. So then I did the same thing there, I just wasn’t sure how it had 

happened, how it occurred, let it flow over me and enjoy the moments I had. 

Days after the LNR Kevin is left curious and trying to figure out what these connections 

mean and feels he has received a glimpse of something that has potential for 

organizations and society to live more fully as a world community:  

I was looking for you know a glimpse, a touch of what this connection does, 

what relaxing of being present and connecting to nature does? And I was initially 

looking at it from a… wheel it up, open my mind and unleash creativity and 

innovation. Perhaps it will, I think it will. What I wasn’t expecting is how it 

released…how stress-free and humbling it is as part of the process and 

connecting. So that kind of blew me away. But that’s… yeah; I was going in 
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looking for touch points and glimpses of what's possible. The interesting 

thing…there comes a time in your career where you start this idea, "I just want 

to market products and services" or you want to do something bigger for the 

betterment of society as a whole. And [what] I thought this week was really 

interesting because the world needs… and you know this, the world needs this 

[connection with nature] in massive doses. So there's something fascinating 

about marketing that to the world, but somehow it's all capacity down the road, I 

don’t know. Yeah, it's the whole thing [that] is intriguing to me from helping 

organizations, and helping communities, and helping society–there’s something 

really fascinating with it. (i2) 

 Kevin also shares the importance of the LNR being facilitated by the legendary 

John P. Milton. According to Kevin, John delivered insights and he shines a light on new 

thinking that challenges old cultural truths and assumptions. He feels that there is almost 

a  purity and source of something special in John and his teachings that brings this 

intention through to the student-participant. Kevin shares a story of an interaction with 

John where he had to physically touch him to see if he was real: 

I just had to touch you [John], because I… you know to make sure you're real or 

if you're like some spirit that’s sitting here. His stories… his delivery is so pure, 

that’s the only word I can put to it. So pure that I enjoy it, I totally enjoy, it 

didn’t scare me, I didn’t fear nothing. And my takeaway was this, it was "My 

God, this guy is an incredible man [and] has dedicated his life to connecting to 

source for the betterment of mankind. So if I'm sitting there as a business person 

and I can just connect, just connect  then good things will happen for my little 

portion of the world, right?! (i2) 
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 Kevin also shares insight to the LNR being a safe container for sharing personal 

feelings and perspectives. He recognizes that the make-up of the group was diverse, in 

having Europeans and Canadians from across the country, different professional  

backgrounds and life experiences, and men and women. Moreover, Kevin states that the 

LNR container allowed for a common connection and challenge to be shared that brought 

the group together–respecting, inspiring, and learning from one another. According to 

Kevin, “…it was just there's a good safe container [on the LNR island]….And set a good 

mind space because I just sort of learned from everybody….to me it was a very 

supportive comfortable trusting group” (i2). 

 
 Reflections and thoughts on action. Three months after the LNR I meet in Nova 

Scotia with Kevin and we go for a sail in the Bedford Basin, where he shares his 

reflections on the retreat experience. Kevin shares that it has been challenging to describe 

the experience to others, as he feels it is hard for others to understand as the program is 

not something others have experienced–it is so different. Moreover, Kevin admits that 

personally the last three months have been busy with moving to a new house and his wife 

buying a day care centre. As he reflects on the LNR, he says he has an awareness that he 

has a greater capacity to reset and balance through the stresses of life. According to 

Kevin, “The biggest takeaway is that I have a bigger reset button” (i3). This awareness 

gives him a feeling of humility, a bigger perspective, and better judgment to not let 

minute things tie him down and limit himself in his personal and work life. According to 

Kevin, “[It is] Just a calming influence [this new awareness] to me when things get 

hectic…and there is an ability to see a bigger picture–why sweat the smaller things along 

the way” (i3). He gives an example of seeing ants recently, and how this made him think 
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of the extra-humans and that they are all connected together on this planet–that this type 

of thinking puts the world and life in perspective. Kevin feels this systemic thinking 

provides better perspectives in his personal and business interactions.  

 Overall, Kevin shares that the LNR has made him more comfortable and confident 

in his leadership work. He highlights that he is a better listener through the LNR 

experience, where he experienced a diversity of relations with nature and the other 

participants involved. Kevin shares that in his work in the past he has felt pressure as a 

senior leader to be more cut-throat in his approach when working with other but he feels 

that there is change in him since the LNR experience. He feels more connected with his 

authentic self, and confident to stand in as to who he is naturally as a person and is 

trusting where this approach takes him. According to Kevin, being more connected to his 

authentic self, one centered in a collaborative approach, is a more familiar place that 

resonates positively with him as a senior leader. He finds this approach more comfortable 

and easier. Kevin shares, “Not having different armor or different suits of armor for 

different people. This is new for me and I am still working through it but it is the right 

and easy approach” (i3). 

 Another reflection that has emerged for Kevin is that he is amazed at how little time 

people spend alone with themselves; how we as humans have to keep ourselves so busy 

and always be going somewhere. Kevin shares, “Being in the moment and being 

still…we just do not do enough of this–to stilling ourselves. This [reflection] blew me 

away” (i3). He feels that the latent possibilities that can come out of the stillness are 

powerful and offers a source of knowledge. 

 Kevin reflected that the LNR was a diverse group and as he referred to it covered 

the spectrum of consciously minded people, which he confused him at times as the shared 
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thinking was different from his. He had respect for the other participants in the study 

calling them impressive, especially he felt the Europeans with their insights. Moreover, 

Kevin feels that with the group that there existed no judgment of one another, and that it 

was a supportive environment where everyone was on a mutual learning journey. Kevin 

shared that he was amazed at how the LNR participants bonded in such a short period of 

time. This left Kevin curious about the dynamics and potential of a holding environment 

like the LNR:  

How do you harness that? Look at us [LNR participants] and the bond we 

created in ten-days and if we had to do an assignment together–everyone would 

have each other’s back. How do you take that source of harmony, energy, and 

diversity–and how do you bottle that [latent potential]? 

Moreover, Kevin feels that the LNR process enables a shedding of cultural truths that 

limit one’s development. According to Kevin, “Jess [other participant] had a phrase, ‘I 

just have to go to an isolated spot…get naked…and dance it off [culture truths and 

frustrations]’–I loved this! He felt this phrase spoke to how the LNR process might allow 

for a shedding of limiting factors in a person’s development. Kevin shares that the LNR 

is powerful from a human dynamic, and that you have a group [participants] with 

different mindsets and taking them into this type of process, it allows for a shedding of 

armour and an opening for collaboration. Kevin contemplates out loud, “It would be 

interesting to take our group from Canso [LNR] and do a project together…it would be 

fascinating. There is no ego, there is a shedding of egos, and there exists a real trust in the 

process” (i3). 

 Kevin ends his research narrative reflecting on what the process has meant for his 

developmental growth as a human. He admits it has changed him and he is not sure what 
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direction it will take him it. “It has already changed me as a person–without a 

question….I have been morphing for a while. The retreat process has created a 

shift…that’s a great word for it, a shift” (i3). Kevin feels there is an opportunity to 

continue to do more of this LNR work and going deeper with the relaxation and 

presenting techniques. According to Kevin, “I would recommend this [LNR] to anyone” 

(i3). Kevin feels even the most egocentric leader could benefit from the LNR process. 

Kevin describes attributes of the LNR process and what it offers leaders, “Trusting, safe, 

supportive…a vessel that allows people to be authentic…people got authentic very 

quickly, I don’t know why…but I think it is the set environment [LNR]. It was magic! It 

has created a shift for me–so watch for it” (i3)! 


