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Foreword 

Responsibility Toward Oneself 

to Be Inclusive and Innovative 

The nature of our Consciousness may define the realm of responsibility 
we feel, we have for ourselves and the world around us. Consciousness is 
not just the state of being aware, but it also includes the embedded meta 
rules that guide the subconscious decision-making (Maheshwari, 2021). 
My intuition is shaped by my repeated use of certain heuristics. These may 
be based not just on my current moral frame of beliefs and actions but also 
on how I wish these frames to be in future. King and Carruthers (2022) 
perhaps miss the connections between the roots of unconscious decisions, 
learned habits, or our toolbox of heuristics, and thus the consideration of 
responsibility toward oneself. In practicing even a limited sense of ethi-
cality, my deep self-view would be a more forceful and more automatic 
influence than self-interest on decision-making (Chugh & Kern, 2016). 
We are a product of multiple contradictions in our beliefs, actions and 
norms of evaluating their impact on the world. May we ask, which part of 
the world? Our consciousness about the sentient and non-sentient world 
does not remain constant. It changes and what is more important is, we 
can change it. 

During learning walks in different parts of India, called as Shodhyatra, 
we have tried to learn from four teachers: a teacher within, among peers, 
nature, and among common people. Every one of these teachers sharpens
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our consciousness and expands the boundary of our responsibility toward 
us and our world. But when we define our self, our peers, nature, and 
communities narrowly from which we wish to learn, we begin to notice a 
wider tension between what we are and what we want to be. In summer 
we walk in hot places and in winter we walk in cold places with any learner 
who wishes to join us. We also walk in the Himalayas with self-selected 
students from IIMA, the top management education institution in India, 
who wishes to learn from the creativity, innovations, and outstanding 
traditional knowledge at the grassroots. After walking around 6000 km 
over the last 25 years, we continue to get surprised by the generosity of 
people we meet, many times only once and then never to return (except to 
share the report of learnings and a set of photographs taken on the way). 
SRISTI anchors the Shodhyatra and GIAN supports it on behalf of the 
Honey Bee Network. Individuals from farming and non-farming sector, 
corporations, academia, NGOs, students, entrepreneurs, and sometimes 
policy makers join Shodhyatras voluntarily. 

How can such communities be so kind to strangers like us? How can 
asymmetrical expectations of responsiveness tie us in a transitory relation-
ship with strangers? How does our consciousness get fertilized and how 
does it cross pollinate the consciousness of others around us? How does 
this expanded consciousness trigger creativity and innovation, overcome 
inertia, and empower our agency? The paradoxical nature of our feel-
ings for the world out there and sense of responsibility toward oneself 
cannot be fully met by fuzzy expectations. Studies show time and again 
that when given freedom to make decisions, most people shirk from using 
that freedom fully (Haesevoets et al., 2019). 

Autonomy is freedom to make decisions, and agency is willingness or 
capacity to use that freedom. Organizational leaders forget that autonomy 
automatically does not lead to agency. How do we empower people to 
leverage their agency? We can do it only by expanding people’s realm 
of consciousness so that they may feel responsible to their real inclusive 
selves (Maheshwari, 2021); when they are able to realize that “no action” 
is also an action, as Bhagavad Gita teaches us well (Krishnan et al., 2023). 

It is not just agency but a positive agency that needs to be strength-
ened for enabling most of us to use our decision-making power in favor 
of creative, compassionate, and collaborative people at the grassroots 
(Gupta, 2006; Quinn, 2015). Acting on our decisions by itself does not 
empower us fully. Our consciousness is inadequate when we don’t feel 
within us the pain of others. Mahatma Gandhi said, when in doubt, recall
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the face of the poorest person you have met and evaluate how your action 
is going to impact her/him (also see Maheshwari, 2023a). In the wake of 
climate change, we might add—look also at the last molten glacier, drying 
river, or eroded hill tops or drinking water well with declining water table 
before you take the decision. Such an expanded consciousness can drive 
our lives in the direction where we need to take action, not just where we 
want to take action. 

If we take something from someone without her consent, or aware-
ness of true value of that thing, then it would be unethical. Such an 
exercise of agency would be a negative use of autonomy. When ethnob-
otanists and ethnozoologists documented the crucial functional technical 
knowledge of people, they made the people anonymous and became the 
authors themselves. This way they not only exploited the local commu-
nities but also created an institutional superstructure which celebrated 
and perpetuated this exploitation. The Honey Bee Network was created 
35 years ago to correct this asymmetry between formal and informal 
sectors and knowledge systems (Dey & Gupta, 2022; Gupta, 2006, 2010, 
2016; Gupta et al., 2019). Other organizations and institutions such as 
SRISTI, GIAN, and NIF were set up in 1993, 1997, and 2000, respec-
tively, to expand this vision of expanding options for grassroots creative 
communities and individuals in an ethical, responsible, and accountable 
manner. 

This book embodies one of the widest possible interpretations of the 
notion of samvedana. The word sam signifies equal and vedana is pain, 
when we feel pain of others as intensely as they feel it, it does not remain 
theirs: it becomes ours. When we try to overcome our pain in a srijansheel 
(creative and innovative way) for swantayh sukhay, for one’s own happi-
ness, then responsibility toward one’s own consciousness manifest most 
eloquently. Our nature within cannot be separated from nature outside. 
The authentic prayers always include a wish for the well-being of all 
living beings (sarve bhavantu sukhinah), and not only for humans, but for 
keeping the habitats of the animals, squirrels, birds, birds, and the others, 
happy and healthy. Why don’t we design bird feeding platforms or shelters 
for stray dogs while designing modern cities, office complexes and habi-
tats? We can reconceive our consciousness to include the well-being of the 
oceans, air, water, and the rest of the earth. Eventually our consciousness 
will have to initiate action toward circular economy (Maheshwari et al., 
2022). Waste will need to be managed much more responsibly, as if the 
earth mattered. The culture of repairing our shirts, shoes, and gadgets
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will need to come back. Repaired and reconditioned goods and services 
will need to become a way of life not just for the poor but also for the 
rich. 

Wider, richer, and deeper consciousness is fuller consciousness. It 
fosters creativity and innovation to push our civilization to the newer 
heights of responsibility toward oneself. Anil Maheshwari (2023b) 
captures the essence of this book in Chapter 4, when he observes that 
“developed consciousness may lead to a greater sense of responsibility 
and ethical considerations in the management of emerging technologies” 
(p. xxx). This is the point, I feel, that will help us resolve many paradoxes 
of emerging modernity and take us toward an alternative evolutionary 
path that will be full of creativity, compassion, and collaboration. I have 
facilitated and witnessed during the last four decades, how the majority 
of the grassroots innovators share their creativity openly with the rest of 
the communities. Should they remain poor because they are generous, 
I ask? It may be a poignant moment to re-examine our deeply held 
assumptions, instincts, and habits, through expansion of our conscious-
ness (Grant, 2021; Maheshwari, 2021). Let us embark upon a course 
correction in the capitalistic journey; and encourage and empower more 
people at all levels to care, share, and dare, in the pursuit of a larger and 
equitable, social, and environmental good. 

Dr. Anil K. Gupta 
Founder, Honey Bee Network, 

SRISTI, GIAN & NIF 
Visiting Faculty, IIMA & IITB, 

Academy Professor, ACSIR 
CSIR Bhatnagar Fellow 2018–21 

Ahmedabad, India 
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Preface 

Modern business organization as a legal entity emerged about 400 years 
ago to pool resources and accomplish large projects which could not be 
accomplished by any one person or a small group. Cultures have been 
evolving for millennia as ways of living from the development of wisdom 
and knowledge toward collaborative work. Ancient cultures were based 
on a consciousness of oneness with the earth and nature. Modern orga-
nizations are primarily instrumental entities for technological progress 
and a march toward material abundance. Both cultures and organiza-
tions are integrative entities based on certain core principles and practices. 
We suggest that a consciousness-based approach to organizations and 
cultures is based on three main principles: (1) Paradigm (Consciousness 
is primary), (2) Interpersonal (love, empathy, and compassion), and (3) 
Individual (experiencing unboundedness and creativity). 

This second volume brings a consciousness-based approach to the 
functioning of modern organizations toward eudaimonic well-being of 
humanity. It is an act of synthesis of the natural and the human-made 
laws toward a more perfect union for peace and flourishing. It includes 
contributions from leaders as well as promising researchers in the field of 
consciousness and workplace spirituality from around the world, many of 
whom participated in the international conference on consciousness-based 
leadership and management that we organized in 2021. 

I wish to thank all the contributors for their painstaking work in devel-
oping their approaches and working with us on this volume. I wish to

xiii
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thank my family for their support and patience around the entire two-
volume project. Nupur Maheshwari, in particular, was helpful in editing 
some of my chapters to sharpen their message. I wish to thank my 
parents and teachers and colleagues for encouraging this work. Our grat-
itude to Maharishi Mahesh Yogi for making accessible the knowledge of 
consciousness and the practices for development toward higher states. 
May your organization be fun and successful, and lead to a blissful and 
peaceful world. 

Fairfield, Iowa 
April 2023 

Anil K. Maheshwari



Praise for Consciousness-Based 

Leadership and Management, Volume 2 

“In both theory and practice there is a bias in the conceptualization of 
leadership, it is a focus on behavior. The key to elevating leadership is 
in understanding the concept of consciousness. These volumes are an 
invaluable contribution.” 
—Professor Robert E. Quinn, Center for Positive Leadership, Ross School 

of Business, University of Michigan, USA 

“These volumes provide a refreshingly new and concise consciousness-
based framework for management as a source of world benefit. They are 
a much-needed resource to build emphasis on consciousness as the basis 
for action, in business and elsewhere.” 

—Chris Laszlo, Professor of Organizational Behavior, Case Western 
Reserve University, USA 

“This 2-volume book is a unique and thought-provoking consideration of 
how the experience and understanding of consciousness can bring peace 
and prosperity to the world. It contains contributions from dozens of 
authors from around the world, who amplify the theory and practice of 
consciousness from a variety of traditions. It aims to enrich leaders and 
managers with powerful perspectives and tools. 

It shows how development of consciousness can be the source of fluid 
thinking, and how it fosters higher purpose, both for individuals and for 
their organizations. It demonstrates how creating safe reflective spaces

xv
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and developing a sense of oneness can help manage the challenges in 
today’s volatile world. The chapter on “Creating Coherence in Collective 
Consciousness” by Orme-Johnson discusses fascinating recent research on 
a novel method to create world peace. 

“Consciousness as the Source of Purposeful Leadership” by Drs. Nader 
and Maheshwari offers fundamental ideas for growing leadership. Another 
chapter, “A Larger Lens” by Nader and others shows how the simple 
practice of Transcendental Meditation can reduce burnout and enhance 
learning for busy doctors in training. 

I highly recommend this book for all leaders and managers. It will 
give them tools to align their organizations with the underlying rising 
collective consciousness in the world.” 

—Bob Roth, CEO, David Lynch Foundation; NY Times bestselling 
author, Strength in Stillness: The Power of Transcendental Meditation
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PART I 

Consciousness-Based Approaches 
to Organizational Oneness and Flourishing



CHAPTER 1  

Wholeness of Organizational and Cultural 
Approaches to Oneness and Flourishing 

Using Ocean as a Metaphor 

Anil K. Maheshwari 

Introduction 

Consciousness-based leadership and management (CBLM) can be defined 
as operating from higher states of consciousness, from being self-aware 
and inclusive, and raising the consciousness of those around us. Ideally, it 
will generate higher compassion, creativity, confidence, and adaptability 
to address the grand challenges facing humanity effortlessly and effec-
tively. CBLM can be achieved by regularly and systematically transcending 
the surface reality and connecting with the unbounded consciousness 
that is the source of all the laws of nature. Ultimately, it could create 
a peaceful and flourishing world for all. The opening chapter of volume 1 
(Maheshwari, 2023) presented and expounded on the three key principles 
of CBLM:
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1. Paradigm—Consciousness is primary. This principle includes the 
idea of complementary existence of opposites, and living in total 
harmony with nature. 

2. Social/Interpersonal—Love is all we need. This principle includes 
the idea of interacting with empathy and compassion toward all life 
forms. 

3. Individual—Unboundarize oneself. This principle includes freeing 
oneself from space–time containers, and developing openness and 
creativity. 

In this chapter, we will provide a brief synopsis of all the chapters in this 
volume. 

Organization of This Volume 

This volume is devoted largely to organizational and cultural approaches 
to the development of oneness and flourishing. It is divided into two 
part. Each part offers a mix of qualitative and quantitative studies. The 
first part contains eight chapters focused on consciousness-based develop-
ment of organizational capabilities such as ambidexterity, flow, freedom 
from burnout, and work-life balance. The second part contains eight 
chapters focused on more practical organizational interventions such as 
reinvention, meaning-making, well-being, and sustainability, and ocean 
as a metaphor for implementing CBLM. 

Section 1 

In Chapter 2, Tony Nader, Richard Carroll, Fred Travis, James Bray, 
Gregory Gruener, Stuart Rothenberg, Duncan Brown, and Carla Brown 
discuss the role of technologies of consciousness in the evolution of 
medical education to freedom from stress, and anxiety. Burnout is a 
major problem in medical education, which leads to many consequences 
including lost productivity and even the loss of life. A major medical 
school in the midwestern USA decided to introduce the technology of 
development of consciousness. This chapter reports the results of an 8-
year-long study of the experiences of medical students who opted to take 
an optional 2-credit course on Transcendental Meditation (TM). In a first 
of its kind study in medical education, the authors use grounded theory to 
assess the effects of this initiative. They report three major outcomes
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from the data: First, students’ most pressing need, stress and anxiety 
reduction, was addressed with the TM technique. Second, the students 
reported multiple positive outcomes affecting many facets of health and 
well-being. Third, with TM they gained more productive time each day, 
which improved relationships and teamwork. This shows that technolo-
gies of consciousness can help the domain of medical education evolve 
toward a more joyful experience. 

In Chapter 3, David Goodman and Anil Maheshwari compare the 
notion of the flow experience, first studied by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi 
(1991), and the experience of Transcendence through Transcendental 
Meditation® brought to the world by Maharishi Mahesh Yogi. Flow 
represents a look into peak profound experiences, suggesting an altered 
state of consciousness often accompanied by superior creativity and 
accomplishment. The experience of Transcendence creates expansion of 
consciousness and leads to heightened creativity and peak experiences. 
This chapter compares and contrasts flow experience with the develop-
ment of consciousness toward higher states. Regular practice of TM can 
help in getting firmly established in higher states of consciousness and 
may enable more frequent flow experiences. These are then related to the 
fundamentals of progress enumerated by Maharishi, which are stability, 
adaptability, purification, integration, and growth. The implications of 
leaders experiencing more flow through being established in higher states 
of consciousness are considered. 

In Chapter 4, Vikram Gulati and Anil Maheshwari focus on the 
management of opposites, and empirically examine whether an experience 
of oneness facilitates the ability to handle conflicting priorities. Leaders 
in organizations and society have to balance conflicting priorities, such 
as whether to protect the population from Covid or keep the economy 
humming. Ambidexterity in individuals may be facilitated by developing 
a paradoxical mindset that can effectively consider opposite viewpoints 
without losing balance. This research tested if practice of meditation tech-
niques was effective in facilitating the experience of oneness. Based on 
a survey of 143 working individuals, the analysis supported (p < 0.01) 
the proposition that meditation helped develop an experience of oneness, 
which helped create a belief in oneness, which then facilitated a para-
doxical mindset, when in turn supported individual ambidexterity. East 
vs West culture of the respondent also had a strong direct effect on 
ambidexterity (p < 0.001). Western culture is known to have higher indi-
vidualism and lower power distance index, and would be more amenable
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to higher ambidexterity. This research has strong implications for devel-
oping ambidexterity in leaders through adoption of practices of oneness 
such as meditation. 

In Chapter 5, Rajshekar Krishnan, Reetika Jain, and Anil Maheshwari 
develop a unified model for development of consciousness-based leader-
ship based on common lessons from Bhagavad Gita and Patanjali Yoga 
Sutras. The chapter discusses the extant modes of developing leadership 
capacity through self-learning and formal training programs. The chapter 
highlights the Bhagavad Gita’s views on the mindset and actions of a 
person whose consciousness has been raised. It explores Patanjali yoga 
sutras as a practical approach or process for raising human conscious-
ness and living a peaceful and integrated life. The chapter concludes 
by creating a model showing required qualities in a consciousness-based 
leader that are common between Bhagavad Gita and Patanjali Yoga Sutras. 
The implications for a consciousness-based leadership are presented. 

In Chapter 6, Mohan Raj Gurubatham expands the scope and 
approach of thinking and learning to focus on the fluidity of intelligence 
and development of wisdom. The author prioritizes the importance of 
inductive learning over crystallized learning. Applying crystallized lessons 
and theories from the past inappropriate to novel instances in a dynam-
ically changing world can lead to mistakes. He presents a model called 
cognitive literacy value chain (CLVC). At one end is rote learning, and at 
the other end is inductive learning. At the culminative level of this chain, 
higher order thinking and greater wisdom is achieved. He further posits 
that regular practice of Transcendental Meditation enables higher order 
thinking, such as field independence, creativity, and more. The author also 
presents case studies of students from different cultures and their experi-
ences in developing higher order thinking through TM. The implication 
for leaders is to adopt suitable practices of contemplation and meditation 
to help develop their higher order thinking for mistake free action. 

In Chapter 7, Indu K. Pereis and Rohana Ulluwishewa focus on 
sustained development of work-life balance (WLB), and subjective well-
being (SWB). They posit that by using a consciousness-based approach 
to SWB, it is possible to get a deeper understanding as to how temporal, 
emotional, and behavioral demands are constructed and the effect of 
cognitive biases in shaping our perceived situational awareness. They 
theorize that in order to achieve sustained WLB and SWB one must 
have the desire to achieve a higher state of consciousness as a part of 
their life goal. One must also understand the true nature of life events
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(i.e. they are impermanent, transient, and conditioned). Finally, one 
should focus on minimizing the gap between their aspirations and situ-
ation and be content with what life offers. This will lead to maintaining 
an overall sense of harmony in life by improving the subjective well-being 
without overdependence of material well-being. 

In Chapter 8, Alex Fong and Duysal Askun Celik examine the notion 
of developing oneness in today’s business world from philosophical and 
psychological perspectives. From a philosophical perspective, the notion 
of Oneness acts as a point of confluence that bridges the Eastern and 
the Western world both as an idea and a practice. They identify the 
WEIRD (western, educated, industrialized, rich, and democratic) and 
non-WEIRD paradigm perspectives, as distinct approaches to self that 
differ along the lines of individual needs, societal order, self-regulation, 
and moral codes. They suggest that the non-WEIRD approaches may 
be better at connoting an expansive version of the self that is congruent 
with the Oneness hypothesis. From a psychological perspective, Oneness 
concentrates on a feeling or consciousness which could be experienced 
and cultivated both “within” and “between,” or as between parts and 
whole. They suggest that if consciousness could be developed as both an 
intrapersonal and interpersonal capacity, the possibilities of co-existence 
could be discovered. On a practical level, they suggest that many tools 
such as meditations, dialogs, and immersive technologies could be used 
to enhance our consciousness both within and between. 

Section 2 

Section 2 focuses on organizational interventions and practices. 
In Chapter 9, Anil Maheshwari describes how different horizons of 

consciousness can be utilized for effective management of emerging 
opportunities. This is an important concern for organizations for 
managing fast-emerging technologies of information and communication. 
Organizational leaders can operate with multiple horizons of awareness to 
manage and evolve current businesses while keeping a soft holistic aware-
ness of and investing in newer developments in the environment. The 
development of consciousness of leaders can aid in the management of 
emerging opportunities by allowing organizations to critically evaluate the 
potential impact of new technologies on society and the environment. 
Additionally, a developed consciousness may lead to a greater sense of 
responsibility and ethical considerations in the management of emerging
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technologies. This chapter examines how to systematically develop the 
capability to spot and manage emerging technologies and opportuni-
ties. It presents a case study from IBM, of attempts at operating in a 
rapidly evolving technological space through different managing horizons 
of consciousness. 

In Chapter 10 Beate Jelstad Løvaas and Gry Espedal consider the 
notion of organizational spaces, and the process for creating safe reflective 
spaces in organizational settings. In a safe space, group members “dare 
to share.” They freely and openly share their stories and challenges, as 
well as present new ideas. Hence, such space is safe for interpersonal risk 
taking. Such an environment may allow for identification with others to 
foster individual growth and transformative learning. Collective reflection 
in safe spaces presents a unique opportunity for managers to bring the 
unspoken and unconscious to the forefront, thus creating a space for iden-
tifying values. Based on qualitative data from an educational management 
program wherein executive leaders from different work sectors reflected 
together in supervised settings, the authors report on the steps that enable 
a move toward an environment that we understand as a safe reflective 
space. Furthermore, they investigate how these safe reflective spaces allow 
changes in actions and practices, as well as foster development and growth 
among individual actors, and thus can be considered a feasible approach 
in promoting the flourishing of humanity. 

In Chapter 11, Jeannel King reports on an ongoing action research 
study in facilitating organizational transition. The author addresses the 
challenge that companies know that they must embrace innovation, but 
it can be very hard for some companies to do so. It comes down to a 
space full of the emotional, psychological, spiritual, and complex “soft 
stuff” of being human. An organization’s social environment may limit 
or liberate the creative works and processes occurring within its domain. 
One’s own state of consciousness also plays a crucial role in a person’s 
creative thinking and behavior. The journey is inward for external excel-
lence, the author says. Transformative leaders must be willing to not only 
go through the transition journey themselves, but to serve as guides for 
others treading the same path. The author introduces a TUAI Bridges 
Model for facilitating organizational transition as an emergent alternate 
for organizational change management. Synthesizing Theory U, Appre-
ciative Inquiry, and the Bridges Transition Model, the TUAI model 
to offer a novel path for applying elevated consciousness in service of 
achieving a specific business transition.
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In Chapter 12, Ángel López Mutuberría investigates the meaning of 
life and its pragmatic role in business practice. Meaningful and purposeful 
life are key traits underlying positive mental health. The author says that, 
fundamentally, every person is asking: Who am I , really? How can I get 
in touch with this real self, underlying all my surface behavior? How can I 
become myself? With a great churn in the social and political environment, 
the dominant model of business needs to change toward facilitating a 
more humanistic approach to management. Companies need to recog-
nize human dignity as a non-negotiable part of management practices. 
Accepting people as they are with all that they bring, respecting their 
life philosophies, and enhancing who they want to become, as the basis 
of Jung’s psychology, Seligman’s positive psychology or Cooperrider’s 
Appreciative Inquiry, companies can respect and honor the true nature 
of human beings. This study employs a qualitative grounded theory 
approach to data that has been gathered through semi-structured inter-
views designed with open questions and probes with 41 HR professionals. 
The chapter reports key findings for navigation of life through a careful 
balance of self, family, and work. 

Chapter 13 presents the technique of Collaborative Autoethnography 
(CAE), a unique approach to learning through head and heart. Doing and 
being are often separated; it might be that in the CAE the distinctions are 
blurred. The authors Christian Earl List, Julia Storberg-Walker, Hermella 
G. Tekle, and Deyang Yu report on their experiences of working together 
through an innovative CAE longitudinal study. They all experienced a 
profound deepening of self-in-community, or a sense of authenticity/ 
wholeness as they continue to “unboundarize” ourselves. This involves 
healing and intention—both are present in individual reflections as well. 
They report on their experiencing and learning about the connection 
between becoming whole within themselves and being able to stand 
whole in the company of others. In CAE, they learned about courage, 
vulnerability, cultures, love, and emergence. They also often experienced 
multiple synchronicities. They feel that they were enacting a new rela-
tional ontology through these shared experiences. The study also suggests 
implications for learning and being in group situations in safe, productive, 
and fulfilling ways. 

In Chapter 14, on Sustainable Flourishing in Cities and 
Entrepreneurial Ecosystems, Larry Clay Jr reports on a new model 
and an empirical study to increase innovative capacity and resilience in 
cities. This chapter begins with a challenge for community, business,
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political leaders, and all other stakeholders in cities is to transform their 
cities as sustainable ecosystems (CASE), to stimulate a healthy economy, 
and to promote mass social prosperity. The classical change manage-
ment approaches to city development, environmental management, 
systems management, and social behavioral interventions have proven, 
at best, a 30% success rate of implementation. This study combines the 
Appreciative Inquiry (AI) Platform along with the Strengths, Oppor-
tunities, Aspirations, Results (SOAR) framework, that have both been 
well studied individually, into an innovative AI-SOAR framework. It 
develops a measurable model of AI-SOAR on innovation and resilience 
by conceptualizing, structuring, operationalizing, and measuring AI-
SOAR. It proposes a structural model where the operationalized system 
of AI-SOAR influences innovative capacity and resilience in the CASE. A 
survey of 340 city stakeholder respondents supports both the measurable 
model of AI-SOAR and also the structural model by which AI-SOAR 
influences system level innovative capacity and resilience in cities. 

In Chapter 15, on the values underlying Sustainability Reporting 
systems, HaiYan Song and Dennis Heaton report from a qualitative 
study that thematically coded sustainability reports from 26 Small and 
Medium Enterprises. They observe that the business world is experi-
encing a paradigm shift from more of a-profit-centered perspective to a 
global movement of people using business as a force for good. Business 
profitability is now referred to in a sustainability-driven context, where 
social and environmental values are also of great significance. There are 
many sustainability management and reporting approaches, strategies, and 
performance such as by using disclosure metrics (e.g. GRI-G4 guideline 
and GRI standards), being evaluated through rating and ranking metrics 
systems (e.g. Global 100) or applying for organizational certifications 
(e.g. B-Corp, ISO certifications). From an analysis of sustainability reports 
using a range of reporting systems, this study identifies four emerging 
themes as the fundamentals underlying sustainability reports. The four 
themes are virtue ethic-based measures for sustainability policy and 
strategy, rightness ethic-based measures for sustainability actions, conse-
quence ethic for sustainability performance, and governance/context 
evaluation for sustainability management approach. 

In Chapter 16, Anil Maheshwari uses this final chapter to connect back 
with the three principles of consciousness-based leadership and manage-
ment stated at the beginning of this book, using the metaphor of ocean 
to frame the organization. Metaphors are an analogical way of describing
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something that is less known in terms of something that is better known 
and understood. Metaphors frame and drive our thoughts and actions 
in personal as well as organizational life. A process or journey approach 
to organizing would tend to produce different approaches and actions, 
than one based on a predetermined objective. There are over a dozen 
popular metaphors including that of an organization as a machine, or 
as an organization, or an information-processing entity, or as a system/ 
web. The similarities between the ocean and the organization are framed 
using a comprehensive framework of five Vs—Velocity, Variety, Vitality, 
Versatility, and Volume. The chapter also recommends phrases and actions 
based on the five Vs of the ocean metaphor to implement the principles 
of CBLM. 

Conclusion 

This volume presented an overview of a broad range of consciousness-
based perspectives on creating organizational conditions for oneness and 
flourishing in the world. The approaches can be applied individually, or 
they may be combined to create more potent combinations to achieve 
higher levels of peace and prosperity for the organizations and the world. 
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Self-Care Challenge 

When student F07-M11 began medical school in 2019 just before the 
COVID-19 pandemic, he worried that his earlier inability to finish his 
thesis in microbiology would predict his future. He opted for the 2-credit
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elective offered by Loyola University Chicago Stritch School of Medicine, 
Maywood, Illinois USA, which included the Transcendental Meditation® 

(TM®) technique. In the pandemic year after his class was sent into quar-
antine, he became a medical superstar. He co-founded a very successful 
modular, free, accessible virtual education platform. He also co-authored 
a textbook. As a result, he received his association’s top award and was 
honored as a scholar by several organizations. He described innumerable 
opportunities for personal growth. With TM practice he reported, “an 
improved sense of self—being able to connect with myself and ground 
myself twice daily, which helped me realize what I was feeling and why. I 
really didn’t know how much information the human brain could retain: 
now, I know that there really are no limits on how much you can achieve.” 

Job Burnout: A Serious Management Challenge 

Job burnout manifested by emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and 
low personal accomplishment is a growing challenge for physicians and 
healthcare workers (HCW) exposed to high levels of stress (Hockaday, 
2017). HCW burnout, already at high levels prior to the COVID-19 
pandemic, was greatly aggravated by demands placed on the health-
care workforce by the pandemic (Shanafelt et al., 2022). A study of US 
emergency medical services (EMS) providers examined burnout scores 
measured using the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) and found high 
levels of depersonalization, and medium levels of personal accomplish-
ment and emotional exhaustion (Sporer, 2021). Burnout can lead to 
lost productivity, attrition, increased medical errors, and alarming levels
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of suicide among medical students and younger physicians (Patel et al., 
2018). Many medical schools have estimated that over half of all medical 
students are affected (Ishak et al., 2013). 

Workplace wellness programs have tried to address burnout, but 
have neither substantially improved the mental health or productivity 
of employees, nor the bottom line of organizations (Jones et al., 2019; 
Lieberman, 2019; Song & Baicker, 2019). Lieberman (ibid.) therefore 
recommends considering positive psychology-based curricular interven-
tions. These have also been explored by physicians who are seeking to 
help prevent student burnout (Bazargan-Hejazi et al., 2021). A Mayo 
Clinic prospective study of “student engagement with a wellness curricu-
lum” found, however, that the students still didn’t engage, because 
the students said that “unscheduled time was more influential to their 
well-being than the wellness curriculum, which may reflect the rigorous 
and time-consuming nature of medical school” (Edmonds et al., 2023, 
p. 62). 

Consciousness: The Missing Element 

Consciousness is usually understood as one’s waking, conscious expe-
rience. However, the TM technique involves inner experiences of 
consciousness as a silent, awake field underlying thought (Maharishi, 
1969) that is fundamental to all other experiences (Nader, 2021). Wallace 
(1970) and Wallace and Benson (1972) described this as a fourth state of 
consciousness that is physiologically distinct from waking, dreaming, and 
sleeping states, which Wallace referred to as “restful alertness.” Restful 
alertness is characterized by a quiet mind, settled physiology, along with 
expanded inner awareness associated with a high degree of brain wave 
(EEG) coherence or integration, indicating balanced activation of the 
total brain. There are higher states of consciousness where restful alert-
ness can be present even during activity (Alexander & Langer, 1990; 
Maheshwari, 2023; Mason et al., 1997; Nader,  2021; Nidich et al., 
2000; Travis, 2014; Travis et al.,  2002, 2004). Nader and Maheshwari 
(2023) theorized that development of consciousness can lead to higher 
purpose and to “intrinsic motivation and well-being” (Deci & Ryan, 
2012b). Maheshwari (2023) showed that higher consciousness of leaders 
can create an environment of well-being in which teams and organizations 
can flourish.
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Transcendental Meditation: A Technique 

for Development of Consciousness 

Transcendental Meditation (TM) is a simple, mental technique that allows 
one to access finer levels of one’s own self (Nader, 2021). Benefits include 
reduced stress, improved mental clarity, health, social well-being and 
inner peace. The stress reduction resulting from twice-daily TM has been 
documented in workplaces (Alexander et al., 1993; Travis et al.,  2018) 
and in the general population (Schneider et al., 2012). 

Recent research suggests the practice of the TM technique modulates 
the stress response. Using a mixed method research protocol, including a 
randomized controlled design, Loiselle et al. (2023) found that academic 
medical faculty practicing the TM technique over 4 months, compared 
with non-meditating controls, experienced significantly reduced burnout 
as assessed by the Maslach Burnout Inventory (MBI) (p = 0.020), a 
significant reduction in emotional exhaustion (p = 0.042) and improve-
ment in personal accomplishment (p = 0.018). In addition, depression 
was found to be significantly reduced in the TM group compared to 
controls (p = 0.016), making this the first known randomized controlled 
trial to show significantly reduced academic physician depression with 
a non-pharmacological intervention. In qualitative interviews, physicians 
in the TM group reported increased productivity, confidence, happiness, 
mental clarity, and improved relationships (op cit., 2022). 

An HCW Wellness Program, called “Heal the Healers Now,” was 
launched in 2020 as an evidence-based program for HCWs to combat 
burnout and support workplace well-being using the TM technique. A 
series of research studies on this program have found significant reduc-
tions in HCW burnout, emotional exhaustion, anxiety, perceived stress, 
depression, and improved sleep and mental well-being—often within 
weeks of starting the TM practice. These studies include:

• A pilot study of 31 emergency medicine clinicians (physicians, 
nurses, and physician assistants) at Brigham and Women’s Hospital 
in Boston, at the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic, showed signifi-
cant reductions in burnout, depression, anxiety, and perceived stress, 
with significantly improved quality of sleep (Azizoddin et al., 2021).
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• A randomized controlled trial of 80 frontline healthcare workers 
at Duke University Medical Center during the pandemic found 
significant improvements in the TM group compared to controls in 
burnout, anxiety, and insomnia (Joshi et al., 2022).

• A controlled study of 120 healthcare workers at three Miami hospi-
tals at the height of the COVID pandemic found highly significant 
improvements in management of depression, anxiety, emotional 
exhaustion, insomnia, and mental well-being beginning as soon 
as two weeks after starting TM and continuing throughout the 
3-month study (Nestor et al., 2023).

• A pilot study with 24 nurses at a southwest Florida hospital 
found significant reductions over 4 months in compassion fatigue, 
secondary traumatic stress and burnout and significantly improved 
resilience due to TM practice (Bonamer et al., 2019). 

This current study contributes to these findings with documentation 
of benefits expressed by medical students in their own voices. 

A New Academic Elective 

A new 2-credit elective course, called Physician Wellness through the Tran-
scendental Meditation Technique was introduced at the Loyola University 
Chicago Stritch School of Medicine in 2014. It is the first such elec-
tive course offered at any medical school. The curriculum begins with 
students learning the TM technique, taught by nationally Certified TM 
Instructors to ensure consistent results. The TM technique is practiced 
sitting comfortably in a chair with eyes closed for twenty minutes morning 
and evening. The coursework consists of six in-person lectures, which 
include review of a subset of over 400 peer-reviewed studies on the TM 
program from perspectives and disciplines including physiology, neuro-
science, endocrinology, cardiology, health policy, and behavioral health 
and wellness. Students are required to write a personal reflective essay at 
the end of the course. This chapter examines the benefits reported by 
students in those essays, and what explained their results.
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Research Method 

The students’ written reflections offer a rich source of data about their 
experiences resulting from the practice of the TM technique. Narra-
tive reflections have been used in prior studies and “provide insight 
into the personal and professional development of medical students” 
(Kuczewski et al., 2014). They can also support curricular reform (Gauf-
berg et al., 2010). This retrospective evaluation of the 5-page reflections 
was exempted through expedited review by the Institutional Review 
Board of the Loyola University Chicago Health Sciences Division. The 
students were organized into cohorts (Chart 2.1). 

A subset of the students enrolled in the course provided written 
permission to quote their papers. However, logistics precluded authors’ 
ability to expand the sample, as most students had left the school when 
this research commenced. However, a review of all of the papers indicated 
comparable results between those who granted permission and those who 
could not be quoted or cited. Students were assigned a letter/number 
identifier to establish anonymity. Eight years of reflections were analyzed 
and reported. Results were compared within and across cohorts using the 
grounded theory approach outlined by Charmaz (2014). Co-authors CB 
and DB, and two other coders read papers independently and identified

Chart 2.1 Demographic data: students enrolled in 2-credit course 

Cohort /year 
of elective 

Students 
enrolled 

Students in sample Sample: 
meditated 
2X daily 

Sample: meditated 1X 
daily or less often 

I 2014–2015, 
1st 

39 23 16 7 

II 2015–2018, 
2nd-4th 

93 32 28 4 

III 
2018–2019, 
5th 

59 28 19 9 

IV 
2019–2020, 
6th 

42 18 15 3 

V 2020–2022, 
7th, 8th 

104 42 36 6 

337 143 114 29 
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categories in open coding. These results were reviewed using constant 
comparison to identify themes. The coding effort was verified among 
coders as consistent and relevant. More analytical and substantive codes 
were developed through continuous coding and memos. The coding 
effort was extended to examine benefits and patterns as they emerged. 

Summary of Findings 

Three major benefits of regular TM practice were observed in these data: 

1. Students found that their most pressing needs—stress and anxiety 
reduction—were relieved with the TM technique. 

2. Students reported multiple positive benefits relating to many facets 
of their health and well-being, including:

• Greater mental clarity and improved focus
• Increased resilience, energy, stamina and efficiency
• Increased confidence, sense of control and adaptability
• Increased emotional stability, compassion, and empathy
• Improved memory, recall, learning and ability to synthesize
• Improved sleep and relief from physical symptoms of anxiety
• Improved relationships and teamwork 

3. With regular practice of the TM technique, the students gained 
additional productive time daily. 

Reduction of Stress and Anxiety 

Prior to medical school, most students described having long-term 
anxiety. Once they began their first and second pre-clinical years, they 
felt overwhelmed by the quantity of material they needed to master. By 
the time they reached the third and fourth clinical years, stress had ampli-
fied. Academic deans and faculty realized they needed to help medical 
students effectively address mental health issues early in their medical 
life. Therefore, the TM course was introduced. For students, their first 
issue was stress relief. One of the fourth-year medical students (A13-M4), 
explained:
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As medical students, we are constantly bogged down with a number of 
stressors. Sometimes it starts feeling unbearable. Medical school can lead 
to a feeling of being trapped, with no time for yourself. Add to that your 
personal life, and stress can start to own you. 

Another fourth-year student (A11-M4) observed that TM practice allevi-
ated stress immediately: 

My experiences with TM were instantly productive. I was surprised with 
how quickly I saw changes in my life. I started having more peace. Things 
seemed to simply be smoother and easier. Stressors were still present, in fact 
stronger than ever at times, but they now appeared much more manageable 
overall. 

135 of 143 students reported relief from anxiety as a result of their TM 
practice. Table 2.1 presents examples of students’ experiences of reduced 
stress and anxiety. Students from all eight years of the course described 
similar results, with seven students within the eight years describing relief 
from very significant anxiety, including suicidal ideation; all reported 
vastly improved confidence and engagement.

Two first-year students, E17-M1 and D21-M1, not only found that 
their learning improved, but also described how dissolution of stress 
resulted in decreased anxiety. A third-year student, F06-M3, was surprised 
with the energy and mental clarity that resulted when he practiced the 
TM technique, because he had thought that TM was just for relax-
ation. His reflection indicates that stress was eliminated, and his study 
and exam results indicate his anxiety was also eliminated. Another third-
year student, F26-M3 had expected to be anxious her whole life but was 
no longer; her alertness and energy also improved. 

46 of 143 students specifically described improvement with their exam 
experience because of TM practice. A fourth-year student, A2-M4, said 
she was “almost eerily calm during the entire exam and better able to 
think through things as a result of reduced anxiety.” Students who did 
not mention a backlog of anxiety reported subtle changes as a result of 
TM practice. A first-year student, E15-M1, described “constant calmness, 
maintained regardless of stressors” with “subtle improvements in cogni-
tive abilities and reasoning skills” and “greater ease in applying concepts
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to novel problems more quickly and efficiently.” Another student, E11-
M1, felt “more rested after meditation than after a full night’s sleep” and 
said, 

When I meditate twice daily, my sleep improves and is deeper. Given the 
significant demands on our time and the almost constant stream of infor-
mation being thrust toward us, TM offers the perfect mental recuperation 
needed to thrive. 

All-Encompassing Improvement in Health and Well-Being 

A second-year student, A18-M2, characterized benefits from TM practice 
as “all encompassing.” This was an apt description of students’ experience 
across the cohorts. She wrote, 

Health goes beyond the absence of illness. Health is multifaceted: some 
may begin meditating to address one problem, but will experience positive 
effects in every aspect of their lives. Health includes overall physical, mental 
and emotional wellbeing. 

She said that as a result of TM: 

I am able to roll with the punches and think clearly instead of having 
problems concentrating with an overactive brain. I don’t feel like I am 
being pulled in a million directions. If I meditate twice daily, I feel more 
refreshed and can absorb information more effectively. Because I can focus 
better, I get my work done more quickly which leaves me more time for a 
social life. My relationships with those close to me have greatly improved 
because I am much less stressed. 

Many students reported spill-over effects like A18-M2 above, which are 
also seen in Table 2.2. Every student emphasized different aspects of their 
results. As another student G15-M1 (Table 2.2) put it, “I have felt more 
prepared while attacking schoolwork knowing that I have this tool that 
is augmenting my mental acuity, stamina and endurance.” He wrote, “I 
feel more connected to my inner self and with others.” Some students 
described improved empathy and many described improved memory, 
recall, and learning.
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Increased Empathy, Resilience, and Internal Locus of Control 

Like students profiled in prior tables, the exemplars featured in Table 
2.3 experienced changes in many aspects of life simultaneously. Students 
observed that as a result of regularly practicing the TM technique, they 
“felt more in control” (F04-M4), and found themselves to be “a more 
grounded, peaceful, and authentic version” of themselves (E17-M4), with 
more compassion and tolerance toward themselves and others. G03-M1 
explained that “TM helped me get in touch with myself.”

Exemplar students in Table 2.3 emphasized that their TM practice 
helped foster their listening skills, empathy, and compassion. They also 
reported improved efficiency, energy and stamina. They described a more 
rested physiology: not being burned out, feeling energized, and handling 
long hours of studying. 

Improved Memory Due To Restful Alertness and Better Sleep 

First-year exemplar students shown in Table 2.4 described improvements 
in learning. These included being more centered, patient and calm, and 
going with the flow of emotions. Students reported growth of mental 
clarity, recall, and synthesis.

Table 2.4 exemplars also reported that TM practice relieved debili-
tating stress and anxiety. The third- and fourth-year students shown in 
prior tables experienced equally dramatic changes in learning—including 
improved test performance (e.g. F06-M4, Table 2.1); improved ability 
to interact with patients (e.g. F14-M4, Table 2.3); and significantly 
improved test scores (e.g. F26-M3, Table 2.1). 

A Larger Lens: Broader Comprehension, Mental Clarity, and Effortless 
Recall 

After 9 months of TM practice, a first-year student (E20-M1, Table 2.4) 
described TM as “the strongest and most effective mental healthcare” 
that she had encountered. Regular experience of restful alertness was easy, 
yielding recall of complex information.
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TM has allowed me to be more focused when I studied, and to give my 
mind a rest after learning complex, challenging information. I almost liken 
TM to sleeping, when your brain compiles information and stores it for 
later use. When I meditate after a lecture, I do not actively think of material 
learned, however I find myself more easily recalling that information days 
and weeks later. 

After TM practice, another first-year student (E34-M1, Table 2.4) 
reported being “present and fully participating in each moment- more 
mindful of my surroundings.” 

In the past, thinking about my to-do-list would provoke anxiety. Now the 
negative emotions once associated with “responsibility” have disappeared. 
This altered mindset has provided me with a clear-headedness that allows 
me to effectively and confidently tackle daily tasks. With our heavy course 
load, this tool is invaluable. 

E34-M1 further observed that twice-daily TM practice improved “the 
quality of my thoughts and emotions, and was also reflected in improve-
ments in my organizational and reasoning skills.” She was then able to 
“more easily visualize the big picture. Interconnections between concepts 
or facts were instantly clear, when in the past I would struggle to under-
stand these relationships.” Study was more meaningful and efficient with 
“improved ability to organize information in my mind.” “When it comes 
time for a test, I find that I can readily recall complex concepts without 
thinking through each individual piece.” Fellow students reported similar 
experiences due to regular transcending; they were more alive and 
present, less reactive, and could efficiently recall and synthesize ideas. 

Gaining More Productive Time, Improving Relationships 
and Teamwork 

Nearly every student had to evaluate whether they could afford to medi-
tate 20 minutes twice a day. Those who regularly practiced TM twice daily 
were surprised when they gained, rather than lost, productive time. They 
reported a gain of 2–5 hours per day (E14-M1, Table 2.2). A third-year 
student (FN26-M3, Table 2.1), wrote: 

I find that when I meditate before dinner, I am more productive for the 
evening. Being in medical school, when I am dismissed from the clinic, I
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still have to study and read each night. Having this second dose of produc-
tivity has drastically changed my performance on exams. I can do more 
longer and feel less stressed when doing it. 

In addition to being more productive, students reported being more posi-
tive; “I was a more easygoing and intuitive team member when interacting 
with my colleagues and patients” (F05-M4). 

Frequency of Meditation Matters 

When students missed a TM session, they noticed a difference in their 
focus and well-being. 

I didn’t realize how much stress I was harboring, and I worked hard to 
make a habit of meditating after waking up and before dinner every day. I 
noticed if I skipped a session, my mind would start to crave that moment 
of quiet I would normally get from TM (E16-M1, Table 2.4). 

A few students found that sudden changes in their schedules, such as 
travel, caused them to occasionally miss their TM practice. They then 
realized the value of investing 20 minutes twice daily, motivating them to 
restart their TM practice (D21-M1, Table 2.1). 

Students who meditated only once per day also experienced increased 
calm, decreased anxiety, and improved focus. They did not, however, 
report transformative or all-encompassing changes as reported by students 
meditating twice daily. This finding resonates with dosage-dependent 
results of TM seen in earlier research in many settings and populations 
(Alexander et al., 1993; Herron & Rees, 2017; Orme-Johnson & Moore, 
2003; Schneider et al., 2012; Tjoa, 1975; Wendt et al., 2015). 

Group TM Practice Provided Peer Support and Greater Benefits 

Students independently organized themselves into groups, explaining 
that practicing one of the two daily TM sessions with others markedly 
improved benefits and regularity for them. For example, one student 
(A12-M4) meditated with others during all four years of her medical 
training.
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Three or four of us started meditating together, because it was important 
to make sure that we were each meditating. Some people in our group had 
family stressors going on; some were just feeling the stress of the exam. 
We coordinated schedules because it was really valuable and kept all of us 
accountable. 

What Explained the Benefits? 

Students reported experiencing deep and efficient rest. This nurtured 
their innate capacity to refine their own physiological functioning, thus 
opening up mental reserves and balancing the activity of their nervous 
system (Nader, 2001, 2021). With deep rest, students observed that 
TM practice helped them build a “sense of control,” strengthening 
confidence, motivation, well-being and happiness. According to clinical 
neuropsychologist William Stixrud, the deep rest that the TM technique 
offers also normalizes the stress response and inoculates against stress. 
Stress is poisonous to learning, judgment, and adaptive functioning— 
and to the physical and mental health of individuals and organizations 
(Stixrud, 2012). Students’ TM practice also appeared to have noticeably 
improved their sense of autonomy (Stixrud & Johnson, 2018). According 
to self-determination theory, “being autonomous refers to acting with 
a sense of volition and the experience of willingness. When people are 
intrinsically motivated, they are more wholeheartedly engaged, persistent, 
and efficacious than when controlled in their motivations” (Deci & Ryan, 
2012a, p. 1).  

Research over several decades (including that cited in the opening 
pages of this chapter) has examined the effects of the TM program in 
educational, organizational, and business settings. Several studies indi-
cate that EEG coherence seen during TM practice resulted in increases 
in autonomy and self-actualization (Alexander et al., 1991). Travis et al. 
(2018) found that 79 of 96 randomly assigned central office admin-
istrators and staff at the San Francisco Unified School District who 
practiced the TM technique significantly increased EEG brain coher-
ence and significantly decreased mood disturbance and anxiety, anger, 
depression, fatigue, and confusion. 

A meta-analysis documented a significant reduction in anxiety from 
the TM technique (Orme-Johnson & Barnes, 2014). Restful alert-
ness achieved daily with TM practice helps normalize neurological and
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neuroendocrine functioning (Hebert et al., 2005; Travis et al.,  2009; 
Walton et al., 2004). Reduction in stress-related neurochemicals suggests 
that the TM technique reduces sympathetic nervous system activity 
(Barnes & Orme-Johnson, 2012). NIH-funded research reported a 
significant reduction in stress and cardiovascular risk factors, as well as 
significant reduction in the risk of heart attack, stroke, or death (Schneider 
et al., 2012; Walton, 1995; Walton et al.,  2002). 

The goal of the TM technique is not merely to occasionally experience 
inner silence, but to systematically experience higher consciousness in all 
endeavors and relationships: to live enlightenment (Maharishi Mahesh 
Yogi, 1984). Regular practice of the TM technique over time cultures 
the brain and nervous system to spontaneously maintain this inner silence 
and calm during activity. This is based on improved neuroplasticity of the 
brain. Travis explains, “Experience changes the brain, which integrates 
the holistic brain networks with the decision-making brain networks” 
(Travis, 2015, p. 27). Action has a new foundation in the silent inner 
stability, wide-awake awareness, and growth-motivation (Travis, 2015; 
Travis et al., 2009). Over a period of time, the regular experience of 
expanded consciousness supports adult development and self-realization 
(Alexander et al., 1990). 

Improved Empathy, Socialization and Internal Locus of Control 

Students found that practicing the TM technique regularly fostered a 
silent inner stability, leading to a spontaneous growth of empathy. These 
experiences take on more importance when considering that empathy is 
often lost or severely diminished in medical school training, and espe-
cially in clinical years (Hojat et al., 2009). Jean Twenge (2004, p. 308) 
describes changes in generational socialization that has resulted in “young 
Americans increasingly believing their lives are controlled by outside 
forces rather than their own efforts. People who believe they are in control 
of their destinies have an internal locus of control (‘internals’). Those who 
believe that luck and powerful others determine their fate have an external 
locus of control (‘externals’).” She concluded that “U.S. adolescents and 
young adults are in the midst of a mental health crisis” (Twenge, 2020, 
p. 19). According to Stixrud (2012), TM practice promotes the experi-
ence of being in one’s “right mind,” with a more internal locus of control. 
Increasingly, the mind is better connected, less reactive, more self-aware.
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These psychological changes are supported by known effects of TM prac-
tice on strengthening frontal brain circuits that regulate stress reactivity. 
This allows one to experience the brain and emotions normally when not 
in a self-protective mode. Put broadly, more awareness results in less stress 
and more empathy. Therefore, Stixrud prescribed the TM technique to 
students as a means of experiencing “radical down time to allow the mind 
to refresh itself” (Stixrud & Johnson, 2018, p. 136). 

Results of a meta-analysis examining sleep quality and sleep duration 
among medical students (n = 10,420) concluded that sleep disruption is 
endemic in the population of medical students, suggesting the need for 
an urgent intervention aimed at improving their sleep quality as a way 
of increasing academic achievement and, ultimately, the quality of health 
care (Seoane et al., 2020). Students in this study reported that they expe-
rienced deep rest as a result of TM practice, leading to improved sleep. 
In another study, clinical trials studying relief from sleep disorders as a 
result of the TM technique included a five-month trial with 735 Japanese 
industrial workers. TM practice reduced by 30% the number of workers 
with delayed sleep onset and those with middle of the night insomnia by 
26% (Haratani & Hemmi, 1990, cited by Rothenberg, 2019). 

Improved Learning 

Students described dramatic reduction in anxiety and sustained growth 
of confidence and well-being, which improved their endurance, produc-
tivity, mood, and energy. Students reported that the TM technique led 
to an unusual clarity of mind, improved emotions, and enhanced organi-
zational and reasoning abilities. Students developed a new ability to recall 
material from earlier lessons, and rapidly and profoundly synthesize and 
make connections (see Table 2.4). TM Founder Maharishi Mahesh Yogi 
explained that simply transcending twice daily, alternated with action, 
stabilizes broader awareness in the learner. With expanded consciousness 
one gains intimacy with topics studied as well as self-confidence. 

When every wave of knowledge gained is connected with the Self, that 
knowledge becomes a living reality of daily life. It develops ones feeling of 
being familiar and intimate with everything and everyone, so that no sphere 
of life remains strange to the students. This growth of self-confidence 
and self-sufficiency creates a balanced and integrated personality (Maharishi 
Mahesh Yogi, cited by Dillbeck & Dillbeck, 1987, p. 14).
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Students reported that they knew themselves better and were more 
comfortable within themselves. One student described “seeing through 
a larger lens, and seeing the bigger picture.” This is the goal 
of Consciousness-based education (CBE) that Maharishi developed 
(Llewellyn & Pearson, 2011). 

Discussion and Conclusion 

As stated in the introduction, medical school students told the Mayo 
Clinic that in the near-term they did not tend to access the wellness 
offerings provided at their school because they had no time (Edmonds 
et al., 2023). In contrast, this study found that with twice a day practice 
of the TM technique, students actually gained hours of productive time 
every day. Students, such as A15-M4 below, also reported that their TM 
practice fit well within their curriculum and their demanding schedules: 

While training to become an emergency medicine physician, I need some-
thing to provide stability and comfort through the continual flux of an 
ever-changing schedule. I have realized throughout this year of rotations 
that TM, though profound in its impact, can be performed with little 
interference to daily life. 

Mayo clinic surveys found that students valued autonomy and unsched-
uled time, in large part because of the pressing requirements of their 
studies. Loyola medical students participating in this study were able to 
meditate on their own schedule. Their motivation to meditate was a direct 
result of the benefits that they experienced. They found that TM practice 
was self-reinforcing. Practicing regularly led to the experience of a more 
settled physiology, and it became routine. One student (D19-M2) wrote: 

It is very special that our school of medicine took the opportunity to teach 
us about TM. It is a great first step in incorporating this easy, life-changing 
practice into medicine as a whole. However, more is needed. All students 
should learn about Transcendental Meditation and its beneficial effects. 

Findings from this research suggest the TM technique could be a funda-
mental component of medical student wellness programs and for the 
wellness industry in general. Medical students’ benefits suggest that this 
technique—based on effortlessly developing clearer awareness and more
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refined and restored physiological functioning—provides a tool for coping 
with stress and anxiety. More importantly, it provides a basis for continued 
growth, learning, and the development of leadership skills, which include 
mental clarity, higher purpose, clear communication and relationship 
skills, judgment, and intuition (Nader and Maheshwari, 2023). Additional 
research is needed to examine the application of this Consciousness-Based 
educational technique/self-care approach within other medical schools 
and within health care system as a whole. This approach also holds 
promise for other branches of professional education and practice. 

For more information on this paper please visit https://dtni.miu.edu/ 
a-larger-lens 
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CHAPTER 3  

Consciousness and Flow for Leadership 
Development 

David H. Goodman and Anil K. Maheshwari 

The first author asked Maharishi Mahesh Yogi a question at a public event: 
What is the fundamental quality of leadership? Without skipping a beat, 
Maharishi answered: “A leader is one who does not make a mistake.” 

How does one become a mistake-free leader? Development of conscious-
ness through regular practice of transcendence was Maharishi’s solution 
to being in the zone of mistake-free perception and action. Maharishi was 
discussing the condition of enlightenment. Flow experience, first coined 
by Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi (1991) is also reported to be an altered state 
of consciousness, where there can be sudden insight or remarkable efficacy 
during whatever activity one may be engaged. The flow experience tends
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to arise unpredictably in a person, but when it does arise it is a highly 
significant peak experience for the experiencer. Those experiencing flow 
often report that they spontaneously operate at such a high level of perfor-
mance, that they report a sense of perfection (Kotler, 2021). They often 
report that during the flow experience, their activity is without mistake 
and seemingly effortless. The experience of flow is different from higher 
states of consciousness, which when fully established are permanent and 
do not depend on external optimal situations. 

The Flow Experience 

Many individuals both historically and in present time have somehow 
touched upon a condition wherein their actions seem to express profound 
fluidity and joy. Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, coined the term “flow” as a 
state of complete immersion in the task at hand, with great progress and 
productivity (Csikszentmihalyi, 1991). Flow is often also known as being 
“in the zone.” It is an altered state of consciousness, where the sense of 
space and time may dissolve, and self-awareness may disappear. The choice 
of the word “flow” refers to being carried effortlessly by a river of inner 
energy or consciousness. It thus helps the performer tap into their inner 
creative genius and work at peak ability. One feels lucky, as in being at 
the right place at the right time. One may experience boundless energy 
during the flow experience. 

Csikszentmihalyi (1991, 2020) used an experience sampling approach 
to discover the experience of flow. He also discovered that for a flow 
experience to arise there were certain prerequisites. (a) These include a 
mastery of craft in the experiencer. (b) The task requirements should be 
unambiguously specified. And (c) there should be a close match between 
the individual’s level of skill and the presented challenge. Thus, flow is 
often seen to occur in well-defined tasks with defined boundaries, such as 
playing a musical instrument, competing in a sport, or leading a seminar. 
Such activities allow a world-class practitioner to perform and improvise 
without strain and struggle, thus providing the ingredients for flow to 
occur (Harung & Travis, 2018). 

The flow experience is enjoyable and can also catalyze remarkable 
and creative activity. Pianists have reported that they play their best in 
such a flow situation. Kang (2023) reports about music teachers’ flow 
experiences and found that there were two sets of key variables, one



3 CONSCIOUSNESS AND FLOW FOR LEADERSHIP … 49

in performance and the other in teaching. The open-ended descrip-
tions revealed that music teachers cited topics pertaining to Challenge, 
Skills, Absorption, Enjoyment, and Flow Disruptor when describing 
flow in performance. In contrast, they tended to cite topics pertaining 
to Feedback, Goal Clarity, and Group Flow when describing flow in 
teaching. 

Zausner (2022) suggests that artistic and scientific discoveries were 
often discovered in dreams, meditation, flow experiences and the like. 
Pearson (2016) reports on historical figures who have fathomed these 
ineffable experiences including Laoxzi, the Buddha, Rumi, and Meister 
Eckhart. 

Csikszentmihalyi (1991, 2020) hypothesized that there needs to be 
a basic alignment of skill and challenge. Too much challenge creates 
anxiety and too much skill vis-à-vis challenge tends to create boredom. 
Flow experience often occurs in short but memorable times, where every-
thing falls into place. Csikszentmihalyi (2020) further contended that the 
condition of flow is central to accomplishment of life goals, and that one 
wants to experience flow again and again. Desire for repeated experience 
of flow may thus be central to human motivation and achievement. The 
flow experience tends to arise serendipitously (Csikszentmihalyi, 1991, 
2020). However, the flow experience has been observed more often in 
certain people and in predictable settings, such as when using the same 
keys of a piano or when playing on the same-size tennis court. 

Kotler (2021), Bakker and Woerkmen (2017), and others have 
explored how flow could be made more predictable. Bakker and van 
Woerkom (2017) describe flow as a short-term peak experience that 
is characterized by absorption, work enjoyment, and intrinsic motiva-
tion, that is positively related to job performance. They suggest that 
four behavioral strategies may facilitate flow: self-leadership, job crafting, 
playful work design, and strengths use (p. 48). Self-leadership is involved 
in self-direction at work, eliminating work that does not serve an indi-
vidual’s purpose. Job crafting involves amending job requirements and 
even physical space so that work is more rewarding and satisfying. Playful 
work design fosters amusement and even entertainment (Nachmanovitch, 
1991). Strengths-use is being aware of one’s strengths and playing to 
them. These four strategies tend to have a positive impact on basic need 
satisfaction and flow. 

Kotler (2021) recommends simple tips for creating flow conditions. 
Making a clear goals list and checking off all completed items on the list
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tend to create a sense of progress (Amabile & Kramer, 2011). From a 
process side, Kotler recommends that the “sweet spot” for flow expe-
rience is 90 to 120 minutes of uninterrupted concentration activity, 
followed by returning to the present moment with gratitude. Kotler 
(2021) also presents triggers to enhance and help generate the flow 
experience. These triggers include autonomy, curiosity/passion/purpose, 
complete concentration, clear goals, immediate feedback, balance of skills 
and challenge, creativity, and a sense of control. Autonomy allows for 
self-directed thought and action. Being curious and having passion and 
purpose connects the doer with their concentrated activity and thus a 
high level of concentration is possible, without distractions. The impor-
tance of clear goals and feedback was first described by Csikszentmihalyi 
(1991) as an approximate equivalence of skills and challenge. Creativity 
and a sense of control align with being curious, having passion and 
purpose. These are both internal values/skills as well as external manage-
ment tactics/strategies. Job design and satisfying basic needs including 
self-determination strategies (Deci & Ryan, 1995) may also facilitate the 
flow experience. 

Is there a condition where flow-like experiences can be an ongoing 
reality? Csikszentmihalyi (2020) identified three streams of requirements 
for flow: self-actualization, intrinsic motivation, and play. Developing a 
higher state of consciousness may help with fulfilling all three streams for 
a frequent flow experience. In higher states of consciousness as defined 
by Maharishi (1995), Maslow’s theory of self-realization is achieved, in 
that motivation is self-referential (Deci & Ryan, 1995), and everything 
can become play (Nachmanovitch, 1991). 

Higher States of Consciousness 

Consciousness is fundamental and the basis of experience (Maharishi, 
1995; Nader, 2021). In waking state, it appears hidden. But it can 
be experienced when awareness transcends time and space and is in its 
simplest state. Throughout history, there have been sages and saints 
who have expounded upon the importance of this experience. In the 
Bhagavad-Gita (2:25 & 2:48), Lord Krishna advises Arjuna to “tran-
scend,” and then “Established in yoga, perform action” (Maharishi, 
1967). The Bhagavad-Gita thus exhorts us to establish our awareness in 
the field of the Self, pure consciousness, and then act from that elevated
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state with coherence, balance, peace, and success, operating from attune-
ment with the laws of nature. The Delphic Oracle exclaimed: “Know 
Thyself.” It is like the eye cannot see the eye. One’s attention has been 
accustomed to focusing outward through the senses and not inward to 
the essence of experience, consciousness in its pure form, which is simple 
awareness without boundaries. 

V-theory shows a simple model of how transcendence is accessible 
for everyone to experience (Maheshwari, 2023). In pure consciousness, 
the observer is left without any object of observation. This occurs when 
thought is experienced at finer and finer levels until thought is tran-
scended. The fourth state of consciousness is distinct from the three 
ordinary states of sleeping, dreaming, and waking. The experience of the 
fourth state of consciousness is extolled in the ancient Vedic literature. 
Researchers have shown that the fourth state has a unique psychophys-
iological signature (Wallace, 1993) characterized by restful alertness in 
pure consciousness. The three other states have their psychophysiolog-
ical structure. The dream state is characterized by rapid eye movement, 
unique EEG, and illusory images. Deep sleep is a state where brain wave 
activity exhibits low frequencies in the delta range from 0 to 4 hz.; waking 
state has an infinite array of experience from drowsiness to hyper aware-
ness and thoughts and action are always changing (Wallace, 1993). The 
fourth state is the simplest state of restful alertness, where the body is 
deeply rested, and the mind is alert and settled into the field of pure 
consciousness. The fourth state is characterized by high EEG coherence in 
the Alpha 1 (8–10 hz) range in the frontal, occipital, temporal, and pari-
etal lobes, and by reduced respiration and oxygen consumption (Fig. 3.1). 
(Travis et al. (2009).

Transcendental Meditation (TM) is a standardized and well researched 
practice to experience consciousness in its pure form (Maharishi, 1966). 
It is a simple, mental technique practiced twice a day for twenty-minute 
sessions. The experience involves exploring finer states of thought until 
the mind transcends, or goes beyond, the finest state of thought where the 
mind is left in its simplest state, pure consciousness itself. Regular prac-
tice of TM allows the individual to systematically experience finer levels 
of the thinking process, until, reaching the finest level, the individual 
transcends thought, and experiences an unbounded field of conscious-
ness. Over time, the inner experience of silence is enjoyed and integrated 
into activity eventually becoming established as an all-time higher state of
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Fig. 3.1 EEG with eyes closed vs transcending (Source Travis et al. [2009, 
p. 25])

consciousness (Wallace, 1993). Pearson in his book The Supreme Awak-
ening (2016) provides contemporary quotations on the transcendental 
experience, such as: 

I have the experience of transcending all activity and experience awareness 
as an unbounded unity. There is no longer any sense of “me” and “not 
me,” no longer any thought or feelings or even a body — just the Self, 
and that is all there is, and that is all I am. (p. 52)
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This unifying experience brings both coherence and deep rest to the 
brain. The brain becomes more peaceful, relaxed, efficient, and wakeful 
(Harung & Travis, 2018). The experience of transcending thought thus 
can have profound implications for managers and leaders. 

Figure 3.1 shows a Comparison of EEG Coherence between Eyes 
Open and TM Practice (Travis et al., 2009). EEG Coherence of Eyes 
Closed and Transcending (Travis et al., 2009, p. 25).  

According to Maharishi Mahesh Yogi who identified the higher states 
of consciousness, there are seven distinct levels (Maheshwari, 2023). The 
higher states of consciousness are transcendental consciousness, cosmic 
consciousness, refined cosmic consciousness, and unity consciousness. 
With regular practice of TM, a fifth state is gained, which is called cosmic 
consciousness, or the state of Nirvana described historically by Lord 
Buddha (Pearson, 2016). This is a permanent state, which could be akin 
to being in flow all the time. The sixth state is then achieved when the 
senses and the perceptual mechanism can fathom the finest, celestial fabric 
of every experience. It is called glorified cosmic consciousness (Pearson, 
2016). Eventually one can reach the seventh state of consciousness. This 
is termed unity consciousness which unfolds to the individual. In this state 
the object of perception is viewed in terms of one’s unbounded awareness. 
This is termed full enlightenment, Supreme Knowledge, life in ultimate 
fulfillment (Maharishi, 1966). 

Comparing Flow and Higher 

States of Consciousness 

At the level of action and mind/body/ego there is a similar process 
between the flow and higher states of consciousness. However, the flow 
experience as defined by Csikszentmihalyi does not venture into the field 
of pure consciousness, although this field may be the source of energy of 
the flow experience. The Consciousness paradigm however considers pure 
consciousness as the primary reality foundational to thought and action. 
Table 3.1 lists major similarities and differences between Flow and higher 
states of consciousness.

While Maharishi says that the experience of the Self is the natural 
state of being and can be experienced by everyone with regular practice 
TM meditation, Csikszentmihalyi (1991) does not state the conditions in 
which the flow could be elicited and cultivated outside the context of an
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autotelic activity. Table 3.2 investigates the differences between flow and 
higher states of consciousness. 

Table 3.2 Differences between Flow and higher states of consciousness 

Dimension Flow Higher states of consciousness 

1 Clarity of goals The individual has clear goals 
and knows exactly what they 
would like to achieve 

In silence there is 
spontaneity in terms of 
selecting goals; ambiguity is 
not a problem as one has 
cultivated the coexistence of 
opposites, silence and 
dynamism, rest and activity 

2 Unambiguous 
feedback 

Feedback that is received during 
the activity is not vague; a 
person in flow knows how well 
they are doing 

The nervous system is 
cultured to maintain inner 
silence amid any 
circumstance or feedback, 
clear, or unclear 

3 Duration of the 
experience 

The flow experience has a 
beginning and end. This may be 
because the nervous system, due 
to stress cannot maintain flow 

Inner silence is found in 
action and during rest, 
irrespective of conditions or 
external stimuli (Harung 
et al., 2009). The 
experience is permanent, 
when fully developed 

4 Physiological 
response 

There were higher skin galvanic 
responses in the flow, which is 
an indication of arousal. Higher 
skin galvanic responses are 
associated with the fight or 
flight responses 

In transcendental 
consciousness, coherent 
alpha-1 EEG is present; in 
cosmic consciousness there 
is alpha-1 coherence along 
with delta EEG 

5 Nature of the self In the flow experience literature, 
there is no mention of the 
experience of silence. The 
individual self is described in 
terms of individual thought, 
feelings, and emotions. 
According to Csikszentmihalyi 
(1991) flow still has some 
experience of spontaneity, 
naturalness, effortlessness, and 
joy 

The Self is described as the 
blissful, peaceful, non-dual 
source of thought; 
unmanifest; and the field of 
pure consciousness, pure 
Creative Intelligence
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Higher States of Consciousness Leading to Flow 

There is a heretofore unique situation found during TM discussed above 
and shown in Fig.  3.1 of brain wave coherence in the Alpha 1 range 
(Travis et al., 2009). Travis et al. (2009) created the Brain Integration 
Scale to measure the coherence level in a subject’s brain. Harung and 
Travis (2018) in their book World-Class Brain reported on their research 
that top athletes, top managers, and world-class musicians all scored high 
on Travis’ (2009) Brain Integration Scale, which indicates that the brain is 
more coherent, wakeful, and efficient for these top performers. They also 
reported many flow experiences. Top managers also tended to score high 
on moral reasoning. TM practice increases similar brain wave coherence 
and brain integration, indicating that the development of a world-class 
brain is possible for anyone through TM. Their results support the find-
ings of Harung and Travis (2018). Being in the zone in certain sports 
settings and for certain musicians is a flow experience. The tennis court 
and the piano keyboard have specific standardized spatial limits. But in 
business, challenges and turbulence abound. That is not the condition 
in life writ large. In higher states of consciousness, one maintains field 
independence and an internal state of unbounded awareness regardless of 
the external circumstances in life (Gurubatham, 2023; Orme-Johnson & 
Haynes, 1981, this volume). 

Flow and Maharishi’s Fundamentals of Progress 

Working in conjunction with leadership researchers, Maharishi (1975) 
formulated what he called the Fundamentals of Progress, which are 
stability, adaptability, purification, integration, and growth. These five 
variables all improve with regular practice of TM. Table 3.3 compares 
these five dimensions with the Leadership Practices Inventory (LPI) of 
Kouzes and Posner (2003) and with higher states of consciousness.

Conclusion 

Individuals in higher states of consciousness report increased feelings of 
bliss, and often also a measurable calming of the physiological processes. 
Almost all spiritual traditions describe transcendent states. In more secular 
terms, such states are also described in states of flow, when one is 
magically transported to a state where creative things seem to happen
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Table 3.3 The fundamentals of progress, the LPI, and flow experience compar-
ison 

Fundamentals of 
progress 

Flow experience and Leadership 
Practices Inventory (LPI) 

TM and higher states 

Stability Flow: Mastery of craft, sport, 
vocation, or avocation, stable 
knowledge and/or muscle 
memory is a pre-requisite for the 
flow experience. There must be 
an equivalence of challenge to 
skill. World-class musicians, 
athletes, and top managers score 
high on Travis’ Brain Integration 
scale 
LPI: From a stable consciousness, 
one can model the way 

With TM, the individual 
experiences unbounded 
awareness, beyond time and 
space. The nervous system is 
more stable (galvanic skin 
response is more stable, and 
field independence increases); 
one’s consciousness is more 
self-referential. On grows in 
internal stability during 
change. Travis and Harung, 
2018 reported on high levels 
of the brain integration scale 
where the brain is more 
relaxed, wakeful, and efficient 

Adaptability Flow: Within the stable 
framework, one can play and 
adapt to changing circumstances. 
One feels invincible 
LPI: By being adaptable, one can 
inspire a shared vision and 
challenge the process 

TM develops creativity, fluid 
intelligence, field 
independence, mental 
efficiency, practical intelligence, 
and emotional intelligence. 
Increase in reaction time 
indicates increase in 
adaptability 

Integration Flow: The flow experience is an 
expression of an integrated body/ 
mind condition Moreover, silence 
and dynamism are integrated. 
Top managers, athletes, and 
musicians score high on Travis’ 
Brain Integration Scale 
LPI: Inspiring a Shared Vision 
creates integration 

TM integrates unbounded 
awareness into waking, 
dreaming and sleep state of 
consciousness. The unmanifest 
absolute is integrated with the 
ever-changing relative world 

Purification Flow: To have the  flow  
experience, one needs to be 
one-pointed and not distracted. 
Therefore, one purifies out 
distractions. Top athletes, 
musicians, artists, actors, and 
leaders all know this and value 
time 
LPI Challenging the process is a 
form of purification 

TM dissolves deeply rooted 
stress, which inhibit full 
expression of one’s ability to 
use their full potential. This 
release of stress means one can 
use more of their full potential. 
An analogy of the snowplow 
may be helpful here. The 
obstacles are removed or 
purified as the vehicle moves 
forward

(continued)
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Table 3.3 (continued)

Fundamentals of
progress

Flow experience and Leadership
Practices Inventory (LPI)

TM and higher states

Growth Flow: The flow experience 
challenges one to grow and 
accelerates growth, self-efficacy, 
and enjoyment 
LPI: Enabling others to act 
creates growth. So does 
encouraging the heart 

Ego development occurs 
naturally in the growth to 
higher states of consciousness 
with regular practice of TM 

Source Goodman (1996)

effortlessly (Csikszentmihalyi, 2020). We conclude that development of 
higher states of consciousness through the refinement of the nervous 
system creates conditions for flow for leaders and others. Higher states 
of consciousness, which have been reported throughout history and in 
many cultures represent the fulfillment of the flow experience in a more 
permanent and persistent manner. 

There are gaps that merit further research. For example, what 
would happen if an entire management team were experiencing cosmic 
consciousness because of group practice of TM, and could experience 
greater productivity (Schmidt-Wilk, 1996)? The increases in leadership, 
job performance, and job and life satisfaction merit further study, and 
moreover, more organizations should study these benefits and consider 
adopting the practice of TM for freedom from stress and anxiety, all-
encompassing personal development, and perhaps greater development 
of flow (Alexander et al., 1993; Nader et al., 2023; Valosek et al., 2018 
this volume). 

Imagining a More Flowing Future 

Imagine leaders in higher states of consciousness creating a favorable work 
environment where everyone can flourish (Maheshwari, 2021). Imagine 
leaders and their teams experiencing flow as an all-time reality. Life would 
flow in enjoyment, creativity, and purpose. Imagine an entire organization 
operating in harmony and effectiveness. The five fundamentals of progress 
would be developed so that the leaders would be both stable and highly
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adaptable to change. They would adapt to environmental changes, inte-
grate new ideas, purify those ideas and influences that are not helpful, 
and grow their business in a healthy way. They would personally develop 
healthy habits to keep themselves centered, vigorous, and strong and be 
regular in developing higher states of consciousness. They would lead 
with emotional intelligence and would fully embrace and exhibit LPI’s 
five exemplary leadership practices: model the way, inspire a shared vision, 
challenge the process, enable others to act, and encourage the heart. 
They would exhibit high self-efficacy and enjoy a good joke. They would 
embrace the concept that giving is the basis for receiving. They would 
practice gratitude on a regular basis. 
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CHAPTER 4  

Consciousness and Ambidexterity: Impact 
of Meditation on Oneness 
and Ambidextrous Behavior 

Vikram Gulati and Anil K. Maheshwari 

Introduction 

It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, 
it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch 
of incredulity, it was the season of light, it was the season of darkness, it 
was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair. (Dickens, 1949) 

These opening lines from the classic The Tale of Two Cities by Charles 
Dickens described the European mood in the times leading up to the 
French Revolution. They are unique where each pair of opposites does
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not have a preposition to connect the phrases. We no doubt add “and” 
and not “or”. The entire essence of the book, the story, and the times 
it describes is embodied in the “and”. If we replace “and” with anything 
else, there is perhaps no “Tale” to be told. 

In their study of organizational effectiveness, James Collins and Jerry 
Porras noted that the distinguishing characteristic of highly visionary 
companies is the capacity not to be oppressed by the “Tyranny of 
the OR”, but to liberate themselves with the “Genius of the AND” 
(Collins & Porras, 1994, p. 44). This importance of “and” is perhaps 
more relevant today than ever before. The ongoing COVID crisis has 
sharpened the focus on the tough choices that countries, businesses, and 
people have had to make between life and livelihood. These choices are 
of an existential nature and striking the right balance has been challenging 
for many. The notion of making hard choices and balance is something 
that businesses face very often. To succeed, business leaders need to excel 
in managing contradictions and conflicting priorities. They need to be 
creative and disciplined, innovative and process-oriented, and answer to 
the demands of profit, people, and the planet all at the same time (Birkin-
shaw & Gibson, 2004). This needs the leaders and their organizations 
to be able to manage exploratory and exploitative activities in a coordi-
nated manner (Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996). Exploitative activities involve 
the refinement and extension of known competencies, and the resulting 
returns are more immediate and tangible. On the other hand, explorative 
activities involve experimentation with new alternatives and where the 
returns are more distant and risky (March, 1991). Coordinating the two 
is a serious challenge since explorative and exploitative activities compete 
for the same resources thus creating a tension that needs to be addressed 
(March, 1991). For such an organizational strategy to succeed, its leaders 
also need to be ambidextrous and manage the resulting tension (Mom 
et al., 2009). 

A paradoxical mindset (PM) is an approach to address the tensions 
caused by factors, such as resource scarcity, when juxtaposed with the 
individual’s experience of contradictory demands, goals, or perspectives. 
Whether individuals strive or struggle amid these tensions depends on the 
extent to which they have a PM. There is evidence to show that leaders 
with a high PM are better at managing explorative–exploitative behavior 
(Miron-Spektor et al., 2018) and in fact thrive even under conditions 
of high tension. Poole and Van de Ven (1989) describe four ways of 
working with paradoxes; keeping them in opposition, spatial separation,
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temporal separation, and synthesis. Much of the research and practice has 
focused on the first three ways of working with paradoxes. The idea of 
synthesis finds resonance in Eastern religions and wisdom traditions in 
the form of the concept of oneness. These Eastern wisdom traditions also 
have developed practices of oneness like meditation. Sustainability leader-
ship, for example, can be also thought of as being paradoxical in nature 
as it requires leaders to satisfy the seemingly contradictory demands of 
profit, people, and the planet all at the same time. A study of the leader-
ship of sixteen exemplary sustainability-oriented companies showed that 
all of these leaders engaged in some form of practices of Oneness (Tsao & 
Laszlo, 2019). 

This chapter will explore the role of practices of oneness and oneness 
in the question of why one leader has a more paradoxical mindset and is 
able to exhibit more ambidextrous behavior than the other and what can 
drive this preferred behavior. Ambidexterity is discussed at an organiza-
tional level, and at an individual level. It then examines the paradoxical 
nature of individual ambidextrous leadership and the role of the associ-
ated paradoxical mindset. It is followed by the concept of oneness and 
how it enhances the ability to work with contradictions. It is followed 
by an exploration of practices of developing oneness, such as meditation. 
Since oneness is largely a concept from Eastern philosophies, even as it 
is applied in largely Western management practices, the importance of 
culture of the leader is also explored. 

Ambidexterity 

Organizations and individuals alike face hard choices in a Volatile, Uncer-
tain, Complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) world. To succeed, businesses 
and business leaders need to excel in managing conflicting priorities. 
They need to be creative and disciplined, innovative and process-oriented, 
and answer to the demands of profit, people, and the planet all at the 
same time. In other words, they need to be ambidextrous (Birkinshaw & 
Gibson, 2004; Mom  et  al.,  2009; Tushman & O’Reilly, 1996). 

Organizational Ambidexterity 

Organizations evolve through a continuous change of minor events punc-
tuated by radical change of significant episodes (Gersick, 1988). By 
analyzing patterns in the way organizations handle this, Tushman and
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O’Reilly (1996) posit that to be successful, an organization and its leaders 
need to be good at handling both, low-level change and discontinuous 
change. Low-level change helps improve efficiencies, while discontin-
uous change offers significant opportunities to dramatically change the 
nature of the industry (Christensen, 2013). An empirical study of 206 
manufacturing firms showed that firm performance was significantly asso-
ciated with the extent of Ambidexterity demonstrated (He & Wong, 
2004). These scholars argue that organizations achieve Ambidexterity by 
managing both explorative activities such as searching for, evaluating, and 
experimenting with new opportunities, and by developing new knowledge 
and skills and exploitative activities such as achieving higher reliability 
by refining existing competencies (March, 1991; Mom et al., 2007). 
Exploitative activities require process adherence and the focus is on quality 
and costs whereas explorative activities are creative, and the focus is on 
innovation (Raisch et al., 2009). 

There is an associated concept of polarity management. Using the 
metaphor of breathing, which includes both inhalation and exhalation, 
Johnson (1993) proposes that organizations that can manage diamet-
rically opposite poles within the organization structure, processes, and 
leadership outperform those that are unable to do so. 

Organizational Ambidexterity can be implemented in two ways, struc-
tural and contextual (Birkinshaw & Gibson, 2004). Structural Ambidex-
terity is achieved by structurally separating teams that are involved in 
explorative and exploitative activities. As per Birkinshaw and Gibson 
(2004), structural Ambidexterity faces problems when the exploration-
driven change that has been incubated separately needs to be integrated 
into the larger organization or when the incubation team for explo-
ration is not given the right type of organizational support to realize 
the intended change. Contextual Ambidexterity overcomes this drawback. 
Employees must make their own decisions on how they divide their time. 
For example, should they focus on current accounts to meet a quota, 
or should they nurture new accounts with different needs? Contextual 
Ambidexterity calls for individual employees to make choices between 
exploitation-oriented and adaption exploration-oriented activities. Table 
4.1 compares and contrasts structural and contextual Ambidexterity.

Researchers have conceptualized various forms of organizational 
ambidexterity. Double ambidexterity (Kaulio et al., 2017) proposes that  
exploration and exploitation are achieved by business models and/or 
technology innovations. Shifting the lens to competition and market
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Table 4.1 Structural and contextual ambidexterity 

Structural ambidexterity Contextual ambidexterity 

What is it? Organizational structural 
separation of exploration and 
exploitation businesses 

Co-existence of exploration and 
exploitation businesses within 
one organizational structure 

How is 
ambidexterity 
achieved? 

Separation structures for 
exploration and exploitation 
activities 

Individuals decide on how to 
divide their focus and time 
on exploration and exploitation 
activities 

Role of 
management 

To set priorities and define 
structures 

To define the context within 
which individuals can set 
priorities 

Role of individuals Specialized in either exploration 
or exploitation-type activities 

Generalist, able to switch 
between exploratory and 
exploitative activities 

Decision-making Predominantly centralized Predominantly distributed 

Note Adapted from “Building Ambidexterity Into an Organization” by J. Birkinshaw, and C. Gibson 
2004. MIT Sloan Management Review, 45(4), 47–55

gives us relative (D’Souza et al., 2017) and hybrid (Ossenbrink et al., 
2019) ambidexterity respectively. However, the need for an organiza-
tion to perform both exploration and exploitation activities and have 
individual ambidexterity remains true across all forms of organizational 
ambidexterity. 

Individual Ambidexterity (IA) 

Ambidextrous organizations need ambidextrous leaders and managers, 
who have an ability to understand and be sensitive to the needs of very 
different types of business processes (O’Reilly & Tushman, 2004). A 
manager’s ambidexterity can be referred to as a manager’s behavioral 
orientation toward combining exploration and exploitation-related activ-
ities within a certain period of time (Mom et al., 2009). Operational 
managers may thus conduct both routine and nonroutine activities (Adler 
et al., 1999), fulfill administrative and entrepreneurial roles (Probst et al., 
2011), and combine short- and long-term views (O’Reilly & Tushman, 
2013). 

In a case study analysis of interviews with managers and leaders and 
review of company literature at IBM and NCR, Taylor and Helfat (2009)
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showed the importance of middle management in providing organiza-
tional linkages that enable a firm to be ambidextrous and successfully 
manage radical change. 

IA is typified by managers who (i) take the initiative and are alert 
to opportunities beyond the confines of their own job, (ii) are cooper-
ative and seek out opportunities to combine their efforts with others, (iii) 
are brokers always looking to build internal linkages, and (iv) are multi-
taskers who are comfortable wearing more than one hat (Birkinshaw & 
Gibson, 2004). Mom et al. (2009) substantiated similar skills in a study 
of 719 business unit level and operational level managers, validating that 
ambidextrous managers (i) host contradictions, (ii) are multitaskers, and 
(iii) can both refine and renew their knowledge, skills, and expertise. 

The alignment of the leadership with strategy is very important for its 
success (O’Reilly et al., 2010). This section will consider antecedents of 
IA at an (i) organizational level, (ii) individual level, (iii) combination of 
organizational and individual levels, and (iv) manifestation of exploration– 
exploitation tension as a consequence of IA. 

Organizational Antecedents 
Recognizing the need for IA for its managers and leaders’ organizations 
have pursued many enabling strategies. These could be broadly consid-
ered as organizational factors that affect IA. These include factors such 
as. 

Routinization and formalization of managers’ tasks. Process  
management initiatives implemented for greater efficiency, create a high 
degree of routinization and formalization in manager work and inhibit 
manager Ambidexterity (Benner & Tushman, 2002). However, routiniza-
tion processes combined with a high level of trust can actually help 
managers being more ambidextrous (Adler et al., 1999). 

(De)-centralization or participation in decision-making. IA is  
enhanced when decision-making is more de-centralized and pushed 
lower within the organization (Benner & Tushman, 2003). Organiza-
tions that have built strong inter-unit coordination capabilities through 
cross-functional interfaces along with a high job rotation will favor the 
development of IA for its managers (Jansen et al., 2005). Learning 
within an organization can be limited by its inherent inability to consider, 
long-term and geographically remote scenarios or learning from failure. 
Managers of such organizations struggle to find the balance of exploration 
and exploitation behavior (Levinthal & March, 1993). IA is enhanced in
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organizations that are designed to find a balance between the forces of 
search and stability (Rivkin & Siggelkow, 2003). 

Socialization practices. Organization’s socialization practices in terms 
of structures and processes to diffuse knowledge and culture have a 
significant impact on the extent of exploration and exploitation that 
managers exhibit. However, the extent and direction of impact are 
markedly different based on the extent of employee turnover, environ-
mental turbulence, and the competitive environment (Levinthal & March, 
1993; March, 1991). 

Connectedness to other organization members. Connectedness 
defined as density of connections within the organization influences 
exploration and exploitation differently. Managers in organization with 
a high degree of connectedness are able to perform exploitative activities 
better than exploratory activities (Jansen et al., 2005; Sheremata,  2000). 

Differential reward systems. Firm-wide performance-based incentive 
system combined with active oversight provide the appropriate balance 
for both search and stability processes that in turn favor managers’ explo-
ration and exploitation activities (Rivkin & Siggelkow, 2003). These 
incentive systems that support appropriate ambidextrous behavior should 
be consistent and long-term oriented. Short-term or frequent changes 
may disproportionately hamper the conditions for ambidextrous behavior 
(Gibson & Birkinshaw, 2004). 

Values and norms. Process management activities driven values and 
norms are helpful to an organization only in stable conditions. Values and 
norms such as tolerance for ambiguity of manager’s peer’s and/or supe-
rior’s provide the dynamism needed to create and sustain ambidextrous 
behavior (Benner & Tushman, 2003; Volberda, 1999). 

Individual Antecedents 
There are other factors that are more individual in nature in the organi-
zational context that have been seen to have an impact on the individual 
manager’s ambidexterity. (i) Tenure is seen to be a very significant posi-
tive predictor of IA, however longer functional tenure inhibits individual 
ambidexterity (Mom et al., 2015). (ii) From a work context perspective 
uncertainty in work environment and interdependence between roles has 
a favorable impact of IA on individual performance (Mom et al., 2015). 

A small body of research has examined the cognitive and motivational 
profiles of managers who can be described as ambidextrous. To help
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understand the cognitive capabilities that facilitate ambidextrous behav-
iors, Good and Michel (2013) propose an IA construct, composed of 
divergent thinking (representing exploration), focused attention (repre-
senting exploitation), and cognitive flexibility (representing ambidexterity 
as a whole). In a criterion-related predictive validity laboratory study of 
181 undergraduate students, they demonstrated that IA as defined was 
able to explain significantly more variance in task adaptive performance as 
compared to intelligence. Interestingly, individuals with self-enhancement 
motivation are more likely to engage in exploitative activities, whereas 
those with high intrinsic motivation favor explorative activities (Kauppila, 
2018). 

Operational managers with high levels of role-based self-efficacy are 
also more confident and proactive about seeking and alternating among 
opposing tasks, goals, and mindsets (Phillips & Gully, 1997), which helps 
them to shift flexibly and quickly between exploration and exploitation 
activities (Laureiro-Martínez et al., 2015). A study of 467 managers 
across 52 financial services firms found that ability and motivation-
enhancing HR practices contribute uniquely to ambidextrous behaviors 
of operational managers by increasing either their role-based self-efficacy 
and intrinsic motivation orientation. On a practical level, individuals tend 
to favor exploitative activities as compared to explorative activities because 
exploitation is more likely to lead to near-term favorable outcomes and 
because employees’ existing skills and routines are already adapted to 
these activities (Danneels, 2008). 

Interaction of Individual and Organizational Antecedents 
Individual factors combine with organizational context to impact the 
ability to effectively manage the paradox inherent in ambidexterity. Indi-
viduals with intrinsic motivation are more likely to engage in exploitative 
activities as compared to explorative activities (Ryan & Deci, 2001). 
This is significantly more pronounced under highly dynamic environ-
mental (market and technology) conditions (Kauppila, 2018). By actively 
managing the work environment, the organization can attenuate the 
tension between exploration and exploitation continuously while creating 
synthesizing capabilities (He & Wong, 2004). 

Also, organizational culture has a salient impact on IA. Building 
a culture of deliberate perturbation, by introducing unfamiliar factors 
that disrupt day-to-day routine activity allows an organization to create 
opportunities for innovative approaches. Toyota was able to maintain
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contradictions rooted in the ability of its employees at all organiza-
tional levels to engage in problem-solving. One methodology that Toyota 
uses to design perturbation-inducing systems is autonomation or jidoka. 
Jidoka is a process that stops production automatically when faults occur, 
thereby generating a perturbation. The best-known example of jidoka is 
the andon cord. Production workers are trained to respond to problems 
by pulling the andon cord that runs along the assembly line. Pulling the 
andon cord sounds a bell and lights up a visual control board indicating 
the location of the problem. This attracts the attention of the team leader 
who responds to the perturbation. If the problem can be resolved quickly, 
pulling the cord again signals that all is well and allows production to 
continue. Otherwise, the line segment stops automatically at the end of 
the cycle, generating a larger perturbation that attracts the attention of a 
more senior manager (Brunner et al., 2010). 

Exploration–Exploitation Tension 
Exploitative activities involve the refinement and extension of known 
competencies, and the returns are more immediate and tangible. On 
the other hand, explorative activities involve experimentation with new 
alternatives and the returns are more distant and risky (March, 1991). 
This creates tension and the essence of being ambidextrous is the ability 
to manage and thrive in this tension. Using a comparative case study 
approach to analyze five ambidextrous product design firms Andriopoulos 
and Lewis (2009) created a framework to examine the exploration– 
exploitation tension. Using the concept of paradox (Denison et al., 1995) 
to present the framework as a series of nested paradoxes of innovation 
in all aspects of the organization. The paradoxes are pursuing current 
profit vs. breakthrough strategies, tight or loosely coupled with evolving 
customer needs, and encouraging discipline vs. passion in employees. 
Building on the construct of paradox at different levels, a meta-analysis of 
124 Ambidexterity and exploration/exploitation empirical studies showed 
that ambidextrous behavior creates paradoxical tension that is more 
pronounced at lower levels of management (Fourné, 2014). The same 
study also found that operating level managers struggled with coping with 
this tension, and as a result, exhibited lesser ambidextrous behavior than 
what was expected of them to meet organizational demands. 

As shown in Fig. 4.1, it can be said that organizational ambidexterity is 
an important strategy for organizational success and for it to be successful 
the organization needs managers and leaders to have IA. There are very



72 V. GULATI AND A. K. MAHESHWARI

Organizational 
Ambidexterity leads to 
Organizational success 

Individual 
Ambidexterity 

Organizational 
Antecedents 

Individual 
Antecedents 

Capability to 
Embrace Paradoxical 
Tension 

Fig. 4.1 Organizational ambidexterity needs individual ambidexterity 

many organizational and individual antecedents that influence IA and the 
extent to which managers exhibit ambidextrous behavior depends on their 
capability to embrace paradoxical tensions. 

The next section explores the PM that allows managers to embrace 
paradoxical tensions. The unit of analysis of this study is the individual. 
The previous sections considered the factors that enabled or inhibited IA 
from an organizational point of view. The focus will now shift to the 
mindset and practices that the individual could pursue at a personal level 
to facilitate ambidextrous behavior. 

Paradoxical Mindset 

Explorative and exploitative behaviors are paradoxical and create tension 
that has a direct impact on performance. Individuals differ in their 
capacity to cope with paradox, a trait referred to as PM. A micro foun-
dational perspective of organizational ambidexterity suggests that the 
individual ability to deal with paradoxical demands is the building block 
for its emergence (Raisch et al., 2009). Individuals with a high PM are 
better at explorative–exploitative behavior (Miron-Spektor et al., 2018). 

The ability to handle the exploration–exploitation tension may be 
enhanced by adapting the alternating cognitive processes of differenti-
ation and integration (Smith & Tushman, 2005). Differentiating and 
integrating are opposing, yet complementary processes. Differentiating 
focuses on how existing products or competencies differ from one 
another. Integrating, in contrast, makes mindful synergies between these
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products and competencies. These processes enable one another. Differ-
entiating results in new categories and dimensions of the products and 
services and integrating reinforces the investment in each. It is the 
engagement in both of these cognitive processes that leads to paradox-
ical leadership behavior (PLB) (Zhang et al., 2015). PLB is a leader’s 
behaviors that are “contradictory yet interrelated, to meet competing 
workplace demands simultaneously and over time” (p. 539). Zhang and 
colleagues conceptualized PLB as a behavioral syndrome that consists of 
five dimensions: (i) combining self-centeredness with other centeredness, 
(ii) maintaining both distance and closeness, (iii) maintaining decision 
control while allowing autonomy, (iv) enforcing work requirements, while 
allowing flexibility, and (v) treating subordinates uniformly while allowing 
individualization. PLB contributes positively to employee proactivity, 
proficiency, and adaptivity. 

The core characteristics of paradox engender its persistence. Smith and 
Lewis (2011) define paradox as “contradictory yet interrelated elements 
that exist simultaneously and persist over time” (p. 382). Ambidexterity 
in terms of exploration and exploitation is a type of paradox that also 
persists over time. Organizations and individuals try to resolve it spatially 
in the form of structural Ambidexterity or temporally in the form of 
contextual ambidexterity but in real terms the paradox remains latent 
where both exploration and exploitation must be done with equal ease 
(Mom et al., 2009). Smith and Lewis (2011) posit that organizational 
paradoxes often remain latent, becoming salient, particularly under condi-
tions of plurality, change, and scarcity. In an eight-sample study covering 
hundreds of participants, Miron-Spektor et al. (2018) show that a PM— 
the extent to which one is accepting of and energized by tensions—can 
help individuals leverage the paradoxical tensions and help improve in-
role job performance and innovation. Based on this as shown in Fig. 4.2, 
it can be said the PM is an important enabler of ambidextrous behavior 
of exploration and exploitation. 

Fig. 4.2 Paradoxical 
mindset enables 
ambidextrous behavior

Individual Ambidexterity 
(Exploration and Exploitation)  

Paradoxical Mindset  
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Paradox and Oneness 

Paradox is not a new concept, it has roots in both Eastern and Western 
philosophy. From an Eastern perspective, the paradox is used as a lens 
for exploring the nature of existence. While individuals might experience 
tensions between oppositional elements, Eastern philosophies such as 
Buddhist, Hindu, and Taoist suggest that doing so obscures their under-
lying oneness or wholeness (Schad et al., 2016). Instead, these traditions 
stress the interdependence between oppositional elements, suggesting 
that paradoxes need not be resolved, but rather embraced and transcended 
(Capra, 1975). In contrast, the Western approach focuses on the contra-
dictions themselves and favors a dialectical approach of analysis/synthesis, 
thesis/antithesis focusing on the dualities of the paradox (Choi et al., 
2007). 

The idea of oneness is perhaps best illustrated by the Taoist yin–yang 
symbol, paradox highlights opposites (light–dark, masculine–feminine, 
life–death), which are viewed as interdependent, fluid, and natural (Chen, 
2002; Peng & Nisbett, 1999). I-Ching (the book of changes) says: “The 
Dao is both the Yin and Yang”. The Atman in the Vedantic traditions, 
Buddha-nature in Buddhism, Echad as a unifying principle in Judaism, 
all echo the idea of oneness. Jesus, Buddha, Krishna, Muhammed, Lao 
Tzu—all these great figures, along with their spiritual traditions, have 
fundamentally the same message, which is the goal of oneness (Tsao & 
Laszlo, 2019). 

Even as the concepts of oneness and wholeness are the basis of Eastern 
philosophies, these concepts are now getting more acceptance in the 
West. Leading quantum scientists such as Schrodinger, Oppenheimer, 
Planck, Heisenberg, and Bohm have also suggested the Vedic concept 
of Atman or the unbounded unified consciousness as the source of 
everything (Wilber, 2005). Atman is Totality (Schrodinger, 1956). The 
space-time forms can be considered a holographic projection of a higher 
dimensional consciousness (Bohm, 2002). Mass and energy, solid and 
vibration, can be seen as interchangeable manifestations of consciousness. 
Collective oneness through quantum empathy is the new understanding 
of reality from quantum field theory, neuroscience, and other scientific 
perspectives. Everything is totally interconnected, and one may realize 
that separation is an illusion (Pavlovich, 2020).
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Measuring Oneness 

Oneness can manifest at any and all of the following levels: (i) experience 
of oneness, (ii) cognitive belief in oneness, and (iii) the ability to engage 
in relationships through degrees of oneness versus separateness. 

Experience of Oneness 
In a study of high-performing athletes, business managers, and musi-
cians, Harung & Travis (2016) found that high-performing individuals 
described experiences of being in the “zone”. They defined peak experi-
ence as “moments of optimum human development and happiness—this 
is when one is living the full value of life. When one’s awareness is greatly 
expanded, which is very different from one’s normal waking experience” 
(Harung, 2018). High-performing individuals reported much higher 
frequency of such peak experiences. In addition, the role of experience 
is salient in religiousness and spirituality studies. Experience of constructs 
like awe, gratitude, mercy, sense of connection with the transcendent, 
and compassionate love are seen to be important in religiousness and 
spirituality studies (Underwood, 2011). 

Belief in Oneness 
The concept of oneness that has its roots in religions, wisdom tradi-
tions, and philosophical perspectives, also finds support in science, 
particularly quantum physics. Discoveries in quantum physics echo the 
themes of underlying unity and interconnectedness (Capra, 1975). Erwin 
Schrodinger, Nobel prize-winning physicist, observed that quantum 
physics reveals a basic oneness of the universe. So, although the source 
of beliefs may be different, individuals with diverse perspectives believe 
that everything exists together in unity. 

Oneness in Relationships 
The concept of oneness can also manifest in relationships that an indi-
vidual feels with other individuals or groups. This is especially true for 
relationships at work. A sense of close relationship with work colleagues 
and supervisor could be a way by which the concept of oneness within 
the individual manifests in work situations. Figure 4.3 shows that an 
overall sense of oneness can help develop a PM and lead to ambidextrous 
behavior.
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Individual Ambidexterity 
(Exploration and Exploitation)  
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Fig. 4.3 Oneness, Paradox Mindset, and Individual Ambidexterity 

Practices of Oneness 

Practices of oneness are found in almost all major religions, wisdom 
traditions, and philosophical perspectives. This chapter will focus on the 
most common and widely practiced form—meditation. There are many 
forms of meditation, as individual practices that can also be done in 
small or large groups. The next section will describe the various types 
of meditation. 

Types of Meditation 

Different types of meditation practices have grown over time in various 
wisdom traditions. While there may be many differences, they all seem 
to have a few things in common. They all claim a deeper mind–body 
connection that what is normally understood. They all target the mind 
in ways that help create salubrious impacts for both the mind and body. 
These impacts may be different in terms of intensity and scope. Some of 
them are strongly connected with religious traditions whereas others are 
more secular in nature. Many of them involve some external artifact or 
accessory to support the process of meditation and intonations of specific 
words or phrases in an explicit or subtle manner. 

This study will focus on the three major groups of meditation prac-
tices, which are focused attention, open monitoring, and automatic 
self-transcending. This classification is based on both the way the different 
meditations are practiced and based on the neurological patterns of the 
brain as seen in brain mapping studies that have been conducted for 
different types of meditations (Travis & Shear, 2010).
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Focused Attention 
In focused attention meditation, the emphasis is on concentration. 
Sustained attention is focused on a specific object, and if the mind 
wanders then attention is brought back to the object of attention 
(Cahn & Polich, 2006; Raffone & Srinivasan, 2009). The meditator 
is in control of the focus of attention. Loving-kindness-compassion 
in the Tibetan Buddhist tradition is a type of the focused attention 
meditation. 

Open Monitoring 
Open monitoring also called mindfulness-based meditations, involves 
directing attention to an ongoing experience, in a way that the meditator 
becomes reflectively aware of the nature and the pattern of emotions and 
thoughts that the meditator is feeling at that point in time (Raffone & 
Srinivasan, 2009). Open monitoring practices do not place any judgment 
on feelings, sense perceptions, and emotions. They need the meditator 
to be in the present moment with openness to all thoughts, sense 
perceptions, and emotions and involves a higher-order meta-awareness of 
ongoing mental processes (Cahn & Polich, 2006). Some of the examples 
of Open Monitoring or Mindfulness meditations are Vipassana Medita-
tion (Buddhist Meditation), Zen meditation (Zazen: Buddhist tradition), 
Sahaja Meditation (Vedic tradition), and Sahaja Samadhi Meditation 
(Vedic tradition). 

Automatic Self-Transcending 
In both the focused attention and the open monitoring forms of the 
meditation practice, the meditator is actively focusing on doing some-
thing and is in control of the activity. The degrees of focus and voluntary 
direction of action may be different in the two forms but are both present. 
The third form of meditation practice; automatic self-transcending does 
not involve any focus or individual control or effort. Automatic self-
transcending practices involve the transcending of the technique of 
the meditation itself. With the absence of a directed cognitive control 
that increases mental activity, self-transcending procedures would need 
minimal cognitive control and be automatic or effortless (Travis & Shear, 
2010).
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V-Theory of Transcendence 
The V-theory of Transcendence as described in Fig. 4.4 is a very useful 
framework to understand the differences between the three groups of 
meditation practices in terms of their impact (Maheshwari, 2021). 

The surface reality indicates the surface-level thoughts and mental 
activities. Any cognition, effort, control, or attention keeps the mind 
at the surface level. This is largely representative of focused attention 
and open monitoring where focus, attention, and control take primacy. 
However, in the case of automatic self-transcending, when there is no 
focus, attention, or control needed, the awareness settles to deeper 
and subtler levels of thought and the meditator can transcend to pure 
consciousness at the bottom of the V. This is called the inward stroke. 
During transcending, thoughts get more fleeting until they disappear 
completely. Awareness stays at that level of consciousness for a certain 
duration and absorbs pure order and coherence, and then returns to 
the surface-level reality. That is called the outward stroke. One may 
experience greater oneness, alertness, energy, clarity, enthusiasm, and 
creativity upon returning to the surface reality or waking mode (So & 
Orme-Johnson, 2001). 

As shown in Fig. 4.5. This chapter will explore the role of meditation as 
a personal practice of oneness on the extent of oneness it creates and the

Fig. 4.4 V-theory: a 
2-step model of 
transcendence (Source 
Maheshwari, 2021) 
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Fig. 4.5 Meditation, oneness, Paradox Mindset (PM), and Individual Ambidex-
terity (IA) 

role of the sense of oneness in the development of PM and ambidextrous 
behavior. 

Even though the study is primarily to explore the role of oneness prac-
tices like meditation on a sense of oneness and in turn on paradoxical 
mindset and ambidextrous behavior, it is important to recognize that 
ambidexterity is a strategic concept and culture is known to have deep 
impacts on strategy. The next section explores culture in a brief manner. 

Culture 

Culture is defined as the unwritten rules of individual and social prac-
tices in a group of people. It is the collective programming of the mind 
that distinguishes members of one group or category from the others 
(Hofstede et al., 2010). Culture could be characterized at various levels: 
national level, regional level, and so on. Culture ascribes certain prac-
tices of performance and interaction by gender, generation, social class, 
educational level, economic level, organizational level of leadership, etc. 
There are several dimensions to culture. Individualism vs. Collectivism 
is a primary differentiator between cultures. Tolerance of uncertainty is 
another dimension, which may be closely aligned with how to deal with 
paradoxical situations. Power distance between seniors and juniors in a 
community also varies by cultures. Finally, masculine/feminine dimen-
sion of cultural difference relates to an aggressive behavioral orientation 
version of nurturing and tolerant behavior. Pandey and Sharma (2009) 
showed that the four key national cultural dimensions: power distance, 
collectivism, masculinity, and uncertainty avoidance are also instrumental 
at an organizational level to impact exploratory and exploitative inno-
vation. For example, exploratory innovation is seen to be much more
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encouraged in the USA as compared to Japan which has been quite 
successful in exploitative innovation. This difference can be attributed 
directly to the differentials in institutions and policy support to the type 
of innovation Lundvell (1990). 

Research Model 

This study explores the following three research questions. 

Research Question 1 (RQ1): Do those who practice meditation have 
a higher sense oneness 

Research Question 2 (RQ2): Do those who have a higher sense 
of oneness in turn have a higher 
paradoxical mindset and exhibit higher 
ambidextrous behavior? 

Research Question 3 (RQ3): How is Culture related with paradoxical 
mindset and ambidextrous behavior? 

Based on prior literature review one can posit that meditation prac-
tices develop a sense of oneness in individuals. The measures of oneness: 
experience, belief, and relation, are expected to be positively correlated 
to the development of a PM and IA. In addition, the country or region 
as a cultural dimension will impact paradoxical mindset and ambidextrous 
behavior. The complete research model is shown in Fig. 4.6. 

Experience of Oneness 

Belief in Oneness 

Oneness in relationships 

Individual Ambidexterity 
(Exploration and Exploitation)  

Paradox Mindset  

Meditation 
+ + 

+ 

Country/Region +/-

Fig. 4.6 Hypothesis model
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Hypothesis 1: Those who practice meditation have a higher sense of 
oneness expressed in one or two or all three mani-
festations of oneness measured as (a) experience of 
oneness, (b) belief in oneness, and (c) oneness in 
relationships. 

Hypothesis 2a: Experience of Oneness as a Measure of oneness is 
positively correlated to a paradoxical mindset. 

Hypothesis 2b: Cognition of Oneness as a Measure of oneness is 
positively correlated to a paradoxical mindset. 

Hypothesis 2c: Oneness in relationships as a Measure of oneness is 
positively correlated to a paradoxical mindset. 

Hypothesis 3a: Experience of Oneness as a Measure of oneness is 
positively correlated to Ambidextrous behavior. 

Hypothesis 3b: Cognition of Oneness as a Measure of oneness is 
positively correlated to Ambidextrous behavior. 

Hypothesis 3c: Oneness in relationships as a Measure of oneness is 
positively correlated to Ambidextrous behavior. 

Hypothesis 4: Paradoxical mindset is positively correlated to 
Ambidextrous behavior. 

Hypothesis 5: Culture is related to a Paradoxical mindset (PM). 
Hypothesis 6: Culture is related to Individual Ambidexterity (IA). 

Method 

An online survey was designed for this exploratory empirical study. It 
contained questions about Meditation, the Sense of Oneness as measured 
by the Experience of Oneness (HSQ), Belief in Oneness (BIO), and 
Oneness in Relationship (IOS), Paradox Mindset (PM), and Culture 
with Individual Ambidexterity (IA). The survey instrument incorporated 
previously used instruments for each construct. A Google form-based 
questionnaire was used to collect data for the study. A convenience sample 
strategy was adopted, and the form was sent out to friends and family 
and a total of 145 responses were collected. Data was collected over a 
two-week period. Complete anonymity was maintained with respect to 
the responses. Of the 145 responses 2 were discarded on account of 
incomplete demographic data.
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Measurement Instruments 

The questionnaire was made up of seven sections. Section “Introduc-
tion” addressed the demographics and here data was collected for age, 
gender, type of work, position in organization, education levels, and 
country. Demographics especially country helped explore the relationship 
of culture with paradoxical mindset and ambidextrous behavior. 

Section “Ambidexterity” addressed the type of practices that the 
respondents pursued. The study was primarily focused on exploring 
the impact of meditation on paradoxical mindset and Ambidextrous 
behavior; however, the questions in this section asked the participants 
to respond to all types of practices that they would consider as personal 
self-development practices. This section also asked for information about 
the frequency (number of times a week) and duration (over how many 
years) of practice. 

Scales of Oneness 
Sections “Practices of Oneness”–“Research Model” explored the Oneness 
construct in three ways (i) Experience of Oneness, (ii) Cognition of 
Oneness, and (iii) Oneness in relationships. 

Experience of Oneness. A five-item instrument “Higher States of 
Consciousness” (HSQ) developed by Sawhney (2012) was used. The 
instrument has a 4-point response scale in the form of almost never (1), 
sometimes, often, and almost always (4). The HSQ scale consists of five 
items to assess how frequently respondents self-report their experience of 
higher states of consciousness. Experience of higher states of conscious-
ness can be understood as the experience of Oneness. These items are 
primarily based on the State of Consciousness scale (SCI-scale) devel-
oped by Alexander et al., (1987) and later modified by Cranson et al. 
(1991) and the Daily Spiritual Experience scale (DSES-scale) developed 
by Underwood (2011). There is no published information on the reli-
ability and the validity of the SCI scale; however, previous studies that 
have used modified versions of this scale have shown that frequency of 
such experiences is correlated with higher performance, higher moral 
development, and greater integration of the functioning of the brain 
(Harung et al., 2009). The daily Spiritual Experience Scale (DSES) has 
been used in over 70 published studies examining spirituality experiences 
and psychological well-being, anxiety, and depression.
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Fig. 4.7 Pictorial measure of closeness of relationships 

Cognition of Oneness. The Belief in Oneness (BIO) scale was used 
for Cognition of Oneness. Diebels and Leary (2019) created this scale to 
assess the respondent’s belief in the fundamental oneness of everything, 
of all living things, and of humanity. The belief is associated with under-
standing in which everything is perceived to be one, with spiritual belief. 
This scale correlates well with Mystical Experiences Scale (Hood, 1975), 
the Sources of Spirituality (SOS) Scale (Davis et al., 2015), the Metaper-
sonal Self Scale (Decicco & Stroink, 2007), Allo-inclusive Identity Scale 
(Leary et al., 2008), Connectedness with Nature Scale (CNS; Mayer & 
Frantz, 2004), and the Spiritual Transcendence Scale (STS)—Universality 
subscale (Piedmont, 1999). The BIO scale has a high inter-item reliability 
with a Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of 0.94 for all three beliefs in Oneness 
(everything, of all living things, and of humanity). The scale has a five-
point Likert scale anchored in strongly disagree (1) and strongly agree 
(5). 

Oneness in relationships. The Inclusion of Others in Self (IOS) scale 
was used to measure “Oneness in Relationships”. The Inclusion of Other 
in the Self (IOS) Scale is a single-item, pictorial measure of closeness 
(Aron et al., 1992). The IOS scale has demonstrated alternate-form and 
test–retest reliability; convergent validity with the Relationship Closeness 
Inventory (E. Berscheid et al., 1989), the R. J. Sternberg (1997) Intimacy 
Scale among other measures. The pictorial measure serves as a Likert 
measure as shown in Fig. 4.7. Anchored in. A (1), B, C, D, E (5). 

Paradox Mindset Scale 
Section “Method” of the questionnaire measured PM using the PM scale 
from Miron-Spektor et al. (2018). The PM scale is a 9-item scale with 
responses as a five-point Likert scale anchored in Strongly disagree (1) and 
Strongly Agree (5). The PM scale has good reliability with a Cronbach’s 
alpha of 0.80. Items for the PM scale were generated deductively from 
reviewing paradox theory (Smith & Lewis, 2011) as well as related scales.
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Given the newness and uniqueness of this scale, content validity was estab-
lished by a panel of experts including four leading scholars familiar with 
methods of scale development as well as paradox theory. 

Ambidextrous Behavior 
In section “Data Analysis and Results” of the instrument, IA was 
measured using the exploration and exploitation scale (Mom et al., 
2009). The instrument has 14 items, seven each measure exploration 
and exploitation activities and the responses are in the form of a five-
point Likert scale anchored in Strongly Disagree (1) and Strongly Agree 
(5). The reliability of the exploration scale, as represented by Cronbach’s 
alpha, is 0.86 and the Cronbach’s alpha for the exploitation scale is 0.81. 
The score for the exploration and exploitation scales was added to give 
the IA score. 

Data Analysis and Results 

To explore the relationship between meditation, oneness, PM, and culture 
with IA, different levels of analysis in the form of descriptive statistics, 
correlation, multiple linear regression, MANOVA, and ANOVA were 
carried out using IBM SPSS. Of the 145 responses collected using 
a Google form-based questionnaire, 2 were discarded on account of 
incomplete demographic data. To identify and eliminate outliers’ prelim-
inary regression analysis was carried out to calculate Cook’s distance and 
studentized residual. Cook’s distance was less than 1 and none of the 
cases had a studentized residual greater than 3 indicating no influential 
outliers. 

Descriptive Statistics 

Of the 143 respondents, 53 indicated that meditation was the most 
impactful self-development practice, and for the study, they will be 
referred to as “meditators”. The rest 90 will be referred to as “non-
meditators”, some of these had indicated that they did practice meditation 
but did not indicate meditation as their most impactful practice. The 
question that inquired about the type of meditation has a wide range of 
answers and each group was too small for any meaningful statistical anal-
ysis. Of the respondents, 93 indicated gender as male and 49 indicated 
gender as female. From an age perspective, 12.6% were less than 40 years
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Table 4.2 
Demographic summary 
of respondents 

Meditation Meditators 53 37.1% 
Non-meditators 90 62.9% 

Gender Male 93 65% 
Female 50 35% 

Culture East 81 56.6% 
West 62 43.4% 

Age Less than 40 years 18 12.6% 
41–50 years old 46 32.2% 
51–60 years old 64 44.8% 
More than 61 years 15 10.5% 

Table 4.3 Descriptive statistics for oneness measures, PM and IA 

N Mean Std. Deviation Skewness Kurtosis 

HSQ 143 2.477 0.736 0.272 −0.408 
BIO 143 3.785 1.016 −0.614 −0.218 
IOS 143 3.212 1.041 −0.101 −0.417 
PM 143 3.484 0.777 −0.444 0.249 
IA 143 6.729 1.485 −0.282 0.687 

old, 32.2% were between 41 and 50 years old, 44.8% were between 51 
and 60 years old, and 10.5% were more than 61 years old. The nation of 
residence was considered a proxy measure of culture. Respondents from 
India and other Asian countries were coded as “East” and accounted for 
56.6% of the respondents, while respondents from the USA, Canada, and 
the UK were coded as “West” and accounted for 43.4 of the respondents. 
These demographic details are summarized in Table 4.2. 

Descriptive statistics for Measures of Oneness, PM, and IA are shown 
in Table 4.3. 

Scale Reliability 

The Cronbach’s alpha for each of the scales is shown in Table 4.4. IA is  
measured using two sub scales of exploration and exploitation and sepa-
rate Cronbach’s alpha was calculated for each of the subscales. All the 
Cronbach’s alpha were high enough to demonstrate adequate instrument 
reliability.
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Table 4.4 Reliability 
statistics (Cronbach’s 
alpha) 

Scale Cronbach’s 
alpha 

No. of items in the scale 

HSQ 0.854 5 
BIO 0.947 6 
IOS 0.866 3 
PM 0.909 9 
Exploration 0.896 7 
Exploitation 0.877 7 

Table 4.5 Correlation Matrix for all variables 

Meditation HSQ BIO IOS PM IA Culture 

Meditation 
HSQ 0.338** 

BIO 0.256** 0.411** 

IOS 0.206* 0.388** 0.172* 

PM −0.006 0.286** 0.321** 0.167* 
IA 0.083 0.164* 0.282** 0.327** 0.332** 
Culture 0.001 −0.134 0.006 −0.047 −0.027 0.269** 

N = 143; **p < 0.01 level; *p < 0.05 level 

Correlation Analysis 

Correlation analysis was carried out and the results are detailed in Table 
4.5. Meditation is positively correlated with all the measures of oneness 
(HSQ, BIO, and IOS) and all these relationships are statistically signifi-
cant. Experience of Oneness (HSQ) is not significantly related to PM and 
IA. Belief in Oneness (BIO) is significantly related to both PM and IA. 
Oneness in Relationships (IOS) is significantly related to both PM and 
IA. PM is significantly related to IA. Culture is significantly related with 
IA, however, Culture is not significantly related to PM. 

Linear Regression 

To explore the variance in IA based on the combined effect of Meditation, 
Oneness measures, PM and Culture multiple linear regression was carried 
out. Results of the multiple liner regression are show in Table 4.6.
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Table 4.6 Results of multiple liner regression predicting IA 

Unstandardized 
coefficients 

Standardized 
coefficients 

Model term B Std. Error Beta t Sig VIF 

(Constant) 1.845 0.717 2.574 0.011 
Others 1 Med 
2 

−0.005 0.241 −0.001 −0.019 0.985 1.190 

HSQ −0.106 0.180 −0.052 −0.588 0.558 1.526 
BIO 0.251 0.121 0.172 2.077 0.040 1.315 
IOS 0.414 0.112 0.290 3.683 <0.001 1.193 
PM 0.479 0.150 0.251 3.193 0.002 1.186 
East 1 West 2 0.840 0.218 0.281 3.855 <0.001 1.025 

Regression results indicated a statistically significant model that 
predicts IA with R2 = 0.293, R2 

adj = 0.262, F  (6,136) = 9.414, p 
< 0.001. As shown in Table 4.6 Belief in Oneness (BIO) (t (136) = 
2.077, p = 0.04), Oneness in Relationships (IOS) (t (136) = 3.683, p < 
0.001), PM (t (136) = 3.193, p = 0.002) and Culture (t (136) = 3.855, 
p < 0.001) were each statistically significant linear predictors for IA. Thus 
hypotheses 3a, 3b, and 3c are supported. 

Multivariate Analysis of Variance 

In addition, Multivariate Analysis of Variance (MANOVA) was conducted 
to analyze the overall difference in sense of oneness as measured by all 
the 3 measures for meditators and non-meditators. MANOVA showed a 
highly significant (p < 0.001**) overall difference in the sense of oneness 
between the meditators and no meditators. As a result of this Hypothesis 
1 is supported. The MANOVA results are shown below in Table 4.7. 
Further, the univariate Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) results (Table 4.7) 
showed that Experience of Oneness HSQ (p < 0.001), Belief in Oneness 
BIO (p = 0.002), and Oneness in Relationships IOS (p = 0.042) were 
all statistically significant. This further substantiates hypothesis 1a. 1b and 
1c can be supported.
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Table 4.7 MANOVA and ANOVA results for predicting measures of oneness 
using meditation 

Meditators 
(N = 53) 

Non-meditators N 
= 90 

Dependent 
variable 

Hypothesis Mean SD Mean SD F-
value 

p-value Partial 
eta 

squared 

MANOVA H1 7.341 <0.001 0.137 
ANOVA 
HSQ H1a 2.800 0.743 2.287 0.6637 18.161 <0.001 0.114 
BIO H1b 4.122 0.866 3.587 1.049 9.851 0.002 0.065 
IOS H1c 3.490 1.133 3.048 0.951 6.247 0.014 0.042 

Discussion and Conclusion 

This study found that the sense of oneness was higher for meditators, for 
all three measures of oneness. It was also found that a sense of oneness 
as measured by all the three measures was significantly related to both 
PM and IA. Those with a higher sense of oneness had higher PM and 
higher IA. This suggests a discovery of a connection between practices 
of developing oneness such as meditation and constructs like PM and IA 
which are considered as critical factors for managers and leaders in today’s 
business environment. Meditation itself was not directly related to PM or 
IA, but that relationship was meditated by the concept of oneness (in all 
three measures). 

Culture was found to be directly related to IA, but had no influence 
on Paradoxical Mindset. Western culture (the US, Canada, and Europe) 
respondents showed higher levels of IA as compared to their Eastern 
culture respondents. This may be explained by the fact that Western 
culture has a lower power distance as compared to Eastern culture 
(Hofstede et al., 2010) and lower power distance index is conducive to 
higher IA (Pelagio Rodriguez & Hechanova, 2014). It is important to 
note that culture was not significantly related to any other measures of 
oneness or to meditation even though it could be argued that medi-
tation and the sense of oneness have their roots in Eastern wisdom 
traditions.
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The multiple linear regression showed that the model explained 29.3% 
variance in IA (F (6,136) = 9.414 p < 0.001), using meditation, three 
measures of oneness, PM, and culture as independent predictors. In terms 
of individual predictors two of the three Oneness measures; Belief in 
Oneness and Oneness in relationships along with PM and Culture were 
significant predictors of IA. The importance of oneness in relationships 
as a predictor of IA in in line with prior research where managers who 
have a high degree of workplace social support and have higher levels of 
IA (Levinthal & March, 1993; March, 1991). In addition, a high level 
of trust can actually help managers becoming more ambidextrous (Adler 
et al., 1999). Both workplace social support and trust are indictors of 
strong relationships and may explain the relationship between oneness in 
relationships and IA. 

IA and paradoxical mindset at all levels within the organization are 
increasingly seen as the critical factor that leads to organizational success 
(Raisch et al., 2009; Tarba et al., 2020). While IA has many antecedents 
from an organizational characteristics, this study showed the influence 
of oneness and self-development practices like meditation. This study 
responds to the research directions of going deeper within the individuals 
to explore why some and more ambidextrous than others (Tarba et al., 
2020). The study also identifies an age-old technique like meditation 
that could provide the necessary foundations for developing ambidextrous 
capabilities in an individual. 
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CHAPTER 5  

Development of Consciousness-Based 
Leadership from Bhagavad Gita and Yoga 
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Contemporary Models of Leadership 

Development and Education 

The world has changed; human beings have steadily evolved towards 
higher states of consciousness, but companies have not kept pace (Laszlo 
et al., 2021; Sisodia, 2009). As a result, there is a lack of effective leader-
ship running these institutions. Therefore, there is a need to develop and
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educate and produce more leaders at a greater pace in order to reduce 
and even prevent stumbling from one crisis to the next (Harari, 2018). 
The world needs the right changes in the environment such that it nour-
ishes both intellect and inner transformation of the soul. Such a higher 
consciousness-based environment would lead to wealth creation for all 
human beings (Bozesan, 2009). 

Van Wart (2008) classifies the current methods of leadership devel-
opment into three broad categories: self-study, structured learning expe-
riences and formal training and development programmes. Self-study 
is argued to be the heart of leadership development. Ross (2013) 
has labelled self-study as self-driven leadership development. Van Wart 
(2008) says, “without self-study-which is to say self-recognition of 
issues and skills of leadership, no leadership development can occur.” 
It requires raising one’s consciousness and self-awareness before, during 
and after leadership episodes. Self-study is initiated and driven by the 
individual. It comprises a range of activities, such as self-recognition, self-
direction, self-support, self-perception, self-efficacy, self-achievement and 
self-inspiration, which can all be executed both independently and in any 
of the collective configuration. The effectiveness of self-driven leader-
ship development stems from the simultaneous creation of constructive 
thought patterns and the elimination of dysfunctional thought patterns 
(Van Wart, 2008). Other individual-driven methods for improving the 
quality of consciousness are meditation practices (Gunaratne, 2011; 
Maheshwari, 2021) as well as  kriya yoga exemplified by the practice of 
asanas and pranayama (Iyengar, 2012). 

Structured learning experiences provide a systematic method of accel-
erating the leadership development and sustaining a flowing pipeline of 
good leaders. It can potentially supply ample leadership talent to sustain 
the growth and expansion of the organisations. Structured learning expe-
riences for leadership development are based on two premises: first, 
that experience, if reflected upon, will prove to be a powerful teacher 
(Kolb, 2014); and second, that leaders prefer action-centred learning to 
classroom learning (Argyris & Schön, 1997). Job rotation, challenging 
assignments, action learning, learning from one’s superior, coaching and 
mentoring, counselling, action learning, developmental opportunities, as 
well as meta-challenges involving ongoing learning as well as adaptive 
learning are some examples of structured learning (Bass, 2008). On the 
flip side, the persistent inability to deal with VUCA (Volatile, Uncertain, 
Complex and Ambiguous) situations and the inability to generate trust
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and confidence in stakeholders, shows the limits to this approach. A more 
flexible and adaptive leadership has been suggested by Glover et al. (2002) 
who propose that a high degree of both assimilation (by making sense of 
the external world) and accommodation (undergoing internal changes to 
the structure of one’s beliefs, ideas and attitudes) are required for adaptive 
leadership. And, of these two factors, assimilation and accommodation, 
the latter is more likely to be the Achilles heel of current leadership! 
Structured learning experiences thus, perhaps, fall short of creating truly 
flexible and adaptive leaders. 

Formal training and development programmes have been a bedrock of 
corporate efforts at leadership development (Bass, 2008). A broad set of 
techniques such as lectures, group discussions, role-playing, role reversals, 
sensitivity training, assessment and development centres and training in 
leadership styles are utilised as part of formal management and executive 
development programmes (Bass, 2008). These techniques have played 
a significant role in the leadership development in the past. Despite a 
decline in popularity on account of the requirement of interactions in a 
classroom as a medium in a pandemic and work-from-home situation, 
these could make a comeback in a digital avatar. The strength of these 
methods is that they deliver a regular supply of leadership talent for stable 
business operations. However, these methods, too, have the weakness that 
they do not really prepare leaders with agility to deal with the VUCA 
world. 

Snook et al. (2012) offer a framework of leadership development called 
Knowing, Doing and Being. Conger (1992) offers a four Key Approach 
viz. (1) personal growth, (2) conceptual analysis, (3) skill development 
and (4) feedback. Both of these frameworks have much in common as 
they include all three traditional domains of psychology viz. cognitive 
(knowing/conceptual analysis), behavioural (doing/skill development) 
and affective/attitudinal (being/personal growth). Tables 5.1 and 5.2 
summarise the constructive takeaways in the above two frameworks:

Further, Table 5.3 presented is a novel framework for Being,
The techniques of leadership development in the Being framework 

(Table 5.3) aim to enhance the soft quality of leadership through an 
intangible internal process of development and consequently may be very 
demanding in contrast with the first two frameworks viz. Cognitive (Table 
5.1) and Doing (Table 5.2). However, Allen and Martin (2012) observe 
that self-study and personal growth are not emphasised in the current 
curricula of leadership development to the extent they ought to be.
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Table 5.1 Framework of leadership development: knowing/conceptual anal-
ysis/cognitive 

Approach Purpose Constructive takeaways 

Sense-making Supports environmental 
assessment 

Handling Meta-challenges 
through Adaptive Learning 

Case study Understanding complex and 
realistic situations 

A case study should help 
prevent history from 
repeating itself 

Leadership Literature Contemplation of great 
leadership literature from 
classical to contemporary 

Recognition of recurrent/ 
perennial leadership 
paradigms 

Leadership Templating Imbibing a set of leadership 
principles generic and yet 
specific 

Retention in the active 
memory of leaders is critical 
for implementation 

Table 5.2 Framework of leadership development: doing/behavioural/skill 
development 

Approach Purpose Constructive takeaways 

Theatre Developing leadership 
presence 

Centring on the current 
moment of communication 
to build an authentic 
relationship depends on 
self-knowledge of the 
leader 

Balancing authenticity and 
skill 

Understanding that 
leadership is situational, 
relational and 
non-hierarchical 

Being Yourself with Skill 

Self-awareness through 
feedback from structured 
learning situations 

Self-assessment transferable 
to leadership situations 

Personal growth through 
behavioural modification is 
possible only through 
self-awareness

There is a scope for adding methods to improve self-study (raising one’s 
consciousness before, during and after a leadership event) and enhancing 
Being (self-awareness of mental and emotional states).
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Table 5.3 Framework of leadership development: being/attitudinal/personal 
growth 

Approach Purpose Constructive takeaways 

Transformational 
leadership 
development 

Increasing Self-awareness, 
overcoming personal blockages 
to demonstrate a wider 
repertoire of leadership 
behaviours 

Faculty of such programmes are 
not just repositories of 
knowledge but guides, 
confidants and mentors while 
challenging the participants as 
well as empathising with them 

Values-based 
leadership 
development 

Inculcating Leadership based on 
helping followers realise their 
own needs 

Faculty’s role as a moderator 
and Socratic questioner is 
critical for this technique 

Identity 
workspaces for 
leadership 
development 

Helping Leaders to understand 
how to learn through cognitive, 
emotional and practical 
engagements 

Faculty who has the 
competence, sensitivity and 
integrity to facilitate 
participant’s inquiry into their 
experience

Higher States of Consciousness 

To realise its full potential, the human mind should be working from 
a higher state of consciousness (Yogi, 1963). There are many scrip-
tures that refer to higher states of consciousness. Given the richness 
of the traditions and multiple perspectives, the taxonomy systematised 
by Rao and Paranjpe (2016) is illuminating and comprehensive with 
the broad division into Transcendental and Transactional Consciousness. 
Indic traditions accept transcendental consciousness as the basis of under-
lying reality (Yogi, 1963). Table 5.4 summarises some of the wisdom 
approaches on this theme.

Building upon Wilber’s (1993) All Quadrants All Lines (AQAL) 
integral approach to consciousness, Bozesan (2009) suggests that 
consciousness-based leaders are integral leaders, who have evolved after 
interior development and are engaged in the wealth creation for the 
benefit of all and thus help their culture, societies and environment. 
Pappas (2010) investigated the integral leadership of ethologist and 
primatologist Dr Jane Goodall. Her findings suggest that Dr. Goodall has 
a spiritual essence in the way she approaches her life and life’s work. She is 
motivated by a higher purpose to be a messenger of hope and peace. There 
is mindfulness that leads to compassionate action. She goes about her work 
with a quiet confidence knowing that all she does has a purpose that is
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Table 5.4 Wisdom approaches 

S. No Scripture Characteristics of persons/leaders with higher consciousness 

1 Bhagavad Gita A person with the higher state of consciousness is 
described as Sthithapragna. One has given up all his 
desires and his mind is turned inward. The person is 
undisturbed by adversity, indifferent to happiness and 
free from fear and anger. That person can withdraw his 
senses and have a stabilised mind. All his suffering has 
been destroyed and he becomes blissful. In that blissful 
state, his intelligence is firmly established 

2 Ashtavakra Gita The qualities of a person with a higher state of 
consciousness are described. One is sincere, 
compassionate, content, happy, peaceful and 
unattached. One experiences its limitless nature and is 
equal in pain and pleasure, hope and disappointment. 
One is fearless in actions and silent from within 

3 Dhammapada of 
Buddhism 

It mentions the qualities of an awakened person. One 
is free from desires, passions and conditioning. The 
person is established in meditation and lives in 
freedom. Their mind is still and has reached the 
supreme goal of life. The individual is never angry and 
never causes harm to others. That person radiates love 
for all. They do not cling to pleasure, nor do they fear 
death or prison 

4 Atma Siddhi Shastra 
of Jainism 

It describes the qualities of a person whose 
consciousness is evolved, such as self-realisation, 
rational attitude, desire for liberation, wisdom, inner 
joy, harmony between speech and actions, forgiveness 
and freedom from all discriminations 

5 The commentary by 
Sri Sankara on 
Brihadaranyaka 
Upanishad 

The Buddhi, being transparent and next to the Atman, 
catches the reflection of the intelligence of the Atman. 
Therefore, the wise men happen to identify themselves 
with Atman first, next comes the Manas. Thus, the 
Atman successively illuminates with its own 
intelligence, the entire aggregate of Buddhi, Manas, 
Indriya and Deha

greater than herself. Also, she is relationship-oriented in her approach to 
change. Thus, there are five important characteristics of integral leaders 
which are (a) spiritual essence, (b) motivated by a higher purpose, (c) 
relationship-oriented, (d) the practice of compassionate action and (e) 
quiet confidence. Sengupta (2021) presents a 5-level Integral leadership 
model. The leaders at the higher levels of integral leadership exhibit 
self-discipline, self-control and self-knowledge. They create a culture of
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self-organisation within the organisation for organisational excellence and 
employee well-being. Such leaders work on the principle of Lokasam-
graha or the welfare of all. Such leaders optimise the health and value 
of the interdependent system. They focus on “How can I help?” and 
“What can I do?” for the present state of the world (Barrett, 2006). 
These leaders have explicit intention to act for the benefit of all society 
(Ranganathananda, 2000). Such leaders develop a higher and deeper 
purpose for the organisation that can energise all the stakeholders. Devel-
opment of consciousness is essential for discovering such a higher or 
deeper purpose (Arora et al., 2019; Nader  & Maheshwari,  2023). 

Developing Higher Consciousness Leadership 

Maheshwari (2021) provides a few principles for developing higher-
consciousness leaders: 

1. Consciousness is primary. This principle highlights that conscious-
ness is pure existence and is the source of all manifestation (Nader, 
2021). This is the true nature of existence of every person and 
organisation and environment. 

2. Love is all we need. All wisdom traditions highlight unconditional 
love for the almighty god and love for others. Also called agape, 
unconditional love drives people to work selflessly for humanity. 

3. Unboundarise oneself. Individual needs to continually develop their 
own so they can see themselves as unbounded and capable of 
achieving anything. This will lead to manifesting their full potential. 

These principles enable a process approach to action, while trusting 
nature to provide the right situations and results. Leadership should treat 
everyone as a part of one family and help each other to grow and learn. 

Harung et al. (1995) made a pioneering attempt to understand 
whether world-class leaders experience higher states of consciousness, 
based on self-reports. Frequency of momentary experiences of higher 
states of consciousness was significantly higher in the experimental group 
as compared with two control groups. They suggest that by accelerating 
the development of consciousness, it should be possible to develop leaders 
who can meet the organisational challenges of the twenty-first century.



104 R. KRISHNAN ET AL.

Leaders operating from higher level of consciousness would exhibit the 
following features (Harung et al. (1996): 

1. Expanded consciousness: They are aware of their own true nature 
and find greater connections in all aspects of life. Such a leadership 
would tend to appreciate the situation from multiple perspectives 
and find the best action choice. They would evaluate and learn from 
the situation rather than judging it prematurely. 

2. Being Present: A conscious leader is focused on the present only 
and not dwelling on the past and future. It is a precious quality of 
awareness cultivated over time. Such persons would also be trans-
parent and reveal their true selves to others in every situation. With 
the expanded consciousness there is the activation of the intuitive 
mind. Such an intuition will be attuned to all the laws of nature and 
will attract the support of nature for its manifestation. 

3. Enhanced human experience: Conscious leaders value and give 
importance to human experience. They understand that human 
experience is a complex one and respect everyone’s human expe-
rience in the situation. Conscious leaders keep on questioning their 
intent and organisation direction and have a sense of reality. It means 
whatever personal values, beliefs system, the vision they have has a 
realistic notion. 

Bhagavad Gita (BG) and Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras (YS) are popular 
guides for the development of consciousness. 

Bhagavad Gita on Conscious Leadership 

BG describes the mental condition of a person living with a higher state of 
consciousness as sthitaprajna, or steady in wisdom. Such a person realises 
his true nature as pure consciousness or Atman. The individual will be 
atmanicatman̄ tustah that is he or she is fully delighted in the self by the 
Self . Swami Ranganathananda (2000) quotes Sri Ramakrishna who said 
“Siva dances with joy realising his own infinite nature.” BG also refers to 
such leadership as “Raj rishi leadership” which means a person is a monk 
(rishi) from the inside and a king (raja) on the outside (Chakraborty, 
1995). Such a person realises the interconnectedness and mutual interde-
pendence among the species of this universe and works for the benefit of



5 DEVELOPMENT OF CONSCIOUSNESS-BASED LEADERSHIP … 105

all. Such a leader realises the philosophy of working for the welfare of the 
society (lokasamgraha) by first giving to the divine and living on what 
remains (principle of yājna). 

The substratum of the universe is pure consciousness which is called 
Brahman and is described as “destruction-less, and by Which all this 
(universe) is pervaded; no one is capable of causing destruction to this 
changeless One” (BG: 2.17). “Brahman is neither born; nor ever dies; 
nor, having not been at one time, will This come to be again. This is 
unborn, destruction-less, eternal and ancient and is not slain [even] when 
the body is slain” (BG: 2.20). The Brahman, called the Atman also, is 
experienced through meditation.“ Some perceive the self (Atman) within 
the self (body) by meditation by the self (mind) others by the jnana-yoga; 
and others by the action-yoga” (BG: 13.24). As a result of the indi-
vidual’s perception of the Atman within, the following changes occur: 
“One becomes free from worldliness, free from the qualities of sattva 
and rajas and tamas, and becomes established in the higher Self” (BG: 
2.45). “An individual thus poised becomes eligible to lead as he/she 
has the right attitude: Therefore, unattached always, one should perform 
action that is to be performed; for, the person, performing action without 
attachment, attains the Supreme” (BG: 3.19). And the raison-d’etre of 
leadership: “Even recognizing its necessity for the guidance of the world, 
you must perform action” (BG: 3.20). “Whatsoever a great man does, 
that the other men also do; whatever he sets up as the standard, that the 
world (mankind) follows” (BG: 3.21). 

The foundation of all leadership development from BG is self-referral: 
One should raise oneself by one’s Self alone; let not one lower oneself; for the 
Self alone is the friend of oneself, and the Self alone is the enemy of oneself. 
(BG: 6.5). The practical outcome of all of this is: “Wherever is the pure 
consciousness, I am more than convinced that good fortune, victory, happi-
ness and righteousness will naturally follow” (BG: 18.78). The following 
two verses present the internal and external paradigm of a leader: 

BG:3.35 Better is one’s own duty, though ill-done, than the duty of 
another well-performed. Better is death in one’s own duty; the duty of 
another is fraught with fear. 

BG 18.14. The body, the doer, and diverse sense, and activity of various 
kinds, and Divine Providence, are the five factors of action.
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Yoga Sutras on Development of Consciousness 

Patanjali’s Yoga Sutras (YS) highlight the importance of sadhana or prac-
tice. This is the path of action or kriya. Inspiring leadership is created by 
sacred sadhana (Chakraborty, 1995). By the continuous practice of yogic 
techniques, a person is led towards spiritual illumination. The Sadhak 
(practitioner) learns to apply their mind and intelligence with skill, dedi-
cation and devotion. The eight-fold of kriya yoga (Ashtanga yoga) is as 
follows (Maheshwari, 2023): 

Yama (Moral injunction)—These are the universal vows which a 
yoga practitioner (sadhak) must inculcate in his/her lifestyle. It includes 
wishing no harm in word, action and speech. A person must be sincere, 
truthful, honest, not stealing and possessing only what one needs without 
being greedy. 

Niyama (fixed observances)—It refers to individual practices which 
build the practitioner’s (sadhak) own character. It includes external and 
internal cleanliness. External cleanliness includes bathing of the body and 
internal cleanliness is maintained through the practice of postures (Asana) 
and pranayama. 

Asana (Postures)—Each posture (asana) helps in the rhythmic func-
tioning of the various systems of the body which affect the senses, mental 
and intellectual levels. By carefully observing and adjusting, each posture 
will bring calmness and sobriety to the mind. The practitioner (sadhak) 
learns compassion through this practice (Iyengar, 1965). 

Pranayam (Regulation of breath)—Prana is an auto-energising force 
that provides the fundamental energy and the source of all knowledge. 
In pranayama, there is the regulation of breath through the right and left 
sides of nostrils and lungs. It involves three steps of inhalation, exhalation 
and retention. 

Pratyahara (Internalisation of the senses)—Through pratyahara, the 
sadhaka develops willpower and detaches themselves from the sense 
organs and acquires clarity of thought. 

Dharana (concentration)—Dharana means the focus of attention on a 
chosen point or area, within or outside the body. 

Dhyana (Meditation)—It refers to the maintenance of an uninter-
rupted flow of attention on a fixed point or region without intervention 
or interruption. In dhyana, psychological and chronological time comes 
to stand still as the mind observes its own behaviour.
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Samadhi (Absorption of consciousness)—When the attentive flow of 
consciousness merges with the object of meditation, the consciousness 
of the meditator, the subject, appears to be dissolved in the object. The 
union of subject and object becomes samadhi. 

The above eight steps of kriya yoga (Ashtanga yoga) are interwoven. By 
practising any and all of these limbs of yoga, one can experience different 
levels of consciousness and integration within themselves (Maheshwari, 
2023; volume 1). 

Levels of Existence 

The Vedic model speaks of several inhering systems of existence, or 
koshas, that are nested like Russian dolls, each subtler than its prede-
cessor. Kak (2023, volume 1) spoke of five levels: annamaya kosha 
(physical body), pranamaya kosha (life currents in the body), manomaya 
kosha (mind), vijnanamaya kosha (knowledge) and anandamaya kosha 
(happiness and wisdom). All of them are informed by consciousness that 
transcends the five. 

Yama and niyama are said to purify the physical and physiological 
sheaths. Asana, pranayama and pratyahara work on the psychological and 
intellectual sheath. Dharana and dhyana clean the intellectual and joy 
sheaths. The practitioner of yoga unboundarises through all the yogic 
practices and integrates themselves at all levels and lives in harmony with 
the natural world. The leaders from this level of integration work for the 
welfare of the whole universe (Table 5.5). 

Table 5.5 Koshas and Integration levels 

Sheath Body sheaths (Kosha) Stage of integration 

1 Physical body/Annamaya Kosa Sarira sanyam/integration of body 
2 Physiological body/Pranamaya 

Kosa 
Indriya samyama/integration of senses 

3 Psychological body/Manomaya 
Kosa 

Prana Samyama/integration of energy 

4 Intellectual body/Vijnanamaya 
kosa 

Mano samyama/integration of mind 

5 The body of joy/Anandamaya 
kosa 

Buddhi Samyama/integration of intellect
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Common Leadership Lessons 

from Bhagavad Gita and Yoga Sutras 

Both BG and YS discuss higher levels of consciousness and the path 
to achieve it. BG describes the paths of Karma, Bhakti and Jnana as a 
medium to raise to human consciousness. YS emphasises Tapas, Swad-
hyaya and Isvara Pranidhana as ways to raise human consciousness. 
When a person has clarity of understanding of their true nature, their 
beliefs change. As a result, one withdraws their senses and sees the world 
differently according to their dharma or moral duty. There are many 
common qualities of conscious individuals which various verses of both 
the scriptures mention: 

1. Compassion 

Without any hatred towards all beings, friendly and compassionate, without 
any sense of possessiveness, without any egoism, equal in pleasure and pain 
and forgiving. (BG, Ch-12, V-13) 

Through cultivation of friendliness, compassion, joy, and indifference to 
pleasure and pain, virtue and vice respectively, the consciousness becomes 
favourably disposed, serene and benevolent. (PY, Ch-1, V-33) 

2. Tolerance 

Heat and cold, pleasure and pain arise merely because of the contact of 
the senses with the sense objects. They are fleeting. Therefore, O Arjuna, 
try to tolerate them. (BG, Ch-2, V-14.) 

When the sadhaka is firmly established in continence, knowledge, vigour, 
valour and energy flow to him. (Py, Ch-2, V-38). 

3. Fearlessness 

Said Lord Supreme, Fearlessness, excessive Sattva (purity), preoccupied 
with knowledge and yoga, charity, self-control, rituals and worship, study 
of scriptures, penance and simplicity. (BG, Ch-16, V-1)
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Practice must be pursued with trust, confidence, vigour, keen memory and 
power of absorption to break this spiritual complacency. (PY, Ch-1, V-20) 

4. Equanimity of mind 

O chief among men, that person is eligible for immortality who is not 
troubled by the senses and who is equal in both happiness and sorrow. 
(BG, Ch-2, V-15) 

From then on, the sadhaka is undisturbed by dualities. (PY, Ch-2, V-48) 

5. Control of senses 

The qualified karma yogi, who is pure in his heart and has conquered his 
mind and his senses, sees his self in all selves and remains free even though 
engaged in action. (BG, Ch-5, V-7) 

Withdrawing the senses, mind and consciousness from contact with 
external objects, and then drawing them inwards towards the seer, is 
pratyahara. (PY, Ch-2, V-54) 

6. Meditation 

Through the practice of Yoga and meditation with the mind not moving 
in other directions, one can attain the Supreme Purusha, O Partha. (BG, 
Ch-8, V-8) 

Meditation on God with the repetition of AUM removes obstacles to the 
mastery of the inner self. (PY, Ch-1, V-29) 

7. Contentment 

Non-cruelty, equanimity, contentment, austerity, donation, fame, disrepute, 
these feelings of all beings arise from Me only according to their nature. 
(BG, Ch-10, V-5)
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From contentment and benevolence of consciousness comes supreme 
happiness. (PY, Ch-2, V-42) 

8. Love for almighty pure consciousness 

Those men who follow my doctrines regularly with utmost faith and 
without envy are liberated from the bondage of actions. (BG, Ch-3, V-31) 

Burning zeal in practice, self-study and study of scriptures, and surrender 
to god are the acts of yoga. (PY, CH-2, V-1) 

9. Truthfulness 

Non-cruelty, truthfulness, without anger, self-sacrificing nature, peace of 
mind, being non-critical, compassionate to all beings, without greed, 
gentle, modest, firm-minded. (BG, Ch-16, V-2) 

Non-violence, truth, abstention from stealing, continence, and absence of 
greed for possessions beyond one’s need are the five pillars of Yama. (PY, 
Ch-2, V-30) 

10. Rational attitude 

All these men are definitely magnanimous souls. But the man of wisdom in 
my opinion is verily like Myself. He is certainly situated in Me and attains 
the highest end. (BG, Ch-7, V-18) 

By dedicated practice of the various aspects of yoga impurities are 
destroyed: the crown of wisdom radiates in glory. (PY, Ch-2, V-28) 

The above are some of the qualities of a person in higher consciousness 
as described in the BG and YS. Both scriptures emphasise the relation 
of presence of love-based qualities at the deeper levels of awareness. The
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main focus of the leader is on the welfare of mankind rather than satisfying 
their self-greed. The individual’s focus is to nourish the inner self of others 
and create an environment where the consciousness of the others can be 
raised. YS provides a pathway to raise the consciousness. As an individual 
gets established in their experience of higher states of consciousness, they 
develop an inner stability and realise their own unbounded nature and 
develop the ten qualities mentioned above. 

Conclusion and Implications 

Ancient wisdom traditions have much to offer to help create higher 
consciousness-based leadership to solve the grand challenges facing 
mankind. Bhagavad Gita approaches Consciousness as the overarching 
canopy underlying all action. Patanjali’s system of kriya yoga is a complete 
package of tools and techniques for leaders to help achieve higher states 
of consciousness (Maheshwari, 2023). Einstein said, “Only those who 
attempt the absurd will achieve the impossible.” 

Management development programmes should include a systematic 
and regular study of Bhagavad Gita. Mahatma Gandhi was a global and 
effective leader who modelled his life and leadership on the basis of the 
BG and YS (Maheshwari, 2023). Gandhi’s writings on the Bhagavad Gita 
are prolific. Several scholars (Bhawuk, 2011; Chatterjee, 2012; Dhiman, 
2019; Kaipa & Radjou, 2013) have written commendable efforts to 
present and encapsulate the organisational leadership and managerial 
insights from BG. Several practitioners (Garg, 2004; Malhotra, 2010; 
Mishra, 2019; Piparaiya, 2004; Roka, 2008) have also selected and 
presented their practical and application-oriented interpretations of the 
BG in the context of their own experience of leadership and professional 
work. BG should be considered a resource for all leadership develop-
ment and education courses. Without introspection and stabilisation in 
the inner self, the equanimity required for quick and critical decision-
making and judgement of people and situations would be impaired. 
The Bhagavad Gita deserves to be the universal text of righteous living 
and effective leadership as a gem of condensation of universal truths 
and advice to leaders. It can inspire and accelerate consciousness-based 
leadership which will bring peace, prosperity and happiness to one and 
all.
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CHAPTER 6  

Fluid Intelligence for Higher Order 
Thinking: Balancing the Subjective 

and Objective for Sustaining Impactful 
Wisdom in This Era of Disruption 

Mohan Raj Gurubatham 

Accelerating Change Drivers 

Global business is bombarded by change drivers which have been expe-
rienced as accelerating (Friedman, 2017). Weick and Quinn (1999) by  
acute foresight suggested that we are witnessing disruption and disconti-
nuity that impact organizations and their leadership styles. Discontinuous 
change may be contrasted with continuous change (or Kaizen in terms 
of the Japanese ethos). Discontinuous change triggers urgency-mode 
transactional responses in managing resources. Continuous change, on 
the other hand, is oriented toward a harmonious clarification of values 
through incremental change in a steady-state environment. The type
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of leadership in an era of discontinuous change will need to balance 
both task orientation and people orientation. It will value human-
istic approaches to building consensus, problem-solving, motivation, and 
building engagement, and also be able to exploit opportunities repre-
sented by discontinuous change drivers by rapidly deciding to deploy 
resources. Management graduates therefore need to go beyond mere 
comprehension, transcend the boundaries of their current competencies, 
and learn to glean insights by connecting the dots from one context 
to another. They need self-awareness, motivation, ambition, curiosity, 
balanced personality characteristics, deeper cognition, the ability to learn 
and solve problems, and good communication skills (Church, et al., 
2015). 

Interestingly in talent management today leadership development is 
showing up that problem-solving, creativity, coaching, and team manage-
ment are often more important than functional knowledge and skills 
(Church & Silzer, 2014). The research in Google’s Project Oxygen 
(Garvin et al., 2013) and by the Oxford and Martin School’s research 
on Future Skills in 2030 (Danuser & Kendzia, 2019; Frey & Osborne, 
2017) also found that team management, emotional intelligence, commu-
nication, and problem-solving skills were ranked higher than the STEM 
skills in their recruitment activities. The top characteristics of success at 
Google were all “soft” skills: 

1. Is a good coach. 
2. Empowers team and does not micromanage. 
3. Creates an inclusive team environment, showing concern for 

success and well-being. 
4. Is productive and results-oriented. 
5. Is a good communicator—listens and shares information. 
6. Supports career development and discusses performance. 
7. Has a clear vision/strategy  for the  team.  
8. Has key technical skills to help advise the team. 
9. Collaborates across Google business units. 

10. Is a strong decision-maker. 

This suggests that narrow occupation-specific skills need to be supple-
mented with broader skills related to the ability to work with others, 
think critically, and learn constantly. There is a growing need to learn 
how to learn given the rapid obsolescence of knowledge and discon-
tinuous change in contexts. Therefore, management education needs
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to develop this fluid ability to connect the dots, to unfreeze from the 
conventional narrative, and to withstand the stresses of the shocks of 
disruptive change. This includes the ability to connect pertinent busi-
ness and industry themes inductively to effectively respond to dynamic 
global and industry drivers. Learning how to learn and process unfamiliar 
content is the way forward. 

Types of Pertinent Intelligence 

Raymond Cattell (1963) articulated two types of intelligence: Fluid Intel-
ligence and Crystallized Intelligence. Fluid intelligence has been identified 
as the vital ability to learn new content and apply it to novel conditions. 
It involves the context-free processing power of intelligence. Crystallized 
intelligence is based on the knowledge of prior acquired content (Cattell, 
1963). Processing context-free data into information and then into higher 
order cognitive activity results in both knowledge and wisdom (Guru-
batham, 2005) . Crystallized intelligence, on the other hand, is about the 
content of knowledge, such as facts, figures, and names all stored in repos-
itories. Certifications in education may involve this aspect of knowledge, 
as they are based on what one can remember and recall. This knowledge 
lends itself to repositories in computer memory. In the context of the 
increasing power of Artificial Intelligence systems, it appears that fluid 
intelligence is much more desirable with its intrinsic processing power for 
new knowledge generation that counterbalances the rapid obsolescence 
of knowledge. 

Inductive Thinking 

Discontinuous change patterns may not fit the learned theories concepts 
and models. One needs to be open-minded and willing to acknowledge 
that one may not have seen these new phenomena before. The ability to 
accept the situation as is is based upon being honest enough to perceive a 
phenomenon for what it really is and not superimpose the phenomenon 
with preconceived frames or models from the past. Inductive thinking in 
this manner requires fresh thinking from fresh perspectives and the ability 
to be open and ingenuously start from scratch. This is a big paradigm shift 
and even a paradigm transcendence. The stereotyped application of past 
learning is called negative transfer by Royer (1979), which means that 
past learning is inappropriately transferred to a new context and it may be
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irrelevant. Novel situations may not necessarily present themselves with 
peripheral cues and in such a context one may be tempted to overlay the 
peripheral framing from old knowledge. Such framing may trigger inap-
propriate stereotyped responses. Higher order thinking may often involve 
thinking without transposing old frames into new situations. 

Developing Wisdom 

Fluid intelligence is a form of higher order thinking and helps generate 
wisdom. Sternberg’s balance theory of wisdom (Sternberg, 1998, 2009), 
defines wisdom as the application of intelligence, creativity, and knowl-
edge as mediated by positive ethical values toward the achievement of a 
common good. This theory is a major step toward flourishing humanity. 

The notion of fluid intelligence in the service of wisdom is not really 
that new. Consider this poem from the Persian sage poet Rumi from 
the thirteenth Century, who glimpsed and commented about this special 
intelligence (“Two Kinds of Intelligence” by Rumi). 

Two Kinds of Intelligence 
There are two kinds of intelligence: one acquired, 
as a child in school memorizes facts and concepts 
from books and from what the teacher says, 
collecting information from the traditional sciences 
as well as from the new sciences. 
With such intelligence you rise in the world. 
You get ranked ahead or behind others 
in regard to your competence in retaining 
information. You stroll with this intelligence 
in and out of fields of knowledge, getting always more 
marks on your preserving tablets. 
There is another kind of tablet, one 
already completed and preserved inside you. 
A spring overflowing its springbox. A freshness 
in the center of the chest. This other intelligence 
does not turn yellow or stagnate. It’s fluid, 
and it doesn’t move from outside to inside 
through conduits of plumbing-learning. 
This second knowing is a fountainhead 
from within you, moving out 

—Rumi (1207–1273).
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Cognitive development for deeper and wiser thinking often involves 
fluid intelligence. Developing wisdom can be complicated. In higher 
order thinking also negative transfer can occur. When one inadvertently 
applies stereotype assumptions about gender, economics, culture, politics, 
and ethnicity, cognitive biases and distortions can be both obvious and 
subtle. There is a need to transcend the “perception box” thus accrued. 
Cognitive biases lead to erroneous assumptions (Tversky & Kahneman, 
1973, 1974, 1983). Cognitive biases can work against generational shifts 
in values and may mask the need for continual corporate re-branding. 
Backhaus et al. (2002) and Backhaus (2016), found that corporate repu-
tation involving sustainability, diversity, and corporate reputation are 
more important factors for job seekers entering the job market from 
college. Social media further augments this attitude among younger 
people (Sivertzen et al., 2013). Cultural values resist re-framing, and the 
application of standard economic developmental logic can create serious 
friction between the beneficiaries and the benefactors. The dynamic Asian 
countries tend to take a collectivist view as opposed to individualistic 
free-market views (Hofstede et al., 2010). Thus, decision-making in such 
contexts may require a different process of consensus-building, through 
the intervention of wise elders. 

Cognitive Literacy Value Chain 

The nature, process, and impacts of fluid thinking, learning, and appli-
cation are framed in the Cognitive Literacy Value Chain (Gurubatham, 
2005). Figure 6.1 can help fluid thinking and its impacts in terms of the 
transfer of learning and competencies whether they are localized, systemic, 
or far-reaching. The model shows two separate mechanisms for the 
transfer of learning. The first is procedural working memory which oper-
ates on short-term memory and is applied to routine skills. The second, 
higher order thinking involves metacognition and is a reflective higher 
order thinking which provides the ability to step back and evaluate and 
synthesize. Fluid intelligence predominates in working memory (Cowan, 
2014). Working memory is like a narrow band with a limited capacity of 
short-term memory (Cowan, 2010). It is said to be a bandwidth of 7 
plus and minus 2 absolute bits of information (Miller, 1956), involving 
serial processing (Garavan, 2004). Long-term memory involves parallel 
processing and appears to be unbounded. Long-term memory involves 
synthesizing abstracted knowledge with experience. So fluid intelligence



120 M. R. GURUBATHAM

R
ou

tin
e 

vs
 n

on
- R

ou
tin

e 

Recalls and comprehends procedures 

Operates HRIS/CRM Software Applications 
Applies HR Procedures 

Adapts Core Human Capital Process 
Reengineering from best practice/troubleshooting 

Near Far 

Higher Level Cognitive Skills, ‘meta-cognition’ 

Demands on 
Procedural 
/Working 
Memory 

Creates 
Sustainable 
Marketing 

Analyzes 
Sustainable Market Trends  

Evaluates 
diverse 
stakeholders 

Fig. 6.1 The cognitive literacy value chain 

also operates upon long-term memory that is available from the crystal-
lized intelligence. Higher order thinking skills at the higher end of the 
cognitive literacy value chain (Gurubatham, 2005, 2014a, 2014b, 2018) 
culminates in wisdom with far-reaching impacts. 

The cognitive literacy value chain (CLVC) thus is a model of how 
data and knowledge can be transformed into wisdom. Much of modern 
knowledge work (Drucker, 1969, 1999) involves processing data into 
information into knowledge through wisdom and virtue (Turriago-Hoyos 
et al., 2016). Data analysts (Maheshwari, 2021) add value by interpreting 
the meaning of data and insights and convert them into knowledge that 
must be communicated to business executives. Such cognitive processing 
is a premium value-addition activity in the knowledge economy (Guru-
batham, 2005). 

Two Dimensions of CVLV 

The CLCV has two dimensions. The first dimension, the vertical dimen-
sion is about non-routine versus routine thinking. Routine thinking is 
often automated (Bargh & Williams, 2006). Innovation is a more non-
routine process-based application, whereas creativity involves breaking 
boundaries in ideas at a deeper and wider level (Anderson et al., 2014). 
The second dimension involves the range of transfer as discussed before, 
of the learning and the range of application of the learning impacts
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from competencies. The range of transfer can be near transfer or far 
transfer (Royer, 1979). Near transfer learning is limited to original 
learning contexts and is narrow in its application. It is like a cookie-
cutter type learning phenomenon. Near transfer involves learning without 
much reflection and impacts only adjacent contexts or those with a 
limited degree of variability from the original learning context. Behavioral 
learning is much like this. 

Far transfer, on the other hand, has a wider range of applicability 
where the application is less bound to the original learning context. It 
is unbounded thinking that is unfrozen from the original contexts and 
narrative. Such thinking seems to transcend the domains of functions both 
in subject matter as well as functional structures in organizations. Such 
far transfer learning oftentimes is experienced as abstract and purer in 
terms of deeper principles being cognized and processed. Far transfer may 
often involve high-road thinking strategies (Salomon & Perkins, 1989) 
which involve conscious experience reflection. When the thought process 
becomes transparent, it can be reflected upon and applied in a varying 
range of contexts. Fluidity appears to be a characteristic of nature and the 
process of subtler levels of thinking. 

The diagonal line from the bottom left to the top right in Fig. 6.1 
has several competencies that reflect localized, non-routine impacts. It 
is basically a representation of the tendency as one ascends the Cogni-
tive Literacy Value Chain. This creates capabilities that impact not just 
systemically across the organization, but outside the organization within 
the industry and beyond industries. Many other outcomes or competen-
cies can be mapped around the diagonal, over and above the examples 
shown in the figure. 

The lower half of Fig. 6.1 shows the more localized impact of routine 
thinking. At this level, crystallized intelligence predominates. Learning 
at this lower level does not have to invoke critical thinking, nor does it 
have to unfreeze from unconscious assumptions or biases. Its horizontal 
impact is not very wide. Troubleshooting is such an example. Trou-
bleshooting emphasizes procedural accuracy or template-matching from 
pattern recognition paradigms. However, it requires some operational 
flexibility or transfers thinking. 

Far transfer involves metacognitions or “high-road” reflective thinking 
at the higher end of the CLVC. Fluid intelligence is more directly 
involved in far transfer. Far transfer is further effective in mitigating 
rapid obsolescence in knowledge and skills. In Fig. 6.1, the higher
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order thinking skills at the top right of the CLVC essentially represent 
Wisdom. Wisdom is deeper and wider thinking often involving global 
insights. Insights simply mean cognizance of what is not obvious, hidden, 
concealed, and revealed. Wisdom tends to look further in time historically 
and into the future (Sternberg, 2009). Wisdom evaluates, empathizes, 
analyses as well as integrates, and subsumes the lower cognitive levels 
of thinking. Moreover, wisdom carries a highly empathetic component 
as well as experience. More critically, wisdom’s effectiveness rests on the 
ability to yield synergistic insights. Wisdom can guide toward a flourishing 
humanity. 

Traditional MBA programs and textbooks focus largely on narrow 
stereotyped single loop learning (Argyris, 1976, 2005). They do not 
adequately address far transfer. Higher order thinking that can identify 
latent themes is often ignored as subtle, hidden situational variables. For 
example, a teaching and learning strategy to nudge far transfer into a 
variety of contexts, invoking empathy, entertaining, and accommodating 
to multiple perspectives may involve the following strategy. 

Nudging the Process of the Transfer of Learning 

to Wider Global and Modern Contexts 

Far transfer thinking can be nudged and conventional narratives as 
declarative knowledge can be deconstructed, and actively discussed by 
students. Working in international contexts concerning the environment 
and involving different groups of people such as business, communities, 
and activists, requires wider and wiser thinking. For example, a sustain-
ability teaching case can involve wisdom with the components of empathy 
and multiple perspectives. One can examine the many layers of stake-
holder analysis and determine that the lifestyles of traditional peoples are 
unfavorably impacted by commercial timber logging in the forests of an 
Asian country. Socratic prompts in teaching can provoke “Who are the 
protagonists?” and “What are the drivers impacting an organization, a 
country, a region, and a culture”. “How are they similar or different?” 
Appropriate stakeholder management tools and impact assessment can be 
applied with discussion and then prioritized and quantified.
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Human Creativity and Critical Thinking in the Age of Artificial 
Intelligence 

There has been much discussion of artificial intelligence or AI replacing 
human skills in the third decade of the twenty-first century (Shneider & 
Bakhsi, 2017). Shneiderman (2022) suggests that rather than engaging 
in rational empiricism that AI researchers tend to favor, one should work 
toward designing AI with humans at the center, by speaking with humans 
as users and empathizing with them. This is often the paradigm that is 
used in design thinking as well as UX design. Human creativity, wisdom, 
ethics, and critical thinking become complementary imperatives to address 
potential abuses of AI and big data-based surveillance using social media 
and the metaverse. While some have commented on the promise of using 
AI and human intelligence augmentation for higher order thinking (Kolb-
jørnsrud et al., 2017), others have maintained that replacement of human 
operators can indeed occur (Huang & Rust, 2018) threatening human 
knowledge work entirely. 

Fluid and Crystallized Intelligence in Older Age 

Fluid intelligence and crystallized intelligence have been linked to stages 
in the human lifespan development. It has been empirically argued that 
fluid intelligence may be more critical in the early and mid-career stages 
of life whereas crystallized intelligence supporting wisdom with an expe-
rience base much like aged wine, is more fitting to come to terms with at 
the later stages of life with cognitive decline as we age (Brooks, 2022). 

Perhaps another angle on fluid and crystalized intelligence from the 
classic perspective of Cattell (1963) and mainstream psychology is that 
it can be integrated with life span development by suggesting that the 
ability to retrieve content is not so critical in the knowledge economy 
where there is rapid obsolescence of data as AI can do this. Oftentimes 
in shifting scenarios with relentless change drivers impacting in parallel, 
we need to be inductive even if we are older. Whether cognitive decline 
is a frozen parameter or not is interesting with the recent and promising 
discovery of neuroplasticity. 

With meditation and mindfulness, fluid intelligence has been found 
to increase in the middle-aged residents in nursing homes (Alexander 
et al., 1989). In this study, 73 residents of 8 nursing homes for the 
elderly with a mean age of 81 years were randomly assigned among
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no treatment, and 3 treatments were highly similar in external structure 
and expected outcomes. These were Transcendental Meditation (TM) 
program, mindfulness training (MF) in active distinction making, or a 
relaxation (low mindfulness) program. Planned comparison Results indi-
cated that the “restful alert” TM group showed most improvement, 
followed by MF, contrasting with relaxation and no-treatment groups. 
Tests such as dementia screening tests, associate learning subtests, word 
fluency subtests, overlearned verbal task tests, and the Stroop color-
word interference tests, that are all associated with declining cognitive 
performance with aging, showed a remarkable improvement with Tran-
scendental Meditation and mindfulness. Longitudinal testing after 3 years 
revealed a 100% maintained effect in persons using Transcendental Medi-
tation and 87.5% in those within the mindfulness program. Whereas the 
other control groups indicated lower scores (65 and 75%). Surprisingly 
this study did not stimulate more research on the positive impact of 
meditation on cognitive decline in the elderly (Marciniak et al., 2014). 
Admittedly more research is valuable with better controls and larger 
samples. Nonetheless, the results in this seminal study by Alexander 
et al. (1989) are intriguing and groundbreaking. Subsequent reviews with 
metanalysis such as by Gard et al. (2014) showed that there was an 
improvement in mindfulness and meditation studies. Although the sample 
size 73 in the TM studies was quite small and need to be replicated. 

Unfreezing Fluidly from the Conventional 
Narrative by Transcending 

In the related chapter in volume 1, Gurubatham (2023) examined how 
transcending toward higher states of consciousness leading to a state 
of Unity consciousness goes beyond all paradigms to provide a “pure” 
perspective or a genuinely value-free perspective. This requires regularly 
disconnecting from conventional narratives and wisdom. Transcending 
helps unfreeze to the depths of mind, fluidly expanding the scope for 
contextual flexibility in ethics. It can help with moving to the higher levels 
of the CLVC relating to far transfer and development of wisdom. 

Transcending has outcomes that develop fluid intelligence to facil-
itate far transfer toward infinite correlation meaning wider positive 
improvements in cognition, behavior, and relationships even including 
far-reaching conflict resolution (Orme-Johnson et al., 1988) proposed  
as “superfluid” in nature. Transcendental meditation (TM) taps the
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experience of transcendental consciousness that promotes fluid intelli-
gence effortlessly which may facilitate far transfer even infinitely so that 
managers may zoom in and out of contexts with insights to make 
appropriate ethical judgments. Transcending is a process of unfreezing 
boundaries of thought for an infinite range of transfers in terms of 
impacts. Being balanced and practical, and having both task orientation 
and people orientation, is rare in leadership. Empirical and peer-reviewed 
research on TM have shown increased field independence, which is indica-
tive of perception that is not rigidly bound to the environment by 
increasing the flexibility of perception and improving verbal problem-
solving (Dillbeck, 1982). It has also demonstrated increased creativity 
along with increased fluid and culture-fair intelligence (Dillbeck et al., 
1986; Tim & Orme-Johnson, 2001). It also has shown increased brain 
wave coherence, which is indicative of orderliness of brain and cognition 
during the practice of TM and has also been found to induce higher levels 
of moral reasoning (Alexander et al, 1990), as shown in longitudinal 
studies with adult inmates in maximum security incarceration in Cali-
fornia, according to Kohlberg’s stage development modes (Nidich et al., 
2000). TM has also helped to enculture wisdom as shown in a 10-year 
longitudinal study (Chandler, 1990). TM has also been found to mitigate 
occupational stress among employees (Elder et al., 2014). 

Conclusion and Implications 

The ability to appraise discontinuous change, disruption, and completely 
novel phenomena requires both a fresh vision and perspective often 
drawing upon our wisdom from the past. One needs to learn how to 
unlearn. Such a process is effectively enabled by the ability to transcend 
from the conventional narratives into the source of our innermost Being 
through techniques of meditation and in this case, Transcendental Medi-
tation, or TM, which has a large body of empirical evidence as well 
as testimonies of effortlessness in learning and practice. TM develops 
fluid intelligence as we have discussed which is the ability to learn new 
phenomenon and apply both learned and new solutions as opposed to 
crystallized intelligence which is merely the ability to recollect or recall 
declarative information from memory. 

As the 4th industrial revolution (Philbeck et al., 2018) and digitaliza-
tion advance, it appears that this ability is much more salient to not just 
mitigate obsolescence in data and content but the need to have processing
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power inherent in the development of fluid intelligence (Cranson et al., 
1991), as well as the ability to be able to unfreeze or unlearn. One 
cannot be stuck at the level of obsolete data or content. There is a 
need to refresh the mind as the container of knowledge. The need to 
process data into information, into knowledge culminating in wisdom is 
the cognitive literacy value chain (CLVC). This is key to the knowledge-
based economy. Higher value-added thinking is the basis of higher value 
addition in creative products, branding as perceptual assets, and the valu-
ation of knowledge-based “mental” products in the knowledge economy 
(Gurubatham, 2005). Software companies and data-driven manufacturing 
organizations are examples of companies trading at much higher levels 
of market capitalization than companies which are largely based upon 
physical assets and the physical production of goods and services. 

In the earlier industrial revolutions and globalization, raw materials 
were physically extracted and processed such as oil and minerals or timber 
then exported around the world in heavy cargo moving slowly across the 
oceans. In the modern knowledge economy, digitalization can process 
value in seconds to collapse time and space across a borderless world 
through electronic commerce as well as outsourcing of business processes, 
medical analysis, financial analysis, and much more. Fluid intelligence and 
the ability to zoom in and out of context is vital. Yet its compelling advan-
tages must be balanced with the dangers of undermining cultural integrity 
and the precious traditional values of many societies. The dislocation of 
workers from families, erosion of cultural values, and work–life balance 
are a few examples. Wisdom is needed. TM can deepen and widen the 
mind with fresh thinking. It can enable specificity in focus while being 
universal in scope. The ability to transcend is key to being adaptive and 
progressive while being psychologically and culturally integrated. 

Fluid intelligence is cognate with contextual intelligence as well as 
cultural intelligence. The exact areas of overlap and differences are still 
unclear as research continues to unfold, yet one can appreciate that one 
size does not fit all; the ability to evaluate in situation-specific contexts 
for ethics, problem-solving, creative wisdom in policy-making, developing 
insights to fulfill or resolve conflicts, to synthesize many different perspec-
tives into a unified wholeness are becoming increasingly vital for the very 
survival of humanity. To go beyond survival and to flourish is to enjoy 
our diversity of humanity and ecology as a unified wholeness. To know 
oneself is a key part of self-exploration as a vital part of human intel-
ligence (Shearer, 2018). The ability to appraise a turbulent world with



6 FLUID INTELLIGENCE FOR HIGHER ORDER THINKING … 127

extended periods of discontinuous change often punctuated by disruption 
and brief periods of tranquility as we are experiencing today, demands the 
ability to be at peace with oneself and yet be dynamic enough to adapt 
and respond to any contingency. Paradoxically, the ability to withdraw 
from infinite differentiation in an ever-increasing pace of life into oneself 
through meditation and then to come back into a waking state of tran-
scendental consciousness with dynamism, ready to deal with any challenge 
is the way forward as well as appearing to be the new normal in modern 
life. 
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CHAPTER 7  

A Consciousness-Based Approach 
to Sustaining Work–Life Balance 

and Subjective Well-Being 

Indu K. Pereis and Rohana Ulluwishewa 

Introduction 

Work–Life Balance (WLB) has received increasing attention from manage-
ment and employee representatives, governments, and the popular media 
due to rapid changes in technology, the post-pandemic employment land-
scape, and the impact of work on mental and social well-being (Hamilton 
Skurak et al., 2021; Pendleton et al., 2021). Today, our jobs have become 
less secure as lifelong careers and more reliant on technology, where 
knowledge is shared in real-time, irrespective of location or time. The 
boundary between professional and personal life is becoming blurred
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due to social media’s impact on building and managing one’s persona, 
identity and reputation in online contexts (Ryan et al., 2020). Although 
employees now have more flexibility over how they work, they must 
constantly manage the challenges of balancing key areas related to their 
well-being; their family members’ well-being; and work performance 
(Campo et al., 2021). 

WLB, from an employee perspective, is the maintenance of a balance 
between work and home responsibilities (De Cieri et al., 2005). However, 
maintaining a balance between work and home is perceived as chal-
lenging. Some people need to work long hours to earn enough money, 
while others may have to put in long hours as they have an enormous 
workload. Some may love their work and work long hours, while others 
feel they need to work long hours to demonstrate their commitment to 
their work (Chandra, 2012). When one fails to balance responsibilities 
at work and home, it can create a spillover effect. The Spill Over theory 
suggests that a person’s experiences that develop in one domain can carry 
over into another (Zedeck, 1992). When work demands hamper personal 
well-being, work interferes with family life and vice versa (Crouter, 1984; 
Du et al., 2018). Therefore, it is important to understand the underlying 
relationships that affect an individual’s ability to balance such situations. 

The existing literature related to WLB focuses on objective measures 
such as time (long working hours), organizational aspects (job demand, 
structure, management style, and type of jobs), technology, and job posi-
tion (Iacovoiu, 2020). Researchers have also used psychological measures 
such as emotional intelligence and self-efficacy to understand how they 
affect one’s ability to balance work–life conflicts. For example, emotional 
intelligence has been identified as a factor negatively associated with 
work-related stress and positively related with the quality of life (Görgens-
Ekermans & Brand, 2012; Min,  2014). Chan et al. (2016) found a 
positive relationship between self-efficacy and work-to-family enrichment 
and work–life balance. 

The primary focus of the existing WLB literature is to show what 
happens to WLB when subjective and objective variables are at play. This 
chapter intends to discover how individuals could behave in a way that 
they could effectively manage WLB along with work–family demands and 
achieve sustained happiness. We assert that by using the Western theoriza-
tion of Construal Level Theory (CLT), hedonic adaptation theory, and 
the ancient Eastern philosophical views of consciousness, it is possible to
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get a deeper understanding of the construction of temporal, emotional 
and behavioural demands. 

We posit that the answer to managing WLB lies in knowing two 
key things: situational awareness and baseline happiness (transcendence 
from sensory experience). However, the surveyed literature has not yet 
explored this link between WLB, perceived situational awareness and 
subjective well-being. This chapter intends to bridge this gap by offering 
a conceptual framework to explore this link. 

The chapter is structured as follows: first, to gain a better appreciation 
of the context of this paper, key theoretical constructs are introduced 
using the existing literature. Second, we present a conceptual model to 
illustrate the integrative nature of the constructs and their respective roles. 
Finally, we discuss future research directions. 

Literature Review 

Subjective Well-Being 

Well-being is generally viewed as a macro-level indicator equated with the 
material position of a country measured by its Gross Domestic Product 
(GDP) (Conceição & Bandura, 2008). It is viewed as a description 
of the state of people’s life situations (McGillivray, 2007). However, a 
more holistic definition of well-being consists of an individual’s psychical, 
mental, social, and environmental status (Diener, 2009). The concept 
of Subjective Well-Being (SWB), commonly referred to as ‘happiness’, 
transcends the macroeconomic boundaries and incorporates theoretical 
underpinnings of psychology and behavioural sciences, and developed as 
a distinct construct in the well-being literature (Conceição & Bandura, 
2008). 

SWB is a multidimensional construct that emphasizes an individu-
al’s assessment of his or her own life, not the judgement of others. It 
includes cognitive judgements of life satisfaction and affective evaluations 
of emotions and moods (McGillivray & Clarke, 2006). SWB comprises 
three key components: emotions, life evaluation, and domain satisfac-
tion (marriage, health, leisure, etc.) (Conceição & Bandura, 2008). SWB 
is a synonym of ‘being happy’ (the Aristotelian approach of happiness 
as eudaimonia). In contrast, concepts such as ‘satisfaction’ and ‘hap-
piness’ are considered ‘feeling happy’ (a hedonic approach) (Bruni & 
Porta, 2005). The hedonic perspective refers to pleasure and enjoyment
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of things, including, those related to physiological needs such as, food, 
shelter, and safety. The eudaimonic perspective, on the other hand, refers 
to human flourishing or realization of one’s full potential, which is associ-
ated with doing virtuous things that are meaningful and that could bring 
fulfilment. It is the eudaimonic perspective that we must try to under-
stand to develop vibrant mental energy, positive outlook, mental clarity, 
and a state of inner peace that relates to joyfulness (Maheshwari et al., 
2022). 

There is no clear consensus on what ‘happiness’ means. Although 
people may see happiness as a state of mind or a hedonistic state, material 
conditions and consumption have been identified as the key determi-
nants of happiness (Easterlin, 1995, 2003). Other determinants include 
personal and family health, job satisfaction, fulfilling family life, and 
personal character (Frey & Stutzer, 2002; Steptoe  et  al.,  2015). There 
are different approaches to measuring happiness, for example, subjective 
measures (self-reports about how happy they feel), objective measures (a 
physiological approach which measures the brain waves), and experience 
sampling measures (sampling people’s moods and emotions several times 
a day for a prolonged time). People report being happy when they feel 
they are doing ‘the right thing’, whether the right thing is determined 
by ethics, principles, religion, custom, or social context (Conceição & 
Bandura, 2008, p. 18). Previous research found a positive association 
between religious intensity and SWB (Dilmaghani, 2018). Webb (2009) 
found that the Tibetan people are generally satisfied with life, despite 
the extreme harshness of their circumstances, and their faith in Buddhist 
philosophy is a strong basis for their satisfaction. A cross-sectional study 
that investigated the relationship between spirituality and SWB among 
235 Ghanaian older adults found that spirituality is positively related to 
life satisfaction (Aglozo et al., 2021). 

Although there are many antecedents affecting SWB, basic needs must 
be met at a fundamental level, and a certain income level is needed 
to improve happiness levels (Drakopoulos & Grimani, 2013). However, 
once people move beyond a certain income threshold, it generates 
equivalent growth in material aspirations; this negatively affects SWB 
undercutting the positive effect of income increase (Easterlin, 2001; 
Roszkowski & Grable, 2007). Furthermore, as income increases, people 
demand better quality of life with such concerns as friends, a good family 
life, quality of living spaces, and environmental protection (Clark et al., 
2008; Maheshwari et al., 2022).
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In the next section, we focus on the key constructs related to our 
conceptual underpinning. We start with WLB literature and extend the 
discussion to cognitive and behavioural dimensions of construal level 
theory, hedonic adaptation, and eastern perspectives related to higher 
consciousness. Then, in the next section, we integrate these distinct 
domains to develop an integrative model to sustain the SWB. 

Work-Life-Balance 

Investigations in the field of the work–life interface have gained drastic 
momentum in the previous decades (Naseem et al., 2020). WLB is 
defined as maintaining a sense of harmony in life (Clarke et al., 2004) 
with minimal role conflict (Clark, 2000). WLB is about responding to 
individual circumstances to help individuals fulfil their responsibilities and 
aspirations for the mutual benefit of the individual, business, and society 
(Chandra, 2012). Although literature related to work–non-work balance 
has established the bidirectional meaning of conflict and enrichment (i.e. 
work-to-family conflict or enrichment; family-to-work-enrichment), there 
is less consensus about the term balance (Casper et al., 2018). More 
recent definitions identify two different views related to balance: one view 
suggests that it is a psychological construct held in the mind of a focal 
person, and the other view states it is a relational construct that can be 
observed by others (Casper et al., 2018). 

Valcour (2007) defined and measured ‘satisfaction with work–family 
balance’ as an attitude of ‘an overall level of contentment resulting from 
an assessment of one’s degree of success at meeting work and family role 
demands’ (p. 1512). Grzywacz and Carlson (2007) argue that work– 
family balance is not an attitude that exists in the eye of the beholder 
but is embedded in a person’s social environment. They conceptualized 
balance as a relational construct, defining it as ‘the accomplishment of 
role-related expectations that are negotiated and shared between an indi-
vidual and his/her role-related partners in the work and family domain’ 
(p. 458). However, WLB literature often uses balance as a psychological 
construct and conceptualizes it as a person’s psychological tendency to 
retain clear demarcation and allocation of the right proportion of time 
to the various demands of the personal and professional lives, consequen-
tially leading towards the equilibrium in life with the least role conflict 
(Clark, 2000; Grzywacz & Carlson, 2007).
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The temporal dimension has been identified as one of the key variables 
in determining work–life balance (Rashmi & Kataria, 2022; Tausig &  
Fenwick, 2001). The WLB literature has tended to rely upon the quan-
titative measures of time, for example, hours worked per week as the 
primary independent variable predicting work–life balance (Rashmi & 
Kataria, 2022; Roberts, 2008; Thompson & Bunderson, 2001). Previous 
studies found that long working hours were associated with role ambi-
guity and role conflict (Sonnentag & Kruel, 2006); poor health (Bauer 
et al., 2009; Virtanen et al., 2012); poor quality of life, and low levels of 
occupational well-being (Geurts et al., 2009; Li et al.,  2015; Maruyama & 
Morimoto, 1996; Safstrom & Hartig, 2013). A recent study conducted 
among 369 respondents working in high-tech and banking industries 
revealed significant correlations between long working hours and occu-
pational stress, WLB, and job satisfaction (Ya-Yuan et al., 2019). They 
further highlighted a significant positive interaction between perceived 
time control, working hours, and occupational stress. Furthermore, they 
found that those participants who reported having high perceived control 
over time were less prone to report having highly stressful workloads or 
long working hours. 

Thompson and Bunderson (2001) suggest a research approach that 
recognizes the finite value of time and the nature of our activities. They 
present a metaphor of ‘time as a container of meaning’ to argue that 
time is fixed (like the container) in the sense that an hour spent at work 
can never be reclaimed for non-work pursuits and vice versa. This is 
followed by the nature of activities that occupy our time (things inside the 
container). For example, one can fill the container with good things, bad 
things, a lot of different items, and or one item and leave it empty. This 
approach highlights that when individuals spend their time in identify-
affirming activities, whether it is related to work or non-work interests, 
they tend to perceive less conflict between life domains. 

The container metaphor provides a simplistic viewpoint in relation to 
what is fixed and what is not, and what is in control and what is not. 
Therefore, by adjusting to what one can change, it is easier to maintain 
the WLB. However, this notion of balance implies that every situation is 
similar and stable and involves certain measures of work and life. Other 
researchers think that life situations are dynamic and cannot be adequately 
presented as a static balanced state (Burton, 2004; Moen & Sweet, 2004; 
Polach, 2003). Burton (2004) provides a good analogy for this dynamic 
state by using a balancing act of a gymnast. A gymnast is actually in a
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state of continual shifts in which ‘muscles are always moving, priorities 
are shifting’. In essence, WLB is not a fixed state but a state that needs 
constant adaptation to the situation and respond effectively to what is 
available in the present moment. Therefore, our decisions in the present 
moment decide the future outcomes related to how effectively one can 
achieve WLB. The temporal framing of the present situation has an effect 
on how one perceives the rate of change and the extent of change in a 
future state. 

Construal Level Theory 

‘People directly experience only the here and now’ (Trope & Liberman, 
2010, p. 440). It is impossible to experience the past or the future. 
However, our direct experiences populate our minds with thoughts, 
emotions, and feelings related to all three temporal frames and guide our 
choice and action. Construal level theory (CLT) proposes that we tran-
scend here and now by forming abstract mental construals of distal objects 
(Trope & Liberman, 2010). Literature related to the psychological effects 
of temporal distance assumes that the value of outcomes is discounted or 
diminished over time (Liberman & Trope, 1998). 

Further insight into this construct’s meaning can be found in the theo-
retical lens developed by Liberman and Trope (1998). CLT (Liberman & 
Trope, 1998; Trope & Liberman, 2003) proposes that people construct 
different representations of the same information depending on whether 
the information pertains to a near or a distant future. ‘Psychological 
distance is thus egocentric: Its reference point is the self, here and now, 
and the different ways in which an object might be removed from that 
point—in time, space, social distance, and hypotheticality—constitute 
different distance dimensions’ (Trope & Liberman, 2010, p. 440). 

Psychological distance generally has a common meaning in relation 
to spatial distance, temporal distance, social distance, and hypotheticality. 
Trope and Liberman (2010, p. 440) explain how this common meaning 
is automatically applied to different types of distances, ‘for example, 
on a rainy day, it matters whether an umbrella one notices belongs to 
a friend or to a stranger (social distance); in the jungle, it is impor-
tant whether a tiger is real or imaginary (hypotheticality); in making a 
financial investment, it is important whether a recession is anticipated in 
the near or distant future (temporal distance), here or somewhere else 
(spatial distance)’ (Trope & Liberman, 2010, p. 444). They point out
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that although psychological distance and construal levels are related, they 
are not the same. Psychological distance refers to the perception of when, 
where, and to whom an event occurs and whether it occurs. Construal levels 
refer to the perception of what will occur. 

CLT argues that when the psychological distance increases, it leads 
to high construal features (abstract and decontextualized representations 
that extract essential features of events), and the temporal distance is 
greater (e.g. a high school student’s desire to become a medical doctor). 
When high-level construal features change, they produce major changes 
in the meaning of the event. In essence, high construal features represent 
the big picture. In contrast, low-level construal features are richer, subor-
dinate, and contextualized (e.g. a high school student preparing for his or 
her exam). Low-construal features are related to near-future events, and 
changes to these features produce relatively minor changes in the meaning 
of the event. CLT proposes ‘that the same information is constructed 
at a higher level when the information pertains to distant-future events 
than when it pertains to near-future events’ (Trope & Liberman, 2003, 
p. 405). To illustrate: a person thinking about starting a new business 
venture five years from now might think in terms of more superordinate 
goals, such as ‘introducing a value creating solution to an existing prob-
lem’, whereas a person thinking about starting a venture in a few weeks’ 
time might be construing it in terms of more subordinate and concrete 
goals, such as ‘purchasing raw materials’. In essence, high-level construal 
(e.g. a higher goal) concerns the reasons ‘why’ one does something. In 
contrast, low-level construal (e.g. intention) reflects ‘how’ one is doing 
something in order to attain a higher goal (Förster et al., 2004). 

CLT theory highlights desirability and feasibility as key elements 
in temporal framing, affecting alternative action causes (Liberman & 
Trope, 1998). Desirability, reflecting the superordinate ‘why’ aspects of 
an action, is hypothesized to be a primary reason to act, especially for 
distant future scenarios (Perugini & Bagozzi, 2004). It also focuses on the 
valence of an action’s end state or the value of a particular goal outcome 
rather than on the process of valuation (Perugini & Bagozzi, 2004). 
Feasibility involves the means used to reach the end state (a low-level 
construal feature). 

Perugini and Bagozzi (2004, p. 71) state that ‘a key causal element 
leading to intention formation and action is the personal motivation (i.e. 
desire) to achieve an end state and not an inherent objective property 
of the end state itself (i.e. desirability)’. What this means is that it is
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not the desirability of getting something that causes someone to act 
towards getting it but his or her desire to have it. Perugini and Bagozzi’s 
(2004) work is important for two reasons. First, their study found that 
desires and intentions are two distinct constructs. They are different 
because they represent different levels of perceived performability, action-
connectedness, and temporal framing; for example, unlike intentions, 
desires are less performable, are less connected to actions, and are enacted 
over longer time frames. Perugini and Bagozzi (2004, p. 71) define desire 
as ‘a state of mind whereby an agent has a personal motivation to perform 
an action or to achieve a goal’. Second, desires are important predictors 
and act as the primary determinant of the corresponding intentions. 

Although goals have a longer-term focus, they are also bound to 
change due to a reduction in the affective intensity of the goal. The nature 
of this change is discussed next under the concept of hedonic adaptation. 

Hedonic Adaptation 

Hedonic Adaptation (HA) can be defined as a reduction in the affective 
intensity of favourable and unfavourable circumstances across time (Fred-
erick & Loewenstein, 1999). Sheldon and Lyubomirsky (2012) state that 
‘the pleasure of success and the ignominy of failure abate with time. So 
does the thrill of a new sports car, the pain over a failed romance, the 
delight over a promotion, and the distress of a scary diagnosis’ (p. 670). 
However, the literature on negative life events, especially when there is an 
adverse life event such as unemployment, disability, divorce, and widow-
hood the well-being decreases substantially, and one may not recover 
completely (Lucas, 2005; Lucas  & Clark,  2006; Lucas et al., 2004; 
Uglanova & Staudinger, 2013). 

The literature on HA to positive life changes is relatively scarce 
(Sheldon & Lyubomirsky, 2012). The most commonly cited study from 
Brickman and his colleagues (Brickman et al., 1978) found that after 
18 months, the lottery winners were in the same mental state in rela-
tion to happiness as the ones who had experienced no such windfall. 
Researchers found that people return to baseline happiness levels (the 
state where they were before the event) two years after the marriage 
and one year after getting a promotion (Boswell et al., 2005; Lucas & 
Clark, 2006). In short, both the happiness and sorrow of life events are 
short-lived.
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However, Hedonic Adaptation Prevention (HAP) model proposed 
by Sheldon and Lyubomirsky (2012) suggests two paths leading to 
changes in well-being. The first path involves an emotional perspective 
on well-being. When a person is initially exposed to a change event that 
generates positive emotions, the intensity of these emotions becomes less 
and less frequent over time and may cease altogether. For example, one 
may experience a series of positive change events after buying a new 
house. However, those occasions become less frequent over time, and 
the positive emotions (excitement, happiness, pride, etc.) will become 
less frequent and intense. The second path involves changes to the aspi-
rational level. For example, one may aspire to become a celebrity, and 
when that person reaches that level, it will yield regular positive episodes 
and emotions. However, although their aspiration level regarding the 
expected quality of life has now increased, she will crave even more popu-
larity. Thus, adapting to their new positive experience requires a new level 
to maintain their initial happiness. 

Sheldon and Lyubomirsky (2012) argue that it is possible to forestall 
the process by maintaining the variability and surprise inherent in the 
experiences. When there is continuous variability and surprise at the expe-
riential level, one will maintain a continuous stream of positive emotions. 
However, their model also implies that when one continues to derive 
varying experiences from a change, they are less likely to fall prey to 
rising aspirations. Their model specifies that continued appreciation of 
the original life change and continued variety in change-related experi-
ences contribute to forestalling the hedonic adaptation. In short, their 
findings support a key assumption of the Western notion that happi-
ness might be fruitfully pursued and the ‘quest for more’ may be an 
essential driver of progress at the societal and individual levels. However, 
this is not a state that one can sustain (physically, mentally, socially, 
or financially), and there is continuous overdependence on external 
forces/sources/stimuli to maintain the ‘happiness’ level. Spirituality advo-
cates that although we can pursue happiness in the material world, 
it cannot be physically grasped or held on to. Therefore, the acquisi-
tion of material wealth does not guarantee our happiness in the long 
run.
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Towards Developing a Conceptual Model 

We assert that it is possible to achieve a sustainable level of happi-
ness and WLB, but not through material consumption (using things) 
or using external sources (people, money, status, recognition). It can 
instead be achieved by developing ‘the mind’. We use the eudaimonic 
perspective to understand what happiness means and identify happi-
ness in relation to vibrant mental energy, mental clarity, and a state of 
inner peace related to joyfulness (Maheshwari et al., 2022). Such a state 
requires a desire to connect with ultimate reality and transcendence for 
the highest human potential. In essence, it is about spiritual growth, 
understanding the nature of being, and experiencing the spirit within indi-
viduals as being pure. This state of awareness goes beyond the ordinary 
waking consciousness and leads to harmony and oneness with the universe 
(Edinger-Schons, 2020). 

Even though the notion of spirituality has been conceptualized in asso-
ciation with religions, it is also conceptualized independently of religious 
affiliations (Melé & Fontrodona, 2017). Religion is generally referred to 
as an organized belief system (GÖÇEr & ÖZ ĞAn, 2018), and religion is 
a form that spirituality takes into practice (Guillory, 2000). His Holiness, 
the 14th Dalai Lama, states: ‘Spirituality, I take to be concerned with 
those qualities of the human spirit such as love and compassion, patience, 
tolerance, forgiveness, contentment, a sense of responsibility, a sense of 
harmony – which bring happiness to both self and others’ (Gyatso, 2001, 
p. 22). 

Spirituality is an individual pursuit that leads to an existential under-
standing of ‘who am I’ and ‘why am I here’ (Neal, 2000). Furthermore, 
a sense of purpose and meaning in life are dominant elements of spiritu-
ality, and a lack of meaning and purpose in life consistently correlates with 
a lack of psychological well-being (De Klerk et al., 2006; Keyes, 2011). At 
the heart of spirituality lies purity of mind. What is valued in spirituality 
is not the quality of the mind which contributes to generating material 
wealth. Instead, it values the qualities that contribute to loving rela-
tionships with others and the environment, selflessness, non-greediness, 
sharing, cooperation, forgiveness, non-violence, and activities that aim to 
serve others without expecting anything in return. Mind development 
based on such values of spirituality leads to a deeper understanding of 
what ‘reality’ is, thus creating a state of consciousness that transcends the 
self, time and space.
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The work, life and social domains are interconnected and cannot be 
separated using time and space. The only way to cross this boundary of 
time and space is to understand the illusion of matter that acts as the 
source of time and space. Although, Western scientists are beginning to 
understand that matter is energy and different energies (such as electricity, 
magnetism, and gravity) are fundamentally unified in nature and cannot 
be localized in time and space (Nader, 2021). The knowledge about the 
relative nature of time and space and the role of consciousness were not 
new to sages and yogis who lived thousands of years ago. For example, 
ancient knowledge in Veda describes the source of all the physical and 
material as a field of consciousness, and it is consciousness that appears 
as matter. There is one grand field of consciousness that is entirely non-
physical and non-material (Nader, 2021). The Chinese sages so long ago 
conceived the concept of ‘Great Unity’, referring to oneness and connect-
edness, where they see a world of sameness, a universe as life, everything 
is life, and life is everything (Tsao, 2021). In the Buddhist Pali Scripters, 
Kewatta sutta, a monk asks a question from Buddha about where the 
‘material’ elements cease to exist, then Buddha answers: 

‘Your question should not be phrased in this way: Where do these four 
great elements — the earth property, the liquid property, the fire property, 
and the wind property — cease without remainder? Instead, it should be 
phrased like this: 

Where do water, earth, fire, & wind have no footing? Where are long & 
short, coarse & fine, fair & foul, name & form brought to an end? And the 
answer to that is: Consciousness without feature, without end, luminous 
all around: Here water, earth, fire, & wind have no footing. Here long & 
short coarse & fine, fair & foul, name & form are all brought to an end. 
With the cessation of [the activity of] consciousness, each is here brought 
to an end’.1 

This answer from Buddha indicates that manifestations of material (form) 
and immaterial (name) depend on consciousness. This assertion is similar 
to Nader’s (2021) explanation of consciousness. He states that conscious-
ness is the absolute reality. Relative reality is made of an observer and an 
observed participating together in the process of consciousness. When

1 “Kevatta (Kevaddha) Sutta: To Kevatta” (DN 11), translated from the Pali by Thanis-
saro Bhikkhu. Access to Insight (BCBS Edition), 30 November 2013, http://www.access 
toinsight.org/tipitaka/dn/dn.11.0.than.html. 

http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/dn/dn.11.0.than.html
http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/dn/dn.11.0.than.html


7 A CONSCIOUSNESS-BASED APPROACH TO SUSTAINING … 145

any component of a triple (observer, observing, observed) has the value 
of zero, which represents the absence of a specific role of consciousness, 
the triple is defined as only a concept, something that can be entertained 
but does not truly exist. 

Seeing Things as They Are 

Our approach to achieving sustained WLB and SWB is based on achieving 
a higher state of consciousness, on seeing things as they are instead of 
our versions of conditioned reality. Meditation, mindfulness, in partic-
ular, is one form of achieving that. Mindfulness meditation aims to purify 
the mind by understanding the way of consciousness by removing the 
covetousness and displeasure in regard to the world (sensory stimuli), 
thus leading to a state of transcendent bliss and peace (Bodhi, 2011). 
The right practice of mindfulness involves the reflexive contemplation of 
one’s own experience, subsumed under the four objective domains of 
the body, feelings, states of mind, and experiential phenomena (Bodhi, 
2011). Mindful attention is intricately wound up in the present moment 
through cultivating a deeper conscious awareness of the four objective 
domains so the mind can stay calm, balanced, and in harmony no matter 
the circumstances (Pavlovich, 2010). 

At the fundamental level, our experiences manifest as bodily and mental 
(thoughts and perceptions) feelings. Our perceptions about these experi-
ences lay the foundations for our subsequent thoughts and future actions. 
Our current experiences can be condensed into three kinds of feelings: 
pleasant, painful, and neither-painful-nor-pleasant (neutral). The present-
moment experiences (such as seeing, hearing, smelling, tasting, tactile 
sensation, and thoughts) are the most basic level of human conscious-
ness. For example, seeing a rose may bring a pleasurable feeling to one’s 
mind. This outcome is based on two factors, past information (a rose is 
a beautiful flower) and the act of seeing. Suppose there is only seeing 
(the activity of seeing) without the past information. In that case, there is 
nothing to see and no seer. Because the activity of ‘seeing’ is not associ-
ated with anything or anyone. Therefore, this experience creates a neutral 
feeling. Although there is no anger or aversion towards neutral feelings, 
we get deluded in neutral feelings. Thus, entertaining the thought ‘I 
am seeing’, ‘I am experiencing’. This is what closes the door to devel-
oping pure consciousness. Here is an excerpt from the Pali cannon in the 
Buddhist literature to highlight this process:
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‘Then, Bāhiya, you should train yourself thus: In reference to the seen, 
there will be only the seen. In reference to the heard, only the heard. In 
reference to the sensed, only the sensed. In reference to the cognized, only 
the cognized. That is how you should train yourself. When for you there 
will be only the seen in reference to the seen, only the heard in reference 
to the heard, only the sensed in reference to the sensed, only the cognized 
in reference to the cognized, then, Bāhiya, there is no you in connection 
with that. When there is no you in connection with that, there is no you 
there. When there is no you there, you are neither here nor there nor 
between the two. This, just this, is the end of stress’.2 

The above passage outlines the simple fact of the ultimate reality. In 
order to develop situational awareness concerning a life event here and 
now, one must pay attention to three things: (1) to pre-existing condi-
tions (past knowledge), (2) to what one is doing in relation to those 
conditions, and (3) to the results that come from one’s actions (Thanis-
saro Bhikkhu, 1996). This threefold focus enables one to monitor one’s 
actions and act accordingly with an understanding of the consequences of 
such actions. 

In addition to taking necessary action to deal with the present situation 
(low construal feature), such as WLB and SWB, one must have a superor-
dinate goal of connecting with the ultimate reality. Achieving a sustainable 
WLB and SWB are outcomes of a high construal feature (connecting 
with the ultimate reality) representing the big picture. High construal 
goals have long time frames and facilitate self-control. A person’s situ-
ational awareness thus leads to a clear comprehension of the nature of 
the phenomena presented here and now, and also the long-term goal 
achievement. 

However, the outcome of a skilful situational awareness leads to a clear 
understanding of the impermanent nature of life events, whether they 
are related to high or low construal level events. For example, although 
a gymnast is in a state of continual shifts in which ‘muscles are always 
moving, priorities are shifting’ a (low construal feature) or getting ready 
to make another big move (a high construal feature), they eventually 
come to an end. As per the Buddhist teaching, the impermanence of 
all phenomena can be contextualized in the impermanence of life itself

2 “Bāhiya Sutta: Bāhiya” (Ud 1.10), translated from the Pali by Thanissaro 
Bhikkhu. Access to Insight (BCBS Edition), 3 September 2012, http://www.accesstoinsi 
ght.org/tipitaka/kn/ud/ud.1.10.than.html. 

http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/kn/ud/ud.1.10.than.html
http://www.accesstoinsight.org/tipitaka/kn/ud/ud.1.10.than.html
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(Rāhula, 2006). With a deep-rooted understanding of the impermeant 
nature of events and experiences, one sees adaptation as a natural occur-
rence. This knowledge leads to understanding the meaning of ‘balance’ 
in life. 

The meaning of SWB of a person and the meaning of balance cannot 
be presented with an objective point of view, as they are individual-
oriented and context-dependent. However, by grounding on the current 
literature, we can identify the following three underlying expectations that 
will influence sustaining the WLB and SWB:

• An overall sense of contentment in life
• Ability to fulfil aspirations
• Minimal role conflict and increased ability to fulfil responsibilities 

The overall sense of contentment in life: we measure our contentment 
level based on one’s condition compared to an external reference standard 
(social comparison, social or cultural construction) or to one’s aspira-
tions (McDowell, 2006). The problem with this comparison is that when 
we compare our current condition or the quality of life according to 
external standards, we only find the baseline level of standard that is 
relative to the current situation. When the situation changes, then the 
standards also change. Reflecting on Easterlin’s (1995) work, Conceição 
and Bandura (2008) state, ‘one of the key arguments for the Easterlin 
paradox is that happiness depends on relative consumption, in addition to 
absolute consumption’ (2008, p. 17). Schmittz (1930) posits that people 
are deemed happier when the gap between standards and reality is small. 
In other words, the happiest state of being is a state of being without 
desires. Contentment can only be achieved when we see life as it is (as 
a mind-made conditioned state) instead of comparing standards of how 
life should be (Rojas & Veenhoven, 2013). This can be achieved when 
one is appropriately grounded on the knowledge of ‘impermanence’ and 
perceive adaptation as a natural occurrence. 

Ability to fulfil aspirations : Our aspirational levels are formed by two 
main processes (Stutzer, 2004). The first one is related to social compar-
ison, i.e. one’s position relative to others. The second one is related to 
our adaptation to previous change events or consumption levels. These 
two situations always influence how our aspirations are formed. Stutzer 
(2004) provides empirical evidence for the effect of income aspirations on
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individual well-being. He found that ‘higher income aspirations reduce 
people’s satisfaction with life. This suggests that SWB depends only on 
the gap between income aspirations and actual income and not on the 
income level. Thus, the higher the ratio between aspired income and 
actual income, the less satisfied people are with their life, ceteris paribus’ 
(p. 105). This can be applied to any kind of aspiration and is an impor-
tant finding that highlights the relationship between our aspirations and 
satisfaction level. If our aspirations are materialistic and based on social 
comparison, they are always bound to change, ultimately bringing unhap-
piness. Instead, if our aspirations are directed at universal love, oneness 
and connection with the ultimate reality, we remove the basis of our 
comparison. 

Minimizing role conflict and fulfilling responsibilities: Role conflict 
refers to ‘the extent to which a person experiences pressures within one 
role that are incompatible with the pressures that arise within another 
role’ (Kopelman et al., 1983, p. 201). A seminal study by Coverman 
(1989) found that role conflict decreased men’s job satisfaction and 
marital satisfaction and increased psychophysical symptoms in women. 
Similarly, Schaufeli et al. (2009) found that role conflict fully medi-
ates the relationships between workaholism, burnout, and well-being. 
Role conflict leads to work–family conflicts and vice versa. This situa-
tion has to be actively managed by developing self-awareness and time 
management (Bruening & Dixon, 2007) and a family-supportive work 
environment (Allen, 2001; Bruening & Dixon, 2007). Our roles come 
with certain responsibilities attached to them. Whether our roles are 
related to work and family, we have role responsibilities as job holders, 
parents, community leaders, or simply as human beings. For some, ‘life’ 
involves responsibilities related to activities that are important to them, 
such as hobbies, education, exercise, religious or community activities, 
and other types of caring (Kelliher et al., 2019). When individuals play 
multiple roles, their responsibilities increase accordingly, and role conflicts 
compound the situation’s complexity. When the goal is directed at tran-
scendence and connection with the ultimate reality, our multiple roles 
converge into ‘Life’ and ‘Being’. Life consists of all the roles we play by 
being in the human world. ‘Being’ is about our experience of here and 
now. 

The sense of contentment in life and one’s aspirations have a higher 
psychological distance compared to role conflicts and fulfilling responsi-
bilities. They exhibit high construal features, and the temporal distance
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is higher. For example, when our sense of contentment in life changes, 
they produce major changes in the meaning of the event. We assert that 
it is possible to sustain WLB when one appreciates the impermanent 
nature of life events. For example, contrary to what is predicted by the 
HAP model, one must understand that it is not possible to sustain posi-
tive change through variability and surprise. For example, the difference 
between buying a house and buying tailored cloth are only two positive 
emotional events. The only difference is related to their temporal framing. 
One may generate a longer period of positive emotions than the other. 
However, they will eventually cease to generate the same effect after a 
certain period. 

Our conceptual model is grounded on the annals of the premise of 
higher consciousness and purity of mind. We deviate from the Western 
approach to developing sustainable WLB or SWB based on variety and 
surprise. We assert that trying to continuously add variety and surprises 
to our life events to maintain a heightened level of positive emotions is 
not practically achievable and not a natural state of being. Our conceptual 
model is presented in Fig. 7.1. 

Life event 
(here and 

now ) 

Sustained 

WLB 

Nature of 
change 
(situational 

awareness) 

Adaptation 
(imperman 
ence of 

change) 

Neutral Content with life 

Baseline level of happiness is developed through a higher state of consciousness 

Desire to sustain WLB, happiness and connect with the ultimate reality 

Positive 

Negative 

Fig. 7.1 Achieving SWB through sustained WLB
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Conclusion 

In today’s dynamic working environment achieving WLB and SWB is one 
of life’s priorities. Although Western theoretical models related to WLB 
suggest various methods to achieve WLB, they do not adequately address 
the underlying tendencies that contribute to why we cannot sustain WLB 
in the first place. This results in a state where one can achieve and sustain 
SWB. In this chapter, we developed a theoretical conceptualization that, 
in order to achieve sustained WLB and SWB, one must have the desire 
to achieve a higher state of consciousness as a part of their life goal, one 
must understand the true nature of life events (i.e. they are impermanent, 
transient, and conditioned) and finally, one should focus on minimizing 
the gap of their aspirations, minimize role conflicts and be content with 
what life offers. Pure consciousness is always present in us, as it has no 
connection to material possessions. If the body is not in pain and the 
mind is not perturbed by positive or negative emotions, the neutral state 
of mind brings the highest level of happiness one can achieve. 
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CHAPTER 8  

Global Leadership Under Oneness: 
Connecting Conscious Parts 
to Conscientious Wholes 

Alex Fong and Duysal Askun Celik 

Introduction 

Today we are living in a global World which has increasingly become a 
shared space whether or not we like it. There is an inescapable reality that 
is surrounding us: whatever ideas we have, whatever sickness we might 
experience or any type of good acts we commit to will be global pursuits 
from day one. Businesses operate this way (Isenberg, 2008), the soci-
eties function this way, albeit inevitably. The world in the past allowed 
more room for separate existence without a necessary influential factor 
getting in the way of that sort of being, whatever it might entail. The
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world today and tomorrow will have to encompass a global outlook at 
our minds, hearts, and bodies. The institutions will have to embrace this 
global presence with all of its negative as well as positive repercussions. 
The businesses will need to incorporate this global lens in their strategy-
making as well as in their praxis. This global lens, unless it is inclusive, 
diverse, and interconnected, is doomed to fail. 

Enterprises exist to create value to stakeholders. This paper exam-
ines how oneness might be deployed as an approach to help business 
leaders manage enterprise governance, enterprise well-being, and enter-
prise sustainability. 

In Part One of this paper, we will examine the role oneness can play 
as a philosophical resource to cultivate self–others interaction patterns 
in an organization. In Part Two of the paper, we will examine the role 
oneness can play as a psychological resource in support of leadership and 
followership. In Part Three, we will examine how oneness, as a learning 
organization praxis, can be deployed to cultivate organizational practices 
that can help to better manage interconnectedness among stakeholders in 
an organization. 

Part One: Oneness as a Philosophical Resource 

Culture plays a pivotal role in influencing interconnectedness and self– 
others interaction patterns in the context of a global enterprise, with 
leaders and followers coming from different cultural traditions. Global 
North has evolved into its characteristic “I “centered culture that has 
been described as “WEIRD” (Western, educated, industrialized, rich, and 
democratic) whereas Global South-East has evolved into its character-
istic “we” centered culture that has been described as “Non-WEIRD” 
(Henrich et al., 2010). WEIRD culture focuses on the parts whereas 
non-WEIRD culture focuses on the whole. R. Shweder (1991) offered 
an explanation of why the concept of self differs so much across cultures: 
all societies have to resolve the question of how to balance the needs of 
the individual and those of society. Under the WEIRD/Western notion 
of oneness, individualistic centricity is the order in society, where indi-
viduals are placed at the center and society is made a servant of the 
individual. In sociocentric societies, the needs of groups and institu-
tions are placed at the center and individuals’ needs are subordinate 
to the needs of the groups and institutions (Shweder, 1991). J. Haidt 
(2006)took this further to delineate a culture that is driven by the ethic



8 GLOBAL LEADERSHIP UNDER ONENESS: CONNECTING … 159

of autonomy (where individuals come first) versus one driven by the 
ethic of community (where the roles to be played by individuals come 
first). Under a community-driven ethic, the moral code emphasizes self-
control, resistance to temptation, and cultivation of one’s higher noble 
self while keeping one’s selfish desires under restraint. The Non-WEIRD/ 
East Asian notion of oneness encompasses a more expansive version of the 
self and has its roots in the works of Confucians, Daoists, and Buddhists. 
Confucians and Daoists represent competing but also complementary 
alternatives within Chinese culture. Confucianism is primarily about civi-
lization, culture, rules, and formality, whereas Daoism is primarily about 
spontaneity, independence, and an anti-authoritarian “back to nature” 
spirit. From the perspective of Chinese yin-yang thinking, Confucianism 
can be characterized as yang (masculine and assertive), which is clas-
sical and public, stressing conformity and convergence, while Daoism can 
be characterized as yin (feminine and quiet) which is jazzy and private, 
stressing non-conformity and diversity (Lobel, 2018). 

In the introductory chapter of the oneness hypothesis, beyond the 
boundary of self (Ivanhoe et al., 2018), there are many alternative concep-
tions of self to be found from different disciplines including religion, 
philosophy, anthropology, psychology, sociology, politics, etc. According 
to some views, these conceptions of the “self” are linked up to concep-
tions of “others” in different ways. In virtuous organizational studies, 
self–others interaction patterns in an organization are examined under the 
virtuous behavior of individuals in organizational settings. The concept 
of virtuousness has been defined in a variety of ways, for example, as 
good for its own sake, as the best of the human condition, as the most 
functional attribute for the human species and as personal and social 
betterment (Shklar, 1992; MacIntyre, 1984; Weiner,  1993). In psycho-
logical and organizational research studies, proxies for organizational 
virtuousness have included business ethics, corporate social responsibility, 
corporate sustainability, corporate citizenship, and pro-social behavior 
(George, 1991; McNeely & Meglino, 1994; Piliavin & Charng, 1990). 
In the ethics literature, the dominant emphasis has been on avoiding 
harm, fulfilling contracts, and compliance with the law (Handelsman 
et al., 2009). Legality refers to what the law permits or what it does 
not explicitly forbid. In the corporate social responsibility and corporate 
sustainability literature, activities considered as contributing to organiza-
tional virtuousness are typically understood as motivated by instrumental 
benefit or exchange relationships. However, there is increasing awareness
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that organizational virtuousness is closely related to responsible leader-
ship. In his CSR2.0 model, Visser identified five phases of evolution in 
the literature under the domains of corporate social responsibility and 
corporate sustainability: the age of greed, the age of philanthropy, the 
age of marketing, the age of management, and the age of responsibility. 
His DNA model of CSR 2.0 identified four responsibility bases (DNA 
codes): good governance (leadership and institutional effectiveness), value 
creation (impact on economic ecosystems), societal contribution (impact 
on stakeholder ecosystems), and environmental sustainability (impact 
on environmental ecosystems) (Visser, 2011). By equating virtuous-
ness with responsible leadership, Cameron drew attention to responsible 
leadership being a process that connects value creation to impact assess-
ment (Cameron, 2011, Mainardes et al., 2012). This is what oneness 
seeks to do when considering interconnections under leadership and 
followership. 

Oneness to Bridge the Confluence Point Between the WEIRD 
and Non-WEIRD Cultural Traditions in an Organization 

Oneness deals with the relationships between the parts and the wholes. 
Enterprises can be considered to be systems made up of individual parts 
and subsystems. Leadership and followership under the WEIRD culture 
tend to believe more in active primary control and exert their influence 
through changing existing realities, whereas leadership and followership 
under the non-WEIRD culture are more inclined to emphasize secondary 
control and harmony and exert their influence through working around 
existing social realities The oneness perspective postulates that everything 
is interrelated to everything and investigates how highlighting and devel-
oping certain kinds of interconnections can bring about improvements to 
both the individual part and the larger wholes of which they are parts 
(Ivanhoe, 2017). 

In various ways, the self is inextricably intertwined with, a part of, or in 
some sense identical with the rest of the world. In recent interdisciplinary 
work, this general idea has been described as the oneness hypothesis . The  
relationship between the self and the rest of the world at issue is more than 
the simple claim that we are connected with other people, creatures, and
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things - a claim that is not only in some sense obviously true but practically 
and morally ambiguous. At times, we find ourselves connected with other 
parts of the world to which we would strongly prefer not to be connected 
and have no obligation to be so united (think of malignant bacteria or 
tumors). The connections the oneness hypothesis advocates are those that 
conduce to the health, benefit, and improvement of both individuals and 
the larger wholes of which they are a part. (Ivanhoe et al., 2018, p. 1)  

Under this pragmatic imperative, the oneness hypothesis, when applied 
to the study of virtuousness in organizations, can be deployed as a guide 
for the CEOs to construct self–others interaction experiences among the 
stakeholders. This approach does not presuppose pure altruism (in a 
deontological sense), nor does it condone instrumentalism (in the util-
itarian sense). What it seeks to do is to clarify the self–others interaction 
experience patterns between internal stakeholders within an enterprise 
and the self–others interaction experience patterns among external stake-
holders, so as to assess the implications of such patterns of interaction on 
enterprise well-being and enterprise sustainability. The former contributes 
to vertical alignment, which seeks to align the enterprise purpose, mission, 
strategy, and activities with the behavior of employers and employees; 
the latter contributes to horizontal alignment, which aligns the enterprise 
with external stakeholders such as customers, suppliers, and the wider 
community (Labovitz & Rosansky, 1997). 

Oneness can be deployed to bridge the confluence point between 
the WEIRD and non-WEIRD traditions in the cultural tapestry of 
the organization. Assimilating the virtuous organizational approach (as 
suggested by Cameron) with the oneness hypothesis (as suggested by 
Ivanhoe) encourages stakeholders engaged with the organization to think 
beyond the boundaries of the self in internal stakeholder management 
and the boundary of the enterprise in stakeholder management to the 
good of the wider community, environment, and other parts of the 
world. 

Having outlined how oneness can be deployed to close the boundaries 
gap in stakeholder management from a macro perspective in Part One, 
we will now turn to Part Two which provides an elaboration on how this 
bridging process can be amplified from a micro perspective.
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Part Two: Oneness as a Psychological Resource 

Consciousness within and Between: The 
Interconnectedness Principle 

Consciousness Within 
The Latin root of the Word “individual” is individuum which means an 
indivisible thing. The indivisible nature of any being connotes a unity-
based notion of mind, body, and soul. An influential factor that could be 
underlying this capacity, or a competence thereof, could be consciousness . 
There have been many attempts so far to define what consciousness might 
be. In his most recent book “One unbounded ocean of consciousness”, 
Nader (2021) stated that consciousness has two meanings, especially in 
Romance languages such as Spanish, French, and Italian. One meaning 
referred to morality which translates into “conscience” in English. The 
second meaning is referred to as “awareness and wakefulness”. Nader 
(2021) further argues that ancient knowledge in Vedanta teaches that 
the source of all the physical and material is the field of consciousness. 
Therefore, he concludes that consciousness is the basis of all matter and 
energy combined. And it is consciousness that creates matter or appears 
as matter. In other words, Nader (2021) says, consciousness is all there 
is. Similarly, Anil Maheshwari (Maheshwari, 2021, 2023; Maheshwari & 
Gupta, 2018) proposed a V-theory of transcendence that encompasses 
a two-step model which connects discrete elements to pure conscious-
ness. According to this theory, a human would be living in a surface-level 
reality. There are many contemplative practices, using which there is a 
possibility to transcend to pure consciousness. 

In its simplest form, we define consciousness as an awareness of that 
which happens inside (Aşkun, 2020) and outside. Here one could come 
to a conclusion that consciousness might imply an awareness state rather 
than a capacity that builds up over time. However, there have been many 
other attempts to define consciousness also as a capacity (Fenigstein et al., 
1975; Grant,  2002). Many types of consciousness have been studied in 
literature such as private vs. public self-consciousness (Fenigstein et al., 
1975), self-reflection and insight (Grant et al., 2002), and integrative self-
knowledge (Ghorbani, Watson, & Hargis, 2008). Especially concerning 
the definition of self-knowledge (Ghorbani, et al., 2008), we see an 
understanding of a form of knowing oneself as someone who has become 
wholly other (Hadot, 2002; as cited in Ghorbani et al., 2008) through
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becoming a grander version of oneself. More recently, Tsao and Laszlo 
(2019) provided some evidence that consciousness is a phenomenon that 
actually exists outside of the brain rather than generated by it. They base 
this new paradigm shift on the recent research carried out in the area of 
quantum physics and related consciousness research. 

Consciousness Between: The Interconnectedness Principle 
No matter how consciousness might be defined, undoubtedly there 
is some capacity related to “what happens inside” vs. “what happens 
outside” as part of one’s social expressions. We can look at conscious-
ness as two-fold: consciousness “from within”, vs “in between”. When it 
comes to consciousness “in between”, there is one term coined as “rela-
tional consciousness” by Hay and Nye in 1998. Originally observed in 
Nye’s studies with children, relational consciousness entails an awareness 
capacity in a certain context as it relates to self, others, the world and the 
God. Here an interesting area of exploration forms between the self and 
the others that includes but is not limited to perceptions, perspectives, 
actions, understandings, and feelings. When we translate this area into 
a sort of “interpersonal space in between”, dyadic relationships come to 
the fore, including those of the leader and the follower who may or may 
not develop a synchronic capacity in terms of relational consciousness. 
While this space they share together might be large or small, depending 
on their interaction and communication style, the inaccessibility of that 
space from either one or both parties could be approached under the 
term a consciousness gap (Aşkun, 2020). 

Tsao and Laszlo (2019) propose many different approaches ranging 
from evolutionary and quantum biology, to epigenetics, neuroscience, 
economics, and finally to psychology and organizational behavior. As an 
example, the field of evolutionary biology shows that the interaction of 
between species which benefits all organisms involved leads to thriving 
ecosystems. This approach debunks the idea that only the fittest will 
survive as a result of competition. In a similar vein, quantum biology 
and related theories proposed that the interconnectedness and coher-
ence which were observed in the quantum world could also exist in the 
macrolevel of living systems. Epigenetics, on the other hand, proposes a 
highly interactive mechanism between our genes and the environment, as 
a result of which chemical modifications could even be happening at our 
genes. And neuroscience has advanced to the point that we now are able 
to see the firing neurons in one person during acts of empathy…etc.
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Coming to social sciences, the field of economics is shifting more 
toward creating prosperity and flourishing for all in opposition to old 
paradigm of individual focused, profit-maximizing approach where the 
benefit for the main shareholders would be the priority. It is no coinci-
dence that in the year of 2019, almost 200 companies signed a petition 
declaring that shareholder value would no longer be their main focus 
((https://www.cnbc.com/2019/08/19/the-ceos-of-nearly-two-hun 
dred-companies-say-shareholder-value-is-no-longer-their-main-objective. 
html). Finally, in the field of psychology and organizational behavior, the 
emergence of positive psychology and organizational development which 
are rooted in the main idea that there is an innate human tendency to 
grow toward the positive. This entails many positive states, including but 
not limited to positive relationships, processes and therefore outcomes 
(Tsao & Laszlo, 2019). 

The interconnectedness principle is widely researched. According to 
Davis et al. (2009), interconnectedness with the environment goes back 
to Buddhism, one of the most rooted Eastern traditions. According to 
Nhat Hahn (1999), boundaries between self and others, self and the 
environment could be blurred, or even be nonexistent (Davis et al., 
2009). 

The interconnectedness principle was explored in many studies, 
involving many different contexts, such as the nature (see Mayer & 
Frantz, 2004), and the human relationships (e.g., Aron & Aron, 1986 
study on interconnectedness between partners in close interpersonal rela-
tionships). Interconnectedness as a principle and praxis has many different 
application areas including societal and business processes and outcomes. 
As an example, Dutra (2019) argued that interconnectedness could be 
applied to social systems with respect to cultural interconnectedness while 
innovation could be one of the social products. Dutra (2019) reveals some 
existing research that demonstrated that innovation can evolve in species 
exposed to new, changing environments while the partial connection 
between groups and increased population could lead to more innovative 
behavior in humans. 

Finally, from a broader organizational perspective, Costa et al. (2022) 
have examined and conducted an extensive literature review on the inter-
connectedness of corporate sustainability constructs. As part of their

https://www.cnbc.com/2019/08/19/the-ceos-of-nearly-two-hundred-companies-say-shareholder-value-is-no-longer-their-main-objective.html
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review, they talk about four responsibilities of corporations which are cate-
gorized under economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic (Carroll, 1991), 
and that they are interrelated while being conceptually independent. Simi-
larly, Costa et al. (2022) argued that the stakeholder concept cannot be 
separated from corporate social responsibility (CSR). They relied on some 
other theories such as stakeholder theory by Freeman and colleagues 
who identified three interconnected problems: the problem of under-
standing how value is created and traded, the problem of connecting 
ethics and capitalism, to problem of helping management to address the 
two (Freeman, 1984). As a result of the related literature review and 
discussion, Costa et al. (2022) concluded that any definition of corporate 
social responsibility must include stakeholder management and that the 
balance between environmental issues, value creation, economic growth, 
social equity, and corporate sustainability. As a result of this balanced view, 
governance structures and processes should take shape possibly through 
undergoing transformation. 

Having witnessed the presence of interconnectedness at different levels 
existence, from micro to macro, from biology to economics, and from 
individuals to businesses, it might be very useful and important to stress 
the crucial role that consciousness plays in its enactment no matter 
where it exists. Maheshwari (2021) has a useful term called Higher 
Consciousness Management (HCM) which is defined as a way of being 
and operating that enables managers and others to tap into the source 
of unbounded potential within themselves. According to HCM, there are 
three basic principles that are reflected as a paradigm, social/interpersonal 
and individual spheres. According to the paradigm principle, conscious-
ness is a primary construct where the opposites exist in a complementary 
fashion while living in total harmony with nature. Social and interpersonal 
sphere is about interacting with compassion and harmony toward all life 
forms, and the individual sphere involves freedom of oneself from space 
time while developing openness and creativity. 

The Consciousness Gap in an Interpersonal Space 

When two individuals share a space, be it work-related or of a personal 
nature, each of them could be communicating and acting in ways that 
usually would reflect the type and level of consciousness (within and/or
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between, expanded vs. contracted) they each would have. Depending on 
their consciousness capacity and enactment of that capacity, the accessi-
bility of the interpersonal space differs. In the case that one has more 
access to that space, the following might lay the foundation for that 
reach:

• Being conscious and aware of the impact of one’s actions
• Willing to exert effort for further understanding of the other’s state 
of being/feeling/acting 

When there are problems in access to that interpersonal space, which we 
call the widening of the consciousness gap, some salient factors could be 
outlined as:

• A personal consciousness problem that prevents the person from 
being and feeling whole. Usually, a personal need state, a conflicting 
interest issue or any other sort of individual-based hurdle could be 
exemplified here.

• For some reason that we may not yet identify, a more self-oriented 
orientation related to a personal fear, anxiety or a desire that leads 
the individual to behave in ways that entails an egocentric approach 
to that interpersonal space. This usually is exemplified in behaviors 
and communication styles such as not listening, not spending the 
necessary effort to further understand the other, showing impatience 
with the other…etc. 

When there is an enhanced accessibility in relation to the first scenario 
above, we might be talking more of an expanded sense of self (Ivanhoe, 
2017); while for the latter, we might be witnessing more of a contracted 
sense of self (Aşkun, 2020). The gap widens when the self-contracts 
to fulfill his or her own needs states or shrinks when the individual 
has developed an enhanced capacity for relational consciousness. Here 
we can depict consciousness gap as the figure below (adapted from 
Aşkun, 2020):
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Here in the former case, we see both the intrapersonal and interper-
sonal domain increase in terms of the area they occupy; whereas in the 
latter, we see both intra and interpersonal area contracting, leaving little 
room to co-create something new. With the help of the level of individual 
consciousness having an expansive and relational quality, the space in 
between could become either a “war zone” or a “oneness zone” (Aşkun, 
2020, pp. 31). Sometimes in the business world, we might also call those 
a zero-sum game or a symbiosis (Dess et al., 2021). 

Oneness in Leader Consciousness and Behaviors 

Oneness hypothesis originally formulated by Ivanhoe et al. (2018) is a  
useful framework to understand the complex albeit interdepedent link-
ages between the parts and the wholes. Oneness hypothesis entails nature 
of the self and the relationship between the self and the other people, 
creatures, and things of the world based on an expanded sense of self 
(Ivanhoe, 2017) as we have outlined above in our discussion about the 
consciousness gap). Here it is imperative to note that the relationships 
between the entities are as important as the entities themselves. Finally, 
to help with understanding interconnectedness in the context of the 
oneness principle, Ivanhoe (2017, p. 2) wrote that: “the ideal of oneness



168 A. FONG AND D. ASKUN CELIK

often gets expressed by metaphors of natural organic unity, for example, 
about how a healthy person is connected to the various parts of her own 
well-functioning body or how the good state is analogized to such a well-
functioning body. This aspect of the oneness hypothesis explains why it 
carries the particular practical implications as it does: since the kinds of 
connections oneness concerns are integral to the health and well-being of 
both the individual and the larger wholes of which she is a part”. 

The oneness hypothesis is important not only because it helps us to 
create a picture of the world of interconnectedness, but also because it 
gives us an opportunity therefore a possibility to reconcile those two 
points of view between the independent self vs. the interdependent 
one. The independent self mostly promoted within the Western cultures 
(WEIRD) stresses individuality, autonomy, and mostly, the necessity of 
independence which also connotes independence as a prerequisite for the 
formation of a healthy sense of self (Kağtçıbaşı, 1996). On the other 
hand, the interdependent self (Markus & Kitayama, 1991) reflects a more 
expansive self in terms of the self and the other relationships and the 
space that forms in between (non-WEIRD). Here the self is defined more 
in relational terms that encompasses one’s family, society, and culture 
that leads to both the experience and enactment of the self in a contex-
tual space. Here one attempt in trying to reconcile both views of self 
could be found in Kağtçıbaşı (1996)’s the autonomous-relational self. 
Here Kağtçıbaşı (1996) strongly argues against the mutually exclusive 
nature of self being independent vs interdependent, but rather, defends 
the independent and interdependent notions coexisting to form a mutu-
ally inclusive alternative. She claims both to be listed as inherent human 
needs which actually was also endorsed in the self-determination theory 
by Deci and Ryan (1980) when they were outlining the basic human 
needs of autonomy, relatedness, and competence. 

As for the behaviors that reflect oneness, two factors emerged as a 
result of the explorative study by Aşkun and Çetin (2017): a person, be it 
a leader, a follower, an employee or a manager, either behaves by consid-
ering the other, or acts in ways that reflect only focusing on him or herself, 
including individual needs, interests, motivation…etc. The behavior that 
reflects oneness includes but is not limited to, how one communicates 
in ways that reflect empathy and understanding of the other, how one 
respects and considers the rights and therefore the position of the other, 
and how one understands the other from a relational vs. an egocentric
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perspective. The way in which the behaviors form and are expressed lead 
to either the enlargement or to the downsizing of the consciousness gap. 

The importance of the cultural dimension in understanding leader– 
followership relationship can best be illustrated by how the constructs 
of Leader-member exchange (LMX) and Leader Membership Guangxi 
(LMG) have been developed in organizational studies in recent years. 
LMX theory postulates that supervisors build up different relationships 
among the subordinates who report to them within the same work unit 
(Liden & Graen, 1980). These relationships evolve dynamically, bringing 
in the personal characteristics of the parties and the contextual factors 
such as the organizational culture, the size of the working group, and the 
organization’s policies (Liden et al., 1993). The dynamic relationships 
are based on a trust-building process. The quality of the relationships 
can be described on a continuum ranging from high to low, reflecting 
the degree of trust, interaction, linkage, respect and support between 
the parties (Dienesch & Liden, 1986; Liden & Maslyn, 1998). LMG 
theory refers to the dyadic, particular and sentimental tie between a 
subordinate and his or her supervisor that potentially facilitates favorable 
exchanges between tied parties (Bian, 2006; Chen et al.,  2009). Whereas 
working relationships play a more focal role in the LMX approach, 
LMG consider personal relationships between leaders and followers too 
(Chen et al., 2014). In many Asian countries, cultural value orientation 
is based on bonds arising from people coming from the same collective 
and not necessarily on the individualistic orientation found in Western 
cultures (Hofstede & Bond, 1984). People in the East Asian cultural 
context are tied together by guanxi, which literally means a network of 
relationships among various parties that cooperate together to support 
one another. LMG is particularly relevant to a collectivistic culture, 
where a familial process transforms the contract-based economic rela-
tionships into a communal sharing mode (Bond & Hwang, 1986; Fiske,  
1991; Yang,  1992). Consistent with the epistemological assumptions of 
the individualistic cultures where LMX originated, the fair exchange of 
effort or performance for rewards between a supervisor and subordinate 
(equity-matching) on which LMX is based, LMG postulates that indi-
viduals undergo a similar equity matching process to determine whether 
the exchange relationship based on personal or friendship relationship 
is equitable. LMG builds on personal obligations which are sentiment 
and obligatory whereas LMX builds on work-related activities which
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generate commitment and loyalty (Dienesch & Liden, 1986). In a collec-
tivistic culture such as mainland China LMG may capture leader-member 
interactions more accurately than LMX. 

Apart from understanding the theoretical underpinnings of why and 
how a consciousness gap forms, it might also be very useful to look at 
some necessary mechanisms or even tools that might be cultivated to 
enhance both the experience and practice of interconnectedness that not 
only would serve to close the consciousness gap between but also would 
promise a more positive future in terms of interpersonal space becoming 
more of a co-creative enterprise rather than a dictatorial one. 

Part Three: MARCH Practices and Tools 

to Co-create Space of Oneness 

In Part Three, we will briefly touch upon examples of practices that can 
help to turn oneness themes discussed in Parts One and Two into reality. 
A practice entails the development of practical knowledge of how to do 
something. Cooperative work on practice requires not only technical skills 
and competence, but also the cultivation of the appropriate mindset or 
dispositions such as enhanced consciousness within and between, commit-
ment to a group, trustworthiness, honesty, pride in one’s work, passion, 
and sensitivities, supported by appropriate rewards, internal or external. 
The five practices we have shortlisted in Part Three can be summarized 
into an acronym MARCH, which in this context stands for Mind-
fulness practices, Appreciative inquiry activities, Role-playing programs, 
Collaborative virtual reality projects, Harmony through wholeness praxis. 

Practice 1 (Consciousness within): Mindfulness practices that can 
raise leadership consciousness. In recent years, companies from Wall 
Street to Silicon Valley have started to cultivate mindfulness in prac-
tices in the workplace. As a term, mindfulness is described as a present 
moment awareness with a nonjudgmental state of mind (Brown & Ryan, 
2003). In terms of individual capacity, it represents self-regulation. In 
terms of attention, it represents an ability/capacity, in terms of directing 
one’s attention to the present moment, it reflects a willingness (Brown 
et al., 2007). Overall, there is a cognitive element in mindfulness which 
endorses making sense of the environment in a mindful manner (Brown 
et al., 2007). In relation to oneness see also Aşkun and Çetin (2022). 

In terms of the day-to-day practice of mindfulness, we can easily say 
that distractions come when the mind thinks too much about the future
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or the past. It is argued that mindfulness practices helps to bring the 
leader back to the present moment. This is a good way to relieve the day-
to-day stress faced by the leader in the office and allow the leader to focus 
more on the “consciousness of oneness from within” as the leader seeks 
to interact in a oneness way with his environment. There can be many 
ways to cultivate mindfulness at work. For example, taking more short 
breaks during office hours or taking a short walk during breaks can help 
the mind to rest and become revitalized. Mindfulness practices train the 
mind to stay calm and still amidst the distractions and stress that comes 
across the way of the leadership every day. One common way to cultivate 
mindfulness is meditation. According to Tsao and Laszlo (2019), mindful 
meditation helps with our ability to be fully present while discovering 
the innate perfection that exists at the moment. They further contend 
that the aim of mindful meditation is to cultivate meditative awareness 
itself, through applied practice which is basically training the mind so 
that it becomes aware of its presence, through keeping track of the body 
sensations, thoughts, and emotions during the process of meditation. By 
zeroing in on the present moment. it is not only an effective way to reduce 
stress in the workplace, but also it is an effective way to help the leader 
to refocus his or her attention on what are the issues which matter that 
need to deal with as a matter or priority. Being aware of the present 
moment will allow the leader to review his or her habits with aware-
ness, thereby opening new possibilities for developing more innovative 
and creative approaches to solving problems. 

A very good example of a mindful meditation is mindfulness-based 
stress reduction (MBSR) developed by Jon-Kabat Zinn in 1979 (see 
Tsao & Laszlo, 2019). At a practical level, the practice also includes the 
body scan technique to increase our mindful awareness of our bodies, 
mindful walking, while attending to physical sensations during gentle 
movement of the body as well as loving-kindness meditation which is 
defined as a practice to help cultivate compassion for oneself and others 
(Salzberg, 1995). 

Practice 2: Appreciative Inquiry AI activities (Consciousness 
between): To be able to close the consciousness gap between two individ-
uals sharing a space, the appreciative inquiry could be used as a practicing 
and a remedial tool that makes the common space not only available to 
share for both parties but also provides an alternative practice of expres-
sion. The meaning of Appreciative includes an act of recognizing the best
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in people and the world surrounding us with all of its positive poten-
tial. The inquiry includes the type of acts related to exploration through 
asking questions for seeking new possibilities (Krahnke & Cooperrider, 
2008). 

When we go into the root meaning of Appreciative, it means valuing, 
act of recognizing the best in people or the world around us, affirming 
strengths, and potentials. And Inquiry means the act of exploration and 
discovery, asking questions while being open to seeing new potentials and 
possibilities (Krahnke & Cooperrider, 2008). As a technique, AI relies on 
the power of strengths not on weaknesses (Tsao & Laszlo, 2019). Under 
this framework, there are infinite ways in which reality could unfold. The 
reality for any type of individual, an organization, or a department can 
change anytime pertaining to how they perceive or approach a problem, 
a situation, or a solution. The time perspective is not linear since there 
is the understanding of the endless present moment with all its indef-
inite possibilities and realities. In this type of existence, thinking is as 
important as not-thinking and stillness. Similarly, individuality is as impor-
tant as interdependence (Tsao & Laszlo, 2019). In terms of practice, the 
dialogue with mutual respect and understanding takes over any sort of 
debate or discussion in which there is more of a zero-sum understanding 
of a relationship (Aşkun, 2020). 

In terms of practice, Tsao and Laszlo (2019) provide a very useful set 
of activities that could form the basis of an AI exercise in organizations 
especially those going through a transformation process: 

Here there are two individuals forming a dyad as A and B. A set of 3 
questions are asked back and forth. The questions could be summarized 
as follows: 

1. What was a high-point moment for you in leading positive change? 
Please reflect on the root causes of success. What are your special 
strengths? 

2. When do people in your organization feel most engaged and 
passionate? What are your organization’s strengths? 

3. What do you see that is new, different, changed, or better in your 
organization 10 years from now? 

Here one can easily detect the presence of nonjudgmental and open-
ended nature of the questions that allow a lot of room for further
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exploration, discovery, and co-creation since both parties have a good 
chance of expressing their views with no restriction but in a positive 
stance. 

Practice 3: Role-playing programs (Consciousness Between): In recent 
years, we have also seen role-play being increasingly incorporated in 
business training programs as well as research practices. Role-playing busi-
ness games, exercises and activities help build teams, train leadership 
confidence, develop employee motivation and improve communications. 
Role-playing practices can help to develop “consciousness between”. The 
benefits of role-play include: 

1. Building of confidence: Role-play involves the throwing of different 
situations at the leaders and their teams to test their reaction in a 
safe environment. Role-playing helps to build the confidence of the 
leader and team members. 

2. Developing communication skills Effective role-play requires not 
only an understanding of words the other person use but also a 
good grasp of body language and non-verbal communication. Role-
playing helps to foster the communication skills of leader and team 
members. 

3. Creative problem-solving skills: when put in a role-play situation, 
the team will have to work out solutions to solve problems creatively. 
Role-playing will expose the leader and his team to handling difficult 
situations and in developing creative problem-solving skills. 

The best role-play script is as realistic as possible. Physical locations that 
can replicate the actual scenarios in real life should be used as far as 
possible. The proceedings can be video-taped to allow the leader and the 
teammates to learn from their interaction and look for ways for improving 
performance. Consultants and actors can be hired where necessary to give 
more authenticity to the role-play exercise. 

Practice 4: Collaborative VR/AR projects (consciousness within and 
between): With the vast amount of technological advancement that 
takes place today, the virtual reality and augmented reality-based change 
programs are coming to the fore. With the help of Virtual reality tools, 
we see evidence of better fear management, getting rid of phobias, and 
all sorts of anxieties. As a virtual tool that provides a real-world example 
without its necessary physical replica, VR technologies could be used by
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organizations to help their stakeholders personal transformation process 
targeted either toward problem elimination or experiencing a new reality 
based on a new sense of self. AR technologies could provide a useful add-
on to the existing reality of their users by helping the user gain increased 
access to an additional tool, a person, or any kind of resource with a better 
feel for its existence as close as it can be to a real-time interaction. 

Practice 5: Harmony through wholeness praxis ( Li & Lin, 2011): 
Finally, more as a practice framework rather than a solid practice, Li and 
Lin (2011) argued that for a healthy organizational transformation, we 
need to change the way we relate to our problems. In their “wholeness 
praxis paradigm”, they suggest building horizontal network structures 
inside and outside of the organization. And then they suggest extending 
the vertical network from the real world to the envisioned ideal world by 
amplifying individual consciousness. In sum, the authors stress the impor-
tance of building a bridge for diverse groups and individuals where they 
co-create a new form of communicating with one another, between the 
real and the ideal worlds altogether. 

Conclusion 

The Chinese philosopher, Laozi made the following statement: “He who 
knows others is wise. He who knows himself is enlightened” (zhi ren 
zhe zhi, zi zhi zhe ming, 知人者智,自知者明, Tao Te Ching, Chapter 33). 
This philosophical insight developed twenty-five centuries ago still has 
great relevance to our current understanding of consciousness and consci-
entiousness. It is the state of quality of awareness or being aware of 
an external object or something within itself. Conscientiousness is the 
propensity to follow socially prescribed norms for impulse control, to 
be goal-directed, to plan, and to be able to delay gratification (Roberts 
et al., 2009). Conscious parts resemble “oneness from within” “(He 
knows himself is enlightened” (zi zhi zhe ming 自知者明”) and consci-
entious wholes resemble “oneness from between” (He who knows others 
is wise” (zhi ren zhe zhi知人者智), We have in this paper attempted to 
demonstrate how oneness can be deployed as philosophical and psycho-
logical resource to close the gaps across boundaries at both the macro 
and micro levels of individuals and entities surrounding our worlds. 
Leadership cannot be thought of as the art and science of creating inter-
connectedness between conscious parts and conscientious wholes. We



8 GLOBAL LEADERSHIP UNDER ONENESS: CONNECTING … 175

have also suggested that as a learning organizational praxis, oneness can 
be deployed to cultivate organizational practices that can help to better 
manage interconnectedness among stakeholders in an organization. On 
an intrapersonal level, we can develop certain competencies that a leader 
must-have, including, but not limited to consciousness (such as aware-
ness, self-knowledge, mindfulness), creativity, openness to experience and 
change (Aşkun, 2019), and a learning orientation. On an interpersonal 
level, we can develop empathy, respect, communication skills that involve 
active listening and appreciative inquiry capacity. Given the importance 
of these competencies for the betterment of the organizations and for 
the world, we have identified MARCH as five practices and tools that 
managers can use, and employees can benefit from. Our hope and inten-
tion is that these principles and practices would be embraced by learning 
organizations invested in co-creating stakeholder prosperity. 
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Relational Approaches to Organizational 
Oneness and Well-Being



CHAPTER 9  

Horizons of Consciousness: For Emerging 
Opportunities Management 

Anil K. Maheshwari 

Introduction 

Organizational performance is challenged by volatile uncertain business 
environments and the simultaneous need for the business to be profitable 
and be a good citizen in the world (Nandram & Bindlish, 2017). Organi-
zations need to look far and near, and move fast and slow, simultaneously 
to stay relevant in a rapidly evolving world. These seemingly conflicting 
goals require a wider awareness within which these are embraced as 
complementary. In the not-too-distant past, IBM corporation brought 
in a new CEO from the outside, who had a completely different view 
of how business should be run. This CEO made drastic changes in 
personnel, products, and processes to save the company (Gertsner, 2003). 
IBM utilized a horizons-of-consciousness framework to effectively struc-
ture the process of managing for stability and growth simultaneously 
(O’Reilley et al., 2009). IBM invented disruptive business strategies,
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management processes, and recruited new skills required for effectively 
exploring nascent technologies that could be very disruptive and trans-
formative in the marketplace at a future point in time (Rogers, 1995; 
Christensen, 2006). The author was employed in the emerging business 
opportunities (EBO) unit of IBM for many years and had a first-hand 
view of the plans and successes of that initiative. This chapter describes 
the horizons of consciousness model and how it was applied at IBM, 
for effective and balanced management of a spectrum of technologies 
and emergent opportunities. This successful approach has implications for 
the current times, where the development of disruptive technologies has 
accelerated further. 

Entrepreneurial Imperative 

for Emerging Technologies 

The future is happening much sooner than one thinks, according to 
Diamandis and Kotler (2020). The confluence of technologies such as 
Artificial Intelligence, Robotics, Multiverse, Genetics, and more have the 
potential to completely disrupt entire industries. Most organizations fail 
to achieve a vibrant balance between existing and new businesses and 
often lose vitality (Christensen, 2013; Kahneman, 2011; Thaler,  2012). 
Organizations need fluid and nimble thinking, and ambidextrous behav-
iors, to lead and disrupt their industries and gain competitive advantage 
(Gulati & Maheshwari, 2023, this volume; Gurubatham, this volume; 
O’Reilley & Tushman, 2021). A first-mover advantage in an emerging 
technology market has the potential to transform an organization and 
the markets. Apple Inc, under its founder and CEO Steve Jobs, success-
fully created a new music ecosystem consisting of iPod music players 
and the iTunes music delivery system, and completely disrupted the 
power structure in the music industry (Isaacson, 2011). Apple and many 
other leading companies realized that it would prefer to have its existing 
products cannibalized by its own new products, rather than by the 
competitors’ products (Yu & Malnight, 2016). This philosophy may have 
helped Apple to become the most highly valued company on the planet 
currently. 

A willingness to try out new ideas is at the heart of entrepreneur-
ship (Bhave, 1994; Landes et al., 2012). Peter Drucker (1995) defines  
the entrepreneur as one who shifts economic resources from an area of
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lower benefits into an area of higher benefits. However, spiritual and 
social entrepreneurs too can make a significant difference in the world 
(Maheshwari & Pandey, 2022; Pandey & Maheshwari, 2023). Research 
shows that there are two competing theories of how entrepreneurs find 
opportunities: the discovery model and the creation model (Alvarez & 
Barney, 2007; Shane & Venkataraman, 2000). Bhave (1994) calls the 
two methods as externally or internally stimulated opportunity recogni-
tion. In the discovery model, entrepreneurs discover an opportunity in 
the marketplace, and quickly exploit it. For example, the imposition of the 
legal prohibition on alcohol in the United States created new opportuni-
ties for thousands of bottlers to emerge and create a “soft drink” industry 
(Hiatt et al., 2009). In the creation model, the opportunity identifica-
tion happens when the fineness of perception of the entrepreneurs helps 
in “objectifying subtle cues,” and thus helps them sense an opportunity 
(Nandram et al., 2018). In this model, the opportunity emerges in the 
consciousness of the entrepreneur (Weick, 1979). Maharishi (1995) called 
it the ability to see the dawn before the first ray of the sun shines through. 
As Steve Jobs of Apple famously said, “The people who are crazy enough 
to think they can change the world are the ones who do.” 

Both the discovery and creation models have implications for the 
nature of entrepreneurial process. Edelman and Yli-Renko (2010), in 
comparative and longitudinal research to bridge the two theories of 
entrepreneurship, found that the entrepreneur’s perceptions mediate 
the objective characteristics of the environment and the entrepreneur’s 
efforts to create a new venture. Ardichvili et al. (2003) propose  that  
“entrepreneurial alertness” is a necessary condition for the success of 
the opportunity identification process. Zahra (2008) goes further and 
reported that the two theories support each other and that there is 
a virtuous cycle of discovery and creation of entrepreneurial opportu-
nities. In a study of 30 entrepreneurs, Sarasvathy (2001) found that 
entrepreneurs engage in “effectual thinking” or bricolage. It starts with  
inventorying all the means and knowledge available at hand, and then 
creatively finding ways to make ventures happen. In an experimental 
study of 40 entrepreneurs, Yogalakshmi and Latha (2015) reported that 
regular practice of technologies of consciousness such as yoga asanas and 
pranayaams led to statistically significant improvement of creativity and 
fluid thinking. Surveying 280 entrepreneurs, and utilizing the respon-
dents’ own definition of success, Kauanui et al. (2008, 2010) found
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two different groups of entrepreneurs: one that defined success in rela-
tion to business as usual and financial goals—and another that defined 
success in relation to their own internal needs of creative expression and 
fulfillment. 

The failure to adapt to changing market conditions and technolog-
ical developments ultimately can lead to the downfall of once-dominant 
companies (Schumpeter, 2013). Here are some examples:

• Eastman Kodak Co was late to embrace the powerful wave of digital 
photography that they invented and were fully aware of (Larish 
2012). Organizational inertia won the day because digital photog-
raphy was injurious to the film camera whose business model was 
based on its high-margin film-based recurring revenue stream model.

• Digital Equipment Corporation (DEC) was a leader in mid-range 
computers and invented the then most powerful 64-bit Alpha inte-
grated CPU chip. However, DEC failed to see and engage with the 
personal computer (PC) revolution and was eventually acquired by 
Compaq, the leading PC-making company.

• Video telephony was invented at AT&T Bell Laboratories. However, 
they missed the IP-based video communication revolution as it was 
injurious to the per-minute calling charge model of the circuit-
switched network. Skype emerged as a new IP-based communication 
service and dominated the world.

• IBM has a mixed record in capitalizing on its inventions. It failed 
to capitalize fully on many of the technologies it invented, including 
photocopying (that Xerox dominated) and software (that Microsoft 
dominated). It also failed to dominate the PC market and had to 
exit the market. 

Technology Management Process 

In order to survive and thrive, organizations must be willing and able 
to adapt to changing circumstances and evolving customer needs and 
be willing to take calculated risks in order to stay ahead of the curve. 
The development and management of new knowledge and technologies 
is an inherently uncertain and alchemic process (Gehani, 1998; Shane, 
2009; von Hippel, 2006). Knowledge is structured in consciousness,
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and breakthrough ideas can arise from the most mysterious of people, 
places, situations, and times (Maharishi, 1995). For example, the patent 
clerk Albert Einstein wrote four amazing papers in the year 1905 which 
revolutionized the fields of physics, and made him the poster child for 
genius. Attentive entrepreneurs tend to grab new capabilities and build 
new businesses through an unexpected use of these technologies. For 
example, a scientist in the R&D labs at Dow Corning had invented 
a special glass that had no immediate use for the company’s business. 
However, Apple Inc used that glass as the basis for the revolutionary 
touch screens in its iPhones (Isaacson, 2011). Not all such new tech-
nologies attempts succeed as they fail to “cross the chasm” between the 
enthusiastic initial customers, and the price-conscious practical customers 
(Moore & McKenna, 2006). 

The technology management lifecycle has been characterized as having 
three essential stages (Fig. 9.1) (Lee, 2010; Roberts, 2007; Tripsas, 
2000): 

Technology Generation: New technologies and ideas may arise from the 
demand side or the supply side (von Hippel, 1986). An organization’s 
internal research capabilities can produce technological developments. 
The organization’s customer-facing employees can identify customer pain 
points that need a solution. New technologies and capabilities can then 
be matched to needs and tested to meet that needs. 

Solutions Deployment : New technologies may be used to solve many 
different problems in the marketplace and thus create opportunities 
(Diamandis & Kotler, 2012; Drucker, 1995). For example, Artificial intel-
ligence technologies are providing benefits across almost all industries. 
Developing and deploying solutions around a technology may require 
complementary assets in terms of domain knowledge and client access, 
etc. (Gehani, 1998; Von Hippel, 2006), for which an organization may 
need to partner with customers and suppliers. With customer feedback, 
prototype solutions can be iteratively refined till the customers’ needs are

Technology 
Generation 

Solutions 
Deployment 

Commercialization 
and profits 

Fig. 9.1 Technology management stages 
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met, satisfactorily (Gehani, 1998). Solutions need to continue to evolve, 
or else they can be disrupted by competition (Schumpeter, 2013). 

Commercialization and profits : This final step is to scale up the dissemi-
nation of the solutions in the market. One needs to understand the sweet 
spot of the market, translate the solutions into competitive advantage and 
market leadership, and generate revenue and profits for the organization. 
Products need to have some element of “stickiness” built in, as the users 
have a “choice space” within which they can choose one or the other 
provider of similar services (Keen & Williams, 2013). The organization 
would also attempt to build a “moat” around the product so competition 
cannot easily step in. Commercializing phase requires applying the full 
force of the organization’s current capabilities, to launch solutions with a 
speedy, cost-effective, and flawless execution. 

Horizons of Consciousness 

The organization’s attention needs to be focused on the regular activities 
of production and sales, as well as the future planning for a decade or 
more ahead (Kahneman, 2011). A Horizons of consciousness framework 
can create novelty- and time-based categories to balance the attention 
between new potential technologies and current business concerns. The 
key principles across the horizons are that (a) emerging technologies and 
capabilities should be sensed, and (b) emerging technologies need to be 
evaluated, selected, and developed differently at different stages in its own 
cycle of evolution, and (c) the mature technologies and solutions should 
be exploited for large benefits. A technology or opportunity should be 
managed according to its Horizon category, so as to increase its chances 
of reaching its full potential (Fig. 9.2).

Horizon 1 is the near-term time zone. This can be mapped to the 
Commercialization and Profits phase of the Technology Management 
Lifecycle. There is high predictability to the operations based on the 
accumulated data from the past. The technology, solutions, and customer 
sets are well-developed and well-defined. These solutions may be strongly 
identified with the organization, by customers and other stakeholders. 
These are mature technologies with strong competitive pressures, large 
revenues, and lower profit margins. The organization’s objective is to 
exploit them rapidly through pricing and distribution power to make 
strong profits.
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Managing Emerging Technologies by Horizons of Consciousness 

Horizon 1: 

Mature technologies 

Focus: Exploit market 

Metrics: Revenue, Profit 

Horizon 2: 

Promising technologies 

Focus: Invest for 3-5 years 

Metrics: Market Share, Growth 

Horizon 3: 

Future technologies 

Focus: Generate options > 5 years 

Metrics: Milestones,  Breakthroughs 

Time/Uncertainty 

Im
pa

ct
 / 

Pr
of

it 

Fig. 9.2 Horizons of consciousness

Horizon 2 is the medium-term time frame and prototype stage. 
Horizon 2 can be mapped to the Solutions Deployment phase of the 
Technology Management Lifecycle. In this stage, promising emerging 
technologies are incubated and nurtured for future deployment in the 
marketplace. The organizational goal would be to build potential revenue 
streams for the future. These technologies need to be explored and 
mapped to potential client needs (pain points) to develop innovative solu-
tions. Innovative solutions may be co-created and iteratively refined with 
feedback from the clients. Organizations may also collaborate with others 
to build a coalition for a new desired future based on those possibili-
ties, such as through open-sourcing the patents. Periodically, the solution 
sets would be formally evaluated through a feasibility gating process for 
assessing their commercial feasibility (Gehani, 1998). Gating decisions 
are made to either continue to invest in the technology and nurture the 
opportunity, or to divest it and free up resources and energies for other 
promising technologies. At the end of the designated nurturing period, 
the Horizon 2 technologies and solutions should be carefully transitioned 
into Horizon 1, where they can be commercially deployed. 

Horizon 3 is the long-term or about 5–10 years out. Horizon 3 
activities can be mapped to the Technology Generation phase of the 
Technology Management Lifecycle. Horizon 3 contains the unmanifest
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seeds of future opportunities. Researchers and inventors may be intrinsi-
cally inspired to find solutions for hitherto insoluble and acute problems. 
The premise is that a great problem can be a great opportunity. Orga-
nizations scan for such green shoots of new ideas and technologies. 
For example, an organization may conduct a brainstorming event to tap 
into the consciousness of all its employees and generate ideas. Champi-
oning the ideas with entrepreneurial persistence can be a virtue at this 
stage. Rapid experimentation and adaptive volution is the primary modus 
operandi. The risks of investments can be distributed over a wide range 
of potential ideas, and encourage the best ideas with an infusion of talent 
and funds along the way (Cabrales et al., 2008). 

The metrics and managerial skills required for managing technolo-
gies on each horizon are shown in Fig. 9.2. For Horizon 1 businesses, 
the management practices and primary metrics include revenue, profit 
and return-on-Investment. For Horizon 2 technologies and solutions, 
the metrics are balanced between exploration and exploitation. Metrics 
include client acquisition, growth rate, and market share. For Horizon 3, 
creative ideas and passion and persistence for those ideas may be the most 
important trait. The metrics include design breakthroughs and proofs-
of-concept. Leaders for Horizons 2 and 3 should be flexible, visionary 
intrapreneurs who are dynamic and nimble enough to work in an evolving 
environment and mature enough to accept challenges, and willing to be 
proven wrong. 

Organizational Distance Between Horizons 

The organizational leadership needs to develop complementary capabili-
ties of exploitation of Horizon 1 businesses, and exploration of Horizon 
2 and 3 possibilities (Gulati & Maheshwari, this volume). Many attempts 
within large companies to collaborate on technology development and 
commercialization are foiled by power plays, turf problems, and continual 
corporate reorganization. For Horizon 2 initiatives to succeed, an orga-
nization needs to create a measure of organizational separation (Day & 
Shoemaker, 2000) for protecting them from business-as-usual oriented 
pressures from Horizon 1 businesses. The organization could create a 
separate entity for managing emerging opportunities, inside or outside 
the formal confines of the company i.e., it could be spun out as a startup 
or could be a cordoned-off entity inside the company. Organizations can
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signal importance of Horizon 2 businesses by allocating some of their 
most creative innovative leaders to these units. The Horizon 2 business 
unit should be autonomous and have more flexible processes. It should 
also be freed to recruit precious scarce relevant professional talent from 
outside the organization as needed. Its dedicated staff should be effec-
tively shielded from the urgent needs and managerial styles of the mature 
parent businesses, or supervision from a near-term results perspective. The 
parent organization should provide an incubator environment to nurture 
the growth of the H2 unit. 

Horizons of Consciousness at IBM Emerging 

Business Opportunities (EBO) Unit 

IBM is a leading global information technology company that has been 
an innovator and global leader in the IT industry through most of its 
100 + year existence. Its portfolio of products and services evolved 
from weighing scales and tabulating machines, to mainframe and personal 
computers, to software and consulting services, to predictive analytic 
services, to quantum computing. In the 1990s, for a variety of mostly 
internal reasons, a new CEO was brought in from the outside to save 
the company. The IBM turnaround story has been documented in detail 
elsewhere (Applegate & Collins, 2009; Gerstner, 2003). In brief, with 
the emergence of the internet, IBM developed the concept of e-business, 
which became very popular in the industry. IBM also made strategic 
acquisitions and shed non-strategic units. A few years later IBM was still 
losing its technological edge and market share to more nimble competi-
tors in the dot-com industry of the late 1990s. This forced IBM to think 
of a radically different way of selecting and managing the right technolo-
gies for longer-term success. IBM utilized the Horizons of conscious-
ness to successfully categorize technologies and business opportunities, 
based on their risk and reward profile, and then to apply differentiated 
management processes to nurture and deploy them. IBM successfully 
implemented the principle of organizational separation to protect nascent 
technologies from business-as-usual processes and metrics. In the year 
2000, the company decided to form a separate Emerging Business Oppor-
tunities (EBO) unit to focus serious attention on emerging technologies 
and geographies. This unit was created as part of the parent IBM organi-
zation. The success of IBM EBO unit has also been formally documented 
in other places (Garvin & Levesque, 2004; O’Reilly et al., 2009). This
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chapter builds upon them and is deeply informed by a first-hand experi-
ence of the author as an active participant in this unit through the many 
years of the unit’s existence. 

Even as the two principles of Horizons of Consciousness and Organiza-
tional Separation are simple and obvious; their practical implementation 
in a large running corporation is not quite so. IBM assigned a highly 
respected executive to head the EBO unit. This effectively signaled to 
the entire IBM organization the seriousness of intent behind the new 
EBO strategy. This brought about a total shift in the consciousness of 
the company and there was an increased respect for this initiative within 
IBM. Many successful employees from other units sought assignments in 
this unit. 

About a dozen technologies of the Horizon 2 range (3–5 years matu-
rity) were selected for incubation in the EBO unit. Funding for the 
emerging technologies was allocated for a fixed 3-year period. The EBO 
unit was empowered to create its own metrics, which could be different 
from that of the rest of IBM. The EBO unit gradually developed new 
processes to streamline the management of the various emerging tech-
nologies under its charter. Here are a few of those processes necessary for 
the success of the unit. 

Technology Selection 

Technology candidates for EBO were carefully selected from a wide range 
of options generated from internal and external sources. Data was gath-
ered and collated by internal market intelligence teams. Key parameters of 
interest were the opportunity size, growth rate, maturity curve, comple-
mentary assets/capabilities needed, investment requirements, industry 
dynamics, and IBM’s ability to execute in that technology opportunity 
to capture market share. Technology candidates were plotted as bubble 
diagrams as circles on a two-dimensional grid to map the strategic attrac-
tiveness of the market, our ability to capture market share, the size of 
the potential revenue, and growth rates. The most desirable technolo-
gies were those with high market attractiveness, high ability to execute, 
high opportunity size, and high growth rates. Other criteria such as the 
strategic nature of the technology, customers’ requests, and competitive 
necessity, were also applied to the evaluation process.
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Business Procedures 

Dedicated cross-functional teams were created for nurturing each 
emerging technology and developing its potential. The teams were 
afforded the flexibility to make agile decisions on technology acquisition, 
alliances, hiring, purchasing, and customer engagements. Each team had 
a carefully chosen successful leader from within IBM to guide it to rapid 
development. Each team also had its own technology evangelists. Every 
team was built by drawing upon members from many parts of the IBM 
organization, including R&D, labs, engineering, pre-sales, marketing, and 
the sales force. Mid-career professional people with hot new skills, e.g., 
from imploding dot-com startups, were recruited to strengthen the skill 
base. These teams were provided firm budgets for 3 years. Metrics for 
the teams were designed to be broad-based, to include softer metrics like 
solution stacks and customer acquisitions, in addition to revenue targets. 

Technology demonstration centers were designed to showcase the 
potential use cases and benefits of each of these technologies, e.g., mobile 
lifestyle. First-of-a-kind (FOAK) assignments were implemented to co-
create solutions with customers in IBM labs. Strategic alliances were 
formed with large and small partner organizations with complementary 
assets, to strengthen the ability to execute quickly on opportunities. 
Team members participated in industry consortia to influence technology 
standards. IBM organization and business partners were continuously 
educated on the progress of the EBO unit through newsletters, e-zines, 
and events. IBM Sales organization was trained in selling emerging 
solutions. 

Governance 

Every half year, every technology team presented their progress in a 
rigorous and comprehensive high-level review by an EBO board. A deci-
sion was made on whether to continue investing in that opportunity 
or technology. Unless there were some extreme circumstances about a 
technology’s performance, the funding was continued. At the end of the 
3-year nurturing period, a plan was developed to find a suitable Horizon 
1 home for the team and its attendant technology and solutions, within 
the mainstream IBM organization. The Horizon 2 solutions were transi-
tioned to Horizon 1 solutions to enrich the portfolio of solutions offered 
to IBM’s customers.
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Lessons from IBM Case Study 

Building and nurturing a dynamic and vital portfolio of emerging oppor-
tunities lies at the heart of sustainable growth for the organization 
(Roberts, 2007). An organization can signal its seriousness and engage-
ment with emerging opportunities by assigning some of its best and most 
dynamic business talents to those units. To build a strong portfolio, every 
potential technology should be evaluated on many dimensions such as the 
maturity of technology, revenue potential, compatibility with the organi-
zation’s strengths, and more, using an application-oriented methodology 
of tear-down analysis and strategic evaluation (Lee, 2010). 

Internal data can be supplemented with data from external consulting 
companies that can provide reliable data to help business organizations 
evaluate their investments in various technologies. Creating strategic 
alliances with other organizations can be another way to pool resources 
and create new entities around emerging opportunities. The new entity 
could be an independent legal entity sponsored by multiple organizations 
to ensure the long-term stability required to realize fully the potential 
benefits sought from the technologies. Finally, organization separation 
can also be achieved by spinning off new businesses (Diamandis & Kotler, 
2020). 

Ethics of Emerging Technologies 

Powerful emerging technologies can raise new issues such as that of data 
privacy and cyber security. This requires considering the ethical, social, 
and environmental implications of new technologies, as well as engaging 
stakeholders such as policymakers, industry leaders, and the public in 
the decision-making process. In recent years there has been increasing 
emphasis on responsible innovation, through and new initiatives and 
frameworks developed to guide the responsible management of emerging 
technologies. There are two primary principles. The “Precautionary Prin-
ciple” (Clarke, 2005), states that if an action or policy has the potential 
to cause harm to the public or to the environment, in the absence of 
scientific consensus, the burden of proof that it is not harmful falls on 
those taking the action. “Responsible Innovation” (Stilgoe et al., 2020) 
initiative is a framework that aims to integrate ethical, social, and environ-
mental considerations into the research and development process for new 
technologies.
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Guidelines for Managing Emerging Opportunities 

This chapter discussed several key strategies that organizations can use to 
effectively manage nascent technologies: 

1. Mission: Demonstrate that the organization cares for emerging tech-
nologies and opportunities as a vital part of the organization. There 
are two types of missions. One type of mission is an achievable task 
with a fixed goal that is often tactical and short-term in nature. 
The other mission is a high-level aspiration that provides direction 
and motivation to an organization over a long period. Managing 
emerging opportunities can be a mission that provides direction for 
a long time. 

2. Objectives: Identify specific business problems or opportunities that 
the selected technologies are intended to address, with clear goals 
and objectives. There needs to be a framework of challenging but 
achievable targets to guide the opportunities in the early stages of 
development. Continuously but tenderly monitor the development 
of the technology and make adjustments to the roadmap as needed. 

3. Process: Encourage a culture of innovation within the organization, 
and provide organizational separation for employees working on 
Horizon 2 opportunities. Involve customers, suppliers, regulators, 
and others in the development and deployment of solutions to meet 
customer needs and environmental expectations. Develop a gover-
nance structure to manage the technology, roles and responsibilities, 
decision-making, and communication protocols across stakeholders. 
Assess the potential risks and uncertainties associated with the tech-
nologies and opportunities, including technical, regulatory, market, 
and ethical risks. 

4. Products & Solutions: Create a roadmap for the development and 
deployment of the solutions from the Horizon 2 technologies, 
including key performance indicators. Develop partnerships with 
external organizations, such as universities, research institutions, 
customers, suppliers, governments, and others, to gain access to 
ideas, technologies, expertise, and resources. 

5. Consciousness: Expand the self-awareness of the leadership teams 
across the organization to become aware of the importance of rapid 
adaptation and innovation. Develop a fineness of perception to 
identify subtle cues before they become missed opportunities.
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Development of Consciousness Imperative 

How can organizations enhance the ambidextrous capability of gener-
ating creative options and managing the tensions between old and new 
businesses (Christensen, 2013)? Leadership should create an environment 
that allows organizations and managers to perform at the highest level of 
their own potential (Maheshwari, 2021). We suggest that employees can 
conceive of new possibilities by transcending the current surface reality 
of current products and customers. The employees should be able to 
connect with their inner source and receive the flow of ideas from within 
(Maheshwari, 2023). We posit, with some empirical support, that lead-
ership transcending together will experience an invisible flow of oneness 
through common-sensing (Nandram, 2015) of new and simple solutions 
to old problems. 

V-theory of Transcendence presents a simple model of going beyond 
the surface level reality and connecting with the unbounded pure 
consciousness (Maheshwari, 2021) and developing fluid thinking (Guru-
batham, 2023, this volume). This collective consciousness of the orga-
nization would evolve based on (a) a self-reflective culture that would 
be self-critical and nurturing at the same time and (b) shared practices 
of connectedness. Ambidextrous organizations with leadership anchored 
in coherent states of consciousness are more likely to be self-evolving, 
resilient, and value generators to all its stakeholders (Gulati & Mahesh-
wari, this volume). The organization’s vision needs to have a broad 
mandate to include infinite possibilities, like a big dance hall with a 
oneness of orchestra. Organizations would dance around a spine of 
oneness to grow, allowing a wide variety of moves to grow while aligned 
with a central inspiring mission. Development of consciousness is essential 
to create the ground for adaptive and effective leadership for sustainability 
of the organization as well as the environment (Maheshwari, 2021, 2023). 
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CHAPTER 10  

Creating Safe Reflective Spaces: Fostering 
Organizational Development and Flourishing 

Beate Jelstad Løvaas and Gry Espedal 

It struck me that by throwing myself into deep water in the group, it 
perhaps became easier to handle the challenges at work. 

—David, a participant in the group reflection 

Introduction 

Spaces, or bounded social settings, play an important role in fostering 
organizational changes (Lee et al., 2020). Organizational spaces are 
crucial to studies on leadership, identity, and relationships at work, 
among others; notably, recent studies have challenged the traditional 
view on spaces as stable physical environments (Stephenson et al., 2020).
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Research has highlighted how spaces of group reflection (physical and 
digital spaces) enable changes in actions and practices, as well as facil-
itate the identity processes of individual actors, both in times of crisis 
(Espedal & Løvaas, 2022) and in ordinary times (Løvaas & Vråle, 2020). 
For instance, hope processes in organizations in times of crisis are facili-
tated through group reflections in safe spaces and allotting time for slow 
thinking, enabling new practices and actions of hope to occur (Espedal & 
Løvaas, 2022). A study conducted under normal circumstances on the 
value of group reflection indicates that group reflections enabled indi-
vidual actors to move inward via identity processes, such as increased 
awareness of one’s emotions and boundaries. The participants also seemed 
to move forward, gaining courage and strength from the managerial 
group reflection to implement new value-related actions (Løvaas & Vråle, 
2020). 

In a safe space, group members “dare to share.” They freely and openly 
share their stories and challenges, as well as present new ideas. Hence, 
such space is safe for interpersonal risk taking (Edmondson, 1999). A 
safe space is reinforced when sharing vulnerability with trusted others, 
it is regarded as a space where leaders may “take off the mask” (Brown 
2012, cited in Corlett et al., 2021). Such an environment may allow for 
identification with others to foster individual growth and transformative 
learning. Growth and mutual learning may occur through the mecha-
nism of recognition, in which individuals recognize aspects of themselves 
in others. In addition, integration may take place, in which individuals 
incorporate aspects of others into their own selves (Humbred & Rouse, 
2016). 

In short, reflection refers to the act of paying “serious attention” 
(Alvesson & Sköldberg, 2009, p. 9). Group reflection, as opposed to indi-
vidual reflection, can offer additional information that may lie outside 
one’s own thoughts. Collective reflection presents an opportunity for 
managers to bring the unspoken and unconscious to the forefront, thus 
creating a space for identifying values. Herein, group reflection can 
strengthen value consciousness and reflexivity among the participants. As 
values play an important role in guiding action (Kraatz et al., 2020), value 
consciousness may change and improve practice (Aadland & Askeland, 
2017). This is exemplified by the positive relationship between managers’ 
value consciousness and innovation in organizations (Nygaard & Løvaas, 
2019). Thus, having a space to reflect on actions, practices, and
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work situations may facilitate value consciousness and drive changes and 
improvements in practice. This way, group reflection may link everyday 
practices with the overall purpose of the organization. From a learning 
perspective, we learn from reflecting on practices/experiences (and 
not from practices/experiences alone). Therefore, facilitating learning 
involves creating a room for reflection (Jamissen, 2011). 

Based on the description above, safe reflective spaces are characterized 
as environments that are safe for interpersonal risk taking, environments 
where participants dare to share, and where the group reflects as a team in 
an open and appreciative way. The literature described above also indicates 
that these safe reflective spaces support the emergence of new practices in 
different ways. However, these spaces “cannot, on their own, explain the 
emergence of new practices” (Lee et al., 2020, p. 99). To obtain a deeper 
understanding of the underlying mechanisms facilitating these changes 
and gain practical knowledge on how such spaces can be created, the aims 
of this chapter are twofold. Based on data from an educational manage-
ment program wherein executive leaders from different work sectors 
reflected together in supervised settings, we first explore the steps that 
may enable a move toward a safe reflective space. Second, we investigate 
how these safe reflective spaces drive changes in actions and practices, 
as well as growth, in the individual actors. As such, the following two 
research questions guide the chapter: (a) How can safe reflective spaces be 
created? and (b) How do safe reflective spaces enable changes in actions? 

Theorizing Safe Reflective Spaces 

The two research questions are explored through the lenses of psycho-
logical safety (Edmondson, 1999), appreciative inquiry (AI) (Srivastva & 
Cooperrider, 1987), high-quality connections (HQC) (Stephens et al., 
2012), and relational agency (Sundet & Carlsen, 2019), which are our 
theoretical points of departure in this study. 

Psychological Safety 

When investigating how safe spaces can be created, the concept of psycho-
logical safety is regarded relevant. Psychological safety in teams is defined 
as “a shared belief that the team is safe for interpersonal risk taking. 
For the most part, this belief tends to be tacit – taken for granted”
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(Edmondson, 1999, p. 354). Although beliefs about interpersonal norms 
are discussed explicitly in a group, it does not change the essence of team 
psychological safety. It involves a sense of confidence that the team will 
not harm, reject, embarrass, or punish. It entails a safe space for sharing 
ideas. The construct of psychological safety has roots in early research 
on organizational change and is related to team learning behavior. Both 
contextual support and team leader behavior may support team psycho-
logical safety. Some team leader behaviors are being proactive, warm, 
coaching oriented, and organized (Edmondson, 1999). 

Appreciative Inquiry (AI) 

The type of questions used in a group reflection session is of importance 
when aiming to build up the participants and create a safe reflective space. 
Therefore, the questions used in the sessions are not randomly selected 
but premised on AI. AI processes often involve inquiry through the 
crafting of discovery-, dream-, and design-oriented questions (Srivastva & 
Cooperrider, 1987). AI is highlighted as a structural feature that builds 
on what gives life to people, their organization, and the opportunity-
saturated world around them (Cooperrider & Fry, 2020). Instead of 
looking at human systems as machines or mechanistic “problems-to-be-
solved,” the approach embraces the miracle of life and its strengths. 
Notably, a critique of this organizational development approach has 
been raised, namely, it ignores difficult, painful, and conflicting realities. 
However, it is highlighted that it is not about positive versus negative 
human experience but the choice to inquire into “what is life” (Coop-
errider & Fry, 2020, p. 269). As such, it is highlighted that it might as 
well reach its highest potential in crises. The craft of asking questions and 
the notion of human beings changing best when being at their strongest 
indicate that asking for strengths and dreams holds much potential, espe-
cially in crises such as pandemics. The AI method is also considered an 
essential starting point for the flourishing of hope in human systems. 

High-Quality Connections (HQC) 

We investigate the second research question of how safe spaces enable 
changes in action through the lens of HQC and relational agency. 
Positive organizational scholars have given attention to work relation-
ships, as evidenced by the substantial body of research on HQC as a
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powerful source of development in organizations (Dutton & Heaphy, 
2003; Stephens et al., 2012). HQC is the term used to designate short-
term-dyadic, positive interactions at work (Stephens et al., 2012). It 
builds on the living connection that exists between two people when 
interaction that involves mutual awareness occurs. This does not need 
to have a connection to prior history; rather, it can involve micro-bits 
of inter-relating at work that contribute to a growing relationship. HQC 
is based on two clusters of connection-quality indicators: one focusing 
on the positivity of the subjective and emotional experiences of each 
individual in the connection and the other on the structural features of 
the connection that enhance the potentiality and responsiveness of the 
connection. As such, this quality can be sensed by the feeling of vitality 
in the connection, a sense of positive regard, and felt mutuality. 

Cognitive, emotional, and behavioral mechanisms build HQC 
(Stephens et al., 2012). Individuals’ cognitions are key building blocks 
for connections in being aware of the presence of others through other-
awareness, establishing an impression of others, and perspective-taking 
of the situation. This way, HQC can be cultivated. The emotional 
mechanism helps us know that we are connected with others, which 
builds on positive emotions. Through emotional connections, individ-
uals share emotional experiences. Finally, the behavioral mechanisms of 
HQC are demonstrated through values such as respectful engagement, 
task enabling to help people perform chores, and play, which refers to 
the human capacity to participate in playful activities. Based on the above 
description, cognitive, emotional, and behavioral aspects are viewed as 
pathways to HQC. At the team level, cultivating HQC in reflection 
groups, such as through perspective-taking and other-awareness, is rele-
vant for safe reflective spaces to occur and as an underlying mechanism 
facilitating creativity and changes in actions and practices. As such, we 
investigate the underlying mechanisms of how safe spaces drive changes 
in action through the lens of HQC, as well as relational agency, which is 
elucidated in the following subsection. 

Relational Agency 

The role of reflection is a central aspect of the agency perspective that 
involves awareness of possibilities in everyday work situations and group 
sessions. Based on the findings by Løvaas and Vråle (2020), we argue that 
managerial group reflection on relational work situations may nurture
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relational agency. By relational agency, we refer to a “reflexive and 
purposive capacity to initiate and carry out actions for improving relation-
ships in the workplace” (Sundet & Carlsen, 2019, p. 265). The agency 
perspective proposes a lasting capacity that goes beyond the momen-
tary meetings highlighted in the research literature on HQC (Dutton & 
Heaphy, 2003). Rather, experiences of HQC over time may nurture the 
more lasting capacity of relational agency. Thus, relational agency is an 
important approach, as it has the power to influence what many people 
consider the most important aspect of life—relationships. It also enhances 
the quality of relationships which, in turn, promote the flourishing of 
humanity. Notably, an empirical project discovered that appreciative inter-
viewing is an energizing and helpful approach in creating relational agency 
(Sundet & Carlsen, 2019). In a practical sense, investigating and finding 
ways to foster relational agency among managers may play an impor-
tant role in organizations and potentially contribute to the betterment 
of workplaces. 

Research Context and Methods 

Context 

This qualitative intervention study emerged from a management educa-
tional program wherein the executive participants were engaged in 
supervised group reflection processes. The specific course of 10 Euro-
pean Credit Transfer System (ECTS) called “Relational Leadership and 
Coaching” lasted for one academic year and is part of a master’s program 
in value-based leadership in Norway. 

The intervention was the supervised group’s reflection over one 
academic year. Four gatherings throughout the academic year 2019/2020 
consisted of group reflections in supervised settings, as well as teaching, 
both before and during COVID-19. The first three gatherings were held 
at a campus in Oslo, while the last teaching block and group supervi-
sion sessions in Spring 2020 during COVID-19 were organized online/ 
digitally as synchronized video meetings. The managers participated in 
four half-day group supervision sessions, reflecting on their challenges at 
work and everyday practices. The group reflections linked everyday prac-
tice with the overall values and purposes of the manager, the managers’ 
organization, and the plan of the study program (see the Appendix for
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further descriptions of the purposes, aims, and descriptions of the learning 
program and exercises). 

The participants were executive leaders from different work sectors. As 
such, the group reflection processes in supervised settings that took place 
outside their daily institutional environments produced changes in actions 
within their organizations. Both authors were engaged in teaching, as 
well as facilitating and supervising the group reflection processes. When 
the course was completed, the authors’ curiosity regarding the changes in 
action among the participants, the growth in how they perceived them-
selves, and how this led to a situation of flourishing in their professional 
lives motivated this study. We observed that openness was developed 
and practiced in the supervision groups, even at an early stage. Our 
curiosity was drawn toward investigating how spaces of openness and 
safety were established, which is associated with the first question guiding 
this chapter. In addition, we investigated the role of such safe spaces in 
the changes that took place in the managers’ actions and growth, which 
correspond to the second research question of this study. 

Data Collection 

The focus group interviews with seven of the managers attending the 
described course and management program comprised the primary data 
source in this study (20 transcribed pages). In addition, we relied on 24 
essays from 12 of the managers (10 women and 2 men) attending the 
course, totaling approximately 200 pages (double spaced). Furthermore, 
the authors’ observations and experiences during the supervised group 
reflections and their debrief meetings after the session also formed part of 
the data sources in this study, especially for the first question guiding this 
study. 

The executive managers who participated in the course of relational 
leadership and coaching from September 2019 to May 2020 were invited 
to take part in focus group interviews in September 2020. Seven of the 
managers took part in the group interview, among whom six were female 
and one was male. They were middle managers in public healthcare orga-
nizations, such as hospitals, as well as nonprofit religious organizations, 
such as the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Norway. The participants 
were invited to a two-hour focus group interview to reflect on their 
learnings and the mechanisms of the process. The researchers/authors 
of this study used an open-ended semi-structured interview guide for the
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focus group session, focusing on the participants’ leadership challenges 
which they presented at the beginning of the year, asking about possible 
developments, movements, or changes related to their challenges and the 
factors that may have triggered those changes. The focus group interview 
is a central source in exploring the second question of this chapter. 

We are also giving voice to 24 essays written by 12 of the managers 
attending the course and educational program before and during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. While the managers in the first essay described the 
relational and practice-based challenges they face as managers, the second 
essay concerns possible ways, developments, and directions forward in 
relation to their challenges experienced in the middle of the pandemic. 
The second essay was written toward the end of the academic course after 
the participants attended the supervised group reflection and perused the 
teaching and reading list materials. The essays were part of an exam in the 
course on relational leadership and coaching, which is part of the master’s 
program of value-based leadership in Norway. The exam was graded as 
either approved or not approved. 

Analyzing Data 

Information from the focus group interview was recorded and tran-
scribed. When analyzing the data, we independently developed initial 
codes and categories. Thereafter, we discussed our first codes and cate-
gories and jointly developed refined categories. In line with Locke et al. 
(2016), we treated coding as a starting point rather than an endpoint, that 
is, questions were derived from the coding process. An example of a ques-
tion derived from the coding process with data highlighting the changes 
and growth in how the participants perceive their roles is as follows: what 
happened in the supervised group reflection sessions where the value of 
openness was practiced? 

Systematic coding and thematic analyses of the data were performed 
using NVivo. Our data analyses were also inspired by a narrative approach, 
which implies moving from a focus of “what actually happened” toward 
describing “how [people] make sense of what happened” (Riessman, 
2008). We also relied on the theories of psychological safety, HQC, AI, 
and relational agency to understand the material. When analyzing data, we 
went back and forth between empirical data and existing theory, signaling 
the use of an abductive approach (Bryman, 2012).
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Ethical Considerations and Critical Reflections 

This study was approved by the Norwegian Social Science Data Services 
(NSD). The participants were informed about the purpose of the study, 
that participation was voluntary, how the data would be used, and about 
confidentiality. A critical reflection in the current study concerns the role 
of the researchers, who were also supervisors of the reflection groups. 
Moreover, the researchers delivered lectures and were responsible for the 
course. In this situation, it was vital for the focus group interviews to 
take place after the course was completed and after the grades were given 
(approved or non-approved). This way, the participants had weaker bonds 
and dependency on the researchers and could perhaps reflect more freely 
about their experiences in the focus group interviews. To ensure the reli-
ability of the data, we strived to establish an environment of a safe space 
for the focus group interview using the steps identified below. 

In sum, the authors’ observations during the supervised group reflec-
tions and their experiences during the debrief meetings after each session 
are the main data sources utilized in exploring the first research ques-
tion. The analysis of the focus group interview with seven managers is 
the central data source in investigating the second research question. The 
seven managers had finished/completed the course and, thus, had been 
participants in a supervised reflection group for one academic year (which 
is the intervention in the study). 

Safe Reflective Spaces---Creation and Mechanisms 

How Can Safe Reflective Spaces Be Created? 

To understand how the supervised group reflections emerged as a space 
where openness was developed and practiced, we identified five steps that 
may enable a transition toward such a safe reflective space, characterized 
by an environment where the participants freely share their stories and 
where the group reflects as a team in an appreciative way. 

Establishing the group The first step concerns the process of estab-
lishing the group. To build psychological and social safety in a group 
with participants who do not know each other, the first group meeting 
involves laying down some rules. Primarily, the supervisor of the group 
presents some key rules. An example is confidentiality; anything shared 
in the group remains within the group. Furthermore, the participants
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are allowed to tell others about their own project/story but not the 
stories that are shared by other group members. The purpose and ratio-
nale behind the time spent in groups reflecting together are also explicitly 
elaborated upon by the supervisor of the group as part of the process of 
establishing the group. Thereafter, one by one, the group members would 
suggest norms, rules, and behaviors that they view as significant. They also 
answer the question of what they want and need from the group in order 
to make the group meetings valuable and fruitful for them. Establishing 
the group as one unit involves agreeing on the norms, rules, and behav-
iors for this specific group. However, this first step may not be enough 
for the participants to start sharing their stories and leadership challenges 
freely. 

Generating knowledge of group members A second step toward a safe 
reflective space involves getting to know each other or generating knowl-
edge of the group members. In the first half-day group meeting, time 
was spent on becoming familiar with the group members. Each member 
narrated who they are by reflecting on questions such as what is important 
to them in life; what life events have meant a lot to them, affected their 
choice to become leaders, and influence their way of leading; what factors 
shaped them as leaders; and their values, hopes, and dreams in their lead-
ership work. Remarkably, the participants dared to open up during their 
narrations. As stated by a participant of the group reflections and an infor-
mant of the focus group interview: “Hearing others’ stories gave me the 
courage to delve into the different situations. I dared to open up instead 
of being ashamed of my responses.” Getting to know each other by gener-
ating knowledge of the group members nurtures the experience of social 
safety in the group and, hence, is an important step toward the attainment 
of a safe reflective space. 

Appreciative questioning Appreciative questioning was utilized in the 
group sessions. Some hopeful questions that were introduced in the group 
sessions were as follows: What would you say is the most important 
element to work on to become a good leader? What have you done to 
challenge yourself to become a better leader? What is your best hope for 
the further progression of your leadership process? 

Hopeful questions can help people articulate their situations and find 
a spiritual way to move beyond them (Green et al., 2006). One of the 
informants shared that after the group settings, he started to ask orga-
nizational members what kind of hopeful dreams they had despite the
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pandemic situation: “What kind of cooperation are you dreaming of?” As 
such, the leader turned a difficult situation from a threat to a possibility 
of connecting to the bigger picture. 

Structurizing the group session When the group is established and 
group members have shared stories from their lives relevant to their roles 
as leaders, the next step (step four) of creating safety in the group pertains 
to the process of structurizing the group meetings, so each session is 
the same. A predictable structure may contribute to psychological and 
social safety, as one knows what to do and where to go. In addition, 
a predictable structure may contribute to a sense of creativity of the 
participants in the group. 

A predictable structure involves both the content of the sessions and 
the available time for each participant. An example of a structured session 
starts with one of the participants narrating his/her leadership challenges 
to one group member while the rest of the group listens. After the narra-
tion, the rest of the group members share their reflections in a fixed 
format by reflecting upon questions such as the following: what special 
detail in the narration made an impression on you?; in your opinion, 
what was the intention of the narrator?; what related experience did you 
remember from your role as a leader?; and what do you want to tell the 
owner of the experience (in line with Lundby, 2005). The reflections were 
instructive and were to be shared in an open and appreciative way. The 
reflections mirror the narrator and provide the narrator with new insights. 
As underscored by one of the participants in the group: “The reflection 
group discussions gave me ideas on how to handle frustrating situations.” 
The reflections are also expected to be informative and valuable for the 
other participants. 

This fixed format of questions can be simplified for the team to reflect 
upon the following: 

a. What did you hear and notice? 
b. Did you think of any related experience from your own life while 

listening to the narrator? 
c. What do you want to ask, acknowledge, affirm, or tell the narrator? 

Predictable routines can also include where the group members are 
physically placed. For instance, while the narrator listened to the team 
reflecting upon his/her story and challenges, he/she listened to the group
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reflecting together without answering questions, only listening and taking 
notes, and without maintaining eye contact with the group. This was done 
by the narrator by turning his/her chair in the opposite direction out 
of the circle, turning his/her back to the group (in physical rooms), or 
turning off the video camera (in digital rooms). Structurizing the last part 
of a session was done by asking the narrator to summarize his/her learn-
ings and key takeaways from the session for future reflections. These are 
examples of a predictable structure of group meetings that may support 
the emergence of safety in groups. 

Reflecting in teams Based on the four building blocks that may enable 
a move toward safety in groups, step five emphasizes the reflecting part 
of the space/group session (and hence, the safe reflective space). Team 
reflection starts with the group members listening intently to the narrator 
with open minds (Andersen, 1994), followed by reflecting together in an 
appreciative way, for instance, in a fixed format as outlined above. As the 
first phase of team reflection starts with listening, the group members are 
asked to listen at three levels: listening inward, listening outward (focused 
listening), and non-verbal listening, which is also called listening glob-
ally (Vråle, 2015). Listening inward is related to reflection question b 
outlined above. Listening outward and listening globally are associated 
with reflection questions. 

Listening and being present go hand in hand. A precondition for 
listening is the practice of being present. Presence is also important to 
connect with another human and is a base condition for building HQC, 
which will be described in the next section. In the group reflection 
sessions, the participants also appreciatively gave feedback to each other. 
Each person in the group received feedback from the other participants 
regarding skills and resources the participants see in the person, regarding 
the steps they think would be helpful for the person to take while working 
on the challenge, and why they think the person will manage to work on 
the challenges. 

In sum, five steps are identified as building blocks that may enable a 
transition toward safe reflective spaces: establishing the group, generating 
knowledge of group members, appreciative questioning, structurizing the 
group meetings, and reflecting as a team by listening deeply before 
speaking, where the practice of being present is essential. All steps 
involve the art of questioning, and practical examples of different types 
of questions are offered in the description of all five steps.
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How Do Safe Reflective Spaces Drive Changes in Actions? 

In the following sections, we investigate the underlying mechanisms 
supporting new practices and facilitating individual development and 
growth among the participants. In other words, what happens in a safe 
reflective space which enables changes in actions and individual growth 
among the participants? The findings related to the second question of 
this study about understanding the underlying mechanisms supporting 
changes in actions can be divided into two categories: safe reflective 
spaces as environments for experimenting and environments for experi-
encing . Both dimensions of a safe reflective space support the emergence 
of changes in actions and individual growth. 

Safe reflective spaces are characterized as experimental rooms or test 
rooms that mirror what is happening, thus facilitating new ways of actions. 
The quote given in the introduction illustrates this notion. David, a 
participant who openly shared in the supervised reflection group meet-
ings, stated afterward in the focus group interview: “Dare to share if you 
want to achieve a good project. It is a good exercise.” Thus, the space 
felt safe enough to challenge the participants and dare them to try things 
out. In fact, the informant called the group reflection sessions a “catalyst” 
that makes “you more confident to handle challenges when you go out.” 
To “go out” refers to real (working) life, and the group is a safe space to 
try things out first. Hence, a room for experimenting outside their insti-
tutional settings (group reflection) supports changes in actions at their 
respective workplaces (organizations). 

The safe reflective space characterized as an experimental environment 
that facilitates the emergence of new practices is described by a partici-
pant/manager taking part in the group reflections. She took the initiative 
to debrief practices in difficult situations, saying, “The employees often 
have questions with regard to treatments and so on. Now, we sit down 
and talk about their concerns.” After trying it out in the safe reflec-
tive space, she said, “It was not a waste of time. I was conscious of 
its importance.” Thereafter, she introduced the practice of debriefing in 
their workplace. After trying it out in the experimental room, she said, 
“I have chosen to prioritize it in a hectic workday.” Hence, the matters 
tackled during the discussions and dialogs in the group were brought to 
the participants’ workplaces. These illustrations indicate how safe reflec-
tive spaces characterized by rooms for experimenting may support the 
emergence of changes in actions and the evolution of new practices.
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Safe reflective spaces are also characterized by environments for expe-
riencing. More specifically, experiences of recognition were prominent 
among the participants in the reflection groups. “In the reflection groups, 
we started listening to each other’s stories and discovered we were not 
alone. I started thinking about how I could be a positive force.” Another 
leader/informant/participant said: “It gave me ideas on how to handle 
frustrating situations.” A reason why the leaders managed to alter their 
thinking was said to be connected to listening to others’ stories and 
discovering they were not alone. The experiences of recognition that 
they were not the only ones striving gave courage and strength to the 
managers, which they brought with them to their workplaces. Thus, a 
space for experiencing recognition was created in the group sessions. 
The reflection group engaged in identification through the mechanism 
of recognition. As the participants freely shared their stories, the individ-
uals or group members recognized aspects of themselves that they share 
with others, and through the mechanism of integration, the individuals 
incorporated aspects of others into their own selves (Humbred & Rouse, 
2016). Thus, identity processes are facilitated by experiencing recognition 
and identification. 

Two dimensions are described concerning the mechanisms supporting 
individual growth and changes in actions: safe reflective spaces as environ-
ments for experimenting and as environments for experiencing . While the 
first category or mechanism (experimenting) seems to mainly capture the 
emergence of new practices, the latter (experiencing) mainly facilitates the 
identity processes and individual growth of the actors. 

Discussion 

In this article, we investigated how safe reflective spaces are created in 
group reflection sessions and how they enable changes in actions and 
facilitate individual growth among the participants. We will further discuss 
three implications of this work: (1) the implication of the five steps toward 
safe spaces to establish a flourishing community; (2) a precondition of this 
work in being present and listening; and (3) the flourishing experience of 
developing the self and relational agency. Flourish can be defined as “to 
grow well, to prosper, to thrive, to live life to the fullest” (Laszlo, 2020 
p. 310). In the ideal state of a flourishing community, everyone is cared 
for. It is unlikely that communities have reached this state, at least for a 
prolonged period. However, seeking toward flourishing communities and 
working toward human flourishing can be viewed as ultimate goals.
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The Five Steps in Safe Spaces to Establish 
a Flourishing Community 

The findings in this study indicate that safe spaces for group reflection 
are created through five building blocks, in which establishing the group 
in terms of agreeing on the norms, rules, and behavior for the group is 
the first and important step. In line with Lee et al. (2020), “interactions 
scripts” or concrete guidelines for interaction and participation rules were 
identified as critical for the emergence of positive relational dynamics in 
teams. Step two, which is generating knowledge of the group members, 
is in line with Addy (2022), highlighting the significance of professionals 
expressing their identity through the story they tell about their life and, 
hence, the importance of creating safe spaces where individuals can share 
their stories as a basis for professional practice. Furthermore, a predictable 
structure in group supervision (step four) may foster safety in groups 
(Løvaas & Vråle, 2020). 

Approaches from AI and appreciative questioning (step three) offer 
guidance for incorporating possible images of the future (Srivastva & 
Cooperrider, 1987). The tradition of appreciative questions and solution-
focused approach underscores what brings relational connections from 
being problem-oriented to becoming future-oriented through a process 
of focusing on dreams and hopeful moments (de Shazer, 1985). Regard-
less of what the person has been before, these questions help him/her 
become aware of the desirable standards for the future; as such, this can 
be considered an inquiry that brings the future into view (Berg & Szabó, 
2005). Small, goal-oriented questions help individuals in challenging situ-
ations to experience life-giving moments or a notion of the eradication of 
the problems (Waters et al., 2013). Asking questions and giving appre-
ciative feedback is leading to positive changes (Röhrig, 2005). Thus, we 
find inquiring questions especially useful in creating safe spaces, where it 
is possible to reflect on actions and practices (Espedal & Carlsen, 2021) 
to build a flourishing community. 

The Practice of Being Present—A Precondition 
for Safe Reflective Spaces 

A precondition for reflecting, inquiring, and deeply listening in teams 
(step five) is the practice of being present, in which managers may serve 
as role models. Being present involves being connected with oneself, to
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the here and now. Listening inward, one of the three listening levels 
described, involves being present and connected with oneself. Medita-
tion and reflection are related concepts in which meditation is viewed as a 
“reflection on your actions” (Gupta, 2021). Moreover, the cycle of action, 
learning, and reflection is viewed as operationalized meditation (ibid.). 
Reflection is also linked to mindfulness in organizations (Jordan et al., 
2009), and reflection in teams starts with listening intently with an open 
mind. This way, allowing space for silence in the reflection groups seems 
to be significant. The art and practice of being present is a precondition 
for listening and for group reflection in safe spaces. Managers play a role 
in creating safety in teams (Edmondson, 1999), with the five identified 
steps in this study constituting a fruitful approach. 

The Flourishing Experience of Developing 
the Self and Relational Agency 

The findings from the second question guiding this chapter regarding 
the underlying mechanisms indicate that experiencing recognition in the 
reflection group is a mechanism that facilitates individual growth and 
changes in action. The safe reflective space helped the participants develop 
themselves and find their way. How then can recognition be experienced 
by participants in the group? A precondition for experiencing recogni-
tion and HQC is the art and practice of being present. In addition to 
being connected to oneself as described above, being present also involves 
being psychologically available and turning one’s attention to another 
individual. There are multiple distractions, but when individuals direct 
their attention to each other, they activate a sense of mutual connec-
tion. Being aware of the other person’s presence and behavior makes it 
possible to establish this type of HQC. In safe reflective spaces, HQC at 
the team level likely exists, as team members are present by listening at 
three levels: listening inward, listening outward or focused, and listening 
globally. This way, the emotional connection developed in the situation 
helps the group members take part and engage with the situation. Thus, 
HQC at the group level may facilitate the experiences of recognition for 
the narrator and among the participants in the group. This mechanism, 
the process and experience of recognition through HQC, may, in turn, 
make individuals unboundarized and nurture their creativity and open-
ness, leading to changes in their actions. This way, safe reflective spaces 
facilitate transformation and, ultimately, the flourishing of humanity.
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When experiencing momentary meetings of HQC in the reflection 
group over time, a more lasting relational capacity called relational agency 
(Sundet & Carlsen, 2019) is likely to emerge. A previously mentioned 
quote from the focus group interview illustrates this point: “In the reflec-
tion groups, we started listening to each other’s stories and discovered 
that we were not alone. I started thinking about how I could be a positive 
force.” Reflecting upon how to be a positive force goes beyond momen-
tary micro-bits of inter-relating and points toward more lasting capacities 
and, hence, relational agency. 

In line with this argument and based on the findings by Løvaas and 
Vråle (2020), we argue that safe reflective spaces may nurture relational 
agency. The emergence of relational agency and the capacity of individual 
actors are brought and applied beyond the safe reflective space, such as 
relational work situations at the workplace. Hence, safe reflective spaces 
and group reflection on practices and everyday relational work situations 
can be perceived as an avenue to seed relational agency among managers 
through experiences of openness, identification, and recognition in the 
group, thereby enabling individual actors to develop and driving changes 
in their actions. Thus, managerial group reflection in terms of safe reflec-
tive spaces can be a feasible approach to cultivating relational agency. 
When at its most fruitful, relational agency contributes to the better-
ment of workplaces surrounded by compassion, empathy, and a loving 
and caring atmosphere. This social, relational, or interpersonal dimension 
and the described individual unboundarized experiences constitute two 
approaches to facilitate the flourishing humanity thus a flourishing society. 

Conclusion 

In order to move toward an environment that we understand as a 
safe reflective space, five steps are identified in this chapter: establishing 
the group, generating knowledge of group members, appreciative ques-
tioning, structurizing the group meetings, and reflecting as a team by 
deeply listening before speaking, where the practice of being present is 
highly significant. With regard to the question of how safe reflective spaces 
enable changes in actions, two dimensions are described: environments 
for experimenting and environments for experiencing. Experimenting or 
trying new ways of acting in a safe reflective space outside their insti-
tutional settings encouraged them to bring these new actions to their 
workplace. Furthermore, experiences of recognition in the reflection
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groups nurtured courage, strengths, and individual growth among the 
participants. Thus, safe reflective spaces facilitate changes in actions, as 
well as growth, in the individual actors; hence, they can be considered a 
feasible approach in promoting the flourishing of humanity. 

Appendix: Relational Leadership 

and Coaching Course 

As part of a master’s program in value-based leadership, students are 
provided with a course in relational leadership and coaching. The course 
of 10 European Credit Transfer System (ECTS) includes 30 hours of 
teaching and 30 hours spent in groups with supervisors (a total of eight 
half-day sessions in supervised reflection groups). The course is divided 
into two parts (I and II) that build on each other. The exam is graded as 
approved or not approved. 

The purpose of the relational leadership and coaching course is to 
provide students with insights into relational leadership and to develop 
their coaching skills. In the course, the students are taught about themes 
such as relational leadership, coaching, organizing, compassion, and hope 
practices, as well as how they can enhance their strengths to become 
effective leaders and establish good relationships. The coaching part is 
premised on positive organizational leadership perspectives. In the group 
reflections, the leadership development of each participant is in focus. As 
part of the reflection on relational leadership skills, each student is encour-
aged to come up with a leadership project in terms of topics or challenges 
that he/she needs to work on and to carry out this leadership project 
throughout the academic year. In August 2019, the managers chosen 
for this study started with the study program of relational leadership and 
coaching. It ended in May 2020. Further on, we will describe how the 
group sessions in the program were operated to develop the students’ 
relational leadership skills, as well as focus on how they were applying 
their skills in their organizations. 

During the first group setting with the supervisors (Part I), the 
managers shared their stories of how they became leaders. They reflected 
on questions such as what factors shaped them as leaders, what life events 
have meant a lot to them and affected their choice to become leaders, 
what is important to them in life, and what their hopes and dreams are 
in their leadership work. Additionally, during the next half-day group 
session, the managers shared the leadership challenges they wanted to
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work on throughout the year. Presenting the challenges to the group, 
they were asked to reflect on their strengths as leaders, their attitudes 
and skills, and what they wanted to develop further. After presenting 
the leadership challenges to the group, the leaders received feedback and 
reflections from the other participants in the group. 

During the second gathering two months later, the leaders were asked 
to present two items related to what they had done in working on their 
leadership challenges. They were asked to prioritize the most important 
tasks for them as managers and explain whether they had changed their 
views on how to fill their leadership roles. They were also asked to share 
any updates regarding their leadership projects. All students presented 
as well as reflected on the others’ leadership projects. After the second 
session, the participants completed essay exams in which they were asked 
to choose a topic and write about how they had worked on the chosen 
leadership challenge in relation to theories from the reading list. 

During the third session (Part II), the students offered feedback to 
one another, reflecting on where they are now in relation to their lead-
ership challenges, what they were happy with having achieved, and what 
was the next step for them. During the fourth session, the participants/ 
leaders summarized in groups the learning points of their leadership chal-
lenges. The fourth session also included an hour of appreciative and 
acknowledging words to each individual in the group by sharing what 
they appreciated in each group member. 

In the exam, the students were asked to choose how they had worked 
on their leadership challenge using two theories from the curriculum. The 
theories from the curriculum could be themes such as compassion, hope, 
courage, gentleness, coaching, recognition, signature strengths, supervi-
sion, or becoming a leader. In the essay, the students were asked to 
discuss their leadership challenges in relation to the two chosen theo-
ries to strengthen and expand their leadership skills and organizational 
perspectives. 
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CHAPTER 11  

Not Over But Through: Toward a New 
Model for Facilitating Organizational 

Transition 

Jeannel King 

Perhaps you have been here yourself: you are working with a group 
who says they want to make a change, thinking it will make everything 
better. The group holds all the meetings, works diligently to craft a plan, 
vets the plan with other experts before making it official, prints up lots 
of posters, gets their communications plan in order, and launches their 
change strategy with tremendous pride and confidence that this time 
things will be different. This time the change will stick. 

Except, of course, it doesn’t. The carefully crafted strategy sits in 
binders in people’s offices. The learning from that three-day training all 
managers had to attend gets swept away under the never-ending demands 
of their day job priorities. The posters on the walls get covered by newer 
initiative posters, and nothing actually changes. Why?
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Because, as the old saying goes, wherever you go, there you are. 
An organization may be interested in change, but are its people ready 

for that change? Are they able to process what they are losing to make 
space for whom they are becoming…or are being asked to become? It 
is not a question of what but whom one is becoming as a result of a 
change effort. This who space of change agentry is not clean or logical; it 
is a space full of the emotional, psychological, spiritual, and complex soft 
stuff of being human. The soft stuff is intimidating to businesses: after 
all, processes are easier to manage than people (Rao & Weintraub, 2013; 
Schein & Schein, 2018). A company’s employees are not processes or 
resources or even metrics of success: they are human beings with feelings 
and needs who experience emotions when asked to change (Bridges & 
Bridges, 2016; Falck & Barnes, 1975; Schein & Schein,  2018). 

As a change agent, I have experienced firsthand how change efforts 
fail when organizational leaders gloss over the underlying psychospiri-
tual journey people go through when experiencing the loss that results 
from change. Leaders must be willing to not just go through this journey 
themselves but to serve as guides for those who are also going through 
the journey. Make it visible, make it okay: make it normal. 

This chapter reflects my experience and insights from leading a change 
effort in an organization by going through this psychospiritual journey 
instead of glossing it over. I introduce a new model for facilitating organi-
zational transition that emerged from this experience and share practical 
advice for leaders interested in using the TUAI Bridges model to help 
facilitate organizational transitions from a different level of consciousness 
than what produced their current state. May this work support the highest 
good for all beings. 

Creativity and Innovation at Work 

Research from the last five decades has found that not only are creativity 
and innovation needed in the workplace, but these things are the very 
factors that predict both the long-term survival of companies and the 
well-being of those who work there (Mumford & Todd, 2020). What 
is meant when one discusses creativity or innovation at work? In simple 
terms, innovation is novelty put into concrete practice in a particular 
setting (Cropley, 2020). Innovation in practice, however, is not that 
simple. As Anderson et al. (2014) explain, innovation is a two-stage
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process consisting first of the generation of novel ideas and then the 
implementation of useful creative ideas. 

Individual creativity, then, is a prerequisite for innovation (Cropley, 
2020; Mumford & Todd, 2020). At the same time, worker creativity is 
a choice (Tierney & Farmer, 2002). As that choice is being weighed and 
made by a person, one’s personality and mental models influence how 
creativity-worthy an opportunity even is (Reiter-Palmon et al., 1998). A 
key to corporate innovation, then, is a culture—or ecosystem—that culti-
vates an environment that motivates, supports, encourages, and cultivates 
creativity in its people (Mumford & Todd, 2020). 

While companies desire innovation, their leaders often find it elusive 
to establish or implement (Kuratko et al., 2014). Many organizations 
claim to value and support creativity and innovation in the workplace, 
yet it is not always clear that they truly understand what is required of 
the company to foster creativity and innovation or even the nature of the 
phenomena (DeNisi & Murphy, 2020). Businesses generally seek to foster 
innovation by giving attention to resources, processes, and measures of 
success (Rao & Weintraub, 2013). These three factors are more easily 
measured and implemented by a company. However, the soft stuff found 
within a company’s values, behaviors, and climate holds the greatest 
power for cultivating and shaping an innovation culture. As a result, many 
organizational change initiatives on this front do not deliver the expected 
results (Hughes, 2011). 

Creativity, Change, and Consciousness 

If organizations seek innovation, and innovation has creativity as its 
precursor, then what is the precursor for creativity? One’s state of 
consciousness often plays a crucial role in a person’s creative thinking 
and behavior (Krippner, 2020; Maheshwari et al., 2023 this volume; 
Richards & Goslin-Jones, 2018). While consciousness may influence 
each of Rhodes’ (1961) Four Ps of Creativity (Person, Process, Press, 
and Product), consciousness plays a unique role within a person’s 
creative process (Richards & Goslin-Jones, 2018). Wallas (1926) outlined 
four stages of the creative process: preparation, incubation, illumina-
tion, and verification. As Christensen (2020) describes, once a person 
has consciously worked on a problem (preparation), they then set the 
problem aside (incubation). During incubation, one unconsciously works 
on a problem, leading to an intimation that a solution might be near,
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followed by an aha! flash of illumination when the solution emerges 
in one’s consciousness. A person then resumes conscious work on the 
problem, verifying and evaluating the emerging option for possible 
transformation into a creative product. 

The creative ecology, or social engineering strategy, of an organiza-
tion is also dependent on the consciousness of its members (Kačerauskas, 
2020). Innovation occurs in the meeting of personal competencies 
and organizational characteristics, with potential consequences for both 
parties. For individuals, innovation requires more than new skills but a 
new strategy for thinking, organizing knowledge, and evaluating work 
activities (Cropley, 2020; Toomey & Neal, 2021). When these changes 
conflict with the normative behavior expected by an organization’s 
members, a person may experience uncertainty and anxiety as well as 
effects on one’s concept of self. 

An organization’s social environment may limit or liberate the creative 
works and processes occurring within its press. A healthy creative ecology 
seeks to purify consciousness to remove pollutants that might put 
creativity at risk and bolster those that support creativity. A creative 
ecology, then, helps its members bring personal qualities such as presence, 
originality, vulnerability, and reflexivity to facilitate connection, self-
awareness, and self as part of a larger system (Richards & Goslin-Jones, 
2018). 

The quality of one’s consciousness, then, does not merely affect their 
ability to create: it also affects an ecology for change. Even as change 
promises gains and rewards for an organization, it offers loss or separation 
from what was once gratifying and expected in the organization (Falck & 
Barnes, 1975). Change can hurt, and people’s feelings are a critical factor 
in accepting or rejecting change within their organization. More influen-
tial than how people intellectually understand a change is how they feel 
about it. 

One might consider an organization’s members’ emotional ties to and 
psychological investment in its current state as the root system of a plant: 
the more of its root system is removed, the more harmful the loss is 
to the health, longevity, and even survival of the plant (Falck & Barnes, 
1975). The more sudden the change in an organization, the more intense 
its members’ emotional and psychological response: clip an important 
root from the plant, and it suffers regardless of the magnitude of the
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change. On the other hand, gradual changes may provide less shock to 
an organization’s emotional and psychological root systems. 

Cultivating an (Innovation) Ecosystem 

in a Corporation: A Caselet 

Let us cultivate our garden. 
—Voltaire 

How might one go about cultivating a healthy and thriving innovation 
ecosystem in a corporate setting? One way is to elevate one’s conscious-
ness and live it into being, even as one builds it. I found myself facing 
just such an opportunity with the following company caselet. 

The Company 

This company (let us call it Voltaire) is one of the oldest and largest 
privately held construction companies in the United States. Based in 
the Midwest and building nationwide, Voltaire specializes in complex 
construction: the more complex the project, the better. With revenues 
over $5B annually, Voltaire employs approximately 5,000 people and is 
100% employee owned. 

Current State 

Voltaire has a varied history regarding innovation. On the one 
hand, its employees engage in grassroots innovation on their construction 
projects. On the other hand, employees I interviewed voiced perceived 
barriers to innovation including a lack of time or prioritization to inno-
vate, rejection of outside ideas, lack of valuation of ideas offered, and 
red tape in general. Additionally, Voltaire is not considered a particu-
larly innovative company in its marketplace. The construction industry 
is traditionally risk-averse, and Voltaire’s conservative nature leads clients 
and other prospective partners to expect innovation from the company. 
When a project team shares an innovative idea with a client, the client 
may voice surprise that the innovation came from Voltaire.
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The Need 

With ongoing states of uncertainty and market shifts impacting the 
construction industry, Voltaire’s leadership recognized a need to build 
up its innovation capabilities. The company’s executive leadership named 
innovation as one of Voltaire’s top four imperatives it must master by 
2024 to survive and thrive in an ever-changing marketplace. An essential 
component of this imperative is cultivating a self-sustaining innovation 
ecosystem that provides a receptive and psychologically safe environment 
for creativity and innovation to flourish. 

The Challenge 

Cultivating such an environment within Voltaire will require a mindset 
shift toward more open, innovative, and entrepreneurial thinking. 
Past change efforts were grounded in traditional change management 
approaches, particularly Kotter’s (2012) Eight-Stage Change Process. 
The challenge, then, became: how might one consciously cultivate this 
innovation ecosystem—which by default requires regular and signifi-
cant risk-taking—within a well-established and tradition-steeped company 
within a risk-averse industry? 

The Opportunity 

In 2020, I was tasked with leading Voltaire’s effort to foster a climate of 
innovation where employees feel free to share their ideas, and they also 
trust the company would give their ideas due consideration. Selecting me 
for this role was a bold decision by the Innovation Imperative’s leader-
ship which guaranteed that a different level of consciousness and thinking 
would inform this corporate challenge. 

As a change agent, I leverage aspects of my professional, academic, 
creative, and spiritual being in service to my work. For the last fifteen 
years I have helped corporations collaborate in creative ways; for twenty 
years prior to that I worked in nonprofit management. I am a design 
thinker and creative problem-solver with a penchant for visual facili-
tation. I am often referred to as the “creative” one on a team. An 
avid learner, I hold degrees in psychology and nonprofit management. 
I am currently pursuing my Ph.D. in psychology with a specialization in 
creativity, innovation, and leadership studies, specifically creativity at work.
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I believe that creativity at work is not something one does but some-
thing one is: each one of us is creative at work. I am an author, collage 
artist, and general eccentric. As an Edgewalker (Neal, 2006), I know 
I have a foot in two worlds: the mystic and the mundane. I meditate, 
reflect daily via my tarot decks, and take nightly sound baths to reset my 
mind and spirit. I drum and journey to connect with guides and bring 
insights back in service to my mundane world work. I have touched 
cosmic consciousness while sitting at a stoplight and know that I am 
Atman and Brahman all at once, as are we all. 

For innovation to become the new norm, Voltaire’s leaders would 
need to recognize that organizational innovation comes from the social 
creativity of its individuals and teams. Confidence in one’s ability to be 
creative has a tremendous impact on one’s creative performance at work 
(Tierney & Farmer, 2002). Cultivate a person’s creative self-efficacy, and 
you cultivate a creative performer. Cultivate a person’s consciousness, 
and you cultivate their creativity. Reaching this change would call for a 
journey through the soft stuff companies often try to avoid addressing. 

The Real Question: Over or Through 

My reflexivity led me to make an important choice: shall this innova-
tion ecosystem change effort gloss over the uncomfortable, messy, human 
aspects to change? Or shall we consciously lead Voltaire’s employees 
through the emotional and psychospiritual journey that is the undeni-
able foundation of successful change? This choice of over versus through 
is a fundamental tension I see within corporate change processes at large. 
Leaders tend to focus on the easy elements such as metrics, processes, 
or resources, yet it is the values, behaviors, and climate of an organiza-
tion that sets the course for change and odds for a change effort’s success 
(Rao & Weintraub, 2013). Despite research showing that success in inno-
vation relies upon the latter three factors, corporations shy away from 
dealing with the “soft stuff” of business. The soft stuff—the very human 
factors and responses to changes in the system—is the hard stuff for many 
corporate leaders. Without the soft stuff, however, there is no business 
stuff. 

My innovation ecosystem team knew that we were tasked to do some-
thing much deeper and more impactful than delivering the next new 
solution: we were being asked to cultivate a garden. We would not be 
implementing tools or processes for employees to “be more innovative”;
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instead, we would be cultivating the deep soil of a cultural ecosystem 
to create the conditions where employees could choose to be creative at 
work in the first place (Tierney & Farmer, 2002). Our working theory 
was that, in supporting an employee’s ability to choose to be creative 
at work, the ecosystem would produce ideas that could fuel innovations 
benefitting Voltaire. 

If the current conditions were created or supported by the current 
culture and change management processes, then we would need to bring 
a different level of thinking to the opportunity to facilitate a different 
outcome. Rather than dive headfirst into a solution to be presented to 
the company, we knew that this initiative would require a tremendous 
amount of what Voltaire thinks of as precon: pre-construction planning 
and prep-work before a shovel ever goes into the ground. Because of 
my unique experience, education, philosophy, and position with Voltaire 
as a change agent, the innovation ecosystem team encouraged me to 
develop an innovative-to-Voltaire approach to facilitate this ecosystem’s 
emergence. 

The Model 

The resulting model affirms the value of leading change by going 
through—rather than glossing over—the messier, more human responses 
to the psychological journey of transitioning from a known current state 
to an unknown future state. An emerging work, I currently call this 
model the TUAI Bridges Model for Facilitating Organizational Transition 
(TUAI Bridges). 

TUAI Bridges draws from aspects of the Bridges Transition Model 
(Bridges & Bridges, 2016), Theory U (Scharmer, 2018), and Appreciative 
Inquiry (Cooperrider et al., 2008), where:

• Theory U serves as the larger container for transformational change,
• Appreciative Inquiry (AI) serves as a complementary implementation 
strategy, and

• The Bridges Transition Model serves as a reminder of the psycho-
logical journey that people experience as they come to terms with a 
new situation or change.
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The Path to the Model 

TUAI Bridges came from a place of intuition and emergence. As I sat at 
my desk, I reflected on the type of change process that might help draw 
forth the lasting change Voltaire desired (Fig. 11.1). 

I then did a short meditation and drew three tarot cards as contem-
plative objects: The message I received from these cards could not have

Fig. 11.1 The TUAI Bridges Model for Facilitating Organizational Transition 
(Note This model is intended to serve as a path to partner engagement for 
innovation. Theory U serves as the larger container for transformational change. 
Appreciative Inquiry serves as a complimentary implementation strategy. The 
Bridges Transition Model serves as a reminder of psychological journey that 
people experience as they come to terms with a new situation) 
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been more clear: Death (transformation), the Tower (massive change), 
and the Star (purpose, renewal, spirituality). This journey would require a 
significant transformation or departure from corporate life as usual, which 
would shake up established processes built on infirm foundations, leading 
to clarity of purpose via spiritual insight. 

Across from my desk, I saw my copy of Schein’s (2004) Organizational 
Culture and Leadership. Schein (2004) saw the two parts of organiza-
tional culture: the visible culture of how we say we get things done and 
the invisible culture of how things really get done. If my team was going 
to change Voltaire’s innovation culture, it would take more than tinkering 
with Voltaire’s visible cultural parts; it would require us to enter, explore, 
and invite the parts of the invisible culture to contribute to the evolution 
of the new. 

I held this while contemplating an old axiom: the only constant is 
change. Organizational change is a constant, but where was the psycho-
logical support for the transition? I thought about how the Bridges 
Transition Model maps out the psychological journey an organization’s 
members tend to go through when their organization attempts to make 
a significant change (Bridges & Bridges, 2016). Failure to attend to the 
phases of this psychological journey can set change management initiatives 
up for failure. Our journey would not be one of change management 
but one of facilitating transition. Awareness of—and appreciation for— 
psychological transition would need to be baked into the process right 
from the start. 

What sort of world view would this shift in approach require of those 
facilitating the transition journey? What sort of mental container would 
we need to establish to support the journey’s success? Two books over 
from my copy of Schein sat Scharmer’s (2018) The Essentials of Theory 
U . Theory U could bring an awareness-based method for systems change 
that required a new narrative and mindset for how we perceive, learn, and 
open to future possibilities. Theory could humanize the process by having 
us see and remember our humanity (Fig. 11.2).

If I blended Theory U with the Bridges Transition Model to form a 
psychospiritual container for facilitating Voltaire’s transition, what might 
it contain? My team knew we wanted to honor and build upon the aspects 
of Voltaire’s current culture that supported innovation to cultivate our 
innovation ecosystem. Appreciative Inquiry (AI) starts from a positive 
core and spirals out into a process of discovery (of what is), dreaming 
(of what could be), designing (what will be), and delivering with a sense
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Fig. 11.2 The TUAI Bridges Model as a Visual Synthesis of Head, Hand, and 
Heart (Note Like the quote from von Harbou below, TUAI Bridges seeks to 
mediate the head [mindset] and hand [Appreciative Inquiry] of organizational 
change work with a remembrance of the heart [Bridges Transition Model] by 
facilitating a different level of consciousness and awareness to the interconnection 
of these three things)

of curiosity and adventure (Cooperrider et al., 2008; Lewis,  2016). I saw 
how I could easily translate and operationalize the four-phase process into 
specific Voltaire-friendly engagements, workshops, and opportunities that 
could serve as delivery systems for the softer and more ephemeral core of 
our change work. 

How It Works 

The mediator between head and hands must be the heart! 
—Thea von Harbou 

TUAI Bridges works by (1) raising awareness of the psychological 
and emotional journey sparked by organizational change, (2) providing 
leadership with a means for mindset and consciousness cultivation to 
more readily appreciate and value the importance of that journey, and
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(3) facilitating an iterative, emergent, and action-oriented change journey 
that honors the emotional and psychological transitions of organizational 
members through their co-creation of the new state. 

Open heart: Being human during an organizational transition. Part of 
the power of the Bridges Transition Model is its awareness and sensitivity 
to the human beings undergoing a transition journey (Bridges & Bridges, 
2016). It also raises awareness that different parts of an organization’s 
membership (referred to here as leaders and followers, for simplicity’s 
sake) traverse these emotional and psychological landscapes at different 
speeds based on their knowledge, role, and involvement in the change 
initiative. 

TUAI Bridges seeks to make its users conscious of the emotional side 
of change: remembering that we are human and have human reactions 
to change and loss that call for a consciousness of the experience and 
compassion for those who undergo it. Leaders must remember that their 
knowledge and involvement in the change process position them differ-
ently from others on this journey. They must bring sensitivity to their 
own position on the journey curve and that of their followers, which may 
be further behind from where they are due to a lack of knowledge or 
involvement in the change effort. Leader and follower awareness of—and 
sensitivity to—this human journey serves as the thread that ties the parts 
of TUAI Bridges together. 

Conscious mind(set): Remembering our connection to the changing. 
Theory U provides a powerful way to examine the overall relationship 
of visible and invisible systems, as well as our own relationship to the 
system we might seek to influence or change (Scharmer, 2018). Being a 
part of the system, a Theory U practitioner relies upon reflexive practices 
to turn their perception outward then inward to see themselves in the 
interconnected system. A progressive leadership mindset becomes neces-
sary for doing the work: journeying from open mind to open heart, to 
open will. 

TUAI Bridges seeks to reframe the awareness and mindset of its partic-
ipants, elevating leadership consciousness if you will. A TUAI Bridges 
practitioner raises their awareness by opening their mind to acknowl-
edging the psychological and emotional journey that an organization’s 
members experience during change initiatives. From here, the practition-
er’s heart opens as they empathize with not just the journey experiences 
and impacts felt by their partners but from their own journey. An opening
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of the will follows as practitioners seek to effect change in compassionate 
ways that minimize psychological and emotional harm to organizational 
members by being mindful of the journeys each individual is undergoing 
due to the change effort. 

Activated will: Operationalizing the ephemerals of change. Among its 
many gifts, AI offers a knack for operationalizing the ephemeral while 
reducing fear of change. Rather than dictating change from the top-
down, an Appreciative Inquiry-based approach to change is networked, 
emergent, collaborative, and co-creative (Cooperrider et al., 2008). At 
the same time, its 4-D model of discover, dream, design, and destiny (or 
deliver) provides a practical strategy and approach for facilitating a change 
journey within an organization. 

In this way, Appreciative Inquiry provides TUAI Bridges its action 
engine and map for meaningful change engagement within an organiza-
tion. Collaborative and co-creative events for facilitating a change effort 
may be programmed around the 4-D themes to discover an organiza-
tion’s current state from a place of appreciation instead of judgment. 
Together, participants dream up what could be for the organization, 
working together to design possibilities to try, then delivering them to 
see how they work and learn for the next iteration of solutions. 

For most of Voltaire’s leadership, TUAI Bridges would not seem to 
be their intuitive way of being or operating. However, this model holds 
promise for delivering the type of change Voltaire seeks via its goal of a 
self-sustaining innovation ecosystem. In order to succeed, we would need 
to facilitate a shift in mindset from problems to possibilities. We would 
also need to cultivate an integral-like consciousness and quality of being 
within the company’s core leaders. 

The Results (So Far) 

Three years into the five-year innovation ecosystem cultivation process, 
our team has experienced quick wins and setbacks. On the one hand, 
implementation was slower than anticipated as Voltaire’s organiza-
tional development staff juggled the needs of five simultaneous change 
efforts within the company. While the innovation imperative’s leader-
ship continues to embrace TUAI Bridges as a change philosophy and 
approach, a constant tension remains between honoring the spirit of the 
approach and gravitating toward the “easy” focus areas of innovation: the
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processes, resources, and success metrics they can share with Voltaire’s 
executives. 

On the other hand, the core innovation team approaches its 
ecosystem work as a joyful adventure, and other people within Voltaire are 
noticing. The improved quality of thinking, interactions, engagements, 
and results is noticeable and infectious. Our change initiative has made 
much more significant progress relative to the rest, and other change 
leaders have reached out to us for help inspiring and engaging their 
efforts. Accordingly, one of my top priorities remains to cultivate my Self 
in service to this work to model this consciousness and qualities of being 
with others. 

What Wows 

The concept . TUAI Bridges was wholeheartedly embraced by the innova-
tion imperative’s leadership as its official transition strategy, with approval 
to launch the model’s approach in January 2021. The model also received 
support and validation from Voltaire’s organizational development team; 
in fact, they were encouraging, declaring the approach to be solid and 
making sense. The innovation ecosystem concept has spread its roots 
throughout the company. Our innovation ecosystem partners see the 
connection and bring the mental model and language forward into their 
other projects. 

The energy . Although working on a high-stakes and critical problem 
set, our group brings a level of positive energy, enthusiasm, and flat-out 
delight to our work. We bring a level of self-awareness about our own 
biases and enthusiasms that helps us be more mindful when working with 
our corporate partners who may be more reluctant to dive in the way we 
are willing to. 

The progress . In a surprisingly short time, the innovation ecosystem 
team developed a solid plan and achieved buy-in from leadership and 
key stakeholders. Most importantly, the team nurtured three influen-
tial leaderships mindsets: those of open mind (to the model), open 
heart (to the psychospiritual journey inherent in corporate change), and 
open will (embodying the change we seek, even as we create it) within
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our core team. Because of the innovation imperative team’s strides in 
affecting culture and mindset, Voltaire decided to formalize innovation 
as an official corporate function (much like human resources or orga-
nizational development), with dedicated resources in place for a 2022 
first-quarter launch. This new corporate function used the TUAI Bridges 
as its strategic map for educating and communicating with Voltaire’s 
partners on innovation moving forward. 

The traction. The TUAI Bridges model arose from an internal need 
for the Innovation Imperative. As word of the model spread, so has 
an interest in applying the model to other change efforts both within 
and external to Voltaire. People beyond the innovation imperative 
are leveraging TUAI Bridges principles to facilitate transformations of 
service philosophies, social justice movements, and even Lean/Six-Sigma 
processes. 

What Wobbles 

The Focus. An ongoing tension exists between cultivating the deeper soil 
of the ecosystem with a company’s desire for quick wins and painless 
processes. I have focused on prioritizing employees’ psychospiritual and 
emotional journeys in the face of change in the eyes of the innovation 
imperative’s leadership. In an environment where leaders’ day jobs require 
direct action and tangible results, someone must become the champion 
of the intangible and the indirect lying at the heart of the success of this 
innovation ecosystem. Without such focus, the ecosystem’s soil risks loss 
of its nutrients, starvation of its root system, and the ecosystem’s failure 
to thrive. 

My Strength. This level of emotional change work within an organization 
can become exhausting when one is not diligent in taking care of oneself. 
While my partners support self-care, other needs within the organiza-
tion sometimes make it challenging to keep the appropriate boundaries 
in place for me to give myself the quality of spiritual and mental spacious-
ness I need during my day. I also became a key part of the new corporate 
innovation function and designed my new position in ways that supported 
my best work and self-care needs.



238 J. KING

Recommendations and Lessons Learned 

Facilitating this organizational transition draws upon both art and science, 
with greater emphasis on the former. Through TUAI Bridges, the inno-
vation ecosystem team seeks to facilitate a practical change effort resulting 
in a change in consciousness of Voltaire’s leadership and staff. Facilitating 
a change in organizational consciousness may provoke strong reactions in 
employees. The key, then, is to approach this change differently and culti-
vate an elevated consciousness ecosystem. To the leaders and managers 
who may be interested in applying this model within their organizations 
as a means of elevating consciousness where they are, I offer the following 
practical advice: 

The Change Starts with You 

How you show up as a person for this work gives tacit permission for 
others to do the same. Before seeking to amplify the consciousness of 
those within an organization, amplify your own. Establish (or continue) 
a regular practice that supports your ability to connect with a conscious-
ness larger than your own and be reflexive toward your values, beliefs, 
assumptions, behaviors, and the climate you create with and for others. 

Consistently Embody Your Practice 

Just as it is more beneficial to meditate consistently for five minutes each 
day than to meditate for one hour a month, it is more beneficial within 
the corporate setting to cultivate your consciousness and internal quali-
ties of being more than once a day. As Thich Nhat Hanh (1975) once 
noted, every moment is an opportunity to practice anew. To maintain 
the quality of presence required for facilitating this level of organizational 
change, I do not just meditate once in the morning and consider myself 
good for the rest of the day: I design my workday to include myriad 
mundane reminders (e.g., email notifications, calendar reminders, audio/ 
visual cues) to return to my true self. I began this practice by taking three 
breaths before a meeting and whenever I needed it. Over the decades, 
my practice has expanded and diversified to meet my needs at any given 
moment. For you, find the thing that you can do consistently for a few 
moments each day, then build from there.
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Serve a Fantastic Pie 

You can engage in consciousness-elevating practices without overtly 
naming them if you find yourself in an organizational environment that 
would not receive such concepts well. I call this my “come for the food, 
stay for the pie” approach. An old advertising slogan in the United States, 
the concept invited people to come to a restaurant to meet a basic need 
(the food) while meeting a delicious need they did not realize they may 
have had (the pie). When I facilitate culture and consciousness change, 
people come for the practical business results they seek (the food). They 
stay and come back for how it makes them feel (the pie). Consider your 
consciousness and psychospiritual approaches the secret spices in your pie. 

Pack Away Your Robes and Wear the Jeans 

Jack Kornfield (2001) tells a story about visiting his parents in America 
after spending years in India as a Buddhist monk. His visit was painfully 
awkward for both he and his parents until he took off his monk’s robes, 
let go of how enlightened he was supposed to be, put on some jeans, 
and simply spent time with his family. It can be tempting to wear our 
own proverbial robes as we engage in change work that seeks to elevate 
consciousness. Instead, embrace the language and traditions of your orga-
nization as you work to raise corporate consciousness. At Voltaire, I start 
each meeting with the company’s tradition of sharing a “safety moment.” 
My safety moment always focuses on elevating consciousness, although 
I would not use that language with my meeting’s attendees. Instead, I 
frame our moments of breathing or meditation as opportunities to arrive 
in this place after all our back-to-back video meetings. 

Embrace the Play, Joy, and Flat-Out Delight of This Living Process 

Our innovation ecosystem team’s interactions are infused with a bold 
sense of child-like curiosity, wonder, and adventure. Even our virtual 
collaboration spaces embody this spirit as we lean into the creative possi-
bilities of MURAL for our meetings and keep the canvases live in a 
constant state of iteration and evolution. We also find reasons to celebrate 
every step of the way and often communicate via memes and gifs. The 
team is making serious progress while having serious fun, and our change 
journey is immensely fulfilling as a result.
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Cultivate the Deep Soil for Loving Growth 

When I presented this paper at the 2021 Conscious Leadership and 
Management conference, Dr. Sunita Singh Sengupta said something that 
burned itself into my brain: “The journey is inward for external excellence” 
(Personal communication with S. S. Sengupta, May, 2021). Sengupta’s 
words speak to what the TUAI Bridges model is ultimately seeking to 
facilitate: flourishing business through flourishing human beings through 
an understanding of the self, the elevation of one’s consciousness, and 
remembrance of our interconnection. While principles of social harmony, 
glorious imperfection, inherent goodness, and spiritual ecology are at play 
within the TUAI Bridges model, the ultimate principle at play here is love. 
Love is the soil where people can grow and thrive. When our people grow 
and thrive, businesses grow and thrive, achieving not just their business 
goals but meaningful and powerful contributions to their societies. 

Conclusion 

Change is disturbing when it is done to us, exhilarating when it is done 
by us. 

—Rosabeth Moss Kanter 

This chapter shared how organizational creativity and innovation are 
essential yet tricky to achieve in established, tradition-bound organiza-
tions. Through the unique opportunity of being tasked with cultivating 
an innovation ecosystem at just such a company and bringing a different 
level of consciousness, intuition, and insight to bear to the problem, the 
TUAI Bridges Model for Facilitating Organizational Transition was born. 

Three years into its implementation, we have experienced surprising 
successes and challenges. Possibilities continue to abound for the evolu-
tion of this model as it iterates and evolves in real-time with the project. 
What will happen as Voltaire’s leadership becomes increasingly empathic 
and compassionate toward the underlying psychological and emotional 
journeys accompanying change, rather than shying away from or glossing 
over those uncomfortable truths? What will happen as Voltaire’s core 
innovation partners become more comfortable incorporating breathing, 
centering, mindfulness, and reflexivity into their practices? How will
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increasing numbers of Voltaire’s partners respond to invitations to culti-
vate this emerging innovation ecosystem together? We have two more 
years to find out! May those years be more exhilarating than disturbing 
for us all. 
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CHAPTER 12  

How People Maneuver Through Work, Life, 
and the Self to Find Spaces for Life Meaning 

Ángel López Mutuberría 

Introduction 

Man cannot stand a meaningless life 
—Carl Jung (1959, BBC’s Face to Face) 

Despite unprecedented levels of material wealth, people are increasingly 
alienated from their work (Pirson, 2017). Apart from the obvious func-
tional benefits, clear deployment of a relieving sense of security, status 
symbolism, and the expiation of our anxieties and insecurities, materi-
alism reduces clarity about oneself (Noguti & Bokeyar, 2014) and blurs 
the answer to the question: Who am I? Often, just when our unconscious 
fear of death turns into a conscious awareness of our mortality is when we 
revisit our life goals, motivations, and behaviors (Solomon et al., 2015).
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It is in the transition from the winter of discontent or impending loss 
where humans awake, now in a more conscious state, asking: How do I 
know I am living the life I was meant to live? 

In times of paradigmatic change (overpopulation, destruction of our 
own life support system, incapacity to provide security and material well-
being for part of the world population), the dominant model of business 
realizes that it has to change toward a more humanistic approach to 
management. When human dignity champions management practices, 
it might well be that companies recognize that well before competent 
professionals, businesses need to have, above all, grounded human beings. 
Searching for our true human nature requires, in many instances, to 
have access to professionals and leaders with the skill sets of the coach, 
shaman, or therapist (Kets de Vries, 2016). The three—coach, shaman, 
and therapist—are enlightened practitioners, who know how to get into 
the true-self, helping the constant reconstruction of our psyche, helping 
to trace the answers to the questions: Who am I? How  do I know I am  
living the life I am meant to live? 

The web of reasons where we people find meaning is as complex 
as the palette of human behavior and is influenced by personality, life 
experiences, and social influences. Ultimately, all those elements are the 
dominant forces behind the fundamental impact on well-being and life 
satisfaction. The times when mental health is equal to the absence of 
illness are behind. Meaning and purposeful life are traits behind positive 
mental health (Lambert et al., 2010). 

Who dares to judge someone because she enjoys living in a world of 
materialism or transcendentalism, having a narcissistic personality, or a 
generous soul if it brings lasting well-being and does not harm others? 
Only when the continuum going from alienation to well-being produces 
psychological distress that prevents us from living the life we were meant 
to live is when we need to stop and breathe, think, and react. As 
managers, as professionals, as parents, and as sons or daughters, we have 
a responsibility toward mapping where we are in that continuum for us 
and for others. We have a shared responsibility toward society by helping 
others find who they indeed are. Only by identifying that place in the 
continuum, that sweet spot that might bring sense in our living and the 
lives of others, do we recognize and exploit the chance of becoming as 
close as possible to fulfillment through enjoyment or adversity, whatever 
our life circumstances are.
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This study seeks to understand and map the locations where people 
build meaning over life from the multidimensional nature of the human 
being (body/mind/spirit). In identifying those areas, we may better 
appreciate our true-self and understand other people better at work, in 
a family, or within any social environment. As social beings, we propose 
that we need to have the skill set that enables us to identify the space 
where people discover their true-self. The identification of that space 
will help to manage the levers where humans excel and flourish. The 
continuum between alienation and well-being in life, and in particular, in 
the workplace, led to examining a wicked problem of practice that raises 
the following research question: How do human beings maneuver along 
the web of life meaning to create well-being? 

Literature Review 

The literature review will guide us through: what life meaning is; how 
the complexity of the cognitive processes (the psyche) has the capacity 
to influence what we see and how to interpret it; how beyond the mind, 
spirit adds a new dimension to the cosmology of the human being; how 
the discovery of our true-self gets us closer to who we truly are; and how 
in a business environment, management, and human resources approach 
the multidimensionality of the human being. 

Life Meaning 

Reker and Chamberlain (2000) refer to the construct of meaning by two 
different but interrelated dimensions. Implicit or definitional meaning 
is defined as “the attachment of personal significance to objects or 
events in life,” while existential meaning or meaningfulness is defined 
as “the attempts to understand how events in life fit into a larger 
context” (Reker & Chamberlain, 2000). This study considers meaning 
as a continuum of live events through a time span that changes fueled by 
stages of personal evolution traversing childhood, adolescence, adulthood 
(midlife, mature, and late adulthood), and death and dying. Additionally, 
the study considers as well how people attach meaning to experiences, 
situations, events, or objects in life. 

Research has shown that existential meaning is essential in relation to 
job satisfaction among the aged (Lee et al., 2017), how work contributes 
to meaning (Ward & King, 2017), how meaning is essential in well-being
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considerations (García-Alandete, 2015), how meaning helps dealing with 
loss (Boyraz et al., 2015), or with the hardship of life (Trzebiński et al., 
2020). 

Ego and Soul 

Hulnick (2010) refers to how the Oxford English Dictionary defines 
psychology as “The study or consideration of the soul or spirit” (Simpson 
et al., 1989), where psyche stands for the soul. From its original 
meaning, psychology evolves into the study of the dynamism of person-
ality (Hulnick & Hulnick, 2010), most likely due to philosophers in 
the early days such as Kant, who denied at a time the scientific status 
of psychology due to the difficulty of empiricism, lack of mathemat-
ical descriptions, and lack of objectivity. Recent studies have transformed 
Kant’s criticisms into a more constructive vision of psychology as the 
science of human beings (Kraus, 2018). But still, where did psychology 
lose in its definition the component of the “soul or spirit” in favor of 
personality? 

Traditional psychology has focused on the study of the relationships 
between the conscious and unconscious states of the ego, mind, and body 
as it conforms human behavior and personality through psychoanalysis, 
behaviorism, or humanism, to mention some of the lines of thought and 
practice. For these forces of psychology, there is no such thing as a soul 
or eternal self. The first three forces of psychology focus on a conven-
tional cognitive map where mental processes encompass the ego, mind, 
and body. 

Since Jung first mentioned the concept of transpersonal unconscious-
ness, consciousness and spirituality are the pillars where transpersonal 
psychology builds the foundation for personal transformation in what 
is known as the fourth discipline in psychology (Strohl, 1998). Sutich 
first defined transpersonal psychology in 1968. Since then, transpersonal 
psychology has been a holistic beyond-the-ego psychology (Friedman & 
Hartelius, 2013). 

Past lives therapy, hypnosis, and regression into past lives have been 
around for many thousand years (Marriott, 1984). Dr. Ian Stevenson, 
a psychiatrist, studied children who claim to remember previous lives 
(Stevenson, 2001), giving a fascinating account of the transcultural topic 
of reincarnation (Bernet & Thomas, 2002). Brian Weiss, M.D., a psychia-
trist as well, also documented hundreds of cases where tapping into what
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Jung would call the unconsciousness (current life experiences deepen into 
the unconscious) and the subconsciousness (beyond current life expe-
riences going into other lives) documents past life memories (Weiss, 
1988). 

Through regression to past lives, reincarnation is suggested, and the 
self now is constrained by time, dimension, space, and current reality in a 
conscious or unconscious deposit of current life experiences. A multilevel 
framework integrates the multidimensionality of the human being. A new 
consideration into immortality gives life meaning to some people since 
it goes beyond the background of this life, moving into the engraved 
experience of an immortal spirit. 

Emerging Transcendentalism and Spiritualism 

There is an intersection of psychology and spirituality since the latter 
contextualizes and explains behavior. Only when either one biases us are 
we missing the holistic view of the human being in all its potential. The 
blending of spirituality and psychology was already advanced by Jung, 
Merton, Kunkel, and Frankl (Haynes, 2016). 

Spiritualism doesn’t mean religion but is inclusive of all possible reli-
gious traditions. Some people feel a more prosperous inner life and a 
greater sense of inner peace when actively involved in a particular faith 
or a particular spiritual community (Neal, 2013). Representative reli-
gions operationalized the connection between the search for the true-self, 
loyalty to the self, and a final and rewarding destination where one 
will find peace and happiness. Examples include Buddhist enlighten-
ment principles, Protestant personal identity, purpose, and meaning from 
work, Jewish holiness of work, Islamic wholeness of the human being, 
Bahá’ís self and purpose of work, Hindu’s road to being, awareness, 
and liberation, or Taoism synchronization. Shamanism and other forms 
of spiritualist expression share with psychology and coaching a universal 
quest for searching one’s true-self through different routes of aware-
ness into a broader consciousness. There is a confluence of similarities 
between the healing practices of shamans and the work of therapists and 
executive coaches (Kets de Vries, 2016). While shamans are involved in 
“soul-retrieval,” many executive coaches and psychotherapists start with 
finding or bringing back the true-self, even for some, the voice of the 
soul. In the end, all of them are concerned with the human (well) being.
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Spirituality turns human beings toward a deeper connection with the 
universe, and one’s true-self as a way to find: (a) one’s balance; (b) a 
more profound and more conscious sense of oneself; (c) a consistent 
life with values; (d) a proper awareness of who one is and what life 
means; and (e) a tool for a more consistent life and, by default, a state 
of well-being. Although words like “faith” and “spiritual” have negative 
connotations for many organizational leaders (Neal, 2013), new theories, 
such as Fry’s causal theory of spiritual leadership, have been developed. 
In addition to building on identity and values, theories of workplace 
spirituality incorporate calling and membership to its constitution (Fry, 
2003). 

True-Self 

The human species finds the roadmap for its existence through the process 
of individuation, where a person discovers the true-self (Stevenson, 
2001). The true-self is moral, is good, is perspective-independent, and 
cross-culturally stable (Strohminger et al., 2017). The true-self overarches 
the means and congruence for personal and social balance to fulfill the esse 
in anima (being in soul, spirit, center court), achieving well-being. 

There is an existential problem when we do not know who we are, 
do not recognize, or do not see ourselves in our current lives. There is 
an existential dilemma when we acknowledge how successful we are but 
how empty we feel deep inside. Or when we recognize how extremely 
bright we are but emotionally crippled. Or when we realize that although 
very loving, our life is chaos. Or when we are solid in one or many 
aspects of our lives but somehow lopsided. We do not find a balance 
because we cannot find clarity. We feel crippled because we have not 
seen our becoming, our potential, our wholeness, our purpose. Life is 
about learning, about lessons learned, about using our own experience to 
serve the purposes of what it rests ahead with the aim and intention to 
become the best possible version of our true-self. Finding your true-self 
is a journey plagued with the discoveries and experiences along the way 
that ideally will shape the identity and will help to discover our calling, 
our becoming, our purpose. Our becoming is then our purpose, and our 
purpose is to become. 

Personal Calling 

Even when the concept of calling might sound mystical (Elangovan et al., 
2010), it is critical to human motivation, the development of our identity,
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and connection to our work and well-being. Personal calling enlightens 
intrinsic values. 

When we are living our true-self, personal calling, and values contribute 
to building our identities and enlighten the road for action in our lives, 
including our work environment, then one might think that we are living 
the life we meant to live. 

Work can be conceived as a calling for some people and is implicit 
in Jung’s theory of the self (Bogart, 1995), matching the need to tran-
scend workplace responsibilities and satisfy spiritual needs. In addition 
to building on identity and values, theories of workplace spirituality 
incorporate calling and membership to its constitution (Fry, 2003). 

Many religions, philosophers, and cultures incorporate personal calling 
or vocation, going from religious to secular explanations. The Indian 
concept of dharma refers to man’s mandated social role (Bogart, 1994). 
The Calvinist idea of earthly occupations holds spiritual significance (Dik 
et al., 2019). The Christian teachings of career choice, or the Buddhist 
concept of “right livelihood” are others. Among the various ways to 
understand personal calling, from religious to secular definitions, three 
aspects remain constant (Elangovan et al., 2010): an orientation toward 
action, a sense of clarity of purpose and personal mission, and pro-social 
intentions. 

Research by Markow and Klenke (2005) proved empirically that there 
is a relationship between personal meaning, calling, and organizational 
commitment. In the context of spiritual leadership, they identified a posi-
tive correlation between self-transcendent personal meaning and calling 
(Markow & Klenke, 2005). Moreover, proper development of calling or 
personal purpose correlates to life satisfaction through a more positive 
sense of self (Torrey & Duffy, 2012). 

Human Resources and the Multidimensionality 
of the Human Being 

We are living in times of paradigmatic change where the traditional 
and dominant model of business is shifting toward a more humanistic 
approach. In this new stage of human consciousness, dignity, respect, and 
a holistic approach to the individual champions human resources practices 
(Laloux, 2014). Employees are demanding not only dignity but an appre-
ciation of the differences between individuals, recognition for a holistic
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approach to the management of individuals, satisfaction for the oppor-
tunity to develop the self, and fulfillment of a personal calling. Research 
shows how values influence decision-making (McGuire et al., 2006). Self-
direction and personal values are essential elements of meaning (Hall 
et al., 2018). 

As psychology moved from the study of the soul to the study of person-
ality, human resources also absorbed its roots from the psychology of the 
character. Traditional human resource management has assumed human 
behavior is predictable, causal, and manageable. Human resource theo-
ries do not often capture the complexity and holistic nature of the human 
being (Kuchinke, 2013). Consequently, HR systems have been built on 
a linear causality and epistemology (Bechtel Jayanti, 2011) and  suffer,  
such as classical science, from determinism, the principle of reduction and 
disjunction (Morin, 2007), sometimes considering individuals as tools or 
resources. Without disregarding the importance of individual variables of 
cognition per se (soul, ego, mind, the construction of the self, or the 
significance of the social environment), perhaps individuals can be eval-
uated from a more dynamic and holistic eco-system of variables where 
nonlinear interactions allow us to assess the uniqueness of every human 
being. 

Meaning and purpose in the workplace can light up organizations 
(Ulrich, 2011), and HR becomes handy and critical in their delivery. 
Different generations, such as millennials and generation Ys, expect 
a higher integration between meaningful work and work–life balance 
(Chalofsky et al., 2013). 

Human agency is not traditionally considered in human resources, 
where the individual is just constrained by the framework of the industry, 
company, role, and work responsibilities. But expressions of the human 
agency include meaning and spirituality as part of the development of the 
individual (Kuchinke, 2013). 

Research Design 

Methodology 

The current research employed a second-generation qualitative grounded 
theory approach (Charmaz, 2014; Strauss & Corbin, 1990) to  
examine the impact of life meaning. Strauss and Corbin’s grounded 
theory has a “discernable thread of constructivism in their approach to
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inquiry” (Mills et al., 2006) similar to Blumer’s symbolic interactionism 
when evaluating how meaning arises from social interaction and the inter-
pretative process of interviewers in dealing with life meaning (Blumer, 
2009). 

The research collects and analyzes data through theoretical exploration 
allowing for the emergence of findings of the social experience (Charmaz, 
2014). Thus, ultimately the idea of the constructivist grounded theory is 
what will enable us to assign meaning to our findings and build on the a 
priori knowledge of this topic from our collective experiences. 

Data has been gathered through semi-structured interviews designed 
with open questions and probes so that professionals have a chance to 
discuss openly. The discussions have been designed to pull out the reasons 
between the variables of life meaning, feelings of emptiness or alienation, 
personal calling, values, and potential relationships with well-being. 

The research has been conducted among HR professionals in the 
context where there is no professional level or professional category 
differentiation (professionals, managers, directors, or executives), for-
profit organizations, of different industries such as renewable ener-
gies, cosmetics, consulting, pharmaceutical, manufacturing, food, surface 
materials, consumer discretionary industry, software development, and 
chemicals. Interviews have been conducted in various geographies (Spain, 
Germany, Switzerland, Belgium, France, China, Singapore, United Arab 
Emirates, Uruguay, Mexico, and the USA) in either Spanish or English. 

Sample 

A range of forty-one professionals has been interviewed either face-to-face 
or through video conference until theoretical saturation has been reached. 
Saturation is usually explained when the development of new concepts 
regarding properties (dimensional variation) is not emerging anymore 
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990). 

To attain diversity in the sample, we conducted 41 semi-structured 
interviews. Sixteen are women (39%), and 21 are men (61%), all working 
in the human resources department of different industries. Most intervie-
wees were between 40 and 60 years old. There were different professional 
levels represented, such as employees, managers, directors, and vice pres-
idents in different countries around the world. The research protocol was 
approved by a University Institutional Review Board (IRB) concerned
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Table 12.1 Sample distribution (participants and percentage) 

Gender
• Female 16 39%
• Male 21 61% 
Age Range
• 20–30 2 5%
• 31–40 9 22%
• 41–50 12 29%
• 51–60 17 41%
• 61–above 1 2% 
Civil Status
• Married 32 78.0%
• Single 7 17.1%
• Divorced 2 4.9% 
Location
• Asia (China, and Singapore) 2 4.9%
• America (Uruguay, Mexico, and the USA) 5 12.2%
• Europe (Spain, Germany, France, Belgium, and Switzerland) 32 78.0%
• Middle East (United Arab Emirates) 1 2.4% 
Level within the Company 
Vice President 3 7% 
Director 18 44% 
Manager 17 41% 
Professional 3 7% 

with the protection of human subjects in research. Interviews were anony-
mous and tracked through a nine-digit identifier. Table 12.1 shows more 
details of the sample. 

Data Collection 

The first analytic turn takes us to code (Saldaña, 2016). Interviews were 
coded manually using an open coding approach, and then electronically, 
utilizing NVivo software version 12. Focused and axial coding was used 
to identify the frequency of common themes. 

The original interview protocol also evolved from the original version 
into what was approved by the IRB, influenced by the willingness 
to analyze the multidimensionality of the human being and how HR 
professionals (sample) approached it (Table 12.2).
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Table 12.2 The original and approved interview protocol 

The original base interview protocol 
1. What makes you get up every day? 
2. What makes you feel energized? 
3. Tell me about a time when your life was 

meaningful when you thought you lived 
the life you were meant to live 

4. Tell me about a time when you had 
feelings of emptiness or alienation 

5. Tell me about a time when you didn’t 
live by your values 

6. Tell me about a time when you were 
living by your values 

7. Tell me about a time when you felt 
peace and well-being 

Possible Probes 
a. “What led up to it?” 
b. “What were you thinking or feeling?” 
c. “What did you say or do?” 
d. In response to any of the above, when 

they are not clear: “That is interesting, 
can be more specific?” 

Approved interview protocol by IRB 
1. What makes you get up every day? 
2. What makes you feel energized? 
3. Tell me about a time when your life 

was meaningful 
4. Tell me about a time when you 

thought you lived the life you were 
meant to live 

5. Tell me about a time when you had 
feelings of emptiness or alienation 

6. Tell me about a time when you didn’t 
live by your values 

7.Tell me about a time when you were 
living by your values 

8. Tell me about a time when you felt 
peace and well-being 

Possible Probes 
a. “What led up to it?” 
b. “What were you thinking or feeling?” 
c. “What did you say or do?” 
d. In response to any of the above, when 

they are not clear: “That is interesting, 
can you be more specific?” 

e. If the participant focuses on just either 
work/life, then the researcher asks the 
same question centering the 
conversation into the other dimension 

Additional questions after a brief 
explanation of the research: 

1. How important is having a life 
calling/vocation/purpose for an HR 
professional? 

2. How important is to be authentic to 
yourself as an HR professional? 
(Authenticity is defined as being aware 
of your thoughts and acting 
accordingly) 

3. How important is to live by your 
intrinsic (personal) values for an HR 
professional? 

4. Is there any person in history you 
admire for his calling (vocation), 
authenticity, and values?
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Findings 

Instead of thinking regarding the dichotomy work–life where much has 
been discussed, this study proposes to take a more holistic approach to a 
human being where other dimensions such as the development of the self 
or a family component should be taken into account. In particular, work, 
the self, and family become pivotal in life meaning, letting work as an 
instrumental or mean to accomplish life meaning. It does not contemplate 
then work or life as a fight of opposites but work and life (meaning) as a 
symbiosis where a rotational triangle with three axes: family, work, and self 
rotates based on personal circumstances and stages of personal evolution. 

Participants were asked questions about moments in their lives that 
made them get up, energized them, or made their lives meaningful or 
alienated, among other subjects. For the majority, their answers elicited 
their fundamental life needs and the foundations for life meaning in a 
triumvirate of three different axes: 

1. The construction and development of the self; 
2. Meaningful work; and 
3. Positive social relationships, mainly in a family context but friends 

were mentioned too. 

These three pillars are immersed in the particular life stage of devel-
opment for every participant and a particular identity for everyone 
interviewed, making every participant unique, unrepeatable, varnished by 
their set of circumstances and life experiences, in a nutshell, conforming 
their reality, and getting sense out it. 

People find balance in their lives when the multidimensional human 
being fits into a balanced life structure composed of the self, family, and 
work. 

Finding 1: The Triumvirate of Life Meaning, Balance, 
and Well-Being: Self, Family, and Work 

The analysis of the codes led us to how people find life meaning in the 
interaction of three different axes: work, the self, and family (Finding 1). 
“Symbolic interactionism” is built when people find meaning that leads 
toward actions based on their interpretation of things and the interpreta-
tion of the social interactions (Blumer, 2009). Work, the self, and family
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become drivers and energizers for daily motivation and are life lighthouses 
for congruence and action. When the axes are balanced well-being is likely 
to occur, but when there is a tension not resolved, alienation tends to 
be present. People interact along the axes to find meaning, balance, and 
well-being attributing meaning to each of them. 

All respondents made references about the balance of a triumvirate 
composed of family, life, and work as the foundation for life meaning. 
Following are some quotes: 

I think I have to give thanks because I have a job, I have a family, I 
have friends, I realize that I have everything. That encourages me, my life. 
(180605_0938) 

Everything makes sense in my life… beyond just my professional life. That 
would enclose my whole life. My family, my work, my health, so it would 
be a moment combining those three. (180529_1136) 

Finding 2: Identity, the Self, and Development of Self Opportunity 

People build the true-self rooting its construction on ego, mind, and spirit 
influenced by conscious and unconscious decisions, values, beliefs, and 
motivations, varnished by the subtle influence of the subconsciousness, at 
a particular stage of life development. Participants expressed who they are 
through their stories, their traumas, their life experiences, their personali-
ties, hopes, and ambitions, and their circumstances. Alienation would pop 
up when there are no opportunities to build the self or when the tension 
of choices between family, work, and the development of the self is not 
correctly balanced. 

Yes, there was a time when I worked at a multinational. I had a good 
salary, a good position but I felt absolutely empty. I felt that I was in the 
place where I did not want to be, that I was far from my environment, 
and so on that the kind of life I was leading did not help me to be better 
as a person nor to develop as a person and not even as a professional. 
(181613_1840) 

I was hijacked by the position and salary in this company. I was having such 
a high dose of dopamine that I was completely immersed in the superfi-
ciality of my life and forgot who I truly was. I completely lost contact with 
my true-self. (180820_0730)
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Finding 3: Work as Life Meaning 

Again, the triangle—self, family, and work—reflects how people can use 
work as a source of meaning that, integrated with opportunities to 
develop the self, ends up in high levels of well-being. Work content, 
intrinsic motivation, or work relationships, are among other attributes, 
clear dimensions helping build the cosmology of life meaning through 
the work environment. As per work in general or work content is 
concerned: 

I believe that to feel fulfilled, your work does not have to be work, it has 
to be a hobby. You have to align your work with something that fills you, 
that you enjoy the time you invest, that it is not an obligation, that it 
is an enjoyment. That for me is very important for a job, the feeling of 
realization. (180612_1504) 

Finding 4: Family 

The integrity of the three axes, family, self, and work, constitute a funda-
mental finding for life meaning and well-being. Family by itself is critical 
as well, as it enhances or threatens the equilibrium of relationship, and is 
corroborated by all the participants in the research: 

Has there been a moment in your life, I am referring to the whole vital 
area when you felt that everything was meaningful? Yes. Would you tell 
me more? When I got pregnant with my first child. (180522_2205) 

Finding 5: Human Resources 

The study presented the opportunity to research opinions about what 
specifically human resource professionals think about the questions 
presented, what they value, and how they see the profession itself. 

For the human resources practitioner, the human resource function 
gives meaning to many of their professionals, mainly due to the human 
nature of the responsibility and the intermediary between management 
and employees. There is no such an HR profession without loyalty to 
values and authenticity to the self.
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HR is about the wellbeing of individuals or the growth of individuals, and 
the teams, is really one of the things I’m kind of core to what engages me 
and motivates me. (180613_1053) 

What really engages me is my capability, ability, potential to positively 
impact others, that helps them to realize their potential, their aspirations, 
in a more effective, more efficient way, or even I help to identify that for 
them. (180613_1053) 

Discussion 

Below the level of the problem situation about which the individual is 
complaining—behind the trouble with studies, or wife, or employer, or 
with his own uncontrollable or bizarre behavior, or with his frightening 
feelings, lies one central search. It seems to me that at the bottom, each 
person is asking: Who am I, really? How can I get in touch with this 
real self, underlying all my surface behavior? How can I become myself? 
(Rogers, 1956). This study was born with the intention to shed light 
on human behavior and life drivers by understanding and mapping the 
locations where human beings find meaning over life in contempla-
tion of our multidimensional human nature (body/mind/spirit). The 
research question: How do human beings maneuver along the web of life 
meaning to create well-being? had the intention to explore where people 
find meaning, producing either well-being or alienation so that we can 
design tools and interventions to properly frame our uniqueness in a daily 
context. 

Intrinsic motivation enhances the construction of the self, and is 
associated with well-being and lasting change (Flannery, 2017). Self-
determination theory states that most people show commitment to their 
lives (Ryan & Deci, 2000). People in the study manifested how intrinsic 
motivation leads to the definition of the self as a sign of agency pointing 
toward well-being in the confluence of the self at work. The intention 
of the research was to better appreciate our true-self and understand us, 
human beings, while we interact with ourselves and with other people, 
specifically in a work environment. The study aimed to discover what are 
the leavers that make us accept ourselves better, accept life as it comes, 
and frame, and contextualize life events. Percy (2000) referred to how 
we frame our reality in our own constructed world of assumptions and
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symbolism. We live in our built-in frame of reality. So, broadening our 
life vision, mapping those sweet spots, and identifying those levers allow 
us to identify and access the tools to reach well-being within our current 
life experience and reality. 

The true-self builds “life philosophies” (Hicks & Routledge, 2013), 
informing choices in family, self, and work. We have seen how people 
build their identities based on life stages of personal evolution and life 
experiences. By identifying those dimensions, we allow creating spaces 
for intervention personally and professionally. 

We tend to concentrate with intensity across life on one or various 
aspect of (a) our self driven by exercise, spirituality, pleasure, materialism, 
or other physical or spiritual areas; (b) our job responsibilities trapping us 
by a world of rewards, compensation, promotions, reputation, ambition, 
or possibilities; and (c) our family, sometimes dedicated to home respon-
sibilities at the expense of neglecting one or more areas. But chances for 
abundance and equilibrium happen when we can combine not one or the 
other but the three. 

We acknowledge that our current times of paradigmatic change and 
interconnectivity doesn’t allow us time for ourselves. But most impor-
tantly, we might not have a desire to stop and think because we are 
afraid of what our true-self would say if we would be alone. As one inter-
viewee told me, “I am happy with my superficiality. That’s the space I 
have chosen to live. There is where I find myself comfortable. Without 
thinking of anything else. Questioning nothing.” 

Sadly, it is when we acknowledge our mortality or when we suffer from 
a terrible illness that we realize that there might be more than what we 
have experienced in life. It is then that we might remember the dreams 
we had when we were kids that did ot materialize. It is when fate, luck, 
or destiny results in a handy determinist explanation. But as Hillman 
mentions, “each person bears a uniqueness that asks to be lived and that 
is already present before it can be lived” (Hillman, 1996, p. 6) suggesting 
personal calling. So, let’s live and make the most of our calling. 

I studied professionals in the field of human resources at different 
professional levels in different countries. Questions elucidated answers 
about well-being and how people find balance in life. One of the crit-
ical discoveries has been how people find balance when three different 
components achieve equilibrium: The self, family, and work. People create 
a cosmology through the structures of those three axes to maneuver and 
create meaning.
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Our prejudice undoubtedly blinds us to the appreciation of the unique-
ness of human being and their acceptance as they are. Just accepting how 
people are, starting from what they bring, respecting their life philoso-
phies, and enhancing who they want to become, as the basis of Jung’s 
psychology, Seligman’s positive psychology or Cooperrider’s Appreciative 
Inquiry, we can respect and honor the true nature of the human being. 

What seems truly important based on this research is balancing, even 
through adversity, through the continuous development of the self, the 
family area, and the work dimension. Then, self, family, and work struc-
tures are drivers for action as people evolve through different life stages. 
As in social theory, where action presupposes structure (Giddens, 2006), 
in our case, people navigate through a triangular structure that varies 
along a lifetime as circumstances change and experience grows. 

COVID-19 has impacted mental health exacerbating the search for 
answers to the universal questions, many times, shifting one’s view of 
the world. But the unexpected passing of our loved ones arose another 
question: is our current life all there is? 

Limitations 

This study has been done with a community of HR practitioners 
geographically dispersed. A more significant sample in number and a more 
diverse functional responsibility might bring different outcomes. 

Even though there were no significant differences in those drivers 
among all people interviewed, in spite of gender, age, civil status, profes-
sional level, or geography differences, exploring a bigger and more 
diverse sample might bring some nuances. Higher diversity in culture 
or geography might present exciting findings. It is well known that 
North American culture, to mention one example, is more individualistic 
compared to others (Trompenaars & Woolliams, 2003). 

The sample belongs to the business for-profit community; thus, it 
might be worth evaluating what results can be obtained in a not-for-profit 
environment. 

Implications for Practice 

For years, more specifically, among economic adversity, management, 
and human resources have turned employees to be more “resources” 
than “humans.” It is clear that management and HR, in particular, have
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suffered from short-sight when it comes to considering the unique-
ness and holistic nature of the human being because practitioners could 
have designed interventions to make a more meaningful work environ-
ment. 

In a world job market that is evolving still, there is a war for talent that 
is becoming fiercer and more global. Employees not only search for jobs 
covering basic needs but for more exciting and meaningful responsibilities 
where they can indeed learn (Chalofsky et al., 2013), become themselves, 
and nurture the self as our research proofs. The responsibility of human 
resources becomes pivotal in that quest. 

This study presents an enormous opportunity for further development 
in human resource management as well, where sub-disciplines such as 
selection, training and development, performance management, succes-
sion management, coaching, and career transitions would be open for 
new grounds and possibilities. When considering employees “humans,” 
embracing the complexity and uniqueness of every human being, looking 
with fresh new eyes at the entire cosmology of a human being, possibilities 
are limitless. 

Chalofsksy, the Director of the Human Resources Development 
Doctoral Program at George Washington University, narrates how 
employees expect work meaning and a meaningful workplace. Human 
resources has a golden opportunity to revitalize the human side of the 
discipline (Callahan & Ward, 2001) by becoming the catalyst of such 
transformation. 

COVID-19 has impacted our mental health and our relationship with 
our jobs. After the lockdown, employees were questioning what is truly 
the role our jobs play in the big scheme of life. We have been experiencing 
how employees are quitting their jobs when there is not reconciliation 
with other life priorities such as better work–life balance, fulfilling social 
relationships, or better opportunities for taking care of oneself (physi-
cally, mentally, or transcendentally). High meaning in life act as a buffer 
against the difficulties of life, such as hardship produced by COVID-19 
(Trzebiński et al., 2020). 

The meaning of life has become critical in times of adversity and 
psychological crisis (Kalashnikova et al., 2022).
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Trzebiński, J., Cabański, M., & Czarnecka, J. Z. (2020). Reaction to the 

COVID-19 pandemic: The influence of meaning in life, life satisfaction, and 
assumptions on world orderliness and positivity. Journal of Loss & Trauma, 
25(6/7), 544–557.



264 Á. LÓPEZ MUTUBERRÍA

Ulrich, D. (2011). Leaders who make meaning meaningful. Human Resource 
Management International Digest, 19(2), 302–306. 

Ward, S. J., & King, L. A. (2017). Work and the good life: How work contributes 
to meaning in life. Research in Organizational Behavior, 37 , 59–82. 

Weiss, B. L. (1988). Many lives, many masters. Simon & Schuster.



CHAPTER 13  

Learning from Relational Ontologies 
Through Head and Heart: An Exploratory 

Collaborative Autoethnography 

Christian Earl List, Julia Storberg-Walker, Hermella G. Tekle, 
and Deyang Yu 

Prologue 

We (Hermella, Deyang (Mike), Christian, and Julia) are honored to 
share with you our experiences of working together through an inno-
vative collaborative autoethnography (CAE) longitudinal study. This 
chapter consists of three components: (1) prologue with key themes
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and individual reflections; (2) full-length conference paper presented at 
Maharishi University’s Consciousness Conference (May, 2021); and (3) 
epilogue. 

We are offering the chapter with this structure to reinforce the 
temporal nature of CAE work. In this view, each time we present our 
research findings it is of the moment, in the moment, crystalized at that 
precise moment, and then immediately afterward dissolved. Our findings 
flow constantly and are never fixed, as in traditional research, because once 
we speak or write about our findings they generate new ideas, reflections, 
connections, openings, invitations, and questions. 

You will read about what CAE is and about the first four months of 
our work together in the second component of this chapter. This compo-
nent was written for an academic audience in May 2021 with citations, 
evidence, and acceptable logic for academe. This component tells the 
story of those first four months and needs to be read with that in mind. 
Initially, we were requested to slightly modify that paper for inclusion in 
this book. After much discussion, we believe that to modify the paper 
would confuse the temporality of our CAE work; if we add to that paper 
what we know now, it would conflate the developmental deepening we 
have experienced since we wrote the paper. We want readers to see the 
profound role of time in our CAE work, and so we are offering the 
prologue and epilogue, written in October/November 2021, as bookends 
to the May 2021 paper. 

Of most importance, as you will see, we all have experienced a 
profound deepening of self-in-community, or a sense of authenticity/ 
wholeness as we continue to ‘unboundarize’ ourselves. This involves 
healing and intention—both are present in our individual reflections as 
well. We did not collaborate on these writings, but the commonalities 
are striking and point to a unique shared experience of co-becoming 
together. We are experiencing and learning about the connection between 
becoming whole within ourselves and being able to stand whole in the 
company of others. We are learning about courage, vulnerability, cultures, 
love, and emergence. We often, now, have multiple synchronicities happen
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and we are becoming used to them. We are enacting a relational ontology 
(Thayer-Bacon, 2017) and learning that the CAE is a remarkable place for 
individual and collective transformation. 

As you will read below, all four of us wrote (although in different 
words) about an epistemic equality (Miller & Pinto, 2013) generated 
from an intentional diminishment of unequal power relations. This inten-
tional diminishment was a process over time that generated intimate 
and active relationships (Crotty, 1998), a consciousness of connectedness 
(Leah & Laszlo, 2022), a quality of presencing (Scharmer, 2012) while 
at  the same time being  with each other (what we call with-nessing). Our 
consciousness of interdependence and co-emergence reminded Hermella 
of her home country’s (Ethiopia’s) communal life or mahaberawi nuro 
( ), a mutual existence between communities and their surround-
ings. This consciousness is remarkable given the higher education culture 
of competitive individualism and global crises including climate change, 
polarized wealth, tribalism, migration due to war and natural disasters, 
and racial oppression. Through the CAE we experienced what Martin 
Luther King, Jr. called an inescapable network of mutuality, a conscious-
ness of connectedness (Tsao & Laszlo, 2019), and a reciprocity of being. 
We hope that the reflections below begin to illuminate these profound 
shifts in our consciousness. 

Individual Reflections 

Julia’s Reflections 
When I imagined offering doctoral students an opportunity to work on 
a CAE project on consciousness, I thought that I would be the faculty 
advisor and that the students would be ‘in’ the CAE. I would be like the 
scientist, and the students would be in the petri dish. I initiated a call for 
volunteers in December 2020 and in January 2021, we four had our first 
meeting. At that meeting, it was clear that the students expected me to be 
in the petri dish with them, and I was torn between faculty responsibility/ 
separation and concerned about becoming too human to my students. I 
am finding myself more and more in these relational spaces where I am 
asked/expected to dissolve my ego (to the extent possible) to conduct 
research. This is called getting closer (Cuomo, 2020): 

…knowledge producers who aim to get closer abandon the dream of scien-
tific progress which seeks absolute knowledge in the service of enlightened
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mastery and wealth, working instead for knowledge that acquaints us 
with the particulars of the world we affect. Arrogant inquiries accept a 
comfortable distance between knowledge and life, and hide their limits 
and inadequacies behind an epistemic (knowledge-making) posture that 
proclaims a unified route to knowing, a route that necessarily follows 
traditions of privilege and exclusion. (Cuomo, 2020, pp. 66–67; italics 
added) 

Getting closer requires entering into a reciprocal relationship with another 
or group of others, and as a researcher this means that I am co-becoming 
with my students. This enactment of relations generates research continu-
ally unfolding findings that are transformative and liberatory, healing, and 
expansive. It also requires courage, trust, and commitment. 

Never in my years of teaching have I had such a powerful experience 
with my students as I have had in this CAE. I have learned so much 
about my ‘teacher identity’ that I had not examined, and I believe it is 
making me a more present and anchored educator. I have learned that I 
can be fully human with my students and dissolve the human-made barrier 
between ‘me’ and ‘them.’ I have learned that I can let my students into 
my heart, discuss matters of the heart, and talk about deep issues such 
as meaning, life, and the cosmos. These conversations are transformative, 
spacious, and generative. I am grateful for Mike, Hermella, and Chris-
tian and their decision to take this step into the unknown. On top of 
marriages, births, doctoral studies, full-time work, and COVID, our CAE 
has thrived as an energizing, not energy-depleting, space. 

Mike’s Reflections 
Our journey started in a connected way that has constructed the commu-
nity of ours in these few months. Along with Dr. Storberg-Walker, 
Hermella, and Christian, we have so many exciting findings that emerged, 
evolved, and consolidated. Specifically, moving a step further on our 
finding of presencing, the four of us resonated with the term “with-
nessing” instead of “witnessing” (The Kilpisjärvi Collective et al., 2021), 
where we emphasize the relational ontology as well as the connected 
ontological consciousness. Another emerging thinking of mine regarding 
our learning community is related to Dostoevsky’s quote in The Brothers 
Karamazov (2008), “let us be, first and above all, kind, then honest and 
then let us never forget each other!” What we have established within 
our community is a kind of dynamic relations that consists of varieties of
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our doing identities and positionalities, but it is also a kind of “stable” 
relation that brings us a profound sense of safety and love regardless of 
the ongoing changing contexts. It is extremely precious in the vulnerable 
world today. 

Collaboratively, we have built up a web that connects us through each 
of us crossing our liminality. Though we are as the nodes in the web indi-
vidually, it is the social linkages created through unboundarizing ourselves 
with shared mindfulness and intention that define this web. Such a web is 
not physical, but it substantially moves us toward oneness and flourishing 
humanity. As an early stage study, we have already discovered a direc-
tion with potential, and the reflexive nature of our ongoing practice also 
enables our community to allow emerging linkages to occur within the 
web we have. Individually, upon constantly reflecting on our dialogues 
and practices, each of us has become more consciously aware of our iden-
tities and relationality, and each of us can contribute to the puzzle of the 
world with our unique colors and shapes. 

Christian’s Reflections 
When I entered HOL as a doctoral student in the United States, society 
came under an opaque veil of COVID, social injustice, climate disaster, 
and political upheaval. Our University pivoted to virtual learning right 
when I started, so I have never attended a doctorate-level class in-person. 
I also have never met Mike or Hermella in-person; I have seen Julia before 
during my doctoral entrance interview, however she was teaching a class 
at the time while I was onlooking. I now consider all these people close 
confidants and with/holders of my deepest self as I transcend some of the 
aspects of my identity and theirs that I did not know I had, or was even 
possible to be/hold. 

This past year we (us four), and society at large has demanded for 
some type of change. Seeking change feels dyadic, in a sense that there 
is a lack of middle ground. Like magnets facing each other, unwilling 
charged to oppose the other. What we did in this CAE is flip that script 
and we decided to heart one another, to withness with intention. During 
our latest reflections Hermella looked up the meaning of intention as it 
came up as an important keyword within our dialogue. Hermella found 
that intention, as a medical definition, is the healing of wounds (Farlex 
Partner Medical Dictionary, 2012). This meaning resonates in the deep, 
deep layers of our current CAE process which has profoundly matured



270 C. E. LIST ET AL.

from the time this paper was written and presented to and presented 
herein. 

Crotty (1998) in discussing the construction of meaningful reality, 
speaks to the origins and root meaning of the term “intentionality” which 
for me, is how I have come to make sense of our CAE process and rela-
tionship toward the heart and to know as a “reaching out into” (p. 44). 
Crotty (1998) states, “…intentionality posits a quite intimate and very 
active relationship between the conscious subject and the object of the 
subject’s consciousness” (p. 44). However, if the subject and the object 
are melded in a collaborative relationship, then the knowing, the heart is 
in a reciprocal relationship where the sensemaking turns back on itself in a 
continuous intersecting loop. Imagery of whisking in a bowl, or kneading 
bread comes to mind, where there is a point of pressure, intention and 
extension. This is how we cross paradigms and withness—a continuous 
state of searching, drawing back, reflecting, and diving back in for more. 
Each time we draw a stronger bond and understand more about knowing 
in relation and peering beyond the paradigms we have come to find 
comfort. 

Hermella’s Reflections 
The Dutch Post-Impressionist painter Vincent van Gogh (1880) once 
famously said, “The way to know life is to love many things.” This quote 
eloquently summarizes my experience working with the CAE group, Dr. 
Storberg-Walker, Mike, and Christian for the past ten months. When 
our group got together in early 2021, we acknowledged how CAE is 
a different way of being and becoming through relational ontology; 
however, we had no expectations of the outcome of the work. Perhaps 
CAE is more a process than an outcome because every meeting and inter-
action created a new or refined appreciation of our work. It also created 
‘an epiphany’ of each researcher’s experiences shared through reflections 
followed by reading and discussing in a group setting (Ellis et al., 2011). 
One of the MIU conference themes was, “love is all we need,” and my 
indigenous African identity that appreciates collectivism resonates with 
this statement. But, what is love? In one of our recent meetings, the word 
“intention” gave our work a different meaning as we learned that in the 
medical definition, it means “the healing process of a wound.” The defi-
nition transcended us into a different appreciation for the word. Since 
the MIU conference, our meetings have felt as if we are peeling a layer 
into our consciousness as a way to unboundarize ourselves to be authentic
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and intentional. In this context, I view love as a way of healing in relation 
to others and in the process transcending into an embodied experience 
where we withnes s our ontological consciousness. 

The rich and dynamic process of co-constructing meaning was not easy, 
making CAE a unique methodology. The notion of time sat as the nucleus 
of our work and connected all of our concepts in our dialogue and paper. 
The concept of time took different interpretations and forms throughout 
the ten months of working together: it was a healer, a pressure, a space, 
a vulnerability, and an identity. As a space, the time allowed us to be 
comfortable with each other and for the individual researcher to reveal 
their authenticity and vulnerability in their subjective ways. Time also 
allowed us to co-construct a new group identity that is subjective, making 
our group’s relationship dynamic and continuously evolving. In addition, 
the work we have done is not limited to the four of us. We have met with 
other scholars interested in the CAE methodology, which has fostered a 
deeper consciousness of transcending paradigms (Meadows, 1999) and  
deepening understanding of relational ontologies and consciousness. 

Prologue Summary 
This concludes the prologue, our individual reflections written between 
November and December 2021 on what the CAE has meant for us as 
co-researchers. The next section takes you back to May 2021 and offers a 
more scholarly treatment of our CAE work as presented at the Maharishi 
International University conference. This next section includes a method-
ological description of the CAE process, individual reflections (e.g., data 
used for analysis), emerging findings of our co-becoming together. 

Part II: May 2021 CAE Research Paper 

This paper (e.g. the paper submitted to the MIU conference in 
May 2021) presents the findings from an exploratory collaborative 
autoethnography (CAE) project undertaken by four co-researchers: three 
doctoral students and one doctoral faculty member. The purpose of the 
explorative CAE was to begin to understand the deeper, potentially trans-
formative changes that might occur through learning about and enacting 
relational ontologies (Thayer-Bacon, 2017). The foundational premise or 
intuition supporting this study is that a union of learning and enacting 
through relations offers the potential for transformative change. We call
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the union of learning and enacting learning with/about/from1 to signify 
the holistic, integral nature of the experience. 

In philosophy, ontology is the study of what is; a relational ontology 
suggests that what is always is forever in the making through rela-
tions (Thayer-Bacon, 2010). In this way of understanding the world, the 
essence of a person or object is not found within the thing itself. Instead, 
the essence of a person or object is co-emergent with other persons and 
objects within a web of relations.2 

Moving the focus of doctoral education from ‘just’ cognition and 
intellect into embodied enacting is a radical departure from typical 
doctoral programs. In these types of programs, philosophy has typically 
been thought of as being separate from practice, from being in the 
world. However, new ways of understanding the potential for a prac-
tical philosophy (Kemmis, 2010) or an  embodied philosophy have emerged 
that unite cognitive learning with embodied action. A practical philos-
ophy approach “regards practice and especially praxis as ‘internal’ to 
the persons and groups whose practice/praxis it is, and as ‘internal’ to 
the practice traditions which give meaning and significance to a prac-
tice” (Kemmis, 2010, p. 9). Embodied philosophy is defined as “…not 
a philosophy of the intellect alone, but (is) an integrated, non-dualistic 
living wisdom…that bridges the gap between historical, text-based schol-
arship and the embodied practices” (https://www.embodiedphilosophy. 
com/mission-founders/). Given the substantial global crises facing the 
planet, we argue that a practical or embodied philosophy approach is a 
critical component of weathering or ‘living in’ the next decades. 

In a cultural climate exhibiting increasing levels of anxiety and depression, 
stress and alienation, hyper-vigilance, and divisive rhetoric, EP (embodied 
philosophy) recognizes the need for what we call embodied philosophical 
living. (https://www.embodiedphilosophy.com/mission-founders/) 

As a response, this CAE study intended to both examine and foster a 
deeper consciousness of transcending paradigms as the critical leverage 
point for systemic transformation (Meadows, 1999) and a way to connect 
individual and collective transformation (Waddock, 2020). Thus, the CAE

1 Thank you to Dr. Mariella Campuzano for this wording. 
2 See, for example, Braidotti (2017). 

https://www.embodiedphilosophy.com/mission-founders/
https://www.embodiedphilosophy.com/mission-founders/
https://www.embodiedphilosophy.com/mission-founders/
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was moving research into action (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005) chal-
lenging the co-researchers to move beyond intellect and cognition alone 
to sense, describe, explore, be curious about, and reflect on the deeper 
embodied significance of a relational ontology. In sum, through the CAE 
process, we sought to understand and experience individual learning and 
transformation generating collective learning and transformation with/ 
about/from each other. 

Methodology 

CAE is a process enabling the study of the self with/in a collective (Ngun-
jiri et al., 2010). Through participative and emancipatory discourse, CAE 
can catalyze a learning community in which each person unveils their 
truth as experienced and stands as a witness to the truth of the other 
(Kemmis & McTaggart, 2005). The inquiry allows access to learners’ 
private worlds and can provide rich data on lived experiences from diverse 
social and cultural perspectives (Longman et al., 2015). 

The CAE structure can create an epiphany of each researcher’s expe-
riences shared through reflections followed by reading and discussing in 
a group setting (Ellis et al., 2011). For example, in this study each co-
researcher shared personal reflections on the four prompts listed below, 
and journaling and transcripts of multiple conversations were exchanged, 
reviewed, and reflected on. The prompt questions’ goal was to challenge 
the group to become conscious of realities that have not been thought of 
or felt/sensed before by reflecting on relational ontologies.

• What is my heart asking of me as I reflect on and sense?
• What is my embodied sensing about relationality/relational philoso-
phies?

• What is my cognition/intellect telling me about relational philoso-
phies?

• How is this shift manifesting in me as an active agent/doctoral 
student? 

Each individual reflection can be considered to be a form of 
autoethnography, where the researcher is the focus of reflexive inquiry 
positioned in a socio-cultural context (Haynes, 2018). These reflections
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strive to connect personal experience to cultural process and under-
standing by using a back-and-forth gaze to focus outward on those 
socio-cultural contexts while also looking inward at the vulnerable self. 
Thus, the reflections are an intentional pursuit of an understanding of 
the self within a socio-cultural context, recording interpretations as the 
experience unfolds. 

As the prompts illustrate, and aligned with the purpose of the study, co-
researchers agreed to move beyond cognition/intellect to make sense of 
learning with/about/from each other grounded in a relational ontological 
embodied/practical philosophy. First, the co-researchers decided to focus 
on the heart question, which is the focus of this paper. Future work will 
expand to include subsequent prompts. Second, the co-researchers shared 
their responses through encrypted email exchange and a number of secure 
shared Google folders. Co-researchers individually read and reflected on 
each other’s journaling, and then met as a group to dialogue, witness, and 
learn from each other’s reflections. Dialogue in this CAE setting provided 
the co-construction of narratives that brought forth the relational experi-
ences where co-researchers shared and made sense of their environment 
(Ellis et al., 2011). The facilitated discussions, a sort of experiential labo-
ratory or container, allowed the union of enacting and learning with/ 
about/from the phenomenon of relationality/relational paradigms. 

After the first facilitated dialogue, researchers identified themes (as 
shown in Table 13.1) and reflected on their interactions, including 
emotion-laden experience (Dirkx, 2014) generated from the dialogue. 
The dialogue also allowed researchers to learn about each other’s lived 
experiences and learn about how our consciousness about paradigms 
might inform our collective learning and development. The dialogue 
allowed for both a deeper self- and other-awareness of the critical 
elements, reflexive moments, or transformation forces we are experi-
encing.

Emerging Findings 

This section presents the emerging findings from the ongoing research, 
specifically focused on prompt #1: “What is my heart asking of me as I 
reflect on and sense?” as we collectively learn with/about/from relational 
ontologies. Five themes emerged from our preliminary analysis:
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Table 13.1 Resonant themes of each co-researcher 

Deyang Hermella Christian Julia 

Ontological 
consciousness, 
Doing 
identities, 
Presencing in 
dialogue 

Doing Identities (relational, 
multiple, oral histories), 
Presencing (emotional labor 
vs. authenticity), 
positionality, consciousness 

Doing Identities, 
Positionality, and 
Power, [Time; still to 
be determined how/ 
what/where time 
matters] 

Presencing, 
Positionality, & 
Power

1. Doing Identities (identities are performed, lived, earned, unearned, 
enacted in relation) 

2. Relations (web, connection, information, energy, network) 
3. Presencing (engaging, witnessing, being with) 
4. Positionality & Power (authentic vs. emotional labor, vulnerability, 

courage) 
5. Ontological Consciousness (learning, linking, knowing, and being) 

We offer our analysis that generated the themes in three ways: (1) through 
Table 13.1, each co-researcher identifies the most resonant3 theme/ 
pattern from our collective analysis; (2) through Fig. 13.1, the group 
collectively offers an ‘imaginary’ image of the emerging findings that 
will guide future research; and (3) through individual reflections on the 
findings, each co-researcher shares how their deepening understanding of 
relational ontologies is transforming both their cognitive and embodied 
presence as human beings.

Resonant Themes 
The first way we illuminate our preliminary findings is through resonant 
themes. The co-researchers agreed to individually identify the themes that 
most resonated with them as integral human beings. Resonance is a form 
of validity used in transpersonal research (see Footnote #3). 

As illuminated in Table 13.1, the emerging findings (not surprisingly) 
suggest that each co-researcher is experiencing learning about/from/with 
relational ontologies in slightly different ways. Only one of the five themes

3 See Anderson and Braud (2011) for a discussion of the use of resonance in qualitative 
research as a form of research validity. 
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Fig. 13.1 Emerging CAE findings

emerged as ‘resonant’ to each co-researcher: all co-researchers resonate 
with a knowing that their identities are changing in some way through 
learning about/with/from a relational ontology. 

Preliminary Imaginary/Model of Learning/Enacting Relational 
Ontologies 
The second way we illuminate our preliminary findings is through an 
imaginary image. One co-researcher (the faculty member) synthesized the 
four individual hand-drawn images (see Appendix)4 through an aesthetic,

4 For this chapter, we were asked to remake the hand-drawn images to make them 
more traditional—e.g., professional. We requested to allow them to remain as is. To us, 
the hand-drawn graphics are an artifact that is situated in a historical moment. During 
our earlier meetings in preparation for the MIU conference, our group co-constructed 
the graphics in which each researcher drew what we collectively called conceptual imag-
inary. This idea emerged as our group was discussing themes we identified from our 
reflection papers and dialogue. In this CAE setting, the hand-drawn graphics provided 
the co-construction of narratives that brought forth the relational experiences’ where co-
researchers shared and made sense of their environment (Ellis et al., 2011). We argue 
that the hand-drawn graphics align with the three MIU conference themes because 
they show creativity with imagination, complimentary, and opposing paradigms in how 
each co-researcher identified themes, and the co-construction of graphics locates it in an 
interpersonal and historical moment. 
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non-linear way and came up with an image, representing the imagi-
nary. All co-researchers then reviewed the initial image and generated a 
consensus imaginary as illuminated in Fig. 13.1. 

The imaginary blends the heart, complex relations, chaos/uncertainty, 
the tight structure and dissolving of time, with the five themes gener-
ated from our analysis. The themes are represented in a circle with spiral 
looping to illustrate the always-emergent becoming within a relational 
ontological perspective. Simply understood, each theme becomes more or 
less salient for each co-researcher, depending on the needs, goals, or limi-
tations of the context (e.g., chaos, relations, time, and heart). To honor 
the individuality of each co-researcher, Appendix contains images of each 
hand-drawn model that illuminates how each co-researcher made sense of 
the emerging findings. 

Individual Reflections 
The third way we illuminate our preliminary findings is through individual 
reflective journaling. Each co-researcher prepared the following tentative, 
partial, and contingent sensemaking writing to describe their experiences, 
knowings, sensings, and understandings of learning from/with/about each 
other. 

Deyang (Mike). By practicing Collaborative Autoethnography, we have 
derived a nest model for emerging themes including ontological 
consciousness, relations, doing identities, positionality and power, and 
presencing. I feel most resonated with ontological consciousness, doing 
identities, and presencing throughout the dialogues. Specifically, all these 
themes are related through existentialism (Sartre & Frechtman, 1947) in  
a way of discussion about fluid, dynamic, and doing identity. Conscious-
ness is the foundation of this discussion to show how our noema can be 
related to the objective world. 

Ontological Consciousness. Consciousness has been examined by 
scholars from various disciplines including biophysics, neuroscience, 
cosmology research, social science, etc. Yet one of the core issues of 
consciousness is how to relate the subjective inner experience to the 
substantialized brain activities (Thurman, 2008). There might not be 
causality behind these two elements, and that restrengthened the impor-
tance of consciousness as being a scarce instrument with which we 
can discover the profound mystery of subjective and objective worlds. 
Thus, ontological consciousness is very essential to our Collaborative
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Autoethnography activities as it is involved in all reflection, interaction, 
and analysis activities. It is where our motivation, emotion, and expec-
tation come from, but it is also a vulnerable, subjective, and intangible 
source that might easily lead to illusion and biased cognitions such as 
spectrum inversion and generalized use-mention confusion (Thau, 2002). 
Throughout the Collaborative Autoethnography reflection, consciousness 
is mentioned several times in regards to identities and connectedness, and 
intentionality can explain the relation of consciousness and the dynamic 
chaos or uncertainty discussed (Vagle, 2018). When I reflect on my 
own cognition of consciousness, I realized that occasionally I started 
questioning the boundary of subjectivity and objectivity, because when 
I was educated that how my brain will process the neural signals and 
trigger inner perceptional experience, I cannot find the rigorous boundary 
to differentiate subjective world and the objective one. However, with 
intentionality, I am able to play with consciousness to shift my own 
positionality in different scenarios to acquire different experiences. 

Doing Identity. Identity is another key element from our Collaborative 
Autoethnography activities. Narrowly, identity is defined as the totality of 
one’s self-construal (Weinreich, 1986). Thus, identity should be static, 
summarizing, and certain, but the fact is that, through the dialogue, 
we found that our identities are fluid, emerging, and dynamic. We do 
not hold one identity for long usually, instead, though we may have the 
same nominal identity, our identities are different each moment. Doing 
identity refers to our reflection of enacting the identity by doing it. It is 
very closely related to Sartre’s thought of for-itself being (Flynn, 2011), 
where being is defined using a bottom-up approach focusing on the 
behavior instead of a top-down definition. Multiple identities are often 
mentioned, but fluidly doing identity is breaking my understanding of 
identity. Etymologically, identity originates from the Latin idem, which 
means “same,” and it means “state of being the same” (Identity, n.d.), 
thus the nature of identity is being and being differentiable. Doing iden-
tity is an emphasis on self-positionality as well. While we reflect on who 
we are, we always recreate our identity by intervening with the existing 
situation, and that new identity is what we earned through doing. Iden-
tity here is not simply a title or a position but a set of identifiers, in other 
words, you have to earn your identity. For instance, if your identifiers 
changed, your identity would change accordingly though you may still 
hold the same title. Therefore, doing identity is a reminder to me that I
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am in a dynamic world where I can become who I want to be by doing 
what I ought to do. 

Presencing. When it comes to presencing, it reminds me of Theory U 
by Scharmer (2012). He proposed that presencing happens when the 
boundaries of the presence of past, the presence of future, and the pres-
ence of one’s authentic self collapse, and thereafter we will experience a 
profound shift. That resonates with me when I reflect on our Collabora-
tive Autoethnography dialogues. Also, presencing enhances sensing, and 
that means when you are fully present, your sense will be activated to 
the next level just as how sensing enhances seeing. Relating to Sartre’s 
thoughts of existentialism (Flynn, 2011), presensing can be seen as an 
immersive way of doing, and it creates the possibility for us to consciously 
bring ourselves afront of the boundaries. From another perspective, pres-
encing is not external enactment, and our mind is connected to the 
substantial world. Subjective and objective aspects seem to separate our 
mind from the world, but, inside, they are all together, and it is not 
possible to separate our mind from its surrounding environment. Pres-
encing changes our perception both externally and internally, when I 
meditate, I can feel my presencing when I sensed my breathing in and out 
peacefully, and both my mind and my body are empowered by my pres-
encing. Similarly, when I fully present elsewhere, this special boundary 
collapse will push me into a higher level of sensing, and this shift in 
perception will also change my cognition of my doing identity, which 
probably will lead to an emerging identity. Thus, presencing to me is 
more like a process of creating a rapport between my authentic self and 
the surrounding circumstances. 

Hermella. The notion of quantum in relational identity is fascinating. 
From the quantum lens, the universe is interconnected in space and time 
where consciousness is coextensive outside of the brain. This perspective 
resonates with my salient identity and my worldview of reciprocity and 
wholeness of the universe. In African Indigenous moral theory, actions 
are related to harmoniously living with others and honoring communal 
relationships. This afro-communitarian principle creates a reciprocal rela-
tionship between people and nature, which generates solidarity and 
collectivism. 

Relational Identity. For example, Ubuntu, which gained attention in 
South Africa during the struggle against Apartheid, describes African
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ethics and the humanistic philosophy of reconciliation and collective 
oneness (Gade, 2013; Metz & Gaie,  2010). The full term ‘Umuntu 
ngumuntu ngabantu’ in the Zulu/Xhosa/Ndebele/Sesotho/Shona 
languages express that “a person is a person through other persons” 
(Metz & Gaie, 2010, p. 274; Thayer-Bacon, 2017, p. 117). Ubuntu 
shows the interconnectedness of humanity through the consciousness of 
the self in relation to the community. 

Similarly, in Ethiopia, communal life or mahaberawi nuro ( ) 
emphasizes the mutual existence between communities and their 
surroundings. The Ethiopian culture values relationships and interde-
pendence over individualism and independence. This collective mindset 
transcends into the daily lives of the people through different cultural 
norms, for example, long hours of coffee ceremonies. Growing up in such 
a community influenced my identity through oral stories about my ances-
tors and interactions with those around me. Also, I view relational identity 
as co-constructed and subjective to different contexts. The four of us 
working on this research brought in our lived experience and co-construct 
a learning community that fosters a new relational identity. Our position-
ality as three students and one professor transpired as a community of 
practice that is subjective to the group. 

Multiple Identities. I view identity as something that is constituted 
and reconstituted through different interactions. From this standpoint, 
identity is more of a becoming process rather than a fixed notion. I 
wear multiple identity hats in school, the workplace, when I visit my 
country, and at home. Identity, for me, is contextual, fluid, and overlaps in 
different identity factors. The complexity of identities is particularly fasci-
nating when we wear clashing identities. The more I live in the Western 
world, the more my cultural identity has molded to balance the new 
culture of my Ethiopian roots. It is often challenging to balance the 
two cultures that are often in contradiction. Nonetheless, the stories of 
others and their lived experiences influence my multiple identities that are 
continuously becoming and changing. Participating in the CAE dialogue 
also added a new set of identities that allowed me to go out of my comfort 
zone and form an identity that is subjective to the group. 

Oral History and Identity. Oral history and stories are critical to Indige-
nous knowledge and connect with the sacred land and Indigenous 
identity (Hart, 2010; Wilson, 2008). Oral history is also a significant 
aspect for Ethiopians to learn about cultural roots and connect with
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their ancestors. My grandmother’s stories taught me more than reading 
a textbook and connected me to my ancestors’ stories and values. The 
lived experiences of others and their stories also molded my identity. For 
example, my perception of LGBTQ+ rights has drastically changed after 
learning about the lived experiences of those I interacted with while it is 
a taboo topic in my country. 

Presencing. When I think about authenticity, especially how much 
authenticity one brings to the workplace or school, I think about intel-
ligence platforms that ‘track’ activities. My workplace uses a revenue 
intelligence platform that leverages artificial intelligence and machine 
learning to gain insights into how their sales teams operate and close 
deals. These types of intelligence platforms are compelling, particularly 
from a competitor insight perspective. They are also an excellent way to 
analyze how employees work where the insight can be used as a learning 
experience. The other side of the coin is the conformity that comes from 
using such platforms. From this standpoint, I view authenticity as some-
thing that is negotiated and contextual. I am cognizant of how much 
authenticity I am willing to bring; perhaps most of us have a similar 
approach to the workplace and school. As technology advances and the 
fear associated with machine learning rises, scholars and practitioners need 
to study the emotional labor associated with the intelligence platforms. 
For instance, in the platform I mentioned at the beginning of this para-
graph, the salesperson would receive a scorecard on their interaction after 
each call. The goal is to reach the percentage the platform recommends, 
which is used as an indicator of performance. As I follow the recom-
mendations and try to reach the platforms’ top rating, how much of my 
authenticity am I letting go? 

Positionality. I reflect on my positionality as a Black woman and a 
foreigner within the George Washington University (GWU) as a predom-
inantly white school. As the institution gets more diverse from faculty, 
staff, and students’ fronts, the diverse voices change how the institution 
functions. In our CAE dialogue, we discussed how we are active players in 
the game as scholar-practitioners. While it is essential to bring in diverse 
voices, we also have to learn how to navigate academia to understand the 
issue from different angles and change it. These efforts to make academia 
more diverse start in the classroom, where educators open discussions that 
challenge academia’s traditional and Western mindset.
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Dialogue education, a constructivist approach to adult learning, moves 
the focus from passive learning to active participation in a dialogue that 
leads to learning (Vella, 2016). The community of practice of the Execu-
tive Leadership Program (ELP) encourages students and faculty to engage 
in learning interaction from each other’s lived experiences. As the more 
knowledgeable others, faculty’s guidance helps students pass their liminal 
zone to reach their desired learning goal as scholar-practitioners. It is 
crucial to include different worldviews and research methodologies into 
dominant conversations in scholarship and practice. It is commendable 
that the ELP creates a space for this type of dialogue by distilling diverse 
worldviews and philosophies. 

Christian. Of the themes from our CAE reflections, I resonate with 
‘doing identities’ and ‘positionality and power’ the most, finding that each 
of us is impacted by how we navigate various identities within the grad-
uate and academic space. This occurs as a relationship to positionality and 
power within our spheres of influence and also as free will to enact iden-
tities according to our values and beliefs, some of which are more salient 
outside of norms within the graduate school of education. 

Doing Identities. Being in a program designed for organizational leaders, 
it is easy for me to think about the authenticity and transparency asso-
ciated with good leadership and followership, and how this is supported 
by ‘doing’ identity. There are many in leadership roles but I would not 
say that all leaders ‘by title’ are leaders ‘by doing leadership.’ There-
fore, on behalf of those whom I may have an impact, I try to enact 
my identity claims in ways that serve others and myself according to 
that identity. As a budding anti-racist who is also a white cis-gendered 
male graduate student, I undertake identity work that explores and inter-
rogates my own whiteness within the academic institution. This serves 
my own development, however by undertaking various worldviews and 
questioning the assumptions behind whiteness at the institutional and 
structural level, I believe I am enacting an anti-racist identity that can 
facilitate a contradiction to taken-for-granted norm perpetuating institu-
tionalized racism (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Ray,  2019) of whiteness 
within academia (Jupp et al., 2019) within my sphere of influence within 
the graduate school. Enacting identity for me, within Academia and the 
graduate school, is directly related to what others have noted as a struggle 
between positionality and power to include the presencing necessary to 
enact these identities despite social woes of the past year.
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Positionality and Power. All of our reflections have in some way noted 
how positionality and power influence our roles as students, faculty, and 
employees within organizations. All come with their own ‘rules’ and 
opportunities, however they also expose loopholes. These loopholes are at 
the core of our reflections surrounding positionality and power. For Julia, 
the loophole manifested in skillfully constructed questions to power. For 
me, I interrogate whiteness within myself in partnership with institutional 
whiteness. This CAE for example is a way for us to enact a contradiction 
to traditional Euro Western ways of knowing and collaborating within the 
structures of institutional power and rigor to ‘good’ scholarship; hence-
forth, a loophole. I guess one can say we are flipping power in the name 
of enacting an institutional contradiction, facilitating a more dialogic and 
relational ontology over a positivist and modern way of knowing. Among 
all our coursework and commitments as doctoral students and as a faculty, 
we have chosen to supplement our obligations with this CAE. There-
fore, related to enacting identity, we are enacting our dialogic selves to 
co-create rather than be held to a prescription; We are prescribing the 
learning we desire. Additionally, we also find ourselves balancing a power 
relationship among ourselves, and we have done this quite well. The CAE 
has created room for us four to become co-creators and mutual learners 
with an otherwise hierarchical relationship of students and faculty. We 
have been exposed to the worldviews of the other, stretching ontological 
frameworks and incorporating some of each perspective. 

Time. Throughout all this however is the opaque veil of time which binds 
all our concepts. Time for example acts upon the CAE as a pressure to 
complete the dialogue, reflection, and analysis (currently, I feel like I am 
under a time crunch). Time is also a resource, enabling us to presence 
toward the activities which allow us to ‘do’ our identities. As scholar-
practitioners in a world of various commitments, we are facilitated or 
constrained by how we move through time. As a doctoral student, I know 
I never have enough time…, however, I manage and I learn. 

Julia. This CAE study has been a labor of love, a surprisingly ener-
gizing and expanding project embedded in the context of COVID, higher 
education chaos, and resource constraints. I am amazed that adding this 
project to my heaping pile, adding hours of dedicated focus and time to 
an already overloaded schedule actually gave me energy. And yet it did. 
As we co-researchers shared over and over—when we co-create a space 
to show up fully and authentically, we are actually generating a space or
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container of shared commitment and learning that is itself a catalyst for 
transformation. 

I had an emergent vision for this project in late 2020 and invited 
doctoral students to participate in January 2021. Initially, I envisioned my 
role OUTSIDE the group, mainly as a facilitator/supporter of THEIR 
research. However, at the first meeting the students firmly announced 
that I needed to be in, not out. So be it. 

As a faculty member I navigated the in-between space as best I could 
throughout the process; naming my influence/power frequently and 
asking for ‘checks’ on it from the co-researchers. I navigated the moving 
terrain between co-researcher and faculty member through discernment 
and connecting to my heart (as in, what is my heart telling me to do?). I 
was and am perfectly imperfect in all that I do. 

I already believed in the power of relational ontologies to shift 
consciousness before the start of the study; the reason for the study was to 
test my belief. Actually; no, the reason for the study was to start building 
understanding and knowing about how relational ontologies might impact 
doctoral students which could then be extended (through future studies) 
to understanding the shift in consciousness. I had a hunch/intuition that 
the show was connected to seeing the interconnectedness of all (Tsao & 
Laszlo, 2019; Wall Kimmerer, 2013) and that this might be pedagogically 
possible through an embodied learning pedagogy focused on relational 
ontologies, or learning from/about/with each other. I extend gratitude 
to Dr. Mariella Campuzano for introducing me to the naming of this 
process. 

Presencing & Positionality/Power Based on our preliminary findings, 
the pedagogical implications are exciting, and the potential for re-claiming 
embodied wisdom in doctoral education is growing. For me person-
ally, the twin themes of presencing and positionality/power resonate most 
clearly. Perhaps this is because of my dual role (co-researcher and project 
catalyst); but perhaps it is also because of my passion for helping others 
transform their worldview and ways of being in the world. I constantly 
challenged myself to ‘show up’ for meetings with a generous heart, 
acknowledging multiple commitments but also being explicit about my 
intention to show up as centered, focused, and spacious. This is pres-
encing—a palpable energy in our learning community that each of us 
brought forth.
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In terms of positionality/power, I knew that the ‘juice’ to run the 
machine had to come from me. The three other co-researchers were 
overburdened doctoral students—working, living, parenting, moving, 
surviving…in the context of COVID and social unrest in the United 
States. I used my position and power to invite participation; I sought to 
co-create an egalitarian process for non-hierarchical relations to flourish. 
I learned more from these three co-researchers over the past few months 
about myself and my vision for myself as an educator than I’ve learned 
in a long, long, long time. I learned the value of stepping in with radical 
vulnerability; the rewards are great and continue to deepen over time. I’m 
grateful. 

Summary of Individual Reflections 

Each of the four co-researchers generated the statements above in a 
context of chaos (COVID), civic polarization, time constraints, and major 
life events including marriage, health concerns, and job stressors. We 
suggest that the context might be considered both a constraint and a 
catalyst—a yin/yang relationship. This paradox is interesting because it is 
connected to traditions of wisdom across cultures and time—one needs 
to know suffering in order to know joy. In addition, the statements illu-
minate the richness of autoethnographic writing that can offer glimpses 
of deep meaning and soul. 

Summary and Future Directions 

As described earlier, the purpose of the explorative CAE was to begin 
to understand the deeper, potentially transformative changes that might 
occur through learning about and enacting relational ontologies (learning 
about/from/with). We described that ontology is the study of what is; and  
a relational ontology suggests that what is always is forever in the making 
through relations (Thayer-Bacon, 2017). The foundational premise or 
intuition supporting this study is that a union of learning and enacting 
offers the potential for transformative change. This premise pushes the 
boundaries of doctoral education beyond just intellect and cognition, and 
calls for the return of wisdom and embodiment in higher education.
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Specifically, valuing or legitimizing non-rational, non-cognitive 
knowing is a radical departure from typical doctoral programs. Legit-
imizing non-cognitive knowing as a source of data challenges the tradi-
tional belief of hierarchy of knowledge. It also challenges the Cartesian 
separation of mind and body, the belief that objective knowledge can be 
discovered, and that ‘good’ research is only rational and value-free. All of 
these beliefs undergird higher education in general, and seep into doctoral 
education in multiple, often invisible ways. 

This CAE upended those beliefs and instead generated and docu-
mented deeply transformative insights. The CAE offers a preliminary 
model (or imaginary) based on the thick, rich data generated through 
journaling and transcriptions of hours of conversation and dialogue. The 
CAE was a liminal space for each co-researcher; interestingly, the limi-
nality was experienced differently for each of us. For me, Julia, I found my 
liminality to be the space between faculty and student; between teacher 
and learner; between catalyst and catalyzed. For me, Hermella, the notion 
of liminality was evident in the progression of our dialogue and reflections 
from January to April and the value of CAE as a method to understand 
and make sense of my relational identity with the group. For me, Deyang, 
my liminality is the boundaries of presencing, through the boundaries 
collapsing, I acquired my relational identity as doing identity as well as 
my own power and positionality. For me, Christian my liminality is the 
boundary between ‘doing’ identity and visioned identity. Using one of 
my reflection metaphors, I have peered past the event horizon of rela-
tional liminality, ‘becoming’ one with my peers and among the chaos of 
our individual lives. 

From these findings and experiences, we envision these possible next 
steps for this work: (a) to keep working on the rest of the prompts: 
embodied sensing about rationality, cognition/intellect telling about rela-
tional philosophies, and how the shift manifests in us as active agents; (b) 
to further develop the emerging themes from the CAE conversation and 
dialogue; (c) to expand our research to a longitudinal study and dive into 
the transformative changes occurred within the learning community. 

The study also suggests possible future research and practice implica-
tions. For example, interesting research questions include how might the 
different elements of our model relate to each other? How might the role 
(doctoral student, parent, employee) matter to the shift in identities? How 
might culture, gender, or other forms of difference influence receptivity 
to/resonance with relational ontologies?
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The implications for doctoral pedagogy are also exciting, and include 
(a) creating co-generative small teams of faculty and students to explore 
learning from/with/about embodied philosophy; (b) implementing small-
scale action research projects as an intentional community-building 
strategy; and (c) legitimating non-Euro Western ways of knowing, being, 
and relating in doctoral education. 

The time is right for this shift. The method is innovative and 
contributes to Donnella Meadow’s vision of transcending paradigms. Why 
not go for it? 

Epilogue 

As described in the preceding section, this CAE process might be 
considered a new pedagogical process for engaging the whole being— 
both teacher and student—in liberatory and transformative education. 
Especially in higher education, where norms of separation and reduc-
tionism prevail, this type of integral process might be able to foster the 
development of wisdom, so sorely needed in this historical moment. 

We will continue to talk together on our collective CAE path, and 
the ‘fruits’ of this labor of love continue to come to us. For example, 
Hermella is starting a new CAE with a group of global scholars in the 
Academy of Management; I (Julia) am involved in another CAE with 
scholars Lyla June Johnston (who identifies as Dinè) and Dr. Nicole 
Dillard (who identifies as African American)—the three of us are writing 
on decolonizing the academy and imagining new futures for higher 
education. We have found that CAE unleashes us from the constraints of 
the now, and allows space for liberatory thought and imaginings. Mike is 
connecting the CAE work to his doctoral focus on developing a sustain-
ability mindset, and recently led our group in a virtual presentation in 
mainland China. And Christian is linking his experiences ‘doing’ identi-
ties in the CAE with his doctoral focus on critical whiteness studies and 
antiracism praxis in the academy. 

Doing and being are often separated; it might be that in the CAE the 
distinctions are blurred. We do and be in reciprocal relationship with each 
other; we learn, ask questions, think metaphorically, and always enter into 
our shared space with intention, we withness. And, as you recall, intention 
in the medical field is ‘the healing process of a wound.’ Imagine what the 
world might be like if we all held this highest of intention!
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Appendix 

Deyang’s Model
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Hermella’s Model
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Christian’s Model
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Julia’s Model 
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CHAPTER 14  

Sustainable Flourishing in Cities 
and Entrepreneurial Ecosystems: Developing 

a Path Through Appreciative Inquiry 
and SOAR Framework for Increasing 
Innovative Capacity and Resilience 

Larry Clay Jr 

Introduction 

Developing cities as sustainable and flourishing ecosystems is one of the 
greatest societal challenges of our time because it will require complemen-
tary actions by governments, academia, civil society, science, and business 
(Cooperrider & McQuaid, 2012; Sachs et al., 2019). Macromanagement 
has been viewed as a viable means for an integrative systems management 
approach in achieving cities’ sustainable development goals along with 
societal flourishing. More specifically, Appreciative Inquiry summits and
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platforms as systems management strategies have been touted as a macro-
management approach for the whole system, strengths-based approaches 
that are instrumental for macro-level processing such as organizational 
systems, communities, and city ecosystem (Cooperrider et al., 2008; 
McQuaid, 2019; Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2010). Cooperrider and 
McQuaid (2012) describe Appreciative Inquiry summits as, 

…large group planning, designing, or implementation meeting that brings 
a ‘whole system’ of 300 to 1,000 or more internal and external stake-
holders together in a concentrated way to work on a task of strategic, and 
especially creative, value [and] ...where everyone is engaged as a designer, 
across all relevant and resource-rich boundaries, to share leadership and 
take ownership for making the future of some big league opportunity 
successful. (p. 2) 

However, empirically macromanagement and Appreciative Inquiry (AI) 
platforms have been described mostly in abstract concepts in frameworks 
of strengths-based, future and positive focused, while also being a distinct 
contrast to traditional micromanagement. 

Macromanagement and AI are associated with systematic flourishing 
outcomes (McQuaid, 2019), bringing out the best in human systems 
(Cooperrrider, 2012). They offer communication strategies for prac-
titioner co-creation towards deeper meanings and identities of power 
through conversations (Whitney, 2012), generating positive action for 
large-scale learning, transformation, and social innovation (Whitney et al., 
2019), and transforming urban environments (Rosado, 2008; Sachs et al., 
2019). However, macromanagement has been criticized as being too 
broad and poorly defined a concept to draw any meaning, and the crit-
icism is echoed by what is meant by AI. Moreover, critics of AI have 
argued that it has limited perspectives focusing only on the “positivity” 
that foster unrealistic views of human experiences (MacCoy, 2014), and 
the process has tendencies to polarize “negative” and “positive” aspects 
of phenomena (Bushe, 2012). But as the empirical evidence evolved over 
the last few decades, the confusion and inconsistencies about AI have been 
somewhat resolved; especially, since the emergence of the SOAR frame-
work with the feature of “language” flipping problems into opportunities 
(Cooperrrider, 2012; Stavros  & Hinrichs,  2009). 

The SOAR framework is a strategy formulation and planning frame-
work that allows organizations and systems to think, plan, and inspire
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implementation towards the most preferred future (Stavros & Hinrichs, 
2009). Strengths, Opportunities, Aspirations, and Results are the 
elements that represent the acronym of the SOAR framework. Instead 
of the analytical strategic framework established as Strengths, Weak-
ness, Opportunities, and Threats (SWOT), SOAR acknowledges a holistic 
perspective of present and future timeframes with internalized and exter-
nalized scopes between humans and their environments for change 
management. In doing so, leaders and managers approach and analyze 
change management with positive foci on strengths and opportunities, 
instead of focusing on weaknesses and threats in strategic analyses. The 
strengths-based, positive focus on change encourages generative dialogue 
that motivates management and participants towards the development 
of positive aspirational goals. The strengths-based approach inspires all 
participants to implement and act on achieving shared visions and goals 
for positive outcomes and results. This is a stark contrast from classical 
change management problem-solving by narrow reductive reasoning and 
approaching change as recursive responses to weaknesses and threats. As 
Cooperrrider (2012) argued, “No accumulation of simply fixing weakness 
and reacting to threats in the environment will transform a person, orga-
nization, nor system; only by amplifying strengths will they excel towards 
full-spectrum flourishing” (2012: Executive Summary pp. ii–iii). 

The SOAR framework has been studied as an effective strategic process 
in planning urban tourism development (Khavarian-Garmsir & Zare, 
2015), for encouraging collaborative capacities in teams (Cole et al., 
2019), and leading change management for sustainable performance 
(Glovis et al., 2014). In combination with motivation, the SOAR frame-
work has also been discovered to enable organizational flow for better 
performance outcomes in entrepreneurial endeavors (Stavros & Saint, 
2010). 

We posit that the SOAR framework combined with the AI platform 
enables ecosystem-level implementation towards sustainable development 
performance. They are also effective strategic tools for social construc-
tion planning and development for community development and social 
equity goal attainment. However, we preface this under the assump-
tion that ecosystem leadership and community members employ the AI 
platform and SOAR framework as the primary social organizing tool 
within the local entrepreneurial ecosystem and the meta-organizational 
development of UN 17 sustainable development goals (SDGs) achieve-
ment (Berkowitz, 2018; Glavas et al., 2010; Sachs et al., 2019). The
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overarching expected outcomes of this strategic approach is to shift the 
conscious mindset of the community through empowerment and inclu-
sive activities of idea generation for social impact, community value 
appreciation (growth), and full spectrum humanistic flourishing. 

In this study we combine AI with the SOAR analysis, with the concep-
tual understanding that AI is the “system” and SOAR is the “processor” 
of a macromanagement approach. Although the literature is robust about 
the effectiveness of change management associated with AI-SOAR as 
it relates to organizational or whole systems flourishing, there is an 
opportunity to propose a model of AI-SOAR effectiveness towards flour-
ishing on the ecosystem level. To help leaders, business and institutional 
managers, and all other stakeholders in operationalizing a macroman-
agement approach to foster sustainable innovation and build resiliency, 
we offer a measurable model by conceptualizing, operationalizing, and 
measuring AI-SOAR effects on a city ecosystem. Operationalized, AI-
SOAR as a platform would enable stakeholders and organizations to 
organize, make collective decisions, orchestrate resources, co-design, and 
integrate implementation for developing innovation while simultaneously 
building resilience for a flourishing city ecosystem. This is the first objec-
tive of this study. The second objective of this study is to identify an 
underpinning effect between innovation and resilience which has been 
argued by Dale et al. (2010) as the adaptive interaction that grows and 
maintains the flourishing community or ecosystem. Thus, our research 
question is… 

What characteristics of Appreciative Inquiry and SOAR framework leads 
to increases in innovative capacity and resilience in city ecosystems, 
which also influences the transformation towards cities as sustainable 
ecosystem? 

Our proposed model was analyzed and tested using structural equation 
modeling to show that the macromanagement approach functioning as 
AI-SOAR platform summits result in positive performance and outcomes 
in ecosystem innovation and resiliency, which develops the city ecosys-
tems’ form towards a flourishing CASE. After presenting our results, we 
will deliberate on the findings and discuss the implications of extending 
the scholarship in the macromanagement and AI-SOAR literature; and 
offer utility of this instrument to management in practice.
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Theoretical Framework 

Building Innovative Capacity and Resilience by Macromanagement 

Evolved from Meadows’ (1997) systems management strategy, McFar-
land’s (1977) social pluralism in institutions, and Srivastiva’s & Coop-
errider’s (1987) whole systems management, the macromanagement 
approach extends decision-making capabilities from core leadership and 
is inclusive of internal, external, and future stakeholders pertinent to 
the ecosystem (Cooperrider & Srivastva, 1987). It is a multi-stakeholder 
process, which is defined as value creation processes or approaches that 
are designed to foster inclusiveness and decentralize control through 
polycentric governance for one or multiple goals that involve multiple 
stakeholders in a group, organization, city ecosystem, or ecosystem. The 
macromanagement self-organizing system combines top-down dynamic 
capabilities, which are considered the strengths of organized systems 
with their technical competencies; and bottom-up dynamic capabilities 
bring distinctive strengths of local knowledge, inspiration, and aspira-
tion. Collectively, the combination of both strengths has the potential 
of creating exponential innovative power and building resiliency within 
CASEs. 

Beyond the property of integrating collective action, there are two 
other distinct properties of macromanagement that attributes to its 
uniqueness compared to other organizational systems approaches. First, 
embedded in macromanagement is a positive focus on the “whole” 
drawn by open communication and generative crowdsourcing of every-
thing positive, strengths, and ideas of organizations and systems. For 
example, during planning and strategizing for system change, the knowl-
edge sharing of information and idea generation would have a positive 
perspective, design, and conversations around certain meanings and iden-
tifications of resources, leadership capabilities, stakeholder needs, and 
opportunities for change. This means that instead of strategic plan-
ning from problems and their emergent negative consequences being 
approached with reductionist strategies; conversations in strategic plan-
ning would focus on positivity and invert the contextual meaning of 
a particular problem, into an opportunity to innovate positive change 
(Fredrickson & Losada, 2005; Roepke & Seligman, 2015). 

The second property of macromanagement is prospection. Prospection 
is the capability of being future-focused driven by optimism. Combined 
with a positive outlook, prospection serves as a mechanism for leaders,
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managers, and other stakeholders to think by optimism and forwardly 
productive management; and this way of thinking and doing exerts an 
optimistic future-focused controllability within social environments (Na 
et al., 2019). In contrast, backwardness thinking and management with 
pessimistic outlooks of social environments have languished stakehold-
ers’ controllability and capabilities associated with negative effects and 
senses of hopelessness and helplessness in social environments (Maier & 
Seligman, 2016; Seligman et al., 2013). This insight of prospection 
has been studied in social environments, such as city ecosystems, and 
has been found to be an instrumental social managerial capability when 
assessing and implementing public policy for socioeconomic well-being 
indicators (Adler & Seligman, 2016; Roepke & Seligman, 2015). The 
macromanagement meta-epistemological elements of wholeness (vertical 
and horizontal polycentric action) with a positive future-focused approach 
and outlook is the essential management strategy for multi-stakeholder 
processes and integrative management for the developmental goal of 
CASE. 

This third management organizing form has emerged with a signifi-
cant number of leaders and stakeholders that think small reconfigurations 
have the potential to produce large systematic changes (Cooperrider & 
Srivastva, 2013); and where a small shift or innovation in one thing 
can produce big changes in everything (Meadows, 1997). Meadows’ 
small shift approach to systemic change relies on managerial hierar-
chic organizing form and stakeholders’ local competencies and capabil-
ities to recognize major leverage points of the system and move that 
leverage point in the right direction. Innovation is widely considered to 
hold the keys for whole systems sustainability, but particularly in cities, 
communities, and ecosystems (Berkowitz & Dumez, 2016; Boons & 
Lüdeke-Freund, 2013; Cassiolato et al., 2014; Henrekson, 2014; 
Macharis & Kin, 2017; Schaefer et al., 2015). Some empirical research 
suggests that stakeholder engagement for systems-level sustainable inno-
vation is achievable through its core leaderships’ understanding of the 
cognitive, emotional, and behavioral dimensions of the stakeholder 
engagement (Jonas et al., 2018). Moreover, other scholars comple-
ment this notion of inclusive innovation by articulating that designing 
the appropriate configuration and aligning capabilities of stakeholders 
for city ecosystem and systems development is essential to achieving 
sustainable innovations (Berkowitz et al., 2017; Gulati et al.,  2012),
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understanding how stakeholders in open-systems practices are empow-
ered towards organizational effectiveness (Kirkman et al., 2011), and by 
following the generative guiding principles and processes of organizing 
for sustainability-driven innovation (Parrish, 2010). The macromanage-
ment objective is not intended to diminish key top management and 
decision-maker stakeholders’ nor an organization’s power; rather, the 
intention is for key management leaders and participating stakeholders to 
create network environments and platforms that promote inclusiveness by 
unlocking the greatest collective humanistic potential of ingenuity; which 
complexity theory informs us, that it can emerge from anyone anywhere 
(Mitchell, 2009). 

Underlying this systems-level organizational design task is the adap-
tive learning processes involving skillful but imperfect rational agents and 
organizations (Holm et al., 2010), and the diversity of stakeholders with 
informal and indigenous knowledge. Under this assumption the diver-
sity of organizations, institutions, and stakeholders within the city have 
untapped capabilities to enhance their individual competencies through 
searching and learning; and the systematic capacity building occurs in 
interactions between systems’ stakeholders. What emerges because of 
this self-organizing systems approach develops into organizational gestalts 
of flourishing within the CASE. Gestalt in ecosystem designing is the 
organizing capability to approach a design task or inquiry creatively, indi-
vidually, and collectively—yet maintain unity across the varying design 
outcomes (Yoo et al., 2006). This simultaneous co-existence of unity 
and variety reflects benefits for the whole outcome in the form of 
innovation and new competencies recognized by stakeholders, organi-
zations, institutions, and other subsystems from the innovative design 
and learning processes. The design gestalt is understood, as it relates 
to ecosystem development, as a “virtual” capability that combines ideas, 
values, resources, tools, and stakeholders into ensembles that can create 
and project remarkable multi-beneficial artifacts (Yoo et al., 2006). 
By form, characteristics, or a combination of both, these artifacts are 
produced as representations of the organizing structures that designed 
them. 

Resilience and the supporting theory emerged from scholarly discourse 
on general systems theory and has been studied in disciplines such 
as ecology, psychology, engineering, and sociology (Boschma, 2015). 
Resilience is defined as the capacity of a system to undergo change and 
still retain its basic function and structure (Folke et al., 2010). As it relates
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to sustainability, resilience can be defined as the ability of organizations, 
communities, and systems to cope with external stresses and disturbances 
from social, political, economic, institutional, and environmental change. 
Evolutionary systems resilience, in particular, suggests that all systems are 
in a constant state of adaptation within an ever-flowing field of change 
(Davoudi et al., 2012; Simmie & Martin, 2010). In the context of 
ecosystems resilience is constructed from the panarchic systems’ dynamic 
capabilities of risk anticipation, reflexivity (adaptive learning), and respon-
siveness to perturbation. It is dependent on the resource accessibility; 
the diversity of stakeholders, leadership, education, and economies; the 
trust, cooperation, and coordination within stakeholders’ engagements; 
and how stakeholders’ decision-making adapts to perturbation, adversity, 
uncertainty, and conflict. 

Empirical studies in management have proved several key factors that 
build resiliency, and a few are stakeholder relationships of openness, trans-
parency, and trust; connectivity of people and resources; with a continuity 
and stability within the dynamics of the city ecosystem that are reactive 
(flexible) and anticipatory (risk planned) (Bec et al., 2019; Dale et al., 
2010). A diversity of capacity building, synthesizing stakeholder capa-
bilities, and adaptive capacities to perturbations—or the emergences of 
deviations from system norms—can influence the robustness of resilience 
building (Dale et al., 2010). Bec et al. (2019) added to Dale’s expressing 
that resource accessibility, diversifications of stakeholders, adaptive capac-
ities capabilities in continuity, the right “mix” of high-quality leadership 
(clout), informal leadership that builds (trust), and engaging peripheral 
stakeholders that have competing institutional logics can connect and 
build systems resiliency through cooperation. 

Although scholars have developed the key factors leading towards 
sustainable innovation and resiliency, a social structuring and integrative 
process that describes a “how to” achieve a flourishing ecosystem on the 
scale of a city is less developed. The functionality of AI-SOAR offers 
the operationalized integrative systems management and social struc-
turing that yields positive impacts from co-collaborative efforts towards 
the creativity and resiliency desired to be achieved. AI-SOAR is macro-
managing complex systems, or in ecosystems language a living system 
affecting a higher order living system. It is important to note that city-
level sustainable development achievement should not be viewed as a 
linear pathway to a sustainability goal, but its nonlinear nature requires 
the integral tasks to be viewed as a change-stability balance-seeking
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temporal process where a mass humanistic flourishing state can emerge 
(Kemp & Loorbach, 2003). 

Operating the System and Process of Appreciative Inquiry 
and the SOAR Framework 

The application of AI summits and platforms has emphasized the concept 
of positive potential—the best or what has been, what is, and what might 
be. AI is a multi-stakeholder process for stimulating social, ecological, 
and economic positive change (Whitney & Trosten-Bloom, 2010) that  
reframes traditional managerial problems with a salutogenic approach 
to team, group, organizational, and systematic vitality. Centered around 
five key principles, the philosophy of AI is grounded on the macro-
management’s ability to create change with generative inquiry, amplify 
organizational strengths, harness the transformative power of the “pos-
itivity ratio” with small positive systematic shifts, imagine in wholeness 
“what is best”, and develop a wider lens of what is to be appreciated or 
valued (Cooperrider & McQuaid, 2012). 

The challenges of operationalizing AI may, at first, seem too complex 
to manage for achieving CASE innovative performance and resiliency, 
contrarily it doesn’t. Some of our problems require only small systemic 
innovations or levers, which enable the fulfillment of needs in an entirely 
new manner. Yet, planning is difficult when things useful to us today may 
be of no use in the future and things we do not value may be essential 
to humans living in the future. AI platforms are instrumental in creating 
a system where innovation can emerge from everywhere as we look to 
increase sustainable value in CASE. Stakeholders within CASE absorb 
creative potential energies by developing design-inspired collaborative 
multi-stakeholder tasks. Although it is not necessary for every single stake-
holder in the city or ecosystem to participate; it is highly encouraged to 
integrate the collaborative capacity of multi-disciplinary groups in practice 
and interest, as well as representation from diverse sets of city ecosystem 
settings within a CASE—including situations of competing institutional 
logics. Strategic innovation is the result of bringing a diverse set of voices 
into the strategy dialogue, among other issues (Hamel, 1998). Dalton 
and Dalton echo this finding that minority opinions stimulate creativity 
and divergent thought which, through their participation, can manifest as 
innovation. The utilization of big data, social media, and online groups 
have all contributed to nascent emergences through social structuring and
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positive action. The digitalization of data mining, and social organizing 
systems by social movements have facilitated the extension of stakeholder 
engagement aiding in the discovery of innovative solutions beneficial to 
communities and cities through the network of peripheral stakeholders 
from other organizations, communities, systems, or other CASE (Burt, 
1992; Steele, 2017). 

As AI is applied, macro-managers utilize the 6-D cycle with gener-
ative questions designed to activate the interdependent design task of 
stakeholders. These macro-managers start by pre-framing a powerful 
interdependent task with a purpose much larger than the system. Applying 
the term task assumes actions to be taken, dissimilar to a mission state-
ment that often represents a static state of intent in collaboration. The key 
question in pre-framing the interdependent task is, “what do we want to 
create, not what do we want to solve or avoid?” (Cooperrider & Laszlo, 
2012). This interdependent task in CASE flourishing context can be an 
important opportunity that designs the task from those key questions 
and has potential implications on all diverse sets of stakeholders within 
the system. After the powerful task is established by key asset orchestra-
tors, the next phase of the 6-D cycle is the “Discovery” (tasked with 
appreciating in value “what is”) next is the “Dream” phase (imagina-
tive or envisioning the future stage), followed by the “Design” phase 
(Co-creating the dream), and the “Destiny” phase (empowering, adap-
tive learning, and sustaining stage) (Cooperrider et al., 2008). The last 
phase of the 6-D cycle is the drum, the temporal frequency of convening 
AI summits and platforms. This can be understood as the number of 
times stakeholders in an ecosystem meet to plan and strategize for future 
improvements, but also to evaluate prior results from previous summits 
and determine if further adaptations are needed in the ecosystem. The 
drum represents the point where stakeholders should monitor and eval-
uate the continuous improvement process of the ecosystem, and the point 
to assess the volume of members that participate in AI platforms to 
track individual well-being changes towards flourishing principles such as 
with the PERMA framework (Cooperrider & McQuaid, 2012; Seligman, 
2012), and other well-being and happiness measurements (Forgeard 
et al., 2011). AI invites people to engage in a shared dialogue about posi-
tive images and affirmations to create new and alternative possibilities in 
their communities and cities. Macro-managers facilitate shared dialogue 
among stakeholders in an organization or city ecosystem that focuses on
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what works well, rather than what is not working well or details to defi-
ciencies (D. Whitney & Fredrickson, 2015). The shared dialogue occurs 
through AI-based conversations about gaps, possibilities, and a desired 
future (Bushe, 2007; Stavros et al., 2018). 

Macromanagement applied as AI brings out the best in human social 
systems, reaching across resource-rich boundaries sharing leadership and 
ownership of an interdependent task giving a sense of empowerment, and 
resulting in more effective collaborative efforts to appreciating—in a duel 
meaning of valuing and accumulating value—creativity and resilience in 
CASE. Unlike traditional system-wide transformative efforts that execute 
strategies within isolated silos, departments, or organizations, AI oper-
ationalizes collective stakeholders’ smart-power by designing creation 
tasks from modularity, configurations, combinations, and interfaces with 
systematic acceleration and scaling up solutions (Cooperrider & Zhex-
embayeva, 2013). The concentration of effects that emerge from AI 
participation spreads throughout the system causing dissipative effects 
of systematic resiliency and innovation. This effect is also aligned with 
Holling (2001) and Simon (1996) explanation of an adaptive system as 
it relates to the significance of hierarchal structures, their effects on the 
higher-ordered structures, and the dynamic functionality that shape both 
sub-system and ecosystem. 

The Strengths, Opportunity, Aspiration, Results SOAR framework has 
its origins within the AI practitioner and academic scholarship; and the 
framework shares AI’s five principles with underlying values of posi-
tive psychology, dialogic communication, generative conversations, and 
generative results (Bushe, 2013; Bushe & Paranjpey, 2015; Maxton &  
Bushe, 2018; McClellan, 2007; Stavros et al., 2018; D. Whitney  &  
Fredrickson, 2015). The SOAR profile measures both AI and the four 
elements of SOAR (Strengths, Opportunities, Aspiration, and Results). 
The framework integrates positive psychology and AI through its focus 
on positive deviance (i.e., moving towards positive energy and away 
from negative energy), its encouragement of possibility thinking through 
generative conversations, and the formulation and implementation of a 
positive strategy by identifying strengths, building creativity in the form of 
opportunities, encouraging various stakeholders to share aspirations, and 
determining measurable and meaningful results (Cameron et al., 2003; 
Cameron & Spritzer,  2011; Stavros et al., 2007). It is assumed multi-
stakeholders are part of the collaborative effort and all stakeholders are 
represented as the ecosystems’ integrative management strategy. SOAR
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builds positive psychological capacity by using dialogue and genera-
tive conversations to transform strategic thinking, planning, and leading 
(Cole & Stavros, 2019). Through its focus on positive deviance, SOAR 
integrates the philosophies of AI and positive psychology by framing 
strategy as a set of processes that enable collective resourcefulness and 
generative dynamics that lead to positive states or outcomes (Fredrickson 
et al., 2008). Starting the SOAR process first focuses on finding and 
inquiring strengths, or assets already in possession of an ecosystem. These 
assets include natural, financial, human, knowledge, tangible, intangible, 
and other resources available to the ecosystem. The next step sets the 
precedents of imaging opportunities and visualizing collectively desired 
outcomes. The opportunities step is a critical deviance from traditional 
intervening strategies that problematize. Instead of a perspective of nega-
tivity, weaknesses, deficiencies, and threats; stakeholders can flip problems 
into opportunities. For example, instead of framing the wicked prob-
lems of joblessness and affordable housing; participating stakeholders can 
generate dialogue around the opportunity and reorganize their thoughts 
and assets towards envisioning new job possibilities and co-creating the 
values of accessing housing based on the essential and desired needs of 
stakeholders. This leads to the next step of aspiration that establishes 
the tactical functional plans and couples them with strategic initiatives 
to integrate programs that function to reach the planned future outcome. 
And lastly, the results step is the actional step that inspires stakeholders 
to implement and achieve the desired outcomes. An illustration of this 
SOAR framework process flow is Fig. 14.1.

AI and SOAR in the context of CASE’s collaborative capacity building, 
can be best described as the combination of organizational structure 
and organizational structure functional process (Herrmann et al., 2004). 
Starting the operation of AI platform, CASE’s hierarchal organizing form 
structures architects, developers, and managers as holding power, lead-
ership, and relative resources. The collaboration and processes within 
the SOAR process are intended to be inclusive by the representation 
of diverse social classes, social cognitions, genders, business scales, insti-
tutions, cultures, and ethnic backgrounds within the ecosystem. It is 
also critical for the organizational structure to have participating stake-
holders from the Base of the Pyramid (Cañeque & Hart, 2017) to asset 
orchestrating management scattered towards the top. It is the presence of 
diversity as well as the collaborative effort, regardless of the interdepen-
dent task created by orchestrating management; if the positive actionable
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Fig. 14.1 The SOAR framework1 

task at its core is planned accordingly in the design method of AI, the 
execution of the process during an AI Summit should yield positive 
emergences of innovative ideas or capacities that can benefit the CASE 
co-creating a thriving city ecosystem vitality. Therefore, our assumption 
that the operating system and process of AI-SOAR leads to an increase of 
innovative capacities among participating stakeholders, which in turn, also 
stimulates the robustness for resilience within the ecosystem to support a 
flourishing city ecosystem vitality. 

thus, we hypothesize: 

Hypothesis 1: Applying the AI platform with the SOAR framework approach 
increases innovative capacity towards a flourishing city ecosystem vitality. 

Hypothesis 2: Applying the AI platform with the SOAR framework approach 
increases resiliency towards a robust city ecosystem vitality. 

Tethering from Dale et al. (2010), we echo the same assumption in 
reference to flourishing city ecosystem (CASE) vitality and underpin-
ning relationship between innovation and resilience. They claim there are 
dynamic capabilities occurring between the two. One dynamism through

1 Adopted from (Cole & Stavros, 2019). Source: www.soar-strategy.com.

http://www.soar-strategy.com
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building resilience and the other dynamism of building innovative capaci-
ties; and when combined emerges a flourishing ecosystem. We understood 
the use of the word “dynamism” had meaning related to the energy, 
action, process, and forces that move by path or trajectory; usually, in a 
nonlinear way. Interpreting dynamism within this framing we understand 
this dual effect as causal forces within the whole system, where the sub-
ecosystems of innovation have a positive influence on the sub-ecosystems 
of resiliency, and vice versa, in a symbiotic relationship. The macroman-
agement system and process AI-SOAR has the potential to facilitate the 
transformation within the whole system and dissipate throughout the 
ecosystem. The AI-SOAR macromanagement system relies on humanistic 
capabilities of collective planning, designing, implementing, and evalu-
ating by a design protocol that promotes a social constructing—with a 
positive bias—to affect all panarchic subsystems including social systems. 
Through positive framing, open communication, and focusing on share-
holder needs and innovative solutions that are both generative and builds 
meaningful collaborative relationships, we pose the AI-SOAR manage-
ment system as the driver that enables the capacity growth for innovation 
and a robust response of resilience. Since we propose that the combi-
nation of AI-SOAR is an antecedent to increasing the city ecosystem 
vitality, we also posit that there is a double mediating effect of building 
resiliency and innovative capacity. Moreover, we theorize that one has a 
positive influence on the other; and consequently, results in the dissipative 
emergence of flourishing CASE vitality (Dale et al., 2016). Therefore, we 
hypothesize: 

Hypothesis 3: Innovation capacity increases the effectiveness between 
applying the AI platform with the SOAR framework approach and 
resiliency towards a robust city ecosystem vitality. 

Hypothesis 4: Building resilience increases the robustness between applying 
the AI platform with the SOAR framework approach and innovation 
capacity towards a flourishing city ecosystem vitality. 

For this study we included the controls of Appreciative Inquiry expe-
rience (AIEXP), Ethnicity (ETHNIC), perceived organizational perfor-
mance (ORGPRFM), and city ecosystem role (COMMROL) into this 
model. We controlled for AIEXP to observe if there was a significant 
difference in responses between participants that have experienced or 
have a competency of AI. ETHNIC and COMMROL were included to 
observe a significant difference among various ethnic groups, and active 
roles in their city ecosystem. Lastly, ORGPRFM was integrated into the
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Fig. 14.2 Hypothesized model 

model to observe if there were significant differences in responses due 
to participants’ perception of their city ecosystem’s performance. Below, 
we offer the hypothesized model (Fig. 14.2) that we constructed from 
the theoretic framing and followed to test our hypotheses supporting our 
claims. 

Research Design 

Sample 

The data were obtained as part of a new study on ecosystems-level strate-
gies towards flourishing, which draw upon various stakeholders in cities 
and communities for increased degrees of self-organizing, inclusion, inno-
vation, and capacity-building efforts. During the study, we measured 
individual’s responses of AI and SOAR as reported on “other partici-
pants” in the community. We measured participants’ ratings of creativity 
and resilience of others within the community. The survey instrument was 
slightly modified from the AI and SOAR survey instrument of Cole et al. 
(2019) to reflect items describing another focal person’s behavior rather 
than their own behavior. Respondents rating someone else, such as their
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leader, or someone else whom the respondent is familiar, may perceive 
traits and competencies in others better than ratings the individual makes 
in him or herself (Libbrecht et al., 2010; Van der Zee et al., 2002). 

We developed our demographic requirements to be inclusive of various 
types of categorical stakeholders that are relevant to the boundaries of 
a city and range from top-level formal management leadership to active 
volunteers. Survey items were also added to collect and identify the diver-
sity of stakeholders, by formal and informal arrangement, geographic 
location, age, and gender, as well as level of station and community 
outreach, specific tasks assigned, and education. Detailed illustrations of 
individual demographic characteristics can be found in Appendix B. 

Procedures 

The subject sample population was collected and developed through the 
co-investigator’s past experiences in several professional organizations and 
the professional network as a business consultant in sustainability. Three 
waves of email distributions were performed, with a total of 500 emails 
disseminated to prospective professionals within the network. We also 
disseminated the survey through social media outlets such as Facebook, 
and LinkedIn to reach the participants in the co-investigator’s network. 
This method invited over 10,000 samples within the professional network 
to participate in the survey. Consent forms were embedded within the 
Qualtrics platform and collected before the online survey was initiated. A 
total of 44 samples were collected during this phase of sample collection. 
Subsequentially, the challenges of voluntary survey participation through 
the researcher’s network were found inadequate in accumulating enough 
samples to reach a significant sample effect. Therefore, the researcher 
utilized MTurks to drive the sample count and reach a significant sample 
effect necessary to test the model. And as a result, we collected 44 
panel samples from the researcher’s professional network and purchased 
300 panel data samples for a total of 344 samples within the targeted 
demographics. Of the 344 individuals who opted to participate, three 
subsequently were missing data, incomplete, or unusable; hence, a total 
of 341 participants responded for a 3% aggregated response rate. 

Using SPSS, we analyzed our data to produce data frequencies and 
descriptive statistics, then computed a syntax in MPLUS to perform a 
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). The CFA was performed as an assess-
ment and output of confirming the measurement model, determining
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model fit, convergent and discriminant validity, composite reliability, 
factor correlation matrix, structural equation modeling SEM, and testing 
mediating effects. 

Measures 

Resilience (RES) Resiliency was measured with an eighteen-item scale 
and asked during the survey. The eighteen-item scale was adopted from 
Bec et al. (2019), and these performance indicators of resilience formed 
from the four-dimensional concepts of Resource Accessibility; Diversity; 
Clout, Trust, and Cooperation; and Capabilities, Coordination, and Conti-
nuity. CASE resilience can be defined as a positive psychological system 
capacity to rebound, to “bounce back” from adversity, uncertainty, 
conflict, failure, or other perturbations. The coefficient alpha reliability 
estimate of this scale was 0.84. 

Innovative Capacity IC Innovative capacity, or creative capacity, was 
measured with a fourteen-item scale, and adopted from George and 
Zhou (2001), Scott and Bruce (1994). Innovative capacity, also under-
stood as creative performance, was defined as the managing of creativity 
and innovation outcomes through stakeholders’ cognitive energy, reward, 
recognition, and objective satisfaction. The coefficient alpha reliability 
estimate of this scale was 0.81. 

Appreciative Inquiry AI Appreciative Inquiry was measured with a six-
item scale adopted from Cole and Stavros (2019). AI is defined as a whole 
systems strategy model to strategic thinking, planning, and leading to 
positive change for the whole. The AI model focuses on strengths and 
opportunities instead of weaknesses and problematic issues for system-
level solutions. The coefficient alpha reliability estimate of this scale was 
0.86. 

Strengths, Opportunities, Aspirations, Results Framework 
SOAR The SOAR framework was measured with a thirteen-item 
sub-scale formed from four-dimensional concepts: (1) Strengths, (2) 
Opportunities, (3) Aspirations, and (4) Results. The scale was adopted 
from Cole et al. (2019). SOAR is defined as a strengths-based framework 
with a participatory approach to strategic analysis, strategy development, 
and organizational change. The coefficient alpha reliability estimate of 
this scale was 0.83. Table 14.1 displays the survey instrument that was
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Table 14.1 Survey constructs and indicators 

SOAR towards sustainable innovation and resilience survey indicators 

Variable Items Type Citation 

Strength, opportunities, aspirations, 
and results framework SOAR 

13 Reflective Cole et al. (2018) and  Cole  
and Stavros (2019) 

Appreciative Inquiry AI 6 Reflective Cole et al. (2017) 
Resilience (RES) 18 Reflective Bec et al. (2019) 
Creativity (CR) 14 Reflective Scott and Bruce (1994) and  

George and Zhou (2001) 

developed with the number of indicators and citations. A copy of the 
constructed table can be found in Appendix A. 

Analyses 

We utilized SPSS to assess the measurement model. First, we analyzed 
the sample data by descriptive statistics and dimension reduction compu-
tation. We set the factor statistics to report KMO and Bartlett’s test of 
sphericity as well as a reproduced correlation matrix. Method of extrac-
tion was set to Maximum Likelihood (ML) to analyze the correlation 
matrix, then setting the extraction based on Eigenvalues greater than 
one. We also set the extraction rotation to Promax and suppressed small 
coefficients to 0.3 to examine the factor structure and executed the anal-
ysis. Subsequently, we adjusted the Kaiser Normalization value in several 
iterations to perform the extractions with a fixed number of factors at 
three, four, five, six, and seven. This method was used to maximize 
differences between factors and provides a model fit in the estimate at 
a fixed factor of four (Hair et al., 2019) representing our four latent vari-
ables. After running these analyses, we reviewed the KMO and Bartlett’s 
Test results, communalities, total variance explained, and best converging 
loadings pattern matrix. which can be found in Appendix. The KMO 
and Bartlett statistical value was 0.97, which is greater than 0.70 and 
meets the threshold of acceptability (Matsunaga, 2010). After reviewing 
the communalities, we found no item loadings lower than 0.450 and 
0.488, indicating that beyond these two measurement items we have 
minimal concerns with any factor loadings <0.500, which is an acceptable
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threshold. There were no significant cross-loading factors found in the 
pattern matrix, nor were there any cross-loadings with a value difference 
<0.20 across unobserved variables. The Cronbach’s α for each unob-
served variable was calculated, and all resulted in values greater than 0.7, 
AI-SOAR 0.962, RES 0.904, IC 0.795; thus, confirming the reliability 
of this measurement model. Correlation results between the unobserved 
variables can be found in Appendix E. These unstandardized results reveal 
AI-SOAR-IC 0.680, AI-SOAR-RES 0.732, IC-RES 0.744. These factor 
correlation values also raise concerns, as all are >0.70, and may become 
problematic to establish both discriminant and convergent validity of the 
measurement model. 

For the confirmatory factor analysis (CFA) we continued our assess-
ment of convergent and discriminant validity, composite reliability, the 
factor correlation matrix, goodness of fit, SEM, and mediating effects in 
MPLUS. The CFA syntax in MPLUS was computed to compare our 
results of the descriptive statistics and factor analysis and to confirm 
similarities between SPSS and MPLUS results. Extraction method was 
defaulted using maximum likelihood as the estimator along with a 
GEOMIN rotation. Result outputs were similar in value between SPSS 
and MPLUS, and the three factors measurement model revealed the best 
fit, convergent validity, and reliability. The goodness of fit indices can be 
reviewed in Table 14.2. 

All goodness of fit indices: x2/df = 2.039, TLI = 0.896, CFI = 0.903, 
RMSEA = 0.055, SRMR = 0.039 meets the acceptable requirements and

Table 14.2 Model fit indices 

Measure Threshold Final 
model 

Acceptable 
threshold? 

Citation 

CMIN – 1912.9 – – 
dF – 971 – – 
CMIN/dF <3 1.970 Good Byrne (2016) and Hair et al. 

(2019) 
p-value >0.05 0 Good Byrne (2016) 
RMSEA <0.08 0.053 Good Hu and Bentler (1999) 
SRMR <0.09 0.038 Good Hu and Bentler (1999) 
TLI >0.90 0.914 Acceptable McDonald and Marsh 

(1990) 
CFI >0.90 0.910 Acceptable Hu and Bentler (1999) 



314 L. CLAY JR

Table 14.3 Factor correlation, CR, AVE, & MSV results 

Factor CR AVE MSV AI-SOAR Innovative capacity Resilience 

AI-SOAR 0.962 0.567 0.663 0.753 
Innovative capacity 0.959 0.629 0.723 0.745** 0.793 
Resilience 0.935 0.492 0.585 0.788** 0.823** 0.670 

indicates this measurement model has a good fit (Byrne, 2004; Hu &  
Bentler, 1999; Kline, 2011; McDonald  & Marsh,  1990; Podsakoff et al., 
2012). The factor correlation was developed and integrated into a table 
with composite reliability (CR), average variance extracted (AVE), and 
Maximum Shared Variance (MSV). The CR and AVE were calculated 
in the CFA, and MSV was calculated in MS Excel from extracted CFA 
output results. Table 14.3 displays the results of the factor correlation, 
CR, AVE, and MSV. 

As displayed, CR values for AI-SOAR = 0.962, IC = 0.959, and RES 
= 0.935 affirm reliability with all factors greater than 0.7. The reliability 
values from the EFA (Cronbach’s a) and CFA (CR) confirm reliability; 
moreover, many method scholars consider CR values closer to “true” reli-
ability of measurement (Peterson & Kim, 2013) and consider it a stronger 
indicator for reliability. The AVE values for AI-SOAR = 0.567 and IC 
= 0.629 revealed convergent validity, having values greater than 0.500; 
but the initial RES = 0.449 resulted as being problematic and under 
the <0.500 threshold for convergent validity. Our options to mitigate 
the model results with the goal of achieving discriminant and convergent 
validity with all variables was to review the Modification Indices (M.I.) 
and identify problematic observed variables and residuals. After reviewing 
MI, we determined that resilience items RES1-RES4, and RES7 were 
consistently observed as problematic from our analyses. Although it is 
unrecommended to covary error terms, or remove observed variables, 
we made the decision to remove these items; justly, to achieve discrim-
inant and convergent validity with the three factors in the measurement 
model and was close to achieving discriminate validity with AVE values 
>0.500 for all factors: AI-SOAR = 0.567 and IC = 0.629, and RES = 
0.492 as displayed in the table above. The RES result was considered close 
to the acceptable threshold (Hair et al., 2019) trending towards conver-
gent validity. The MSV results for AI-SOAR = 0.663, IC = 0.723, and 
RES = 0.585. This informed us of the maximum of the variance shared
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between that factor and the other factors which it shares variance (Hair 
et al., 2019). Moreover, it is recommended that AVE is greater than MSV 
for discriminant validity (Hair et al., 2019). All MSV values were greater 
than AVE which indicated no discriminant validity between the vari-
ables. However, we made the decision of a good model fit over attaining 
discriminant validity based on the Malhotra et al. (2012) argument that 
AVE is often too strict and recommends that reliability metrics can be 
established through CR alone. We do advise to view further outcomes, 
results, and claims with caution (Hair et al., 2019). We were marginally 
close to achieving discriminant validity; though items were removed from 
the survey to strengthen the goodness of fit, validity, and reliability of the 
measurement model. 

Direct effects were tested to determine the causal relationship between 
AI-SOAR with IC and RES respectively. The direct effects were hypothe-
sized by H1 and H2. Mediating effects were tested using the Preacher and 
Hayes approach (Muthén, 2011; Preacher & Hayes, 2008). The media-
tion variables IC and RES in hypothesis H3 and H4 were analyzed using 
2000 bias-corrected bootstrapping resamples in MPLUS. We created 
the syntax for our model to produce direct and specific indirect medi-
ating effects, including controls, along with the confidence intervals bias 
corrected two-tailed with 95% level of confidence. From the MPLUS 
output, we reviewed the β-weights and significance levels of the direct and 
specific indirect relationships between the variables in the causal model. 

Results 

The sample respondents were 55.4% male, 43.7% female, 0.6% non-
binary; and age 90.3% were predominately between the range of 23– 
57 years old. The greatest age range responded 29.9% were found in 
the 28–32 age group. Just under two-thirds 90% of these participants 
answered as an employee within some form of industry versus 10% that 
responded as volunteers or student. Over half 57.2% of the respon-
dents earned a bachelor’s degree, 22.3% carried a master’s degree, 7.6% 
a high school diploma, 6.5% an associate degree, and 6.5% a doctoral/ 
professional degree. As it relates to community role, 62.2% responded as 
an active member of their community in some capacity, 10% responded as 
a community leader, and 27.9% answered as not actively working within 
their community. Table 14.4 summarizes the demographic characteristics 
of the study sample.
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Table 14.4 Demographic characteristics of study sample 

Characteristic n % Characteristic n % 

Total 341 100 Ethnicity 
Age White 182 53.4 
18–32 167 49 Non-white 159 46.6 
33–57 147 42.8 
Greater than 57 27 7.9 Community role 
Gender Non-active community member 95 27.9 
Male 189 55.4 Active community member 212 62.2 
Female 149 43.7 Community leader 34 10 
Other 3 0.9 Professional domain 
Education Organization position 250 73.3 
High School 26 7.6 Government position 43 12.6 
Assoc. Degree 22 6.5 Other 48 14.1 
Bach. Degree 195 57.2 
Master Degree 76 22.3 Organizing performance 
Doc. or Prof. Degree 22 6.5 Performance declined 37 10.9 
Industry Performance not changed 110 32.3 
Industrial 307 90 Performance improved 134 39.3 
Other 34 10 Not applicable 60 17.6 

The results of the hypotheses testing with standardized β weights, 
upper and lower bounds, and p-values can be found in Table 14.5; and  
respectively, includes a squared multiple correlation table to review. Table 
14.6 displays the results and significance of the controls within our model.

As hypothesized, systematically organizing and operating the AI plat-
form with the SOAR framework process reveals a direct positive rela-
tionship to innovative capacity (β = −0.353*); and applying the AI 
platform with the SOAR framework approach increases resiliency for (β = 
−0.672*). Additionally, innovation capacity revealed a partial mediating 
effect between implementing the AI platform with the SOAR frame-
work approach and resilience towards a robust community vitality (β = 
0.103*), and building resiliency also revealed partial mediation between 
implementing the AI platform with the SOAR framework (β = 0.381*). 
As a result (H1–H4) showed strong support for all direct and indirect 
effects with a (p > 0.050) significance. All estimates in hypotheses were 
bias-corrected two-tailed with 95% level of confidence, and as shown the 
upper and lower confidence intervals did not cross zero, which reinforces 
our confidence of each estimate with 95% level of confidence.
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Table 14.5 Direct and indirect effects with squared multiple correlation 

Direct effect hypotheses summary table 
Direct effect hypotheses Standardized 

β-weights 
Lower 
bound 
CI a 

Upper bound CI a Hypothesis 
supported? 

H1: Applying the AI 
platform with the 
SOAR framework 
approach increases 
innovative capacity for 
community vitality 

0.353* 0.282 0.421 Supported 

H2: Applying the AI 
platform with the 
SOAR framework 
approach increases 
resiliency for 
community vitality 

0.672* 0.549 0.777 Supported 

Indirect effect hypotheses summary table 
Mediating effect 
hypothesis 

Standardized 
β-weights 

Lower 
bound 
CI a 

Upper bound CI a Hypothesis 
supported? 

H3: Innovation 
capacity increases the 
effectiveness between 
implementing the AI 
platform with the 
SOAR framework 
approach and 
resilience towards a 
robust community 
vitality 

Direct w/ 
med: 0.775* 
Direct w/o 
med: 0.353* 
Indirect: 
0.103* 

Direct 
w/med: 
0.634 
Direct 
w/o 
med: 
0.282 
Indirect: 
0.022 

Direct w/med: 0.817 
Direct w/o med: 0.421 

Indirect: 0.209 

Supported 

H4: Building 
resilience increases the 
robustness between 
implementing the AI 
platform with the 
SOAR framework 
approach and 
innovation capacity 
towards a flourishing 
community vitality 

Direct w/ 
med: 0.733* 
Direct w/o 
med: 0.672* 
Indirect: 
0.381* 

Direct 
w/med: 
0.654 
Direct 
w/o 
med: 
0.549 
Indirect: 
0.322 

Direct w/med: 0817 
Direct w/o med: 0.777 

Indirect: 0.447 

Supported

(continued)
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Table 14.5 (continued)

Endogenous 
variable 

R2 

INOVCAP 
(MED) 
(DV) 

0.693 

RESIL 
(MED) 
(DV) 

0.694 

p<0.05*, p<0.01**, p<0.001*** 
aBias corrected two-tailed with 95% level of confidence 

Table 14.6 Results of model controls 

Controls 
Estimate S.E Est./S.E P-

value 
Lower bound CIa Upper bound CIa 

y = RESIL 
AIEXP −0.046 0.037 −1.239 0.215 −0.104 0.014 
ETHNIC* −0.077 0.033 −2.313 0.021 −0.127 −0.018 
ORGPRFM 0.031 0.041 0.760 0.447 −0.037 0.097 
COMMROL −0.012 0.038 −0.324 0.746 −0.074 0.049 
y = INOVCAP 
AIEXP −0.015 0.036 −0.420 0.674 −0.071 0.048 
ETHNIC −0.001 0.028 −0.043 0.965 −0.049 0.043 
ORGPRFM 0.019 0.039 0.478 0.633 0.019 0.081 
COMMROL 0.031 0.034 0.904 0.366 0.031 0.091 

p < 0.05*, p < 0.01**, p < 0.001*** 
aControl Variable Characteristics—Independent variables of non-interest to the research, but are 
“controlled” because of the possibility of a statistically significant influence over the study model

We also analyzed variable variance in the causal model, and the results 
from the squared multiple correlations are attached under effect results 
and labeled Endogenous Variables. The endogenous variables within the 
structural model revealed some variances. Around 69% of the variance of 
the mediating and dependent variable innovative capacity explained by 
the model, and about 69% of the variance of the mediating and depen-
dent variable in resilience was explained by the model. Controls were 
analyzed to determine if there were any control variables had significant
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effects on the model, and to realize if any control estimates indicated 
significance at the 95% level of confidence. Appreciative Inquiry experi-
ence (β = −0.046 ns, β = −0.015 ns), organizational performance (β 
= 0.031 ns, β = 0.019 ns), and community role (β = 0.012 ns, β = 
0.031 ns) displayed minimal effects on resilience and innovative capacity, 
however, none were significant at the 95% level. What was also apparent in 
the upper and lower bound results, was that these three controls crossed 
the zero-threshold confirming no significance in effects. The control of 
ethnicity (β = −0.077*), or ethnic background revealed an unexpectedly 
slight negative effect on resilience with significance at the 95% level. The 
confidence boundaries of the estimate were also between a threshold not 
crossing zero. In contrast ethnicity (β = −0.001 ns) presented no signif-
icant effect on innovative capacity, and the confidence intervals crossed 
zero confirming no significant effects due to ethnicity. Since there was a 
minimal effect between ethnicity and resilience, the size of the effect did 
not cause any alarms to our model; however, we do plan to take a closer 
look at this sample demographic effect in future research by evaluating 
our model in a multi-group analysis. The results of the hypotheses and 
final model can be found in Fig. 14.3. 

Fig. 14.3 Final model with results
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Discussion 

This paper presents the development of a structural model using several 
sets of indices to measure the macromanagement approach by a social 
organizing structure and a whole systems strengths-based approach 
towards building innovative capacity and resiliency in CASE. From the 
perspective of individuals representing the diversity of individuals, organi-
zations, and institutions, and meta-organization of these nested systems 
(Holling, 2001), we extracted the internalized perceptions from the 
human experience, and uncovered how the underlying panarchic systems 
collectively within cities as ecosystem planned, strategized, and imple-
mented themselves and others as the external materialization of their city 
ecosystem. 

The SEM analysis confirmed that our structural model has reliability, 
discriminant validity, and partial convergent validity, and several indica-
tions that the causal logic model designed had a good fit. Our model also 
confirms that AI/SOAR framework can be a useful tool under a macro-
management organizational structure for transitioning the ecosystem, 
which, in addition, addresses underlying socioecological and socioeco-
nomic concerns towards flourishing. The AI/SOAR framework creates 
the space and strategy for genuine collaborative dialogue that opens new 
design alternatives; while simultaneously self-generating the local social, 
environmental, and economic shape and form for present and future 
innovation on the scale of the ecosystem. 

We synthesized a whole system strengths-based integrative approach 
to collectively design and reconfigure a city as a sustainable ecosystem 
by building innovative capacity and resiliency index instruments. The 
scales and index used in the model captured seemingly complex and 
multi-dimensional dynamic capabilities with sub-dynamic capabilities that 
have strong relationships between Appreciative Inquiry/SOAR, innova-
tion, and resiliency, which ultimately emerges a gestalt of a flourishing 
community vitality. The key constructs of aspiration, stakeholder strengths 
focused, positivity framing, possibilities, generativity, performing interde-
pendent task, opportunity, connectivity, collaboration, creativity, coor-
dination, innovative ideas, inclusiveness, clout (power), diversification, 
trust, asset and resource allocation, planning, and solutions-based 
outcomes were embedded within our survey instrument, and represented 
the multiple dimensions and dynamisms related to our structural model, 
and the ecosystem. The key dimensions were aligned with the charac-
teristics of a macromanagement approach to co-designing by cultivating
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instrumental stakeholders’ relationships and ideas; and externalizing the 
process to result in innovative artifacts that are intentionally purposed 
for present and future utility. Executing the process effectively, most of 
the artifacts should emerge as sustainable, generative, and beneficial to 
the ecosystem, as well as the diversity of stakeholders within, assuming 
there is inclusiveness, or some form of representation of that stakeholder, 
organization, or participant in the overall process. 

In this quantitative analysis we reinforced the notion of Dale et al. 
(2010) and their observation that there are dynamisms between building 
resilience and building innovation capacities. We found that these two 
constructs are highly correlated, but different enough to where one has 
a positive effect on the other; and from this dual effect develops the 
organizing gestalt of a flourishing ecosystem. This is an alternative that 
challenges the dominant classical form, structures, and gestalts of dispro-
portioned modular areas of flourishing and non-flourishing scattered 
throughout the ecosystem. 

The classical change management approaches to city development, 
environmental management, systems management, and social behavioral 
interventions have proven, at best, a 30% success rate of implementation. 
Management approaches for cities as ecosystems that focus on top-down 
controls of integrated value systems, and that only offer fragmented 
linear solutions based on individual, modulated, or nested problematic 
occurrences will continue to be stuck in a quandary of panarchic deteri-
oration, resource depletion, and extinction. Moreover, problem shifting 
to future generations and short-term fragmented interventions that are 
usually incrementally effective and mostly ineffective are the opposite of 
a flourishing system. Thus, we engage scholars, architects, developers, 
and society, to employ an inclusive, generative, whole system strengths-
based approach—with a positive bias—to self-organize and meta-organize 
their cities as sustainable ecosystems. In this study we offered and tested 
a conceptual model for stakeholders, specifically, leading stakeholders, 
to consider a perspective of understanding macromanagement for city 
ecosystem transition towards sustainability. In addition, this model can 
be an instrument for government officials, managers, leaders, and primary 
stakeholders in cities to operationalize the macromanaging approach of an 
AI-SOAR platform and measure this model and survey instrument peri-
odically in their ecosystems to assess and monitor their collective citizen 
perspectives towards fostering innovation and developing their flourishing 
city and living flourishing lives as a full spectrum societal goal.
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Supplements and Appendix 

Appendix A: Quantitative Survey 

Instrument and Construct Table 

Innovative Capacity (Reflective) 

Definition: The managing of creativity and innovation outcomes through 
stakeholders’ cognitive energy, reward, recognition, and objective satisfac-
tion. 
Instructions: One a scale of 1–5, with 5 being the highest score: 
compared to other cities, how would you perceive you and other stake-
holders in your CASE successful pursuit of the following performance 
indicators: 

Stakeholders in our ecosystem suggests new ways to achieve goals or 
objectives 
Stakeholders in our ecosystem come up with new and practical ideas 
to improve performance 
Stakeholders in our ecosystem are good sources of creative ideas 
Stakeholders in our ecosystem are not afraid to take risks 
Stakeholders in our ecosystem search outside our network for new 
technologies, processes, techniques, and/or product ideas* 
Stakeholders in our ecosystem suggests new ways to increase quality 
of life 
Stakeholders in our ecosystem often have fresh approaches to issues 
Stakeholders in our ecosystem develop adequate plans and schedules 
for the implementation of new ideas* 
Stakeholders in our ecosystem promotes and champions ideas to 
others* 
Stakeholders in our ecosystem often have new and innovative ideas 
Stakeholders in our ecosystem come up with creative solutions 
Stakeholders in our ecosystem suggest new ways of performing task 
Stakeholders in our ecosystem exhibit creativity when given the 
opportunity 
Stakeholders in our ecosystem are good sources of creative ideas. 
*Indicates measurement items developed from Scott and Bruce 
(1994).

• Scale developed by George and Zhou (2001)
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Resilience 

Definition: (1) A positive psychological system capacity to rebound, 
to “bounce back” from adversity, uncertainty, conflict, failure, or other 
perturbation. (2) The capacity of a system to undergo change and still 
retain its basic function and structure. 
Instructions: One a scale of 1–5, with 5 being the highest score— 
Compared to other cities, how would you perceive your city’s successful 
pursuit of the following performance indicators: 

Can access funds for dealing with short-term disasters 
Can access insurance coverage for major public and private assets 
Has a diverse economy and workforce 
Has opportunities for education, training and learning 
Has leaders who adjust quickly to change 
Has strong leaders who work well together 
Is made up of people who support each other 
Is made up of people who trust each other 
Has long-term plans aimed at ensuring a diversified local economy 
Has long-term plans that aim to manage natural resources sector 
development 
Has long-term plans that aim to manage sustainable development 
Integrates and shares knowledge amongst stakeholders 
Is regularly informed about changes affecting the City as an 
Ecosystem 
Participates in risk and vulnerability planning 
Plans for disasters, loss, hazards, vulnerabilities and risk 
Prepares and trains for long-term change 
Prepares and trains for short-term change 

Works well together across internal and external bodies.

• Scale developed by Bec et al. (2019)
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Appreciative Inquiry [AI] (the Operating System) and Strengths, 
Opportunities, Aspire, and Results [SOAR] (the Process) AI-SOAR 

(Reflective) 

Definition: The operating system and strategic process of a macro-
management, whole system strengths-based approach that focuses on 
strengths and opportunities instead of weaknesses and problematic issues 
for system-level solutions. 
Instructions: For each of the following 19 items, select one of the 
response options from “never” to “always”: ◯ Never ◯ 20% of the time 
◯ 30% of the time ◯ 40% of the time ◯ 50% of the time ◯ 60% of the 
time ◯ 70% of the time ◯ 80% of the time ◯ 90% of the time ◯ Always. 

When you approach strategy in your life and City as an Ecosystem, 
how often do you focus on Collaborative Relationships? “Collaborative 
Relationships” involve working together in your City as an Ecosystem to 
achieve shared goals. 

When you approach strategy in your life and City as an Ecosystem, 
how often do you focus on Generative Questions? “Generative Ques-
tions” are questions you ask to discover or create new things that you 
can use to positively alter the collective future of yourself or your City as 
an Ecosystem. 

When you approach strategy in your life and City as an Ecosystem, how 
often do you focus on Open Communications? “Open Communication” 
is the straightforward and truthful communication by all parties in your 
City as an Ecosystem to express ideas to each another. 

When you approach strategy in your life and City as an Ecosystem, 
how often do you focus on Positive Framing? “Positive Framing” refers 
to a positive frame of thought that focuses on overcoming challenges, 
motivating people, and moving collaborative projects forward for you or 
your City as an Ecosystem. 

When you approach strategy in your City as an Ecosystem, how often 
do you focus on Solutions? “Solutions” are creating opportunities to 
achieve success for you or your City as an Ecosystem. 

When you approach strategy in your City as an Ecosystem, how often 
do you focus on Stakeholder Needs? “Stakeholders’ Needs” are the inter-
ests or needs of those people internal or external to the City as an 
Ecosystem essential to achieving the communities’ success. 

When you approach strategy in your City as an Ecosystem, how 
often do you focus on Whole System? “Whole System” is how things
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are related and how they influence one another within your City as an 
Ecosystem. 

When you approach strategy in your life and City as an Ecosystem, 
how often do you focus on Assets? “Assets” are those strengths that create 
personal and total City as an Ecosystem value. 

When you approach strategy in your life and City as an Ecosystem, 
how often do you focus on Capabilities? “Capabilities” are those abilities 
that create the best for yourself and your City as an Ecosystem. 

When you approach strategy in your life and City as an Ecosystem, 
how often do you focus on Strengths? “Strengths” are those greatest 
capabilities of you and your City as an Ecosystem. 

When you approach strategy in your life and City as an Ecosystem, how 
often do you focus on Ideas? “Ideas” are your thoughts or suggestions 
for possible courses of action for yourself and your City as an Ecosystem. 

When you approach strategy in your life and City as an Ecosystem, how 
often do you focus on Opportunities? “Opportunities” are those ideas or 
innovations that make it possible to turn personal and whole City as an 
Ecosystem visions into reality. 

When you approach strategy in your life and City as an Ecosystem, how 
often do you focus on Possibilities? “Possibilities” are those outcomes that 
may lead to personal and whole City as an Ecosystem success. 

When you approach strategy in your City as an Ecosystem, how often 
do you focus on Aspirations? Aspirations are your strong desires to achieve 
the whole City as an Ecosystem vision. 

When you approach strategy in your life and City as an Ecosystem, 
how often do you focus on Desires? “Desires” are your sense of hope for 
success for yourself and your whole City as an Ecosystem. 

When you approach strategy in your life and City as an Ecosystem, how 
often do you focus on Values? “Values” are what you and your whole City 
as an Ecosystem care deeply about. 

When you approach strategy in your City as an Ecosystem, how 
often do you focus on Completed Tasks? “Completed Tasks” are those 
completed activities that help you achieve results for your whole City as 
an Ecosystem. 

When you approach strategy in your City as an Ecosystem, how often 
do you focus on Outcomes? “Outcomes” are those meaningful activi-
ties that when completed will have a positive result for yourself and your 
whole City as an Ecosystem.
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When you approach strategy in your City as an Ecosystem, how often 
do you focus on Results? “Results” are the measured total outcomes for 
success.

• Scale developed by Cole and Stavros (2019) 

Appendix B: Sample Demographics 

of Quantitative Study
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Appendix C: Total Variance Explained 

Factor 
Total Cumulative % Total % 

1 46.446 46.446 
2 5.08 51.526 
3 3.004 54.53 

Appendix D: Quantitative Unobserved 

Variable Correlation Matrix 

Factor AI-SOAR Innovative capacity Resilience 

AI-SOAR – 
Innovative capacity 0.680 – 
Resilience 0.732 0.744 -

Appendix E: Quantitative 

Three Factor Pattern Matrix 

3 factor  

AI-SOAR Innovative capacity Resilience 
RRA1 0.404 
RRA2 0.373 
RDI1 0.545 
RDI2 0.408 
RCT1 0.524 
RCT2 0.722 
RCT3 0.486 
RCT4 0.568 
RCC1 0.656 
RCC2 0.688 
RCC3 0.736

(continued)
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(continued)

3 factor

RCC4 0.537 
RCC5 0.613 
RCC6 0.581 
RCC7 0.589 
RCC8 0.716 
RCC9 0.621 
RCC10 0.772 
IC1 0.589 
IC2 0.642 
IC3 0.804 
IC4 0.743 
IC5 0.607 
IC6 0.701 
IC7 0.77 
IC8 0.633 
IC9 0.59 
IC10 0.769 
IC11 0.772 
IC12 0.703 
IC13 0.75 
IC14 0.86 
AI1 0.767 
AI2 0.697 
AI3 0.786 
AI4 0.681 
AI5 0.71 
AI6 0.79 
AI7 0.611 
SST1 0.692 
SST2 0.586 
SST3 0.879 
SOP1 0.736 
SOP2 0.69 
SOP3 0.689 
SAS1 0.786 
SAS2 0.7 
SAS3 0.702 
SRE1 0.666 
SRE2 0.636 
SRE3 0.652 
Cronbach α 0.962 0.904 0.935
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CHAPTER 15  

Exploring the Material Aspects 
of Sustainability Reporting: A Qualitative 

Analysis of Sustainability Measures 
and Reports by SMEs 

HaiYan Song and Dennis Heaton 

Our era is experiencing a paradigm shift in the business world from 
more of a-profit- centered perspective of business to a global movement 
of people using business as a force for good and for global flour-
ishing (Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013; Tsao & Laszlo, 2019). This shift can 
be understood as an expression of consciousness-based leadership and 
management (CBLM) which is bringing greater compassion and creativity 
to addressing the grand challenges facing humanity.
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A new perspective on firm performance in a sustainability-driven 
context gives significance to environmental, social, and governance values 
as well as profitability. Sustainability measuring and reporting is a demon-
stration of the rise of consciousness toward more comprehensive under-
standing of the economic, environmental, and social contributions and 
accountability. Many businesses have tracked and reported their sustain-
ability management approaches, strategies, and performance by using 
disclosure metrics (e.g., GRI-G4 guideline and GRI standards), or being 
evaluated through rating and ranking metrics systems (e.g., Global 100) 
or applying for organizational certifications (e.g., B-Corp, ISO certifica-
tions). The key components of these metrics systems are their materiality 
principles, framework, measures, sustainability ethical foundation, and 
institutional context (Herriott, 2016). 

In order to understand the fundamental underlying material aspects of 
various sustainability metrics systems, a qualitative study was undertaken 
to examine the content of sustainability reports by small and medium 
enterprises (SMEs). SMEs are businesses that maintain revenues, assets, 
or a number of employees below a certain threshold. In US, a manufac-
turing firm that has fewer than 500 employees or a mining business with 
fewer than 1500 employees are classified as SMEs according to the Small 
Business Administration (SBA, 2020). In Europe, enterprises which have 
employees between 50 and 250 are classified as SMEs. SMEs represent 
over 90% of all businesses in the EU. (European Union Commission, 
2021). In most other countries, SMEs contribute over 50% to gross 
domestic product (GDP) and two-thirds to formal employment (World 
SME Forum, 2021). 

SMEs and Sustainability Metrics 

In addition to a big contribution to revenue and job opportunities, SMEs 
also play important roles in the “three pillars of sustainability”: generating 
economic value while at the same impacting the natural environment and 
the society with their operations and the engagement of people in all 
business activities (United Nation’s Global Compact, 2020). 

Reporting sustainability can bring both internal benefits and external 
benefits to SMEs. 

Examples of internal benefits include—guiding the vision and strate-
gies of SMEs so that they can better position themselves into the context
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of global sustainability; keeping track of data quality and providing more 
opportunities for business growth; providing guidance for compliance 
and risk management; motivating employees. Examples of external bene-
fits are helping SMEs build goodwill, cultivate trust and reputation, 
and attract investment. Other external benefits include engaging stake-
holders for collaboration and cooperation, and improving competitive 
advantages (Cohen et al., 2017). With so many benefits, more and 
more SMEs have measured and disclosed their Environmental, Social 
and Governance (ESG) performance, Corporate Social Responsibilities 
(CSR) report by following the GRI guidelines or GRI standards. Or 
some SMEs just simply release their GRI reports rather than call them 
ESG or CSR reports. Other SMEs apply for ISO certifications or B-Corp 
certification. 

The literature review shows there is a wide variety of metrics and 
standards for evaluating sustainability, and the unit of analysis on sustain-
ability can be on a product level, a process level, or whole organizational 
level (Herriott, 2016). Differences and similarities exist in these metrics 
systems in terms of materiality principles, institutional context, frame-
work, measures, and degree of stakeholders’ involvements (Herriott, 
2016). For example, if a firm follows GRI-G4 guideline to report its ESG 
performance, it can voluntarily disclose some sustainability information. 
While to earn a B-Corp certification, a firm must score over 80 points on 
the B-Impact Assessment. Whether or not to be certified with B-Corp is 
non-voluntary. Rating and Ranking type of metrics such as Global 100 
and DJSI are also involuntary metrics. 

It is said that what gets measured gets done. However, sustainability 
measurement and reporting can be time-consuming and may not be cost-
effective for some SMEs, considering the challenges in selecting a proper 
measurement and reporting system from a large pool of metrics and 
standards, then implementing and reporting. The understanding of the 
most material aspects becomes crucial for SMEs to wisely choose metrics 
systems, effectively measure, implement and report to facilitate sustain-
able management (Stewart & Gapp, 2014), and to unlock business values 
and benefits (Font et al., 2016). When companies do not understand or 
rigorously track the interdependency between social and business results, 
they miss important opportunities for innovation, growth, and sustainable 
social impact at scale (Porter et al., 2011).
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Research Question 

What are the fundamental common material aspects of SMEs when they 
report sustainability following GRI or when they get evaluated by sustain-
ability standards such as ISO standards or B-Impact assessment? In order 
to answer this question, this research applies thematic coding of the 
SMEs’ sustainability reporting documents to define the central or funda-
mental aspects of sustainability measuring and reporting, to understand 
the interdependency of three-dimensional sustainability of SMEs from a 
deeper level. 

Research Method 

We conducted a content analysis of sustainability report documents. 
These documents include nine SMEs’ full sustainability reports following 
the GRI-G4 guideline (2015) or the GRI standards (2020), six mini 
cases of B-Corp Certified SMEs, and 11 mini cases of SMEs following 
ISO standards. Among those nine GRI full disclosures, some of them 
have additionally issued their reports relevant to ISO standards such 
as ISO 26000 for social sustainability, or conducted Carbon Disclo-
sure Project (CDP), or reported their achievements against the United 
Nations’ 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDG) or reported their 
compliance with the UN Global Compact (UNGC) Principles. The selec-
tion criteria of reports documents are types of metrics (Disclosure or 
Organizational Certifications), industry sectors, and geographical loca-
tions. In this research, two types of content analysis were employed: 
conceptual analysis using thematic coding to find the total codes of certain 
material aspect, and relational analysis to find the correlations of codes. 
The analyzed data represent a wide range of metrics used by SMEs for 
measuring and disclosing sustainability. Dedoose software was used for 
data management, excerpting, coding, and analysis. 

Coding Procedure 

First, we located and downloaded the sustainability reports or busi-
ness cases from the official database of metrics systems commonly used 
by SMEs. For example, from the GRI report database, we have used 
keywords “SME” for Size and “GRI-G4” and “GRI standards” for 
Reporting type to search. We found 135 reporting organizations from



15 EXPLORING THE MATERIAL ASPECTS OF SUSTAINABILITY … 341

various industries and in multiple languages. We have selected 9 English 
reports of 9 industry sectors from 5 continents. The selected GRI reports 
include industry sectors from real estate, energy, health care, media and 
communication, logistics, tourism, construction, financial service, and 
data processing. From the B-Corp website, we have downloaded 6 SME 
business cases from 6 industry sectors such as food, retailer, manufac-
turing, and so on. From the official ISO website, we have downloaded 
11 mini cases of SMEs following ISO standards for analysis. 

These downloaded documents were then imported to the Dedoose 
qualitative data analysis software with metadata descriptors. Initial open 
coding was followed by recoding which added new codes, merged, 
reparented, or eliminated some initial codes. The recoding stages was 
conducted by referring to newly emerged patterns/themes from open 
coding. Then grouping and restructuring the codes was performed with 
inspiration from the new discovery and the literature review on relevant 
sustainability issues. During the recursive coding process, excerpts were 
generated, and memos were constructed. Reports were generated from 
Dedoose, including a grid chart to demonstrate the correlations of different 
codes or themes, a packed code cloud chart, and bubble distribution 
charts to show the frequency of certain codes or themes. 

Analysis of the documents involved self-reflecting on the similarities 
and differences of codes and comparing the new discoveries with the 
original sustainability reports by SMEs. We matched the analyzed reports 
with specific sectors of the technical manuals of metrics systems, such as 
GRI-G4 guidelines and GRI standards, the ISO standards, the categories, 
and subcategories of B-impact assessment for B-Corp certification by the 
B-Lab. 

Finally, we synthetized concepts discovered from the research and inte-
grated them into an abstract model which goes beyond the differences 
existing in SMEs, and their economic, cultural, and societal contexts. 

Findings 

The Research question for this study is: What are the fundamental 
common material aspects of SMEs when they report sustainability 
following GRI-G4 guidelines or GRI Standards or when they get evalu-
ated by sustainability standards such as ISO series or B-Impact assessment? 

To answer this question, we have coded nine GRI sustainability full 
reports by nine SMEs. These SMEs are from 9 industry sectors located
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in five continents, some of which have additionally obtained ISO certi-
fications, or done CDP on the single attribute reporting such as GHG 
emissions or Energy Star, or have issued UN’s SDGs reports and other 
CSR reports. 

Additionally, we have analyzed 11 mini cases of SMEs with ISO certi-
fications and analyzed six mini cases of B-Corp certified SMEs. The 
reason we have selected sustainability reports according to their different 
systems of metrics and different industry sectors is that we would like 
to find the fundamental commonalities among a wide variety of different 
metrics systems. All analyzed SMEs are with their own limited resources, 
budgeting, and different organizational cultures. 

The Packed Code Cloud (Fig. 15.1) and Table 15.1 generated by 
Dedoose from the content analysis show that the most common codes 
are Rightness Ethic-based measures for sustainability actions, shortened as 
rightness ethic (RE) (emerging theme, 456 total counts), social sustain-
ability (318 counts), Governance/Context evaluation (emerging theme, 
253 counts), Environmental sustainability (266 counts), Virtue Ethic-
based measures for sustainability policy and strategy, shortened as Virtue 
Ethic (VE) (emerging theme, 231 counts), Consequence ethic for sustain-
ability performance, shortened as Consequence (emerging theme, 159 
counts), Economic sustainability (212 counts).

Our original assumptions were that long-term value creation (48), and 
standardization of operations (59) might be secondary material aspects 
for SMEs to do sustainability report. It turned out that these two codes 
have fewer total counts than many other material aspects, e.g., compliance 
and safety, strategic priorities, competitive power, innovation, require-
ments and expectations of stakeholders, sustainability monitor apps/ 
tools, sustainability network and partnership, community, employees, 
profitability and efficiency and reduced cost, energy, waste, water and 
so on. It is true that by sustainability networking and partnership (117 
counts) with government regulators or other sustainability advocacy, 
SMEs can have easier access to sustainability policy and support, to 
achieve compliance and security (171 counts). By disclosure and sustain-
ability networking, more business opportunities (93 counts) and easier 
market accesses can be created for SMEs. Additionally, by promptly 
responding to the requirements and expectations of the stakeholders (131 
counts) using sustainability monitoring apps/tools (121 counts), nega-
tive sustainability impacts and risks can be prevented or minimized. For 
example, one business unit of the Cleveland Clinic in Ohio, USA has a
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Fig. 15.1 Packed code cloud for all coded documents

“Patient Safety & Quality of Care Data” system to minimize the risks for 
the patients which can earn credits for this SME business. 

Table 15.1 indicates the co-occurrences of codes, which illustrates the 
correlations among the codes relevant to various material aspects of the 
reporting firms using sustainability metrics/standards. Co-occurrence is 
generated from relational analysis of content analysis, which can support 
the trustworthiness of the studied concepts/codes by analyzing the 
relations of different concepts (Elo et al., 2014) 

As shown, the red cells indicate highest correlations between two 
codes. The disclosure of economic sustainability, environmental sustain-
ability, and social sustainability are highly correlated with RE-based 
measures for actions indicators (respectively 22 in green, 28 in yellow, 
and 35 counts in red). SMEs tend to put the community and employees 
indicators in the primary position of materiality when disclosing social 
sustainability, with the highest co-occurrences between code “commu-
nity” and its parent code “social sustainability” (38 co-occurrences), 
between code employees and social sustainability (30 co-occurrences). 
Social sustainability is highly correlated with VE-based measures (36 co-
occurrences), and with RE-based measures (35 co-occurrences), which 
indicates SMEs tend to measure both policy/strategies indicators and 
action indicators to disclose their social impacts. The research also finds
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co-occurrences between other subcategories of social sustainability (e.g., 
product responsibility, human right, etc.) and social sustainability dimen-
sion, which are deleted from Table 15.1 due to their small count values 
for clear presentation. SMEs tend to use its sustainability networking and 
partnership practice (20 co-occurrences) as evidence of good Governance. 
Governance approaches have high correlation to the RE-based measures 
for sustainability actions (24 co-occurrences in green cell). Economic 
sustainability disclosure shows some moderate relations with environ-
mental sustainability disclosure (21 co-occurrence counts in green cell). 
The goal of increasing profitability, efficiency and reducing cost/expenses 
is consistent with improving competitive power (11 co-occurrences), 
which will drive the economic sustainability (21 co-occurrence counts in 
green). SMEs tend to use sustainability monitor apps/tools to improve 
their governance of sustainability (11 co-occurrence counts in green), 
which is also the requirements and expectations of stakeholders for trans-
parency (11 co-occurrence counts and 20 co-occurrences respectively in 
green cells). Therefore, many SMEs put good governance approaches 
such as sustainability monitoring and sustainability networking as their 
strategic priorities, evidenced by 11 co-occurrence incidents between the 
codes of strategic priorities and governance. For example, the GRI report 
of a Russian SME Bank stated: “The Bank defined a number of key 
initiatives, which are essential for implementation of its 2013-2015 strate-
gies”. This excerpt highlights the importance of strategic priorities for 
sustainability disclosure and management. 

Rationale for the Themes 

In sustainability metrics, the measurement indicators are classified into 
several categories according to their measurement immediacy to sustain-
ability, e.g., policy/goal variables that are leading indicators of sustain-
ability, activity/strategy/action variables which are co-current measure-
ment indicators and outcome/performance indicators. What indicators 
and measures to choose for measurement, how much information to be 
disclosed, and what materiality principles to follow rely on what values 
and ethical ground that the disclosure firms hold (Herriott, 2016). 

In sustainability ethics, there are three classical schools of ethics for 
evaluating foundation of sustainability, e.g., Aristotle’s Virtue Ethics with 
goodness and integrity as its core values, Locke and Kant’s Deontological 
Ethics with its focus on the rightness of the actions, and Hume, Bentham
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and Mill’s Consequentialist Ethics which emphasizes the decision results 
and solutions to conflicting duties (Kaptein & Wempe, 2011). In this 
study, four emerging themes are Virtue ethic-based measures (shortened 
as VE), Rightness ethic-based measures (shortened as RE), Consequence-
based measures (shortened as Consequence), and Governance. 

As  shown in Fig.  15.1 and Table 15.1, VE-based sustainability eval-
uates the character and intentions of the disclosure—shown in business 
policy and strategy. The strategic setup of “Wellness Committee” by the 
BCLC tourism company in Canada “makes strides to improving mental 
and physical health of employees”, which is a measurement of the BCLC’s 
intention or strategy for its social sustainability. 

RE-based sustainability evaluates the inherent properties of an action— 
exemplified in the rights or duties of the reporting firm’s action for 
sustainability. “We found that our initial score was well below the 
threshold for a certified B-Corp. However, it gave us strong inspira-
tion and some concrete ideas to act upon. For example, we invested in 
a collection of rechargeable batteries for all of our wireless sound and 
electronic equipment”. This excerpt evidences the theme of RE-based 
action measures for sustainability. The codes group that is supportive 
of the theme of RE includes actions coded with environmental sustain-
ability, energy, waste, and strategic priorities from a mini case of the Audio 
Production company in WA, United States. This company is a B-Corp 
certified SME. 

Consequence ethic-based sustainability evaluates the outcome of an 
action for sustainability—a performance measure. “Based on preliminary 
analysis (supported by the Standards Impact map) the business functions 
most significantly impacted by standards are: Procurement, Production 
and Engineering”. In this excerpt from a Brazilian company FESTO in its 
ISO presentation document of 2011, the outcome measures are detailed 
in the impacts of the standardized process on three areas of sustainability 
for this company. The supporting codes group from which the Conse-
quence theme emerges are standardization, requirement and expectations 
of stakeholders, innovation, etc. Governance or contextual analysis relates 
to how a business management approach supports or undermines the 
strategies and actions for sustainability. The definitions of these emerging 
themes are also inspired by ethics discussions in the book of Metrics for 
Sustainable Business by Herriott (2016) and the business ethics addressed 
by Crane et al. (2019).
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If a SME follows GRI Standards 2020 (Fig. 15.2) to disclose sustain-
ability, it will use GRI universal standards (GRI 101, 102, and 103) along 
with topic specific standards. A SME can use GRI 101 as a starting point 
for its reporting and use GRI 102 standard as guidelines to report its 
contextual information. Then by following GRI 103 standard, a SME 
discloses its management approaches for sustainability. SME also applies 
the guidelines provided by topic specific standards such as GRI 200 series, 
GRI 300 series, and GRI 400 series. GRI 200 series are for economic 
disclosure, GRI 300 series for environmental impact, and GRI 400 series 
for social impact disclosure. Each standard has many sub-guidelines as to 
what indicators to be used for measurement (Global Reporting Initiative, 
2020).

For example, to disclose energy sustainability, a SME will need to 
disclose topics such as energy consumption within the organization, 
energy consumption outside the organization, energy intensity showing 
its efficiency in using kilowatt hours to generate dollars, energy consump-
tion reduction, etc. Before disclosing the performance/outcomes of these 
industry- specific topics, SMEs will disclose their context, strategies, or 
management approaches. If a SME can efficiently manage its resources, 
people, and policy as related to energy, and if it can effectively imple-
ment some strategies and take actions in decreasing energy consumption 
intensity, it will be more likely to minimize its environmental impacts 
and reduce the risks for the prospective investors. The disclosure topics 
of energy consumption, reduction, and intensity, coupled with innova-
tion strategies, relevant risks, and compliance, therefore, become material 
to stakeholders. This is why we can see the co-occurrences of code 
energy and other codes such as risk management, compliance and safety, 
innovation, from which the RE theme emerges. 

Another example is about GHG emissions disclosure. If following GRI 
guidelines, a SME will need to disclose three scopes of GHG emis-
sions, such as Scope 1 (direct impact), Scope 2 (energy usage incurred 
indirect impact), and Scope 3 (indirect impacts from business activities 
from both upstream and downstream activities) (Global Reporting Initia-
tive, 2020). To provide these three scopes of information as related to 
global warming potential, a SME has some flexibility in identifying the 
boundary of measurement, and it also has choices as how to mobilize 
human resources and capitals to collect data for GHG emissions disclo-
sure. However, to what degree of freedom for a SME to choose measures 
and why it must report some certain attribute, these questions can be
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Fig. 15.2 GRI standards (Source GRI Standards, 2020 from the GRI technical 
manual)

answered by reference to a particular value that a standard’s guideline 
provides, and by a worldview that the reporting SME holds. This provides 
further evidence why some sustainability ethics such as VE theme emerges 
from the policy or strategy-related codes. 

The resources, budgeting constraints, and cultures of a SME also 
have some influence on the strategy, management approach, actions, and 
sustainability performance evaluation method that a SME may choose 
to use. A SME which has social sustainability baked in its DNA may 
pick B-impact assessment to get B-Corp certified. A SME featured 
with sustainable operation process and with environmental management
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system in place may apply to get ISO certified. Or a SME may just follow 
the GRI guidelines to prepare for its ESG report or CSR report. 

Sometimes a SME must disclose certain attributes due to requirements 
of regulators and evaluators, or for preventing the potential negative 
consequences. The Consequence ethic theme, therefore, comes into play 
to show how the reporting SME harmonizes its results of strategy, action, 
performance, and choice of management approaches for sustainability. 

Summary 

The choice of standards, the freedom of choosing measurement methods, 
or the magnitude of strictness in following certain measures all boil down 
how a SME views and manages its relationship with nature, with people, 
and with business performance. With nature, the disclosure of resources, 
materials, waste, water, energy, innovation, and compliance will be of 
great values to relevant stakeholders. With people, the labor practice, 
impacts on community, benefits to employees, network and partnership 
for social equity will be practical information. With business performance, 
the profitability, efficiency and effectiveness, risks, and competitiveness 
will become crucial information for the reporting firm, for its part-
ners, suppliers, community, and society. The emerging themes from the 
multiple codes (seen in Fig. 15.1) rely on the values and worldviews held 
by the SMEs and relevant stakeholders. These codes are like the dancing 
dots in balancing the requirements and expectations of various stake-
holder groups. Through synthetizing and diverging, the themes emerge 
among the dancing codes: virtue ethic that embodies the codes related 
to intention, policy, strategy, and plan measures, rightfulness ethic that 
exemplifies the values shown in the codes relevant to business activity’s 
measures, and consequence ethics that is seen in the codes of outcome 
and performance disclosures. More rich evidence that supports the ratio-
nale of emerging themes can be seen in Table 15.2 with excerpts and 
linked memos for brief explanations.

As shown, each emerging theme is the aggregation of relevant multiple 
codes and their child codes. The linked excerpts from the content anal-
ysis of 26 sustainability report documents provide concrete evidence to 
support the rationale of the emerging themes. For example, VE takes 
the stand of moral case for sustainability. “Donations to the community, 
policies and actions that enhance human capabilities (creativity, wellness 
and sense of safety etc.)” are good and virtuous (See Memo 1 in Table
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15.2), are therefore reported. RE takes the stand of business case for 
sustainability. Social and environmental factors are precursors of economic 
performance. To ignore them puts the firm’s survival at risk. “Innovation, 
actions in reducing energy and carbon footprint, compliance to rules will 
minimize risk, reduce cost, and improve efficiency and profitability”, and 
these activities are right and pragmatic for sustainable development (See 
Memo 2), and are therefore very material to be disclosed to stakeholders. 
The proper Governance by a SME for sustainability helps the company 
earn its social license to operate by fulfilling “the expectations of its stake-
holders”. Its effectiveness relies on the management of relationships with 
nature, employees, customers, suppliers, investors, government, and the 
local community. 

Sustainability networking and partnership is one of the good manage-
ment approaches for sustainability (See Memo 3). Consequence theme 
focuses on the outcome and performance measures of sustainability. No 
business is an island existence. Sometimes a company may get away with 
the abuse of people and the environment during the lifetime of the 
current leaders, but in the long run the consequences such as social unrest 
and environmental degradation will affect everyone. (See Memo 4) 

Constructing a Structured Summary Chart 

In this concluding part of the paper, we present a graphic model of 
sustainability metrics by integrating some principles of the Unified Field 
Chart (UFC), a pedagogical tool of Consciousness-Based Education at 
MIU (Dillbeck & Dillbeck, 1987; Heaton, 2016). The UFC is the most 
comprehensive of the classroom charts that connect the parts of knowl-
edge with the wholeness of the Self. This wall chart is divided vertically 
into two main sections. The right side represents the objective approach 
to knowledge through the modern sciences and other disciplines; the 
left side represents the subjective approach to knowledge through Vedic 
Science. The right side of the chart diagrams the whole discipline being 
studied, from its most abstract foundational areas (at the bottom) to its 
most applied areas that serve society (Dillbeck & Dillbeck, 1987, p. 399). 
We have taken some points from characteristics of UFC to structure 
the summary chart in layers, presenting more concrete material aspects 
of SMEs’ sustainability disclosure unified in the fundamental levels of 
sustainability measures, which are connected to the most refined level of 
natural law at the bottom of the chart.
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Two principles of UFC that we applied in constructing this chart are 
(1) that life is structured in layers, from subtler principles toward the 
bottom to more concrete applied values at higher levels; and (2) greater 
unification is found as research probes to deeper, more fundamental levels 
(Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, 1997). The summary chart (see Fig. 15.3) is  
constructed to show the connection of each part of knowledge to an inte-
grated whole and to show how all aspects of knowledge are expressions 
of one unified field which can be experienced as one’s own transcendental 
consciousness (Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, 1997).

As shown in Fig. 15.3, Sustainability governance is manifested in the 
flow of intelligence that guides the flow of salient or “material” infor-
mation by which the firm organizes its internal & external environment 
to achieve its strategic goals. Intelligence embedded in the measurement 
theory, sustainability ethics, and stakeholder theory are generated from 
the Natural Law which abides in the section of theory foundations (see 
the lower part of Fig. 15.3). The variations of measurement systems show 
many layers of focus on evaluating material aspects which are shown in the 
applications section of product, process, organization, or nation (see the 
upper section of the Fig. 15.3). 

Sustainability measurement is structured in layers including material 
aspects in three dimensions of sustainability, measures in policy, action, 
and outcome, and it is fundamentally about action in accord with all the 
laws of nature. Sustainability can be evaluated at every level of natural 
law. Sustainability standards and sustainability reports can be analyzed to 
explore what are the levels within levels that enliven and unify sustain-
ability programs. Sustainability standards may, for example, be applied 
superficially to create a green image by lessening the degree of unsus-
tainability. Or the sustainability declarations and practices of a firm may 
provide evidence of a real consciousness of the interconnectedness of 
sustainability of all involved stakeholders. A SME can follow the GRI 
guidelines or GRI standards to disclose its ESG performance, or do its 
CSR report, or just simply disclose its single attribute to get certified by 
some eco-label, can apply for a process level or an organizational level of 
certifications such as ISO series or B-impact assessment. 

Through constructing the summary chart for SMEs’ sustainability 
reporting we have attempted to show the logic of the relationships among 
the concepts which were identified through the content analysis of SME 
disclosure documents.
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Fig. 15.3 Structured summary chart of material aspects of SMEs’ sustainability 
reporting

As shown, the lower section of Fig. 15.3 shows an abstraction of 
knowledge which is bridged by the box of sustainability ethics, measure-
ment theory, and stakeholder theory. Above this box is the governance 
principle for management approaches, which is a transition from a more 
abstract level of knowledge to more concrete levels of knowledge. In 
the upper section of the summary chart, we see VE-based Sustainability
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measures such as policy and strategy measures for sustainability, RE-
based sustainability evaluation which focuses on activity measures, and 
Consequence measures of sustainability outcome. Moving upward, the 
boxes describe the metrics as related to three categories of sustainability 
and their relevant materiality aspects, which are generated from this 
research and confirmed by the existing guideline or technical manuals 
of standards such as GRI, B-Corp Certification, or ISO Standards. In 
conclusion, the values that underlie the sustainability ethics constitute the 
impulse of “intelligence” from the Unified Field in blue ocean section 
that promotes a sustainable, evolutionary, direction of change, from more 
abstract foundational levels to more concrete application levels. 
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CHAPTER 16  

Ocean as a Generative Metaphor for Future 
Organizations 

Anil K. Maheshwari 

Introduction 

A VUCA world, an era of unprecedented Volatility, Uncertainty, 
Complexity, and Ambiguity, requires new and expansive imagination to 
guide our thoughts and actions (Nandram & Bindlish, 2017). Metaphors 
are useful in education (Marshak, 1993; Singh, 2010), business strategy 
(Strand, 2014), and almost anywhere. Metaphors are a technology of 
the mind that drives our actions. ‘Our ordinary conceptual system, in 
terms of which we both think and act, is fundamentally metaphorical in 
nature’ (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980; p. 3). Twenty years later they further 
emphasized that ‘the mind is inherently embodied. Thought is mostly 
unconscious. Abstract concepts are largely metaphorical’ (Lakoff et al., 
1999, p. 1). Our bodies and brains interact with our environment to 
provide the mostly unconscious basis for our everyday sense of reality. 
Even regular meditation and self-reflection may not easily make one aware
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of the deeply held frames embedded in one’s conceptual system, which 
Tversky and Kahneman (1974) called heuristics and biases. 

Most metaphors pertain to relationships between space, time, and 
function (Weick, 1979). Space and time become primary containers 
of ‘objects,’ such that almost everything, including a conceptual idea, 
becomes an object in some space or time frame. Sackmann (1989) 
distinguishes between two kinds of metaphors: descriptive and prescrip-
tive. Descriptive metaphors help make sense of complex phenomena by 
comparing them to something else that is more familiar. These help us 
understand complex and abstract concepts by using analogies that draw 
on our existing knowledge and experiences. For example, describing an 
organization as a well-oiled machine conveys the idea that the organiza-
tion runs smoothly and efficiently. Prescriptive metaphors help achieve a 
desired future state or outcome by using analogies that highlight specific 
values and norms, and direct behavior toward an ideal or desirable way 
of doing things. For example, describing an organization as a family 
suggests that members should be supportive, loyal, and committed to 
each other and that the organization should prioritize relationships and 
emotional connections. Ghyczy (2003) distinguishes between rhetorical 
metaphors and cognitive metaphors. Rhetorical metaphors are literary 
constructs such as ‘glass ceiling,’ ‘golden handcuffs,’ ‘cash cow,’ most of 
which are used to gain attention, especially in the marketing discipline. 
Cognitive metaphors are useful devices for discovery and learning, and 
good metaphors help to convey information quickly by potentially juxta-
posing two or more domains and then inspire creative ways of looking at 
the same things. Flow is a great cognitive metaphor for peak experiences 
and being in the zone (Csikszentmihalyi, 1994; Goodman & Maheshwari, 
2023 this volume). Barner (2008) suggests that visual metaphors may be 
especially useful in facilitating organizational change. 

Popular Metaphors 

A primary contemporary metaphor that implicitly guides our social inter-
actions is that ‘Argument is war’ (Lakoff & Johnson, 1980). This 
conflict-oriented mindset is reflected in a wide variety of everyday expres-
sions: Your claims are indefensible; he attacked every weak point in 
my argument; I demolished his argument; I’ve never won an argument 
against him. We do not just talk about arguments in terms of war: we 
actually win or lose them. Many of the words we employ in arguments
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are structured around the things we do in war. Even though there is 
no physical battle, there is indeed a mental battle. Strand (2014) argues  
that war-like metaphors can misdirect the purpose of business from value 
creation and toward ‘survival of the fittest’ sorts of metaphors that inhibit 
considerations toward ethics, humanism, and sustainability. 

Alternatively, one can imagine an argument as a dance. Imagine a 
culture in which argument is viewed as a dance between two perspec-
tives, where the participants are viewed as performers, and the goal is to 
perform in a balanced and aesthetically pleasant way to win the hearts and 
minds of the audience. In such a culture, competitors would experience, 
understand, and perform arguments very differently and learn from the 
interplay of performers, as in nyaya (Maheshwari & Maheshwari, 2023 
this volume). 

Here are some contemporary metaphors closely inspired by CBLM. 

1. The ‘universe as an unbounded ocean of consciousness’ is a descrip-
tive metaphor that would lead to a more expansive approach to 
thinking and doing, compared with a more materialist view of reality 
(Nader, 2021). 

2. ‘Multiple horizons of consciousness’ is a prescriptive metaphor 
would be more conducive to an organic and ambidextrous way 
of operating across different domains (Maheshwari, 2023b, this  
volume). 

3. The ‘human brain is a river and not a rock’ metaphor (Travis & 
Brown, 2011) will describe a more fluid way of thinking (Guru-
batham, 2023 this volume). 

4. ‘Life as a journey,’ and the ‘the path is the goal’ would prescribe 
a process perspective and lead toward a growth mindset (Dweck, 
2006). 

5. A ‘triple bottom-line’ as a basis for performance measurement would 
be a prescriptive metaphor to encourage a more balanced and 
sustainable future (Kassel & Rimanoczy, 2018). 

6. ‘Circular modes of organizing’ is a descriptive metaphor that would 
likely support a thicker web of communication and coordinating 
(Maheshwari et al., 2022). 

7. An ‘abundance mindset’ is a prescriptive metaphor to guide the 
thinking about monetizing and democratizing certain goods and 
practices (Diamandis & Kotler, 2012).
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8. A ‘blue vs red ocean’ is a prescriptive way of addressing the market-
place in terms of an adventure-like or hyper-competitive action 
strategy (Kim & Mauborgne, 2014). 

Metaphors as Imaginations and  Frames  

The philosopher Martin Heidegger argued that technology has become 
the dominant metaphor for everything and that we increasingly see nature 
and human beings as raw materials for technical operations (Blitz, 2014). 
Once a technological frame is invoked it has implications for how we 
generate options and act. One of the more significant recent techno-
logical shifts is in cognitive neuroscience, where the growing science of 
neuroplasticity research has shown that our brain behaves metaphorically 
like a river and not a rock, (Travis & Brown, 2011). Organizations can 
invoke different mindsets (Dweck, 2006) using a flowing river logic versus 
traditional rock logic. Table 16.1 shows some key mappings at different 
levels. 

A popular technological metaphor is of everything as ‘information’ 
and ‘information processing.’ The words inputs, outputs, and processes 
have become deeply embedded in organizational language. Conversations 
sometimes become downloads of data. The prefrontal cortex of the brain 
is called the CPU of the brain. There is ‘limited bandwidth’ for taking 
on additional work. People buy stuff online (e-commerce) or offline

Table 16.1 Rock vs river logic 

Theme Rock logic River logic 

Individual self Fixed identity, image, name, 
uniqueness, isolation 

Socially flowing, malleable, flexible, 
connecting, learning 

Organization 
model 

Functional specialization, 
financial coordination, 
stability, bureaucracy 

Customer-driven flexibility, 
value-addition, markets, flat 
structure, horizons of consciousness 

Values Greed, gain, conflict, 
competition 

Adaptiveness, learning, openness, 
cooperation 

Communication More is better; fixed 
meaning 

Interpretation in holistic context; 
trust & intentions matter 

Social organizing Stable classes based on merit Aqueous chemistry; structuration 
Nature of work Analytical; stable; solo Knowledge-work; creativity; 

teamwork 
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(brick-and-mortar). Even the DNA is a piece of information, however 
complex. 

The information processing metaphor has gone into hyperdrive with 
the maturing of the powerful technology of Artificial Intelligence (AI). 
The name itself is a powerful metaphor with an explicit promise of 
mimicking human intelligence(s) (Gardner, 1993). AI could be a tool for 
good or bad, depending upon how it is designed and used, by whom, and 
for what purpose. Maheshwari & Maheshwari (2023) describe how AI 
can transform the education system through personalized and immersive 
education, mental health coaching, with a co-pilot answering all ques-
tions. We wonder what might be a powerful countervailing metaphor to 
guide the deployment of AI in organizations and societies? 

Traditional Metaphors for Organizations 

Conceptual metaphors continue to influence organizational life (Hera-
cleous & Jacobs, 2008; Morgan, 1986). Table 16.2 shows some popular 
conceptual metaphors that have evolved to describe an organization or 
the worldviews.

Metaphor of Organization as Ocean 

We present the Ocean as a powerful exemplar for organizations. Oceans 
are a marine environment that supports a great diversity of life forms, 
including human communities which depend and subsist on them 
(Silcock, 1994). The oceans contain many ecosystems such as coral reefs, 
ocean bed, glaciers, and more, that have evolved through the ages, and 
interact intimately with the changes in climate, and on-shore activities 
(Thunberg, 2023). Many drops combine with energy to form a wave. 
Ultimately, the ocean is an extremely big drop. Mystics have described 
seeing the ocean in a drop. This self-referral indivisibility allows tran-
scending theory of logical classes which states that a class cannot be its 
own member. By permitting an ocean to contain itself in different forms, 
one can move up and down the units of analysis effortlessly. 

Like the ocean, modern organizations need to be flexible, adaptable, 
and resilient to survive and thrive in a rapidly changing world. Like the 
ocean, organizations are a vast and complex ecosystem that should be able 
to adapt and thrive in a rapidly changing environment by embracing a
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Table 16.2 Metaphors describing an organization 

Sl no Organization as Description and features 

1 Machine Just as a machine is well-designed and well-defined system 
for precise, efficient, untiring, repetitive action, an 
organization may be expected to do its activities in the 
most efficient and untiring way. Complex organizational 
tasks may be reduced into numerous simple tasks, for 
which the organizational members are trained and 
assigned. It is often reflected in statements such as ‘fix it.’ 
A machine, however, has no ability to learn by itself, and 
can fail to perform in unfamiliar circumstances 

2 Organism Implicitly inspired by life, this metaphor is reflected in 
statements such as ‘this organization is growing rapidly.’ 
Just like an organism, an organization is a loose 
assemblage of resources and components that dynamically 
balance each other for the organization’s health, growth, 
and self-preservation. An organism may grow by gaining 
energy and survive by expending energy in fighting crises 
in dynamically changing environments 

3 Brain Like a control or computer system, the organization may 
be designed to receive, process, and generate information 
for coordinating activities within its domain, in a VUCA 
environment 

4 Idea An organization is essentially a purposeful idea. It is a way 
of organizing resources, people, and processes to achieve 
objectives 

5 Culture This celebrates the human and social aspects of creating 
and storing shared meanings in an organization. The 
myths, rituals, and stories in an organization are 
highlighted as modes of providing stability and direction 
to the human desires within the organization 

6 Family This focuses upon the perpetuation of shared values, 
traditions, and goals. Behaviorally, it emphasizes the 
importance of trust, loyalty, and emotional connections 

7 Political system or 
government 

This emphasizes the modes of governance employed by 
the organization in balancing the conflicting interests of 
multiple stakeholders. The use of power to resolve 
conflicts is a key aspect 

8 Flux and 
transformation 

This focuses on the self-organizing abilities of an entity in 
an energy field upon chaos theory principles. 
Organizations are depicted as super-complex, cybernetic 
machines displaying multiple, circular, causal relationships 
that cannot be accurately modeled and simulated

(continued)
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Table 16.2 (continued)

Sl no Organization as Description and features

9 Theater and/or 
orchestra 

An organization is a synergizing performer that 
coordinates excellence in individual performances 
successfully toward a useful performance for the benefit of 
transforming the audience. Erving Goffman (1959/2002) 
quipped that the world is a stage where one contributes 
to one’s purpose and ability 

10 Psychic prison An organization as a psychic prison focuses on the 
organizational equivalent of deep-seated, unconscious, 
Freudian human impulses make it struggle to establish its 
identity. Organization and sexuality and power play are 
thus closely linked 

11 Garden This emphasizes the nurturing qualities of leadership to 
cultivate a healthy and productive environment for growth 
and development. A garden can also emphasize diversity 
of forms and practices, such that employees from different 
backgrounds, experiences, and skill sets, can work 
synergistically to create a beautiful and diverse 
environment. It thus emphasizes the importance of 
leadership, diversity, inclusion, and collaboration 

12 System or web This emphasizes networks and relationships among 
entities, who work together to create a strong and flexible 
larger system. This information-processing-inspired 
metaphor emphasizes the importance of connectivity, 
collaboration, interdependence, resilience, and adaptability

similar level of complexity and interconnectedness. These and more simi-
larities are presented in Table 16.3 in a framework of five Vs—Velocity, 
Variety, Vitality, Versatility, and Volume—(adapted from Maheshwari, 
2019) in which the ocean can serve as a powerful, overarching, cogni-
tive, descriptive, and prescriptive metaphor for the organizations of the 
future.

Ocean and Wave in Conversation 

By embracing the qualities of the ocean, organizations may be able 
to navigate the complex and ever-changing interdependencies of the 
modern world, and chart a course toward success and sustainability. Their 
employees and other stakeholders too would be able to feel the neces-
sary autonomy to grow to their fullest potential. The all-encompassing
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Table 16.3 Similarities between the ocean and the organization 

Ocean Organization 

1 Velocity: Dynamic 
and agile 

The ocean is a constantly 
changing environment, with 
tides, currents, storms, 
weather patterns, waves, and 
more 

Organizations are agile, 
adaptable, pivoting, and 
changing direction, to 
respond quickly to new 
challenges, opportunities, 
market conditions, and 
technologies 

2 Variety: Diverse and 
complex 

The ocean is home to a 
diverse range of species and a 
great variety of life forms, 
from planktons to whales, 
each with unique features 
that allow them to thrive in 
their respective environments 

Organizations of the future 
will embrace diversity and 
inclusivity, recognizing that a 
range of perspectives, 
experiences, and skills can 
enrich the organization and 
lead to creativity and 
productivity 

3 Vital & Vibrant: 
Interconnected and 
interdependent 

The ocean is made up of 
interconnected and 
interdependent ecosystems, 
such as coral reef and deep 
ocean, marine life and 
chemical composition, 
seismology and greenhouse 
gases, and more 

Organizations of the future 
must be based on the 
realization that they are part 
of a larger ecosystem and 
need to build strong 
collaborative relationships and 
vital partnerships with 
customers, suppliers, partners, 
and competitors 

4 Viable: Resourceful 
and resilient 

The ocean is a harsh 
environment, with predators, 
storms, and other challenges 
that can threaten the survival 
of its inhabitants. It has 
evolved numerous strategies 
to cope with adversity, from 
the hard shells of crustaceans 
to the poison ink of certain 
fish 

Organizations need to base 
their design on resilience and 
adaptability into their core, 
with a focus on sustainability, 
risk management, and 
long-term thinking, so that 
they are able to withstand 
setbacks and recover quickly 
from failure 

5 Volume: Vast, and 
Virgin 

The ocean is vast and still 
largely unexplored, with 
many mysteries yet to be 
uncovered. At the same time, 
the ocean is a finite resource, 
and its health and vitality 
depend on responsible 
stewardship 

Organizations of the future 
need to be open to new ideas 
and possibilities, with a focus 
on learning and growth, 
experimentation, and 
innovation. They must also 
commit to sustainability, 
recognizing that their 
long-term viability depends 
on regeneratively creating 
value for all stakeholders
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organization may display higher consciousness management (Maheshwari, 
2021) with the waves. Here is an imagined conversation between the 
ocean as an organization and a wave as a member of the organization. 

Ocean: Hello, wave. It’s good to see you again. What brings you 
here today? 

Wave: Hello, ocean. I wanted to talk to you. I feel like I’m part 
of something bigger, and I want to contribute to a higher 
purpose. 

Ocean: Nice. As an organization, we are always looking for people 
like you who are willing to collaborate and work toward 
shared goals. What skills and experiences do you have? 

Wave: Well, I’m good at moving quickly and adapting to changing 
situations. I also have a lot of energy and enthusiasm. 

Ocean: Good qualities. As an organization, we need people who can 
help us navigate the ever-changing currents of the modern 
world. How do you see yourself contributing to our mission? 

Wave: I would like to be part of a larger movement, working with 
other waves to create something bigger and more impactful. 
Maybe we could help raise awareness about environmental 
issues and support local communities in need. 

Ocean: Good ideas. As an organization, we are also committed 
to sustainability, social responsibility, and positive impact. 
We believe that by working together, we can make a real 
difference in the world. How can we support you in your 
journey? 

Wave: I would love to connect with other like-minded waves and 
organizations. Maybe we could start by organizing a beach 
clean-up. 

Ocean: That’s a great idea. We have a network of partners and collab-
orators who share our vision and values, and we would be 
happy to introduce you to them. 

Wave: That sounds great, ocean. I’m excited to get started. 
Ocean: We’re excited to have you on board, wave. Let’s work 

together and make a difference in the world. 

How would a wave feel when it reaches the end of its journey? As the 
wave approaches the shore, its volume decreases, and its velocity decreases
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too. Eventually, the wave breaks, and the water crashes onto the beach. As 
the water recedes back into the ocean, the individual molecules that made 
up the wave merge back into the larger body of water. The wave loses its 
individuality and becomes one with the ocean. There is no death or loss 
for the wave since it was never truly a separate entity but a temporary 
manifestation of the ocean’s energy (Nader, 2021). Instead, the wave’s 
energy and momentum become part of the larger ebb and flow of the 
ocean, perpetually cycling and recycling into new forms. 

Realizing CBLM with the Ocean Metaphor 

How does the Ocean metaphor apply to realizing the three principles 
of CBLM listed in the opening chapter of this book, and explained 
in detail in the opening chapter of volume 1 of this two-book project 
(Maheshwari, 2023a): 

(1) Paradigm—Consciousness is primary. This principle includes the 
idea of the complementary existence of opposites and living in total 
harmony with nature. 

(2) Social/Interpersonal—Love is all we need. This principle includes 
the idea of interacting with empathy and compassion toward all life 
forms. 

(3) Individual—Unboundarize oneself. This principle includes freeing 
oneself from space–time containers, and developing openness and 
creativity. 

We suggest that organizations should seriously experiment by intro-
ducing ‘organization as an unbounded ocean’ as a metaphor of choice for 
organizing in the VUCA world. The five Vs can provide a nice frame-
work (Table 16.4) to imagine initiatives. Here below we suggest a couple 
of phrases per ‘V’ dimension.

There could be innumerable other phrases inspired by the organization 
as ocean metaphor. The ocean metaphor may apply equally well at many 
levels—for an organization, for employees, and for the entire set of orga-
nizations. The drops combining into bigger drops enables the possibility 
of unlimited non-egoistic cooperation among entities in contrast against 
the rock logic that presents rigid boundaries and identities.
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Table 16.4 Ocean-inspired phrases for organizational thought and action 

V Phrase Connotation(s) 

Volume Don’t boil the ocean Focus: Limiting the size of project 
Stepping stones Right-sizing: breaking complexity into smaller 

components 
Velocity Riding the wave Opportunity: taking advantage of an ongoing 

initiative 
Going with the flow Adaptable: taking the most easy and efficient 

path 
Viability Navigating 

unchartered waters 
Uncertainty: vibrant resilience against challenges 

Weathering the storm Resilience: Surviving and becoming stronger 
Variety Casting a wide net Unboundarize: seeking diversity, inclusion, and 

complexity 
Tides of change Acceptance: Adapt to changing circumstances 

Vitality Diving deep Consciousness: self-reflection, and root cause 
analysis 

Sailing in unison Loving collaboration: sharing vision, norms, and 
collaboration

Here are some actionable recommendations for CBLM inspired by the 
Ocean metaphor: 

1. Unboundarize yourself. Be an ocean to yourself. Be the center of 
the universe. Lose yourself in the unlimited potential and bliss that 
lies within. Appreciate and enjoy the harmony and cooperation 
that organizes the self, from a rag-tag team of aqueous chemicals 
to a communicative, cooperative ocean of feelings, thoughts, and 
useful performance. Sing praises for what you truly are (the super-
harmonized creation) rather than the superficial (the beautiful face 
or the sharp mind). 

2. Operate from love and empathy. We are all waves in the same 
ocean. Cooperate in a loving manner and stop worrying about the 
results of a breach of cooperation. Stop playing games of scarcity 
while the abundance of the whole ocean of resources lies unused 
within! Do not let the expansiveness of the ocean within dry up. 
The ocean absorbs infinite breaches, storms, and pollutants, and yet 
fundamentally remains the same.
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3. Practice gratefulness. Appreciate the gifts of the ocean as you receive 
them. Do not incisively inquire, merely seek. The ocean is bountiful, 
and gifts are bound to come your way, if you are patient enough to 
wait for them, and are sensitive enough to recognize and appreciate 
them when they arrive. ‘The (ocean) does not reward those who 
are too anxious, too greedy, or too impatient... patience, patience, 
patience is what the (ocean) teaches’ (Lindbergh, 1975: p.17). 

Conclusion 

Metaphors are a powerful mental technology worth understanding and 
leveraging. It may be that we do not choose our metaphors. It may 
well be that it is the metaphors that choose us (Etzold & Buswick, 
2008). Knowing our metaphors may be knowing ourselves! That is worth 
the effort! May consciousness-based and ocean-based metaphors resonate 
with you. 
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