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5. Embodied leadership: a perspective on
reciprocal body movement

Helen Payne and Pauliina Jidskeldinen

INTRODUCTION

Most definitions of leadership conceive it as an influencing process whereby an individual
exerts their intentional influence over others to structure activities and relationships in a group
or organisation (Yukl, 2002). This definition offers a perspective on leadership which empha-
sises an individual’s actions instead of seeing them in their contextual network.

Educational leadership is often theorised through different models, for example, teacher,
curriculum, authentic, visionary, servant, strategic, managerial, transformational, or instruc-
tional/pedagogical and distributed (see reviews by Leithwood & Jantzi, 2005; Hallinger, 2003;
Neumerski, 2013; Tian et al., 2016; Gumus et al., 2018). However, in these models, the onto-
logical and epistemological underpinnings of how the concept of leadership is understood are
often left unconsidered (Eacott, 2018). For example, the basic assumption of whether lead-
ership is considered as actions undertaken by an individual or positional leaders, or if it is
a completely relational phenomenon between the organisational members, is often adopted
unreflectively. These underlying assumptions, taken as self-evident, still have a major effect
on our beliefs about both researching and understanding leadership (Ladkin, 2013; Hujala
et al., 2016; Ropo & Parviainen, 2001).

An alternative way to conceptualise leadership is to understand it as a completely rela-
tional, embodied phenomenon, where the focus is on activities in relationships (Eacott,
2018). Drawing on this understanding in this chapter, we define leadership as a nexus of
relations (Merleau-Ponty, 2012), where power moves within and between the individual
bodies in organisations, regardless of their formal positions. Although we acknowledge
that formal positions create power asymmetries (Winther, 2013) in educational/organisa-
tional administration, our focus here is on how the power moves in between the bodies in
organisations.

Embodied leadership can be considered as a form of an embodied and relational activity
rather than being viewed through the perspective of dualistic, causality-chasing ontologies
(Eacott, 2018; Kiipers, 2015). Instead of thinking of leadership as dyadic, causal actions from
leader to followers, we consider it as a collaborative, reciprocal flow (Kiipers, 2013, 2015) hap-
pening between the range of stakeholders within organisations.

Even though both perspectives on leadership — relational or embodied — are well established
(see Eacott, 2018; Melina, 2013), what we see in practice is that the formal structures of under-
standing leadership as simply a leader’s activity still dominate, especially in the practices of
highly hierarchical organisations. Although the body and embodiment are acknowledged,
they are often understood as mere codes of body language (Melina, 2013; Ropo & Parviainen,
2001), which separate the ‘reader’ of the body language and its performer, focusing on skills
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of interpreting and controlling the body. Taking embodiment as the ontological basis of under-
standing leadership goes far deeper than that.

Instead of proposing a leadership model or focusing solely on the activity of the positional
leader, we focus here on describing leadership actions (Eacott, 2018; Salovaara & Ropo,
2013) as intersubjective, reciprocal, and relational bodily movements (Merleau-Ponty, 2012).
Understanding educational or organisational leadership as a relational, embodied phenom-
enon can offer increased awareness of how bodies intra-act (Barad, 2003) and how the power
in this relational nexus is not something that only the formal leader necessarily possesses, but
is movement which occurs in relation to other bodies (Merleau-Ponty, 1968).

Therefore, becoming more aware of (a) our self, our physical bodies, (b) our social bodies,
the social fields in which we operate and live, and (c) the interconnected, global system of
the entire body of the planet (eco-consciousness/the ecological self) (Hollingsworth, 2020;
Payne, 2023) can lead to more ethical (Pullen & Rhodes, 2021) and humane leadership activ-
ity (Melina, 2013).

Our experiences in facilitating embodied leadership show how movement can be used
as information in recognising these connections. Practising skills in body awareness and
embodied, relational capacities offers possibilities to acknowledge the embodied — often pre-
reflective — knowledge as an essential part of leadership intra-actions.

Reflecting on one’s underlying assumptions about leadership is important because these
assumptions radiate through bodily actions (Ropo & Parviainen, 2001) to other bodies in the
organisation. This is especially the case in an educational context in which authority figures
transmit their understanding of leadership to teachers who are themselves examples of author-
ity for their students, who therefore gain not only subject-based knowledge from teachers
but also learn about teachers’ underlying assumptions about leadership through their bodily
movement-actions.

In this chapter, we explore leadership through the practice of dance movement therapy-
based embodied leadership facilitation. We focus on notions of the ways leadership is embod-
ied and relational through the lived experience of the body.

EMBODIMENT: INTRA-ACTING HUMAN BEINGS IN
ORGANISATIONS

Embodiment has been of interest amongst scholars of organisations, especially during the last
three decades. This stream of research plays against the dualistic thinking of body and mind
(or rational thought) as separate seeing how different bodily aspects affect organisational life
(Kiipers, 2015). The sensing, emotional body is considered much more than an instrumental
or mere material device for rational thought. Instead it radiates meaning through its move-
ments in a reciprocal flow (Ropo & Parviainen, 2001; Kiipers, 2013) of perception (Merleau-
Ponty, 2012).

Research on the body in organisations has been categorised in several ways (see Gherardi
et al., 2013; Girtner, 2013). The focus has been on, for example, what the bodies do through
senses (it works, experiences, and knows through them) (Gherardi et al., 2013) or how the
body and mind are entangled with each other and connected to their environment. In organi-
sation and leadership studies, these background theories can be divided according to their
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ontological basis. Hujala et al. (2016) present four examples of these theories: social construc-
tivism, practice-based studies, critical realism, and phenomenology. Each of these perspec-
tives presents a different understanding of what it is to be a human in organisations. These
perspectives matter to the ways in which the concept of embodiment is understood and how
it can be researched.

Our perspective on embodiment is based on Merleau-Ponty’s (1968) phenomenology of the
body. In organisational research, this means that embodiment is about concentrating on the
experiences of the sensing and moving body (Gherardi et al., 2013; Girtner, 2013). More than
that, we argue that embodiment can be also extended from an individual experience perspec-
tive into a relational ontology through Merleau-Ponty’s (1968) concept of the flesh of the world
(see also Kiipers, 2015).

Within this frame, embodiment is defined as the body-mind relational entanglement, where
the human body’s embeddedness into its cultural, historical, and social contexts is taken seri-
ously (Kiipers, 2015). This perspective is based on the ontology that Merleau-Ponty (2012, p.
428) formulated as follows:

Universality and the world are at the core of individuality and of the subject. We will never under-
stand this if we turn the world into an object, but we will understand it immediately if the world is
the field of our experience, and if we are nothing but a perspective upon the world.

In other words, this field of experience can be thought of as a systemic fabric in which we
are embedded (Merleau-Ponty, 1962) and which Merleau-Ponty (1968) conceptualised as
the flesh of the world. In this view, leadership is defined as a web of relationships between
people and other tangible and intangible elements in organisations (Jddskeldinen & Helin,
2021). The flesh of organisations will therefore comprise other people, material condi-
tions, and abstract thoughts/ideas we carry and share through our bodies (Jadskeldinen &
Helin, 2021).

Because our bodies are embedded perspectives upon the flesh of the organisation the
embodiment of leadership as a phenomenon can be researched through mundane, bodily
experiences (Merleau-Ponty, 2012). Hence, we do not only have a body, but we are our bodies
which, in turn, are embedded in the flesh of the world (Merleau-Ponty, 1968, 2012; Girtner,
2013; Hujala et al., 2016). Doing research from an embedded, embodied, phenomenological
framework means emphasising the description of the body’s experiences as they emerge in an
individual (van Manen, 2014) whilst acknowledging that the description of that experience is
never the same as the experience itself (Merleau-Ponty, 1968, 2012; Heidegger, 2002; Husserl,
1995). In short, the experiential body is a perspective through which we can reflect on rela-
tional phenomena, such as leadership in organisations.

Biehl and Volkmann (2019, p. 2) go further in this endeavour by emphasising the role of the
moving body in their definition of the flesh as “kinaesthetic exchange processes from moving
body to moving body whereby people respond to others through their perceptual interpenetra-
tion”. This understanding of people’s actions in organisations as a relational, ever-moving
phenomenon means that shifts in our concrete ways of moving change the dynamics in our
relationships within our work communities (Biehl & Volkmann, 2019).

Although bodies in organisations are fundamentally connected to each other through the
perceptions of their own and others’ movement, it does not mean that we all melt into same-
ness (Verhage, 2008). Instead, as Merleau-Ponty (2012, p. 428) wrote, we are all “perspectives
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upon the world”. The word perspective indicates that even though we are inside the world, we
are still located somewhere, looking at other perspectives in the flesh from our body’s point
of view. At the same time, the other perspectives of the world, for example, our co-workers,
are looking at us from the point of view of their uniquely constructed, situated bodies. Hence,
there is a constant reciprocal exchange of perception as we are at the same time perceived
when we perceive (Merleau-Ponty, 2012).

Illustrated by the work of Husserl (1952) and Merleau-Ponty (1962) the body-mind entan-
glement refers to bodily movement and sensation as the vessel for emotional expression.
Merleau-Ponty claimed that we gesture and connect through an expressive, ambiguous space
of intercorporeality — a space that exists amongst and between our bodies. Taking our exist-
ence as happening in the flesh of the world, as if we are strings of the fabric with other aspects
of the flesh, it could be useful to replace the terms between with Barad’s (2003) concept of
intra-action, which illustrates how our movement-actions, feelings, and thinking happen in
the nexus of the world.

EMBODIED LEADERSHIP FACILITATION

As a result of advances in these areas of research, there is a case to be made for the applica-
tion of experiential, embodied, expressive movement-based interventions in the facilitation
of leadership development in education and other organisations by experiencing new ways of
being in the world (Husserl, 1980).

Employing expressive movement, and other approaches from the arts, as methods in leader-
ship development in educational and organisational settings are increasing since they enable
the surfacing of embodied, tacit knowledge, facilitating meaning-making, developing depth
of self-understanding, and enabling aesthetic reflexivity (Winther, 2018). Aesthetic reflexiv-
ity refers to working with “the aesthetics of an experience (scenic properties, feelings and
sensory—emotional characteristics) as a means to managing the increasing complexities of life
and work” (Sutherland, 2012, pp. 27-28; see Scharmer & Kaufer, 2013; Taylor, 2008; Taylor
& Ladkin, 2009).

Expressive movement practice within leadership development is one of the arts-based
approaches which employs experiential learning and deep reflection on lived experiences
rather than focusing on the objective analysis of data and articles. These approaches help
leaders and other organisational members learn through aesthetic experiences which develop
self-knowledge. Embodied expressive movement practices facilitate emotional experiences of
self and leadership through the physicality of “bodily movement that enhances awareness of
people’s embodied selves in the moment” (Sutherland, 2012, p. 34). Furthermore, people in
organisations can learn to stay connected to their bodily information, which enhances sen-
sitivity to others’ non-verbal communication and develops trust (Winther, 2018). Embodied
learning is intimate, involving insights and practical skills whereby the body is experienced
as a source of effective knowing and learning (Payne, 2014, 2017b; Payne & Brooks, 2017). In
embodied leadership facilitation the body serves as the primary medium for explicit process-
ing cognitively without requiring verbal language.

From the outset, the mind is part of the workings of the body and thus concepts deriving
from psychology such as memory, perception, calculation, and language are not understood
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as mental and abstract and separate from our bodies. Rather they stem from bodily experi-
ences and sensorimotor capacities (Gibbs, 2005; Johnson, 2007; Shapiro, 2011). An embod-
ied approach to educational and organisational leadership development can therefore support
organisational members to fully inhabit themselves, be accessible, and work with, rather than
control, others.

Acting from this centred, grounded place increases the ability to be self-aware, listen, see
the bigger picture, be present to self and others, creative, and lead during complexity, chaos,
and ambiguity, whilst processing information and responding effectively to help others get the
best out of themselves. Aesthetic awareness, one of the defining qualities of being human ena-
bling understanding and judgement of the various qualities found in art, is key to embodied
learning. It requires openness to affective elements, the entanglement of emotion, cognitive
and bodily experiences, and how aesthetic qualities of the self, others, and the environment
can enrich and cultivate ethical responsiveness (Payne, 2023). Outcomes include enhanced
relational sensitivity and abilities to cope with unfamiliarity and complexity, currently needed
more than ever.

More specifically, recognising how each of our bodily perspectives is unique in the sense
that they “are distinguished by their unique ways of moving, gesturing and acting in respect to
what is given in their intentional environment” (Heindmaa, 2018, p. 539) creates understanding
of how the bodies in organisations each provide different perspectives on leadership. Whether
those perspectives come from the role of the leader or other members of the organisation, they
can be explored through aiming attention to the unique combinations of each body’s move-
ment qualities. The facilitation method, where the exploration of body movement is used for
this purpose, has roots in dance movement (psycho)therapy (DMP/T) (Payne, 1992a, 1992b,
2006a, 2006b, 2017a) and has recently been applied to organisational facilitation in a work
guidance context (Jddskeldinen et al., 2019; Jaaskeldinen & Helin, 2021) as well as leadership
development in schools (Woods et al., 2021).

Using dance as a research method in an organisational research context is the closest arts-
based method to the embodied facilitation approach presented here. Dance has been used as
a medium and as a metaphor in describing and researching organisations (e. g. Biehl, 2017;
Mandalaki, 2019; Mandalaki & Pérezts, 2020) and as a ‘tool’ to support the development of
certain leadership skills or capacities (Biehl, 2017; Hujala et al., 2014; Yams, 2018; Zeitner
etal., 2016). For example, Hujala et al. (2016) used dance performances as a reflective inquiry
for leaders, and Zeitner et al. (2016) explored how dance can inform leadership education in
multiple ways.

In the context of embodied leadership facilitation, dance could be better conceptualised as
a kinaesthetic experience rather than as an art form (Biehl, 2017) because dance as such can
evoke associations such as belonging only to certain kinds of able bodies that have specific
skills or capacities (Payne, 2004). In dance movement therapy (DMT), however, the focus is
on expressive movement as a day-to-day activity.

Compared to dance interventions, offered, for example, by a dance pedagogue, DMT-based
facilitation not only reflects body movement through a discussion but seeks new ways to relate
to the environment (Jdiskeldinen et al., 2019). Hence, DMT training increases the capacity
to understand and facilitate the connections between pre-reflective feelings and bodily move-
ment (Payne, 2004) and, subsequently, in leadership facilitation, how to understand leader-
ship relations more effectively (Jiiskeldinen et al., 2019). Dance movement therapists offer
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interventions (for example, expressive movement exercises, verbal questions, or movement
feedback) based on their finely honed skills and in-depth knowledge of embodiment, such
as the understanding that when something changes in movement, something also changes in
thinking (and vice versa) (Merleau-Ponty, 1968, 2012).

Furthermore, Shafir (2015) illustrates how, through proprioception (awareness of the posi-
tion and movement of the body) and interoception (the sense of the internal state of the body,
whether conscious or unconscious), the state of our body affects our affective state. Using a
range of motor behaviours emotions are regulated by changing the state of the body. Postures,
facial expressions, and movement and breathing patterns are associated with specific emo-
tions. Shafir et al. (2013) also demonstrated that three minutes of executing happy, sad, fear-
ful, or neutral movements enhanced the corresponding affective state. Imagining doing sad
or fearful movements or watching others express them through movement enhanced the cor-
responding emotion.

Exploring leadership through movement as a way of gathering information about the self
and others gives possibilities to learn about leadership as a situationally specific phenomenon.
The movement experiences can be (and often are) reflected through discussions, but sim-
ply living through the movement in practice gives space also to transformational embodied
experiences, for example by learning how to let go of any unnecessary tensions in the body
(Karssiens et al., 2014). This transformation can happen solely in the pre-reflective, pre-lan-
guage level of experiencing the movement (Merleau-Ponty, 2012; Yl6nen, 2006).

Facilitators, trained in DMT, use movement analysis tools to observe movement from ouz-
side to select interventions, but also use their own bodies as resonating informants (Zappa,
2020). With this, the facilitator seeks consciously, through their body-awareness attunement
with the leader’s body, to empathise consciously with their bodily states (Samaritter & Payne,
2013). In phenomenology, this attunement is often considered to happen only at the pre-reflec-
tive level (Merleau-Ponty, 1968, 2012; Verhage, 2008), but Geller and Porges (2014) argue it is
possible to enhance this attunement purposefully, through embodied actions, to create a safer,
trusting space between people for exploration to occur. From this basis, suitable experiential
practices are selected, which makes this kind of facilitation perhaps more goal-oriented than
the arts-based interventions brought into organisations by artists or pedagogues (Jaiskeldinen
et al., 2019).

In other words, phenomenological understanding of embodiment, more specifically, the
reciprocity of relating, expressive, and moving bodies is acknowledged and used purposefully
in DMT-informed embodied movement facilitation processes for leadership development.
Therefore, it is essential that the facilitator has the training to reflect on, and understand, their
own embodied reactions through the self-awareness of their unique ways of moving, reacting,
and thinking.

Even if it is tempting to detach some individual exercises to use in any kind of leader-
ship facilitation, this heightened skill in self/body awareness should be acknowledged. Hence,
to use expressive experiential movement methods effectively for leadership requires, in our
opinion, experiential familiarisation and postgraduate education. Moreover, the education on
therapeutic matters ensures the capacity to take care of the issues that might arise from the
embodied exercises, for example, emotional reactions and responses deriving from one’s per-
sonal history (see for example, Rothschild, 2000). The skills, knowledge, and understanding
gained in DMT training ensure that the embodied facilitation does not fall into subject-object
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separation, but the body of the facilitator is considered as a resonating, reflective medium as
much as the participants’ bodies in the ‘flesh’ of the facilitation.

LEADERS’ RESONATING BODIES: EXPERIENCES OF EMBODIED
FACILITATION

In this section, examples of the leaders’ experiences of embodied facilitation are provided:
from the ENABLES project in the UK! in which the first author (Helen) facilitated embod-
ied methods and from the second author’s (Pauliina) research project in Finland.”> Helen
provided some simple embodied movement practices to university colleagues to enable
them to facilitate educational leaders’ understanding of leading change in schools within
a European-wide research study (Woods et al., 2021). Following their making of a collage
to represent their experience of leading change with others in school, volunteer participants
engaged in a short, facilitated body-awareness practice. They were then invited to consider
one aspect of their collage that stood out for them. The stimulus instruction was the same
as that for the collage creation i.e., “express how you experience leading change with oth-
ers”. However, this time participants were invited to respond using gestures (which could
be more than just hands). Their gestures were video recorded as part of the recording of the
online workshop. They were then offered five minutes to write reflections on their gesture/s
or the option of drawing a reflection with reference to their embodied experience of leading
change in school.

For trained DMT practitioners wishing to include a development of this practice, we offer
an alternative derived from the ground form of the discipline of authentic movement. We
describe this method, employed in DMT (Whitehouse, 1999; Adler, 2002; Payne, 2006b), as
follows.

In the group using hand gestures solely, individual participants in the role of ‘mover’ move
the aspect of the collage which stands out most for them. If online, they could use a mobile
device to film the gesture. After writing reflections on the gesture invite participants to share
their writing in the group. Additionally, as part of the sharing participants might be invited
to share their film (if online) or, if face to face, their gestures with group members who act
as ‘witnesses’ to the movement (of the mover). The ‘witnesses’ could then comment, without
judgement, using self-referencing language on their experience in the presence of the mover’s
gesture/s. Their experience might include any feelings triggered, thoughts/stories, images,
physical sensations in their body, or a movement response beyond words. Comments received
by the mover from the witness could be incorporated into their new understanding and knowl-
edge about how they lead change, as they wish.

Embodied verbal reflections® on the embodied movement leadership development task
include: “watching everyday gestures shared made me feel quite moved”; and from a ‘mover’
“I do that gesture all the time when teaching etc. reflecting I think I see blips in the road, I
don’t have to have a plan for everything. I never thought about that in such detail, so very use-
ful”; and another volunteer ‘mover’ commented:

I had no idea what was going to come out but really loved what did come out, going to be useful
to reflect on my leadership experiences. I have not reflected on my leadership style so to do this is
interesting.
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And from a witness to the sharing of gestures: “I resonate with the other gestures”. More than
one “loved it!”. Finally, from a mover:

I felt vulnerable doing the gesture, trying to embody a concept on leading in gesture took some time
but it came from somewhere, I saw it go into my head but then managed to get something but hated
it, weird for me.

All the comments show the gesturing contributed to reflections on leadership, some loved it,
another hated it, and three did not participate on screen, but those who did seemed to receive
some insight into their leadership. The comments demonstrate that employing embodied prac-
tices can be challenging for some so a great deal of care and safety is required to facilitate the
practice when there is no specialist available to conduct such sensitive work. People tend to
feel vulnerable expressing themselves through their bodies. However, there is an advantage
in inviting participants to explore through a non-verbal, embodied, out-of-the-box method. It
engages people differently, challenging them in an unusual way whereby new knowledge from
the body can be mined.

The second author (Pauliina) wanted to seek an embodied and arts-based method of writing
from the qualitative research material she had gathered. She wanted to take the phenomeno-
logical perspective on how it is possible to know and write about others’ experiences, which
means that the writing is always positional, happening from the unique situation of the writer,
even when presenting others’ experiences through the writing bodies (Jaédskeldinen & Helin,
2021; Thanem & Knights, 2019). Knowing is therefore always partial, shedding light on some
aspects of the phenomenon that itself escapes the words which try to capture it (Richardson,
1994; van Manen, 2014).

To follow the ideology in DMT where a client/participant’s wordings of their embodied
experiences are valued (Payne, 2004), Pauliina decided to form poems out of the sentences
and expressions from the transcribed interviews of three leaders who participated in her
embodied facilitation. Poetic forms of writing about others’ experiences are used in multiple
ways in research writing (Helin et al., 2020; Richardson, 1994). For example, Chadwick (2017,
p. 62) used poetic forms “to reproduce transcripts as sensory texts re-evoking the visceral
dynamics of story-telling”. With this, the writer invites the reader closer to the experience,
through the resonance the poem evokes in the reader’s body as they posit themselves in the
writer’s/speaker’s position. The leaders’ stories were told from their unique perspectives on
the ‘flesh’, spoken from the first person’s position. Pauliina wanted to maintain this first per-
son’s position in the research writing to bring the text into a dialogue with the reader (Sword,
2009; Chadwick, 2017).

Pauliina translated the Finnish transcriptions into English and arranged the sentences in the
form of a poem. Whilst arranging the sentences, she kept reading and re-reading the original
transcriptions, also with a translator, to ensure all aspects the leaders mentioned remained
present in the poems, without excess words or repetition. Compared to the original excerpts,
these poems summarised and shortened the stories of the experiences (Chadwick, 2017) whilst
making the text more spacious, airy, and breathy. Forming the leaders’ words into poems can
be a better way to express interviewees’ speech than cutting quotes into prose form because
the speech itself is closer to poetry than prose (Richardson, 1994, p. 522). Paulina selected
one of the three poems she made (see below), which highlighted how the leader understood
embodiment in the leadership context.
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First, the alarm in my brain:
“wait a moment”
some small gesture, when a person comes in,
and I sense there will be something,
a fast movement
and then it comes
I am by myself in those situations
although I receive criticism, it still starts from me
how can I be ready to receive it, and if I am not ready
what kind of message can I give with my body?
Although my mind can be a mess because all the criticism coming my way is not necessary
still, as a leader, I
need to create a generous space
to the other
so that she can say what she needs to say.
It is very much about how I look like as a body
show with my body
and how I am.
If I can be calm in my body and confident,
whatever there is, then the situation goes forward
and opens up
and we are able to go forward.
But if I start there to show with my body how uncomfortable I feel,
moving restlessly, jumping around...
then it will resonate with the other person
It’s about power, too
in the leadership
the leader has some power more than the one who is led.
I take the armchair
then our chairs are of the same kind
It isn’t equality but somehow
we are at the same level
I give a message that now I am here
and I stop and I listen.
I try to remember
what happened and who did what
at the same time
I try to give a bodily message
that we will get through this together and we will find some solution
Then I am leading
not confronting the employee.
And that is the resource of leadership
to forget your position and listen to the other
their important and wise thoughts.
Much wiser than mine.

This leader highlighted what regulating her bodily reactions meant for her in the leadership
encounter. Body awareness is the key to this kind of recognition and regulation of emotions
(Fiistos et al., 2012). We define body awareness as being aware of aspects of the self, body,
behaviour, traits, beliefs, feelings, thoughts, images, sensations, and movement, for example.
In this process, this awareness as they emerge in the body becomes the focus of intended
attention. Physically this means being aware of bodily sensations and space incorporating how
one navigates the external environment, and being dynamically aware, i.e., how one applies
different energies to applied tasks (gentle/forceful, direct/indirect, quick/slow, etc.).
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If body awareness always happens in the flesh of the world, doing something about the
notions of our emotions is already intra-acting (Barad, 2003) with someone or something.
Therefore, regulating one’s emotions by recognising and reflecting on them is already co-reg-
ulating (Geller & Porges, 2014) as we adjust our behaviour or, in other words, seek attunement
with other bodies (Verhage, 2008). As previously mentioned, even if this attunement is some-
thing that happens pre-reflectively, without thinking about it (Verhage, 2008), returning to our
bodily information through developing our body awareness is a skill that can be learned. This
is a perspective which is distinctive from the methods used in the production of art processes
as a reflective medium. The body itself is the focus and the medium for understanding and
possibly changing the ways a leader relates to their work.

The leader in the poem above gave an example of this when she explained how she
wanted to give, through her body, a message that she is present, calm, equal, and listen-
ing to her employee even though a lot was going on ‘inside’ her. Hence, she did concrete
actions with her body to soothe the situation so that she could create the best possible situ-
ation to solve the problems together with the employee. This kind of co-regulation is based
on our pre-reflective attunement with other bodies (Verhage, 2008), where the non-living
artefacts also affect our sense of self (Merleau-Ponty, 2012). The leader wanted to give a
message of being on the ‘same level’ and with the employee by sitting at the same level, in
the same kind of chair. The way this leader spoke about the leadership showed her under-
standing of the power asymmetries. By stating that “the leader has some power more than
the one who is led” she still adheres to understanding leadership as mostly the positional
leader’s responsibility. On the other hand, she acknowledges how she feels immediately
some affective intensities (e.g., Keridnen, 2018) transmitting through the other’s gestures
and tuning her body to a receptive mode: “some small gesture, when a person comes in,
and I sense there will be something.” This shows how the power moves between the bod-
ies that are present, regardless of the formal leadership position, affecting the ways they
relate.

Although we often seek attunement with other bodies at a pre-reflective level, we still can
also direct our attention to our body’s information to regulate the attunement. In other words,
we can direct our movements (‘inner’ movements of body awareness and visible body move-
ments) to create more safety in our encounters (see Geller & Porges, 2014).

According to Karssiens et al. (2014), leaders, as well as people in other positions, can
get stuck in specific, automatised ways of acting, which can prevent them from wonder-
ing if the prevailing patterns are the best way in the current situation. Aiming one’s
attention towards bodily senses and movements can help leaders to be more mindful and
grounded in the ‘now’ moment and with that, to “open up to situations and people with
freshness again and cope with the present situation constructively” (Karssiens et al.,
2014, p. 237).

Both Helen’s and Pauliina’s experiences in offering the embodied methods in leadership
and organisational contexts, in general, brought up the question of vulnerability in bringing
attention to the body. Some participants even resisted the whole idea, whilst others embraced
it fully (see also Jaidskeldinen & Helin, 2021). For future research on embodied leadership, it
would be interesting to address the question of why these kinds of methods evoke such differ-
ent reactions. It would be interesting to consider why the body and its natural movement as a
medium for reflecting our being in the world are still so easily bypassed and discarded even
though there is ever-increasing knowledge on how human beings are embodied creatures,
embedded in their changing circumstances.
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CONCLUSION

This chapter showcases how embodiment viewed through phenomenology’s ontological
and epistemological worldview can offer a holistic perspective on leadership in organisa-
tions including educational settings. The embodied leadership under discussion is viewed
as a socially embedded phenomenon, which does not emphasise the subject/object separa-
tion. Instead, leadership as a phenomenon can be illustrated as a reciprocal flow (Kiipers,
2013) of intra-actions (Barad, 2003) in the ‘flesh’ (Merleau-Ponty, 1968) of the organ-
isations. These ways of conceptualising leadership in education are needed to express
more accurately how leadership happens through the intra-connected bodies and their
movements.

Our emphasis in this chapter has been to create more understanding of embodied leadership
by describing the basics of embodied leadership facilitation and illustrating leaders’ experi-
ences when they attended to their expressive bodily movement. For example, the phenomeno-
logical understanding of body-mind entanglement came up in the leaders’ meaning-making
processes and reflections on how the pre-reflective information became reflective through
cultivating body awareness. Examples illustrated how dance movement therapy’s methods
have some unique ways to research leadership and the power in movement.

The embodied leadership facilitation model presented uses knowledge of perceptual reci-
procity (Merleau-Ponty, 2012) which transmits through moving bodies, as a source of par-
ticipatory knowing, but also as a place for transformation to occur. Therefore, the chapter
illustrates what it means if leadership is reconsidered not through the leader’s position, but
as completely relational, embodied, and transmitted through the intra-actions of the moving
bodies in the organisations.

NOTES

1. ENABLES was a European Union-funded project with five countries contributing to developing
methods from the arts and embodied practices for strengthening distributed leadership capacity in
schools. Further information at https://www.herts.ac.uk/study/schools-of-study/education/research/
enables. See also Culshaw, this volume.

2. The second author’s PhD project concerned embodiment in organisations in which she guided
groups, embodied group facilitations for employees and individual leadership facilitations in
health care and social services organisations in Finland.

3. All verbal reflections have been taken verbatim from the video recording of the online workshop.

REFERENCES

Adler, J. (2002). The discipline of authentic movement. Inner Traditions.

Barad, K. (2003). Posthumanist performativity: Toward an understanding of how matter comes to
matter. Signs, 28, 801-831.

Biehl, B. (2017). Dance and organization: Integrating dance theory and methods into the study of
management. Routledge.

Biehl, B., & Volkmann, C. (2019). Spirits, dancing in the flesh: Choreography and organisation. Culture
and Organization, 1-16. http://doi.org/10.1080/14759551.2019.1608204

Chadwick, R. (2017). Embodied methodologies: Challenges, reflections and strategies. Qualitative
Research, 17(1), 54-74. http://doi.org/10.1177/1468794116656035

128
Jaaskeldinen: The Reversibility of Body Movements in Reach-searching Organisational Relations



Embodied leadership 71

Eacott, S. (2018). Beyond leadership: A relational approach to organizational theory in education.
Educational Leadership Theory 1. Scott Eacott and Richard Niesche (Series Eds.). Springer.

Fiistos, J., Gramann, K., Herberts, B., & Pollatos, O. (2012). On the embodiment of emotion regulation:
Interoceptive awareness facilitates reappraisal. SCAN, 8, 911-917. http://doi.org/10.1093/scan/nss089

Geller, S., & Porges, S. (2014). Therapeutic presence: Neurophysiological mechanisms mediating
feeling safe in therapeutic relationships. Journal of Psychotherapy Integration, 24(3), 178—192.

Gherardi, S., Merildinen, S., Strati, A., & Valtonen, A. (2013). Editors’ introduction: A practice-based
view on the body, senses and knowing in organization. Scandinavian Journal of Management, 29,
333-337.

Girtner, C. (2013). Cognition, knowing and learning in the flesh: Six views on embodied knowing in
organization studies. Scandinavian Journal of Management, 29(4), 338-352. http://doi.org/10.1016/j
.scaman.2013.07.005

Gibbs, R. W. (2005). Embodiment and cognitive science. Cambridge University Press.

Gumus, S., Bellibas, M. S., Esen, M., & Gumus, E. (2018). A systematic review of studies on leadership
models in educational research from 1980 to 2014. Educational Management, Administration &
Leadership, 46(1), 25—48. http://doi.org/10.1177/1741143216659296

Hallinger, P. (2003). Leading educational change: Reflections on the practice of instructional and
transformational leadership. Cambridge Journal of Education, 33(3), 329-352.

Heidegger, M. (2002). Discourse on thinking [Silleen jattdminen], Reijo Kupiainen and Eurooppalaisen
filosofian seura ry transl. Tampere: 23°45 niin & ndin — lehden filosofinen julkaisusarja (Originally
published in German as Gelassenheit 1959).

Helin, J., Dahl, M., & Guillet De Monthoux, P. (2020). Caravan poetry: An inquiry on four wheels.
Qualitative Inquiry, 26(6), 633—638. http://doi.org/10.1177/1077800419843949

Heindmaa, S. (2018). Embodiment and bodily becoming. In D. Zahavi (Ed.), The Oxford handbook of
the history of phenomenology (pp. 533-557). Oxford University Press.

Hollingsworth, M. (2020). The consciousness of leadership in the 2020s. 5i Strategic Affairs.

Hujala, A., Laulainen, S., & Kokkonen, K. (2014). Manager’s dance: Reflecting management inter-
action through creative movement. International Journal of Work Organisation and Emotion, 6(1),
40-57. http://doi.org/10.1504/IJWOE.2014.059431

Hujala, A., Laulainen, S., Kinni, R.-L., Kokkonen, K., & Puttonen, K. (2016). Dancing with the bosses:
Creative movement as a method. Organizational Aesthetics, 5(1), 11-36. https://digitalcommons.wpi
.edu/oa/vol5/iss1/2

Husserl, E. (1952). Ideas 11: Pertaining to a Pure Phenomenology and to a Phenomenological Philosophy.
Posthumously edited and published by the Hussed- Archives.

Husserl, E. (1995). The idea of phenomenology [Fenomenologian idea. Viisi luentoa]. Juha Himanka,
Janita Himaéldinen and Hannu Sivenius transl. (Originally published in German as Die Idee der
Phinomenologie).

Husserl, E. (1980). Ideas pertaining to a pure phenomenology and to a phenomenological philosophy —
Third book: Phenomenology and the foundations of the sciences, T. E. Klein & W. E. Pohl, translators.
Kluwer.

Jaaskeldinen, P., & Helin, J. (2021). Writing embodied generosity. Gender, Work & Organization, 28(4),
1398-1412. http://doi.org/10.1111/gwao.12650

Jadskeldinen, P., Pietildinen, V., & Merildinen, S. (2019). Using embodiment and movement in developing
work communities [Kehollisuuden ja liikkkeen hyodyntdminen tyoyhteisojen kehittimisessd] In Ville
Pietildinen and Antti Syvéjirvi (Eds.), Psychology of leadership [Johtamisen psykologia] (2nd ed.,
pp. 269-306). PS-Kustannus.

Johnson, M. (2007). The meaning of the body: Aesthetics of human understanding. University of
Chicago Press.

Karssiens, A., van der Linden, C., Wilderom, C., & Furtmueller, E. (2014). Embodied mind knowledge
in leadership, practice: Creating space in patterned, thoughts and behaviors. Journal of Management
Inquiry, 23(3), 231-241.

Keridnen, H. (2018). Discourse, affect and the ethics of subjectivity. PhD diss. University of Lapland.

Kiipers, W. (2013). Embodied inter-practices of leadership phenomenological perspectives on
relational and responsive leading and following. Leadership, 9(3), 335-357. http://doi.org/10.1177
/1742715013485852.

129
Jaaskeldinen: The Reversibility of Body Movements in Reach-searching Organisational Relations



72 Handbook on leadership in education

Kiipers, W. (2015). Phenomenology of the embodied organization: The contribution of Merleau-Ponty
for organizational studies and practice. Palgrave Macmillan.

Ladkin, D. (2013). From perception to flesh: A phenomenological account of the felt experience of
leadership. Leadership, 9(3), 320-334. http://doi.org/10.1177/1742715013485854

Leithwood, K., & Jantzi, D. (2005). A review of transformational school leadership research 1996—
2005. Leadership and Policy in Schools, 4(3), 177-199.

Mandalaki, E. (2019). Dancers as inter-corporeality: Breaking down the reluctant body. In M. Fotaki &
A. Pullen (Eds.), Diversity, affect and embodiment in organizing (pp. 139-161). Palgrave Macmillan.

Mandalaki, E., & Pérezts, M. (2020). It takes two to tango: Theorizing inter-corporeality through
nakedness and eros in researching and writing organizations. Organization, 1-23. http://doi.org/10
.1177/1350508420956321

Melina, L. R. (2013). Introduction. In L. Ruskai Melina, G. J. Burges, L. L. Falkman, & A. Maturano
(Eds.), The embodiment of leadership: A volume in the international leadership series, building
leadership bridges (pp. xiii—xvii). Jossey-Bass.

Merleau-Ponty, M. (1962). Phenomenology of perception (C. Smith, trans.). Routledge & Kegan Paul.

Merleau-Ponty, M. (1968). The visible and the invisible. In (C. Lefort, ed., A. Lingis, trans.). Northwestern
University Press (Originally published in French under the title Le Visible et I'invisible 1964).

Merleau-Ponty, M. (2012). Phenomenology of perception. (D. A. Landes, trans.). Routledge (Original
work published in French under the title Phénoménologie de la Pérception 1945).

Neumerski, C. M. (2013). Rethinking instructional leadership, a review: What do we know about
principal, teacher, and coach instructional leadership, and where should we go from here? Educational
Administration Quarterly, 49(2), 310-347.

Payne, H. (Ed.). (1992a). Dance movement therapy: Theory, and practice. Routledge.

Payne, H. (1992b). Introduction. In H. Payne (Ed.), Dance movement therapy: Theory and practice (pp.
1-17). Routledge.

Payne, H. (2004) Introduction. In H. Payne (Ed.), Dance movement therapy: Theory and practice (2nd
ed., pp. 1-17). Routledge.

Payne, H. (Ed.). (2006a). Dance movement therapy: Theory, research and practice. Routledge.

Payne, H. (2006b). The body as container and expresser: Authentic Movement groups in the development
of wellbeing in our bodymindspirit. In J. Corrigall, H. Payne, & H. Wilkinson (Eds.), About a body:
Working with the embodied mind in psychotherapy (pp. 162—181). Routledge.

Payne, H. (2014). Our body and mind are one, LINK, 1(1). http:/www.herts.ac.uk/link/volume-1-issue
-1/our-body-and-mind-are-one

Payne, H. (Ed.). (2017a). Essentials in dance movement psychotherapy: International perspectives.
Routledge.

Payne, H. (2017b). The psycho-neurology of embodiment with examples from authentic movement and
Laban movement analysis. American Journal Dance Therapy, 39(1), 1-16. http://doi.org/10.1007/
s10465-017-9256-2

Payne, H., & Brooks, S. D. M. (2017). Moving on: The BodyMind approach for medically unexplained
symptoms. Journal Public Mental Health, 16(2), 63-71.

Payne, H. (2023). Nature connectedness and the discipline of authentic movement. Body, movement and
dance in psychotherapy. doi: 10.1080/17432979.2023.2205921

Pullen, A., & Rhodes. C. (2021). Organizing corporeal ethics. Routledge.

Richardson, L. (1994). Writing: A method of inquiry. In N. K. Denzin & Y. S. Lincoln (Eds.), Handbook
of qualitative research (pp. 516-529). Sage.

Ropo, A., & Parviainen, J. (2001). Leadership and bodily knowledge in expert organizations:
Epistemological rethinking. Scandinavian Journal of Management, 17, 1-18.

Rothschild, B. (2000). The body remembers: The psychophysiology of trauma and trauma treatment.
Norton & Company.

Salovaara, P., & Ropo, A. (2013). Embodied learning experience in leadership development. In L. R.
Melina, G. J. Burges, L. L. Falkman, & A. Maturano (Eds.), The embodiment of leadership: A volume
in the international leadership series, building leadership bridges (pp. 193-215). Jossey-Bass.

Samaritter, R., & Payne, H. (2013). Kinaesthetic intersubjectivity: A dance informed contribution to
self-other relatedness and shared experience in non-verbal psychotherapy with an example from
autism. The Arts in Psychotherapy, 40(1), 143-150. http://doi.org/10.1016/j.aip.2012.12.004

130
Jaaskeldinen: The Reversibility of Body Movements in Reach-searching Organisational Relations



Embodied leadership 73

Scharmer, O., & Kaufer, K. (2013). Leading from the emerging future. Berrett-Koehler.

Shafir, T. (2015). Body-based strategies for emotion regulation. In M. L. Bryant (Ed.), Handbook on
emotion regulation: Processes, cognitive effects and social consequences (pp. 231-249). Nova
Science Publishers, Inc.

Shafir T., Taylor S. F., Atkinson A. P., Langenecker S. A., & Zubieta J. K. (2013). Emotion regulation
through execution, observation, and imagery of emotional movements. Brain and Cognition, 82(2),
219-227.

Shapiro, L. (2011). Embodied cognition. Routledge.

Sheets-Johnstone, M. (2012). From movement to dance. Phenomenology of Cognitive Sciences, 11,
39-57. http://doi.org/10.1007/s11097-011-9200-8

Sutherland, I. (2012). Arts-based methods in leadership development: Affording aesthetic workspaces,
reflexivity and memories with momentum. Management Learning, 44(1), 25-43.

Sword, H. (2009). Writing higher education differently: a manifesto on style. Studies in Higher
Education, 34(3), 319-336. http://doi.org/10.1080/03075070802597101

Tian, M., Risku, M., & Collin, K. (2016). A meta-analysis of distributed leadership from 2002 to 2013:
Theory development, empirical evidence and future research focus. Educational Management
Administration & Leadership, 44(1), 146-164.

Taylor, S. S. (2008). Theatrical performance as unfreezing: Ties that bind at the academy of management.
Journal of Management Inquiry, 17(4), 398—406.

Taylor, S. S., & Ladkin, D. (2009). Understanding arts-based methods in managerial development.
Academy of Management Learning & Education, 8(1), 55-69.

Thanem, T., & Knights, D. (2019). Embodied research methods (1st ed.). SAGE Publications Ltd.

van Manen, M. (2014). Phenomenology of practice: Meaning-giving methods in phenomenological
research and writing. Routledge.

Verhage, F. (2008). The rhythm of embodied encounters: Intersubjectivity in Merleau-Ponty’s
phenomenology. Academic Dissertation in Philosophy Department McGill University, Montreal.
Whitehouse, M. (1999). C. G. Jung and dance therapy: Two major principles. In P. Pallaro (Ed.),

Authentic movement (pp. 73—101). Routledge.

Winther, H. (2013). Professionals are their bodies the language of the body as sounding board in
leadership and professional communication. In L. R. Melina, G. J. Burges, L. L. Falkman, & A.
Maturano (Eds.), The embodiment of leadership: A volume in the international leadership series,
building leadership bridges (pp. 217-237). Jossey-Bass.

Winther, H. (2018). Dancing days with young people: An art-based co-produced research film on
embodied leadership, creativity and innovative education. International Journal of Qualitative
Methods, 17(1). http://doi.org/10.1177/1609406918789330

Woods, P., Culshaw, S., Jarvis, J, Payne, H., Roberts, A., & Smith, K. (2021). Developing distributed
leadership through arts-based and embodied methods: An evaluation of the UK action research trials
of collage and gesture response. The European arts-based development of distributed leadership
and innovation in schools (ENABLES) project, Hatfield, Hertfordshire, UK: Centre for Educational
Leadership, School of Education, University of Hertfordshire. https:/www.herts.ac.uk/study/schools
-of- study/education/research/enables

Yams, N. B. (2018). The impact of contemporary dance methods on innovative competence development.
Journal of Business Research, 85, 494-503. http://doi.org/10.1016/jbusres.2017.10.028

Ylonen, M. (2006). Finding words for wordless. Creative movement helps in work guidance. [Sanattoman
sanoittaminen. Luova liike auttaa tyonohjauksessal. Aikuiskasvatus, 2, 115-121.

Yukl, G. (2002). Leadership in organisations. Prentice Hall.

Zappa, K. (2020). Grounded in the present, rooted through the body: A theoretical dance/movement
therapy model for using pelvic embodiment in the therapeutic relationship. Body, Movement and
Dance in Psychotherapy, 1-14. http://doi.org/10.1080/17432979.2020.1830851

Zeitner, D., Rowe, N., & Jackson, B. (2016). Embodied and embroidery leadership: Experiential learning
in dance and leadership education. Organizational Aesthetics, 5(1), 167-187. http://digitalcommons
.wpi.edu/oa/vol5/iss1/10

131
Jaaskeldinen: The Reversibility of Body Movements in Reach-searching Organisational Relations





