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The Participatory Turn: 

Widening the Lens of Inquiry into Collective Leadership 

  Whenever people come together for a reason, leadership has had a collective dimension 

(Otter, 2012). By employing the term collective leadership, we signal that we are zooming out, 

as a telephoto lens does, to view an expanded landscape of leadership that looks beyond the more 

conventional individualistic, leader-centric view that has dominated the field of leadership 

studies. Our expanded landscape includes collective and relational views (Uhl-Bien, 2006) and, 

along with it, the recognition that the scientific research methods prevalent in the study of leader-

centric leadership are limited to investigating the more varied and complex territory of collective 

leadership. This problem of matching method with phenomena is as old as science itself (Kuhn, 

1962). The following story illustrates this point well: 

Desiring to know the sizes of fishes inhabiting a newly discovered mountain lake, 

enthusiasts went out to the lake with large 12-foot nets, the holes varying in size from 

two inches up to six. Systemically covering the lake, they dipped their nets into the water 

and counted and measured the fish they drew up. The official report submitted to the 

town council evidenced surprise that although there were an abundance of fish of varying 

sizes over the two inches, not one fish under two inches appeared to be living in the lake. 

(Olds, 1992, p. 7) 

Although there has been some excellent scholarship in collective leadership that has 

employed more aspects of leadership than methods typically used to study leader-centric 

leadership, (Barge & Fairhust, 2008; Cullen-Lester & Yammarino, 2016; Denis, Langley & Sergi, 

2012; Ladkin, 2010; Uhl-Bien, 2006; Uhl-Bien & Ospina, 2012), this paper asserts there needs to 

be an even wider range of “nets” employed to capture the phenomenon of collective leadership. 

Because methods embody certain philosophical assumptions about the nature of reality, how we 

come to know it, and what is worth knowing (Heron & Reason, 1997), looking at the 

methodological challenges in examining collective leadership requires engaging with paradigms 

of inquiry. In the study of collective expressions of leadership to date, the two primary 

paradigms of inquiry are post-positivist and constructionist (Barge & Fairhurst, 2008; Denis, 

Langley & Sergi, 2012; Hosking, 2011; Kezar, Carducci & Contreras-McGavin, 2006; Uhl-Bien, 

2006; Uhl-Bien & Ospina, 2012a). I believe research of collective leadership calls for a better 

alignment between method and phenomenon than either of these paradigms offers. In this paper I 



THE PARTICIPATORY TURN 

 

3 

3 

propose a participatory paradigm of inquiry, both to widen the philosophical lenses through 

which we study collective leadership and to advance the practical knowledge of such leadership.  

 Incorporating different paradigms of inquiry in the study of leadership goes beyond 

simply diversifying methods; it also asks us to consider and revise what we pay attention to in 

leadership and how we conceptualize it (Uhl-Bien & Ospina, 2012b). For example, in Advancing 

Relational Leadership Research, Uhl-Bien and Ospina (2012a) describe how the constructionist 

paradigm in relational leadership shifts the “research posture” from one that is entirely outside to 

one that is more inside (p. 29). A participatory paradigm invites us to move even further inside 

the phenomena under study, while maintaining an empirical orientation (Reason & Bradbury, 

2008).  

 I explore the relevance of the participatory paradigm of inquiry for the study of collective 

leadership by presenting a brief vignette in the life of the Multicultural Inquiry eXchange (MIX), 

a cohort of students in an experimental, three-year doctoral program studying transformative 

learning in a multicultural world. I then discuss this vignette in light of the three paradigms, 

focusing most on the participatory paradigm. I conclude the paper with a short discussion on 

what empirical research of human consciousness can offer the empirical research of leadership.  

We first visit what is meant by paradigms of inquiry.  

Paradigms of Inquiry 

 Paradigms of inquiry are worldviews composed of various interrelated foundational 

assumptions or “basic beliefs” about “the nature of the world, the individual’s place in it, and the 

range of possible relationships to that work” that guide the scientific enterprise (Guba & Lincoln, 

1994, p. 107). In paradigms of inquiry there are four basic beliefs: ontology—the nature of 

reality; epistemology—how we come to know this reality; axiology—what is worth knowing; 

and methodology—the processes by which we acquire this knowledge (Heron & Reason, 1997).  

A Post Positivist Paradigm of Inquiry  

 For the most part, leadership has been researched and theorized, particularly in the United 

States, from within a post-positivist paradigm (Day, Harrison, & Halpin, 2009; Day & Antonakis, 

2012; Uhl-Bien, 2006; Uhl-Bien et al., 2012). This paradigm also grounds much of the research 

being conducted in collective leadership (Contractor, DeChurch, Carson, Carter & Keegan, 

2012; Cullen-Lester & Yammarino, 2016). The post-positivist paradigm asserts the existence of 
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an independent, real world of objects “out there” which can be known by an observing subject, 

assuming certain perceptual and cognitive biases are accounted for. Through a plurality of 

empirical and mostly quantitative methods, this world can be objectively known, thereby 

providing better prediction, mastery, and control over it (Heron & Reason, 1997).  

A Constructionist Paradigm of Inquiry 

  Research from within a constructionist paradigm has recently become more prevalent in 

the study of leadership. It has contributed significantly to making sense of the social realities of 

organizational life in which leadership occurs and to re-conceptualizing leadership theory, 

practice, and development (Alvesson & Spicer, 2010; Barge & Fairhurst, 2008; Hosking, 2006; 

Simons, 1998; Uhl-Bien, Maslyn & Ospina 2012).  

The foundational assumptions in the constructionist paradigm are radically different than 

in the post-positivist one (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). Within a constructionist paradigm, the lines 

between what is real (ontology) and what one can know about what is real (epistemology) 

become blurred. In this paradigm, entities are seen to be constructed out of relational processes; 

thus, social processes are ontologically prior to entities and emerge from the context-specific 

local interactions and relations, which include specific cultural and historical antecedents (Uhl-

Bien, 2006; Hosking 2011). In constructionist thought, the dualist subject-object beliefs of post-

positivism reflect the psychological, social, and historical context, but are considered one among 

many possible constructions of reality (Hosking, 2011).  

A Participatory Paradigm of Inquiry 

  A participatory paradigm of inquiry builds on the normative assumptions of a 

constructionist paradigm while re-imagining certain foundational assumptions (Heron and 

Reason, 1997). For example, while agreeing with constructionism that language and social 

practices shape and construct our social reality, the participatory paradigm asserts that 

constructionism does not account for what Heron and Reason refer to as the “given cosmos, a 

primordial reality, in which the mind actively participates” (p. 279). Consequently, sole attention 

to an inter-subjective social construction of reality cannot fully account for the social and 

ecological relational reality of humans in their life world. For Thompson (2007), this life world 

“comprises the everyday world and the things that can be directly experienced within the 

everyday world—our living bodies, our natural surroundings, and our cultural creations” (p. 34).  
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 A participatory paradigm of inquiry, on the other hand, accounts for the biological, socio-

cultural, and ecological dimensions of human existence, or the networks of relations in which 

people are embedded (Heron & Reason, 1997; Reason & Bradbury, 2001). From within a 

participatory paradigm, human consciousness is seen to derive from both its individual embodied 

reality and its embeddedness in the larger life world (Morin, 2008; Thompson, 2007). This 

perspective sees human social reality as situated in, and belonging to, a larger and more 

encompassing geological, biological, and ecological reality. This view is bolstered by 

contemporary neuroscience, evolutionary biology, and complex systems theory, which 

increasingly point to patterns and processes that cut across boundaries between the human world 

and the larger ecological world in which humans are embedded (Abrams, 1996; Bateson, 1972; 

Capra, 2002; Heron & Reason, 1997; Morin, 2008; Siegel, 2012; Thompson, 2007). In this way, 

Reason and Bradbury (2001) posit that the participatory paradigm draws on and integrates both 

the post-positivist and constructionist paradigm in so far as it both argues that there is a “real” 

reality, a primeval givenness of being (of which we partake), and draws on the constructionist 

perspective in acknowledging that as soon as we attempt to articulate this we enter a world of 

human language and cultural expression (p. 7). 

 Table 1 summarizes how each of the paradigms of inquiry renders the four basic beliefs 

or assumptions. 
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Table 1  

Three Paradigms and Four Basic Beliefs 

 

Basic Beliefs 

Paradigms  

  

Post-positivist Constructionist  Participatory 

Ontology 

(The nature of 

reality) 

Independent 

reality 

Co-constructed 

realities 

Subjective-objective reality co-

created by mind and the given 

world 

 

Epistemology 

(How we come 

to know this 

reality) 

Subject-Object 

knowing 

Constructed 

knowing 

Critical subjectivity and 

multiple ways of knowing 

 

 

Methodology 

(The processes 

by which we 

acquire this 

knowledge) 

 

Experimental 

and 

Quantitative 

 

Interpretive Dialogic 

 

Action and Collaborative  

Inquiry  

 

 

Axiology 

(What is worth 

knowing) 

 

Knowledge for 

mastery and 

control over the 

world 

 

More capable of 

participation in 

social processes and 

constructing social 

realities; socially 

emancipatory 

 

 

To improve practice and human 

and planetary flourishing 

Note: Adapted from “A Participatory Inquiry Paradigm”, by J. Heron, & P. Reason, 1997, 

Qualitative inquiry, 3 (3), p. 289-290. 
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The Case of the MIX 

 Now we turn our attention to the Multicultural Inquiry eXchange and a vignette from its 

three-year life to illustrate the participatory paradigm of inquiry in action. The Multicultural 

Inquiry eXchange (MIX) was the name adopted by a cohort of 13 students from diverse cultures 

who studied transformative learning and change in human systems together from 1993 to 1996 

(Kasl & Elias, 1997). To develop the learning community, the group began each year with an 

intensive, weeklong residential meeting, then met each month for three days over a weekend. A 

primary focus of the program was for the students to participate in the co-creation of the content 

and process of the learning experience. One faculty member, a scholar of group learning and 

collaborative inquiry, was assigned to the group to guide the shared responsibility for the design 

and facilitation of learning. The cohort’s other course work resembled a familiar seminar-style 

graduate course, with the familiar roles and dynamics of teachers and students (Kaminsky, 1997).  

 The MIX group did not start out as multi-ethnic. At the opening retreat, the largely 

European-American cohort influenced the school to reopen the admission process in order to 

diversify the cohort along the lines of race and ethnicity. Ultimately, the group comprised 

various ethnic, racial, gender, class and sexual orientation categories, and people of color were in 

the majority. This newly emergent multicultural group chose to focus its study in transformative 

learning and change in human systems by engaging in a shared inquiry on the themes of race, 

diversity, and learning community within the core curriculum of the program (Kasl & Elias, 

1997).  

 A description of one year in the life of the MIX learning journey was published 1997 as 

part of a dissertation titled Individual-Group tensions in collaborative inquiry: Voice, Action and 

Empowerment in Context (Kaminsky, 1997).  The description that follows of two days in the life 

of the MIX drew upon Kaminsky’s ethnographic research. It employed such data collection 

methods as participant-observations, interviews and document analysis, and used Grounded 

Theory (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) as the primary data analysis method. The research was 

published two years after the MIX concluded its course work.  

The study based its findings on data from one critical incident that took place during the 

August residential retreat that initiated the second year of the project. The retreat was held at a 

ranch in high desert mountains owned by one of the cohort members. As was the cohort’s 

practice, the retreat was designed by a curriculum committee, with feedback from other cohort 
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participants. Membership in these design committees rotated each month in order to ensure that a 

“sense of ownership and responsibility for all involved would flourish” (Kaminsky, p. 142). 

 Interpersonal conflicts infused with racism and other “isms of oppression,” had 

dominated the life of the MIX during its first year. Kaminsky describes that many people came 

to this second weeklong retreat disillusioned, debilitated, and resistant:  

When many MIXers came to the retreat, their voices…were those of self-preservation 

characterized by a “survival” mode, an unwillingness to work with everyone in the MIX 

and lack of investment in the group. The interests seemed to be solely those of self-

empowerment. (pp. 158-159) 

 It did not take long for difficult conversations to emerge. After dinner on the first night of 

the retreat, individuals began to present their visions and concerns for the coming year. After just 

a few people spoke, according to Kaminsky, “things exploded” (p. 117). She posited that what 

was being presented had surfaced unresolved issues and tensions within the group and with the 

program’s design and implementation. Conflicting intentions, expectations, and desires surfaced, 

making it difficult to synthesize them into topics to attend to in the coming year.  

 Interpersonal conflicts took up the group’s attention for that evening and all the next day, 

overwriting what had been planned. One conflict that had dominated the cohort since its 

inception exploded again. In the spirit of self-directed learning and shared facilitation, two 

members of the group, both therapists, stepped forward to facilitate this conversation. After a 

very difficult three hours or so, with expressions of resistance to the facilitation and 

unwillingness to shift positions, there was a slight movement in the interpersonal impasse, which 

opened up some space for other conflicts to get aired. The discussion ended well after midnight, 

and the cohort agreed to pick up the work after dinner the following night. 

 Although there was little resolution in the interpersonal conflicts on the first night, some 

significant movement was made on the second, not just for certain individuals and dyads, but for 

the cohort as a whole. For the first part of the second evening, the conversations proceeded in 

ways similar to those of the previous night. As different interpersonal conflicts were aired they 

sparked other ones, with little attention to the agreements for the group activity provided by the 

facilitator. At this point students requested a shift from peer-led to faculty- led facilitation 

because, as Kaminsky reports, “of their discomfort playing commanding roles without a 

corresponding sense of authority” and because those who were facilitating also had issues to air 
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(p. 130). The faculty member first asked for silence. About this moment, Kaminsky (1997) 

writes, “the hum and rustle of wind reassert themselves momentarily” (p. 132).  

 After a few minutes, the conversation continued, in a lower tone, with a range of charged 

topics and interpersonal issues discussed over the next few hours. In contrast to the first night, in 

which individuals blamed the group and others in it for the dynamic that was occurring, now, as 

Kaminsky notes, “Each individual involved in a conflict took responsibility for his/her actions, 

and as a result, it seemed that people were able to resolve the conflicts” (p. 136). According to 

Kaminsky, the remaining days of the retreat did not require the same level of attention to 

interpersonal and cultural dynamics and the group worked toward the originally conceived goals.  

 What linked Kaminsky as a researcher with the cohort was the shared purpose of 

acquiring more practical knowledge of collaborative learning and shared inquiry in culturally 

diverse group setting. Kaminsky’s research richly describes the MIX group’s exploration of such 

themes as power, voice, and empowerment in navigating the individual-group tensions inherent 

in collaboration. In reflecting back about on this learning journey and a primary outcome of it for 

MIX two years later, one participant described the learning this way:  

 Having to unearth, expose, and negotiate deeply held beliefs and ways of being in order 

 to be and work together has profoundly transformed almost everyone in the group. . . . 

 By “plumbing members’ deepest assumptions and beliefs has led them to see the beauty 

 of one another more deeply, more complexly, and more humbly. For the MIX, cultural 

 diversity has been the doorway into understanding what transformative learning is all 

 about.” (Kasl & Elias, 1997, p. 23).  

Potential Research Opportunities of the MIX Experience 

 Even though leadership, and specifically collective leadership, was not an explicit focus 

for the MIX as co-creators of its learning journey, it appears that the group enacted leadership in 

myriad ways. The vignette shows a range of perspectives, theories, and constructs that scholars  

working with plural and collective forms of leadership work with in the field (Contractor et al., 

2015; Denis et al. 2012). They would view the collective dimensions of leadership as particularly 

important for fostering meaningful systems change (Senge, Hamilton & Kania, 2015). For 

example, the intentional social activity that took place among cohort members, between the 

faculty member and the group, and between the cohort and the program and school 

administrators, as all imbued with leadership phenomena. Even in this small vignette, leadership 
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researchers would note critical incidences that illustrate various definitions and elements of 

leadership, such as social interaction, social power, directional change, and an informing context 

(Alvesson & Spicer, 2011; Avolio, et al., 2009; Heifetz & Linsky, 2002; Ladkin, 2010; Marion 

& Uhl-Bien, 2001; Rost, 1991; Otter, 2012a).  

 The account of the MIX evidences several incidences in which researchers would identify 

leadership was present: the cohort successfully persuading the College to re-open its admission 

process in order to add women and men of color; the curriculum committee’s work and the 

response of the cohort to it; the peer-led facilitation of a difficult interpersonal conflict between 

cohort members on the first night of the retreat and the facilitation of the faculty on the second 

night, including how this shift came about; and the development of a cohort vision to guide its 

work in the future.     

 Each paradigm makes choices about what counts as leadership activity—what events to 

focus on and the relevant variables to include. Each paradigm produces different research 

designs that reflect different choices of methods to gather and analyze relevant data. Each has 

different motivations and purposes for conducting the inquiry. The basic beliefs of each 

paradigm outlined in Table 1 inform these choices and factors. Thus, for each paradigm there are 

different research designs and methodologies reflecting different purposes, producing different 

kinds of reports, in different time horizons, presented in different publications, directed to and 

received by different audiences. In what follows, I briefly discuss in general terms how each 

paradigm might approach research of the leadership activity in the MIX, focusing primarily on 

the  “researcher’s posture” (Uhl-Bien & Ospina, 2012a, p. 29) and how context is accounted for. 

Because of the scant research in collective leadership from a participatory paradigm of inquiry, I 

discuss in more detail possible research designs from within a participatory paradigm of inquiry. 

 A post-positivist view. In a post-positivist paradigm of inquiry the researcher’s posture is 

from outside of the experience. The dualist subject-object ontology and epistemology of this 

paradigm locates the researchers as the inquiring subjects and the activity to be examined as the 

object from which to extract relevant knowledge. In the case of the MIX, researchers would 

remain outside of the lived experience of the MIX, tracking its behaviors through a variety of 

empirical means in order to learn about its leadership dimension. This outside location is 

considered important in order to minimize the influence of researchers’ biases.  

 The post-positivist research design would likely conceptualize the primary variables 
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involved in the leadership activity of the MIX in terms of its dominant ontological and 

epistemological assumptions. Knowing subjects and knowable objects would be identified, 

observed, and analyzed in order to assess/observe progress toward specific predetermined goals 

and outcomes. One research approach would account for the fact that the collective leadership 

activity in the MIX involved different entities—individuals, small groups. and the cohort itself—

that would exercise influence and be influenced, through various linear and non-linear 

interactions. Cullen-Lester and Yammarino (2016) describe this kind of complex web as 

“constituting a network of relationships that emerges and shifts over time” (p. 176). Network 

methodology makes it possible to account for the numerous variables in collective leadership to 

track people and their behaviors in particular roles and interactions (Contractor et al., 2012; 

Paunova, 2015). Surveys could be included to measure individual differences, attitudes and 

perceptions (Cullen-Lester & Yammarino, 2016). 

 In the post-positivist paradigm, the context in which leader-follower interaction in a 

collective occurs is usually limited to a few relevant situational factors. For example, in “The 

Topology of Collective Leadership,” Contractor et al., (2012) identify people, roles, and time in 

multi- level interactions and their influence on outcomes as core aspects of collective leadership, 

but there is no mention of the influence of the environment or the setting (p.1009). In the case of 

the MIX, a post-positivist design would be more likely to focus on the interaction and influence 

between the various entities identified—faculty to cohort, peer to peer, curriculum committee to 

cohort, and cohort to school—in relationship to the stated goals and outcomes than on the 

context, including antecedent cohort experiences, cultural issues, and other contextual factors.  

 A constructionist view. In a constructionist paradigm, the focus in leadership research 

becomes how people, individually and collectively, construct their experience, and how this 

construction informs and is informed by practice (Barge & Fairhurst, 2008; Hosking, 2006). In 

this paradigm, the entities involved in the leadership activity in the MIX would be viewed as 

constructed out of the social processes present. Social processes move to the foreground while 

the entities move more into the background (Simon, 1998; Uhl-Bien, 2006). The constructionist 

perspective would be that the leadership activity of the MIX did not originate with the initiating 

actions of the designated leaders, or when the followers responded, but rather they emerged from 

the needs, aspirations, and invitations occurring in the moment influenced by the various 

histories and other contextual realities in which the MIX was embedded. In addition, a 
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constructionist would observe that there were myriad factors that made up the leadership 

“moments” (Ladkin, 2010) that emerged from the narratives of each participant in the MIX. In 

this way, leadership and context co-mingle (Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2012).  

 Rather than maintain the clear demarcation between subject and object of the post-

positivist paradigm, in the constructionist paradigm subject and object are intertwined. To study 

the leadership activity of the MIX, the researcher would strive to account for how this activity 

gets constructed out of the flux of the lived experience. To do so, the leadership researcher has to 

get closer to this experience and likely do what Kaminsky did with the MIX in her study 

(1997)—spend some time with the MIX as an “insider” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000). This insider 

status is akin to being a visitor to a place but spending enough time there to be considered 

something of an insider while maintaining the primary identity as an outsider. Navigating this 

co-mingling of insider and outsider requires a high degree of critical self-reflection to ensure a 

more trustworthy and credible interpretation of the data. For example, in reporting on her 

reactions to the first night of observing the MIX, Kaminsky wrote in her journal: 

I am appalled by the extremes to which people go….It's like they get drunk on the 

intensity, the volatility and I wonder if they might miss that moment when people 

become too tired, too vague, too muddled by all of the information to really learn.  

I follow this with a reminder to myself to try to sort out my "personal reactions" from my 

"researcher responsibilities," noting in particular that all of the emotional upheaval makes 

me uncomfortable, my back seizes up and my judgmentalness gets the better of me. (pp. 

128-129)  

 To different degrees, in both a post-positive and constructionist paradigm of inquiry the 

quality of the inquiry is predicated on limiting the influence of the research on the leadership 

phenomenon under study.  

 The empirical methods used to investigate leadership from within this paradigm are many. 

Examples of such methods are the ethnographic and grounded theory methods that Kaminsky 

(1997) used in her study of the MIX. Yet within the parameters of the basic beliefs of paradigm, 

there are many possible methods that enable the researchers to grasp how a collective manifests 

its leadership such as Case Study Research, Narrative Inquiry, and Arts-Based Inquiry (Denzin 

& Lincoln, 2005). 
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 A participatory view. In the participatory paradigm, the research takes two major turns. 

First, the researcher’s posture moves even further inside. Instead of seeking an insider’s view and 

bracketing one’s responses in getting close to the research subjects, participants become co-

researchers as well as co-subjects (Reason & Bradbury, 2001). The researcher is no longer a 

visitor to a place but a resident. The distinctions between subject and object become different 

ways of being in relationship to the phenomenon in which the participants are embedded and not 

being externalized in terms of researcher-subject roles. This shift in posture reflects the subject-

object ontology in the participatory paradigm--people participate in the very world we seek to 

understand. Heron and Reason (1997) describe this point as follows:   

Our subjectivity feels the participation of what is there, and is illuminated by it. Knowing 

a world is in this felt relation at the interactive interface between a subject and what is 

encountered. In the relation of meeting, my subjectivity becomes a perspectival window 

filled with a world, which also transcends it. (p. 5) 

 The shift in posture is also in response to another basic belief of the participatory 

paradigm that orients inquiry in service of “skillful being-in-the-world… [and] to act 

intelligently in pursuit of worthwhile purposes” (Reason & Bradbury, 2001, p. 8). The MIX was 

enacting participatory research as co-researchers and co-subjects in an inquiry focused on 

cultivating practical knowledge of transformative learning and multiculturalism toward a more 

integrated and emancipatory learning community. As an experience that evidenced various 

elements of leadership—leading and following, expressions of social power, directional and 

meaningful change, and an informing context (Otter, 2012a)—the MIX could easily have 

included an intentional and shared inquiry into cultivated practical knowledge in collective 

leadership. That additional focus might even have positively contributed to the MIX fulfilling its 

aspirations. In this way, knowledge about collective leadership, which is the primary orientation 

of research in both the post-positivist and constructionist paradigms, gives way to knowledge of 

how to enact leadership. Although some collective leadership practices result from reading 

studies about it in the literature, in the participatory paradigm, those enacting collective 

leadership study it as part of their practice of it. Methods that locate the inquiry inside the 

phenomena include various first person inquiry strategies as Participatory Action Research (Fals 

Borda, 2010), Collaborative Inquiry (Brey, Lee, Smith & Yorks, 2000), Heuristic Research 

(Moustakis, 1990) and Autoethnography (Jones, 2005). Like methods in other paradigms of 
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inquiry these first person methods require rigorous, disciplined and systematic practices with 

have established criteria for what constitutes quality (Bradbury & Reason, 2001). 

 A second major move a participatory paradigm makes in the research endeavor is in its 

views of context in leadership. As in the constructionist paradigm, context in the participatory 

paradigm figures prominently in leadership activity. In the participatory paradigm, however, 

context goes beyond the social and cultural to include the physical and ecological (Heron & 

Reason, 1997). Although in disciplines such as environmental psychology, landscape 

architecture, and recreation and leisure there are studies that focus on the effects of environments 

other than human on the disposition, consciousness, and health of the people under study 

(Brandenburg & Carroll, 1995; Parsons 1991), such attention is rare in leadership studies (Bass 

& Stogdill, 1990). In the case of the MIX, Kaminsky acknowledged the living landscape. For 

example, on the night the MIX made one of the most significant shifts in the life of the group, 

Kaminsky wrote:  

 Tonight, rather than moving indoors, the group elects to stay outside beneath the trees in 

 the warm night air. The folding chairs have been placed in a circle off to the side of the 

 tables used during the day. Outside without the tables between members, there is a 

 feeling of openness around the circle.  

 Strategically placed lamps lit by extension cords illuminate the circle of chairs and soon 

 people's faces. As the group settles in, the hum of insects and the rustle of leaves from a 

 slight breeze form a prelude to the conversation. (p. 129) 

Despite this rich description, Kaminsky injects it only to provide the backdrop to the human 

drama taking place; she does not include the environment as a factor in her analysis or findings. 

 In a participatory paradigm, the presence of the “more-than-human world” (Abram, 

1996) would be considered a factor in the construction of meaning of the collective leadership. In  

reflecting on their leadership experience, group members might ask about the effect of the 

felicitous environment while trying to navigate the interactions of people with different 

narratives about the cultural other.  

 Neuroscience provides some idea of the effect of the living landscape in navigating cross-

cultural relationships in a group, indigenous science provide another (Kimmerer, 2013; Kremer, 

1997). From neuropsychology, we understand people in the course of their socialization develop 

habits of mind or patterned ways of making meaning of experiential events (Shea, 2013); these 
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patterns of neural activity are located in the cortical column as part of the cerebral cortex in the 

brain-body (Siegel, 2012). Sensory stimuli enter this column through the senses and travel 

through the brainstem, moving up this cortical column, where they meet patterned neural activity 

coming down from the top of the column. These cognitive patterns carry prior knowledge and 

expectations that rapidly and tacitly categorize sense experience.  

 However, new and novel situations can precipitate more granular attention to sense 

experience, as we have no ready-made categories for what we are experiencing (Berman, Jonides 

& Kaplan, 2008). Rich sensorial experiences can flood the cortical column from the bottom and 

loosen the top-down categorization activity of sense experience, resulting in states that correlate 

with more open-mindedness (Kaplan & Berman, 2010). Studies have shown that visiting a forest 

or even just viewing a forest landscape can have physiological and psychological effects that 

correlate to more relaxation and open-mindedness (Berman et al., 2008; Lee, Park, Tsunetsugu, 

Ohira, Kagawa & Miyazaki, 2011).  

 Speculating on the experience of the MIX, one might consider whether the living 

landscape that warm summer evening had an effect on quieting particular categorizing functions 

in the brain-body, loosening the habits of mind that prevent those functions from empathically 

listening and reflecting and taking in the other—the prerequisite for renewing our meaning 

schemes and perspectives necessary to live, learn, and work cross-culturally. One might also 

consider that the presence of old and ancient oak trees, or the star-studded infinite black sky 

under which the group sat and engaged its misperceptions, misunderstandings and conflicts, 

could provide a perspective that influenced the proceedings.  Whether through such empirical 

methods as participant-observations, survey questions, interviews, storytelling with a partially 

inside or fully inside research posture, in a participatory paradigm of inquiry the physical, 

ecological and social context would be considered factors in constructing moments of leadership. 

Thus, a participatory paradigm of inquiry thus widens the lens in which we view the salient 

factors in collective leadership to include attention to factors from the social and ecological 

context.  

 With this in mind, we can view collective leadership is then conceived as a highly 

complex, dynamic, and emergent phenomenon co-created by people embedded in the social and 

ecological life world. If we are to conceptualize collective leadership as an embodied, socially 

and ecologically embedded phenomenon, then it follows that “the mode of scientific inquiry must 
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be aligned accordingly” (Uhl-Bien & Ospina, 2012b, p. 575 emphasis added). In the case of the 

MIX, the summer evening high desert landscape is worthy of consideration as part of the inquiry 

into the lived experience of its collective leadership.  

 Methods that account for this larger life world could draw from both constructionist and 

post-positivist paradigms of inquiry, without their human-nature dualist commitments, and be 

folded into a comprehensive research design along with first person methods drawn from the 

participatory paradigm. How to link both third person and first person modes of inquiry is 

something being explored in the study of consciousness, which I discuss below (Shear & Varela, 

1999; Thompson, 2007).  

Paradigm Interplay 

 In this paper I argue that studying collective leadership from within a participatory 

paradigm of inquiry can have similar benefits to what Uhl-Bien & Ospina (2012b) believe a 

constructionist paradigm has brought to relational leadership, namely to bring “a new lens to 

many issues that have been overlooked in leadership research to date” (p. 571). Moreover, just as 

Uhl-Bien and Ospina (2012b) have called for “paradigm interplay” in relational leadership 

research, I call for this kind of interplay among post-positivist, constructionist, and participatory 

paradigms to advance the research in collective leadership. To include the participatory paradigm 

necessitates researchers from within both post-positivist and constructionist paradigms to 

“deconstruct” their assumptions regarding both research posture and context, and “to build 

models and constructs with the insights of such deconstruction” (Uhl-Bien and Ospina (2012b, p. 

570). What accompanies such models and constructs are experiments with first-person methods, 

accounting for context that is both social and ecological, orienting our research to be for 

knowledge to, or practical knowledge, as well as knowledge about, or propositional knowledge 

(Heron & Reason, 1997).  

 Practical knowledge accompanies first-person methods (Reason & Bradbury, 2001). By 

engaging in a shared inquiry in collective leadership, the participants themselves acquire 

knowledge to improve their ongoing practice of leadership. Findings and narrative accounts 

presented in published reports, derived from research from within all three paradigms, can 

contribute to the living inquiry. Assuming that all research in collective leadership is in service 

of the enhanced practice of it, the narrative accounts of first-person inquiry can also be presented 

alongside second- and third-person inquiries to provide a more comprehensive understanding of 
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a systemic phenomenon that exceeds our capacity to know it with any certainty.  

 In a paradigm interplay that involves post-positivist, constructionist, and participatory 

paradigms, different modes of knowing are recognized and included. For example, rational-

analytic, affective, imaginative, narrative, aesthetic, somatic, and contemplative and participatory 

are all modes of knowing that can be factors in both the inquiry and the presentation of the 

inquiry (Kasl & Yorks, 2002).  

 More than the methodological challenge of operationalizing an eco-systemic view of 

collective leadership or ensuring quality in first-person research, the basic beliefs of the 

participatory paradigm, including multiple modes of knowing, likely stretches the philosophical 

commitments of many. Thus, such paradigm interplay poses a significant challenge, as Uhl-Bien 

and Ospina (2012b) attest in Advancing Relational Leadership Research. Nonetheless, as the 

history of science has shown, researchers have successfully suspended deeply held beliefs and 

assumptions when they have encountered phenomena that exceed existing models and measures 

(Kuhn, 1962). To my mind, collective leadership is this kind of phenomena.  

 Moreover, such paradigm interplay requires us to simultaneously be cognizant of our 

embeddedness in a particular paradigms or world-view, while open to dialogue with another. 

This is reflective of a certain degree of cognitive complexity (Kegan 1994, 2000). As Uhl-Bien 

and Ospina (2012) discovered that this interplay requires similar intra and interpersonal skills 

and capacities to dialogue across such differences that reflect this cognitive complexity while 

helping to develop it. In this way, practicing paradigm interplay among collective leadership 

researchers and scholars can be seen as a form of collective leadership development itself.  

Lessons from the Study of Consciousness  

 The human consciousness is another phenomenon that exceeds our capacity to know it 

“objectively” (Thompson, 2007, 2015; Shear & Varela, 1999). Consciousness will always 

transcend what can be known about it, because inquirers participate in the phenomenon under 

study. We cannot step outside of a phenomenon in which we are embedded (Thompson, 2007). 

Increasingly, researchers are engaging first-, second- and third-person methods to advance their 

knowledge of consciousness (Shear & Varela, 1999).  

 First-person inquiry in the study of consciousness involves a person’s sustained attention 

to what is consciously available about his or her experience. Just as third-person research 

involves disciplined, systematic, and sophisticated methods of collecting “objective” data, first-
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person research involves equally disciplined, systematic, and sophisticated methods of collecting 

subjective data (Thompson, 2015; Varela, 1999). One such third-person method in consciousness 

research involves investigating the neurological correlates to this subjective experience, what can 

be objectively tracked through such methods as fMRI technology (Varela, 1999). Second-person 

inquiry involves sharing the subjective views and descriptions of experiences in ways that 

converge with the views and descriptions of other experiences that enable agreements about what 

is being experienced (Velmans, 1999). In this way, second-person inquiry turns subjective 

experiences into empirical data that can be available to researchers. In this point, Varela (1999) 

writes, “Dealing with subjective phenomena is not the same as dealing with purely private 

experiences. For the scientific study of subjective experience of the person there needs to be the 

development of methods and procedures that can be inter-subjectively validated” (p. 2).  

 According to Velmans (1999), when experiences can be shared, they establish a 

“database of a communal science” (p. 304), which play a key role in linking first- and third-

person accounts of consciousness. Because there is an important distinction to be made between 

conscious and sub-personal subjectivity, or what is accessible to the person and what is not 

accessible, third-person research can point to phenomena that direct the attention of the 

experiencing subject to make more of his or her experience more available. Likewise, the 

experiencing subject can do the same for the objective or observing inquirer (Shear & Varela, 

1999).  

 The methodological approaches involving first-, second- and third-person inquiry in the 

study of consciousness can provide a strategy for empirical research in collective leadership that 

links different paradigms. First-person methods in collective leadership require developing 

capacities for paying attention, describing experience, suspending assumptions, making meaning 

together, and various ways of developing inter-subjective validity (Brey et al., 2000). As first-

person inquiry in consciousness research does for third-person inquirers, practitioners engaged in 

a shared inquiry in collective leadership can identify areas to direct attention and research in 

third-person inquiry methods. Likewise, participants in collective leadership can use findings 

from third-person inquiry methods to inform their shared inquiry.  

 Thus, knowledge derived from first-, second- and third-person inquiry, employing 

multiple ways of knowing, can provide a multidimensional map that both makes sense of and 

helps participants navigate collective leadership. 
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A Closing Suggestion 

 I close with the suggestion that this network of collective leadership researchers view our 

work in the Collective Leadership Network as an instance of collective leadership. I suggest we 

engaged in first, second and third person inquiry to advance the knowledge of collective 

leadership. This means that not only do we bring received knowledge from research and study to 

bear in this enterprise—knowledge derived from the outside, a third-person perspective—but we 

can also engage in a shared inquiry of our own experience from being on the inside—a first-

person perspective—from this and other experiences. Our second-person inquiry thus involves 

developing inter-subjective agreements and validations of first-person inquiry. In addition, by 

engaging in second-person inquiry, we develop a shared context of meaning by engaging in 

critical and creative self-reflection and empathic dialogue revealing the values and beliefs that 

constitute our preferred paradigms (personal and scientific) and how we might engage in the 

paradigm interplay required to advance the practical knowledge of collective leadership. By 

taking our work on as an instance of collective leadership, I believe can yield benefits for 

ourselves, for others, and for the field.  
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