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Book 3: 
Wholehearted: 
Becoming 
compassionate and 
courageous leaders 
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Preface

As I began to write this thesis, I discovered the research work of Dr Paul 

Gilbert. A psychologist and founder of compassion based therapy, Gilbert 

(2009, 2010, 2013, 2015) has suggested that the core of compassion is 

courage. Proposing that compassion is misunderstood universally, Gilbert 

argues that compassion should not simply be reduced to demonstrations 

of kindness, or ‘softness’ in interpersonal relationships. Demonstrating 

compassion should not imply weakness either. Rather, Gilbert proposes, and 

I support his argument, that compassion may be one of the most important 

declarations of strength and courage available in the human experience. 

Strauss et al (2016) described enactments of compassion as consisting of 

five elements; recognising the universality of suffering, having a mind that is 

As I have progressed through this inquiry I have become more 

convinced that leadership enacted with compassion and courage has 

powerful and important impacts on organisational life. I started off 

with a hunch that compassionate and courageous ways of leading 

were complementary and inextricably linked. I couldn’t simply or 

succinctly articulate their connection, and therefore their relationship 

to each other remained elusive. 
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attuned to suffering, tolerating uncomfortable feelings, becoming emotionally 

affected through this attunement, accompanied by a commitment to attempt 

to alleviate this suffering. This definition encompasses the integration of the 

three centres of intelligence: the head centre (knowing), the heart centre 

(being); and the body centre (doing). Compassion therefore, Gilbert (2015) 

suggested, is simultaneously difficult to lean into, powerfully resonant and 

influential. Compassion maybe the only universally recognised experience 

and language with the ability to fundamentally change our relationships with 

each other, and the organisations we work in (Gilbert, 2015). Aided by Gilbert’s 

work, I have since come to understand through this inquiry, that courage is 

analogous with compassion. Compassion and courage powerfully intersect 

when a person demonstrates the courage to turn towards and engage with 

pain and distress, rather than opting to avoid or ignore it. Further, courage is 

demonstrated in the preparedness to acquire the wisdom needed to behave 

appropriately in the face of suffering (Gilbert, 2015). These thoughts align 

with my intentions communicated through the ways of knowing, being, doing 

and becoming, presented through the Twelve Ways framework, in Book 2. 

Courageous compassion in the organisational domain lies in our willingness to 

see into the nature and causes of systemically generated suffering. To learn 

together about how to alleviate this and, consequently, facilitate more life-giving 

environments. This for Gilbert (2015), is the basis of mindful compassion and 

further, compassionate wisdom. 
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Being the final of this thesis, Book 3 presents a multimodal exploration of the 

courageous compassion it takes for those in leadership roles to embody and 

demonstrate compassionate wisdom. The research data I present suggests 

that this is not always easy to locate within oneself, nor sustain. A willingness 

to grapple with the shadow sides of experience and embrace one’s own 

vulnerability in role, appear to be key in becoming a more compassionate and 

courageous leader. In my concluding remarks, I also build the case for locating 

compassionate wisdom inside organisations through leadership formation 

initiatives.  

By now you will be familiar with how I present the research data by weaving 

together threads from participant and researcher experience to form a suite 

of ideas and to suggest hypotheses. I offer reflections, imagery, poetry, journal 

entries, along with traditional writing, as mediums to communicate and explore 

the research data. As in Book 2, I continue to explore the emotional, rational 

and seemingly irrational aspects of experience through a socioanalytic lens.  
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Reflection: 
Liminal Space
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This picture was gifted to me by Dr Jan Allen, my secondary arts-based 

supervisor. Jan offered this as an intersubjective response to drafts of my 

journal writing in 2015 and an early draft of the Twelve Ways framework. 

As I attended to the image in the next day or so, I noticed that I resonated 

with being on the edge of something. I imagined the solitary figure, waiting 

at a threshold, gazing into the distance. Thoughtfully. Waiting. The muted 

tones and blurred edges captured something of transition. A once solid form 

blurring into another.

Figure 29: Intersubjective response presented by Jan Allen (Photo, 2015)
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Not long after I received this picture, I awoke one night from a dream. I cannot 

recall the dream, however, the word ‘liminality’ was on my mind. This was 

not a word I was familiar with. I wasn’t even sure of its meaning. I looked it up 

online and noted with some amusement that it was defined as; relationship 

with a sensory threshold, an intermediary phase or a barely perceptible state 

of being. I decided then to do some more reading on liminality. Here is what I 

found.

Victor White first used the term liminality (meaning threshold) to describe 

the space between two stages of growth and consciousness (Enders, 2011). 

Jean Shinoda Bolen refers to this in-between zone as a life passage, a state 

in which we are neither who we were before now, nor who we are becoming. 

She reminds us that we are more vulnerable in these times of liminality but also 

more psychologically receptive and open to new growth. Bolen speaks of the 

mystic process of transition, as both liminal and archetypal. This ‘in between’ 

place of creativity, she proposes, holds both danger and opportunity, much 

like the birthing process. She wrote:

There is a moment in the birth process which is called transition, and it is the 

most dangerous time of the delivery for both the baby and the mother. The 

head of the baby must pass underneath the pubic arch of the mother and 

enter the world. If this is going to work, if this baby is going to come out of the 

mother into the world, it has to go through that danger moment. This is often 

the most painful part of the labor for the mother. Mother and child go through 

this transition, which is a crisis, danger and opportunity. Then there is a new 

being that has never existed on earth before, but that has just come through 

the birth canal to the other side. (Bolen, 2004, p. 4)
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I have always been drawn to the metaphorical richness of the birthing story, 

maybe it’s because I can relate to it intimately, being a mother of three 

daughters. My primary supervisor Joy is a midwife by training too, so we 

sometimes referred to midwifery and birthing metaphors in our supervision 

sessions. The primal process of birthing my three daughters, for me, was an 

embodied experience of excruciating pain and exquisite power. I feel as if I am 

birthing something through this thesis. Insights, discoveries and outcomes 

both for myself as a practitioner working with leaders in organisations, and 

hopefully, something that eventually will be useful for others as I shape, 

communicate and complete this work. 

In this transition process, I have entered liminal space. I am psychologically 

open and on the edge of new understanding. To continue, I will work 

emergently and decide what I will choose to keep and what I will choose to 

leave unexamined in the data (Bolen, 2004). In this process of discovery, new 

thoughts will emerge. Forming thoughts will consolidate. As I commence 

the writing of Book 3, I am so very conscious of the differences between 

knowing and doing. Between conceptualising compassionate and courageous 

leadership and embodying compassionate and courageous leadership. Whilst 

this may sound like a cliché’, I must continue to listen to my head and my heart. 

My hope is as I travel through liminality, I can weave the ways of knowing, being 

and doing together. Both in my writing, and in my real-world practice.
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Jan’s response

After I had completed my reflection on Jan’s picture (figure 29), I sent it onto 

Jan to continue our intersubjective dialogue. She responded with another 

picture she had created in her work journal, along with an accompanying poem 

she had penned as she imagined herself travelling through liminality. 

Figure 30: Travels through liminality. Intersubjective response presented by Jan Allen 

(Drawing, 2015)

Liminality

a phase of reflection

in a transition state

an ambiguous and worried state,

disclaiming 

her own self.
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Dispossessed and confronted

she becomes more careful and aware about what she is saying

relinquishing

trying to recreate herself.

Facing a transformation

she prepares to exit the liminality.

As I reflected on Jan’s picture I focussed on the woman in the image and how 

her hair appeared to be standing on its end. She looks startled and afraid. 

Her feet floating behind her, she is horizontal, not vertical, and I now imagine 

she is flying. Placing myself in this picture, I become this woman. Have I 

been harbouring an unconscious fantasy that I am superhuman? I know It is 

taking enormous effort and resilience for me to keep on flying. I could make a 

choice to let go of my own idealisation of myself in role.  For new paradigms 

to emerge, the place of liminality requires that I let go of those that have 

previously sustained me.  If I make this choice, the best I can hope for is to land 

safely. I became acutely aware of the courage I need, both to stay with and to 

exit liminality.

Postscript June 2016

For me this work is becoming increasingly about trusting my instincts. My felt 

sense of knowing. My associative intuition. Revisiting Jan’s original picture 

(Figure 29), to see what is present for me now, I note that behind the figure is 

a shadowy image. My initial fascination was with what lay in front of the man. 

So much so that I did not even notice the shadow behind him. But now alas, 

the shadow beckons. Maybe it’s because the vestiges of my anxiety from 
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earlier in my candidature have dissipated. I can only now observe that the 

shadow exists. Maybe it’s because I feel a greater sense of writing myself into 

confidence. Maybe I have more courage now. More courage to see where the 

shadow leads me. 
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Reflection: 
Shadowy Parts
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Figure 31: Intersubjective response presented by Jan Allen (Photo, 2015)

As part of our ongoing intersubjective dialogue, Jan also sent on this picture. 

As I attended to this image, the shadow was now irrepressible, unable to be 

avoided. This picture spoke directly to me of fear, of the bogey man of my 

childhood. The ominous creature that lives under the stairs and appears in 

one’s dreams in the dead of the night. I began to think about the power of 

courageously facing our fears. At the time I received this image, I was reading a 

book by Dominque Christina (2015), an African-American feminist, activist and 

slam poet. Christina urges women to be the author of their own lives. To act 
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with agency, owning an authentic expression of themselves. Central to locating 

an empowered sense of self, she suggests, one needs to reclaim one’s power 

and potential through re-integrating the parts of self that have been disowned. 

Of these parts, she says:

Jungian psychology talks about the shadow as the unblessed or repressed 

parts of our personhood, the things about ourselves that we do not wish to 

honour or integrate… the shadow is the secret self… It is what we have not 

yet reckoned with, but what we must reckon with to have full command of the 

self. (Christina, 2015, p. 10) 

A few months after I received Jan’s picture of the ‘bogey-man’, I listened 

to a podcast by Eliat Aram (2015), the CEO of the Tavistock Institute, which 

dedicates itself to the study of human relations. Socioanalysis features 

strongly in the institute’s ontology, epistemology, and praxis. Eliat speaks 

about fear, love and compassion at work. For years, she did not think this was 

an appropriate topic to explore in an organisational setting. She avoided it 

because she thought the topic too naïve, too feminine and unprofessional. She 

had since come to realise, only recently, that love (and its associated tender 

feelings of compassion) does matter at work. Her thoughts in some ways 

echoed mine, and also my experience as I have undertaken this inquiry. 

Eliat suggests that fear and shame are present, yet also repressed, wherever 

love and compassion reside. Her hypothesis led me to reflect again on what, to 

date, I have been immersed in dynamically as a researcher through this inquiry. 

I have gotten the strong feeling that others think I am naïve for choosing this 

topic (I have thought this too myself at times). It is as if having the audacity to 

want compassion and courage from myself and others and, worse still, needing 

it at work, is shameful, in and of itself. These feelings, for me, have lurked in the 
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shadow, much like the bogey man in Jan’s picture. I propose they may lurk in the 

shadow of organisational experience as well. Scaling my individual experience to 

a psychodynamic hypothesis about organisational life, I wonder if organisational 

members defend against their own needs for love, compassion and courage 

in their organisational experience. Aram proposes this is probable, and further 

suggests that unconscious defences too are mobilised against the shame and 

pain associated with these needs not being met at work. The longing remains, 

however, to be connected meaningfully to others. 

The power of these feelings is striking. We feel vulnerable in our longing and 

desire. But instead of letting ourselves experience vulnerability, we fear the 

emotional intensity vulnerability stirs up. We split off these intense feelings, 

displace them or unconsciously project them onto others (Aram, 2015). We 

relegate them to the shadow.

Eliat also proposes the importance of compassionate leadership for self and 

others as a contributor to organisational wellbeing. She stresses the need to 

nobly work through the shame that arises as we learn to contain our longing 

for humane relationships at work. I believe these longings will be appropriately 

contained as we strengthen our collective capacity for compassionate 

wisdom. Leadership plays an important role in this complex task. 

Returning to the research inquiry, one of my initial lines of inquiry was to learn 

more about how to cultivate and sustain compassionate and courageous 

leadership in organisations. Aligned with Gilbert (2010) and Aram’s (2015) 

thoughts, a critical and first step in this cultivation process involves 

organisations building their capacity to work directly with the shadow parts 

of compassion and courage. To wrestle with them first, before being able to 

honour and integrate them.  
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Chapter 9: 
Wrestling with and 
speaking to the shadow
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Introduction

This chapter presents a socioanalytic exploration 

of specific moments in the life of the RRG. These 

vignettes of experience have been selected for 

analysis as they were characteristic of the dynamics 

cycling in the RRG for a good part of our time together.

These dynamics are also highlighted for deeper inquiry because I propose 

they represent a parallel process. As discussed in Chapter 3, a parallel process 

is a psychodynamic concept that helps me consider if and how the troubling 

dynamics I encountered as researcher might be mirroring dynamics of 

significance for the research inquiry overall. In this instance, I propose that the 

RRG dynamics parallel the dynamics mobilised in organisations when leaders 

are faced with the need or opportunity to enact or cultivate compassion. 

Linked with my reflections presented earlier, these dynamics exemplify a 

wrestling and confrontation with the shadow parts of compassionate and 

courageous leadership. 

Aligning with the theme of Book 3, Wholehearted, I propose that the first steps 

towards the cultivation and embodiment of compassionate and courageous 

leadership requires leaders and organisations to lean into, rather than 

withdraw from their individual and systemic vulnerabilities. This leaning in 

involves confronting, staying with and moving through strong emotions such 

as contempt, confusion, fear, incompetence, naivety, longing, disappointment, 

desire and love.
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Seeking to deepen this inquiry, I present several working hypotheses for 

consideration. I have laid the foundation for these in Book 2. These hypotheses 

are my attempts at making sense of the complex dynamics that emerged 

through the research inquiry and, in turn, what they may reveal about 

compassionate and courageous leadership in the workplace. The working 

hypotheses suggest a possible explanation of unconscious phenomena 

experienced, and how this may parallel the psychoanalytic defences mobilised 

when vulnerability emerges systemically.
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Presentat ion of data

A case for the working hypotheses will be built by 

describing selected incidents of group dynamics that 

occurred in the life of the RRG. I summarise these 

dynamics through the presentation of three vignettes. 

The focus of these group interactions is a perpetually defensive dynamic 

expressed through a minimisation of interview participant experience, 

underpinned, I propose, by the fear of experiencing and expressing 

compassion. The defensive dynamics came to life when I presented RRG 

members with interview imagery, narratives, ‘I poems’ and thematic data 

related to the emotional, sometimes painful and vulnerable reflections made 

by interview participants in the research inquiry. The three vignettes are as 

follows:

• Vignette 1: Describes a changing dynamic that occurred at the first RRG 

meeting. Having previously engaged in their own meaning-making based 

on personal experience, the dynamic shifted when the group considered 

research data generated through the interviews. RRG members sought 

to subtly distance themselves from what they classified as stereotypical 

narratives of research participants through what I propose were group 

level projective processes.  
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• Vignette 2:  Describes an exchange between two RRG members who took 

up critical voices against enactments of compassionate leadership. They 

posited that effective change leaders must guard against the disabling 

effects of demonstrating too much compassion or emotionality in their 

role-taking. 

• Vignette 3:  Presents two journal entries in which I explore my responses 

as a researcher to the RRG dynamics. Counter-transference and projective 

identification are proposed in support of my working hypotheses.

Each vignette is followed by a discussion that elucidates a socioanalytic 

interpretation of the dynamics present. 

Vignette 1 – RRG 1, March 3, 2014 

The first RRG meeting was scheduled to be facilitated over a two-and-a-

half-hour timeframe. The meeting began with formalities, with the LV CEO 

welcoming participants and another executive team member from LV taking 

a group photo. Both staff left soon after the opening activities. A buzz of 

excitement and expectancy hung in the air as the meeting began. The 

first ninety minutes were spent introducing the members to each other, 

familiarising the members with the task of the research inquiry and discussing 

their role. My hopes and theirs for how the group would function were also 

canvassed. All but two group members were present, with Kathy, the LV 

Leader in Residence and Todd, a recently retired financial strategist from the 

Victorian public service, absent.



3
02

   
 T

h
e

 U
n

d
e

fe
n

d
e

d
 H

e
ar

t

In preparation for our first meeting, I invited RRG members to participate in 

the same reflective exercise completed by the interview participants. The 

meeting then progressed to an exploration of RRG members’ experiences of 

compassionate and courageous leadership. This was aided by three members 

volunteering to lead the discussion through the presentation of their symbolic 

object. The object represented their individual and personal experience 

of compassionate and courageous leadership. This discussion served my 

objectives for this first RRG well, in that it positioned RRG members as active 

agents and co-inquirers with me on the research journey. Engagement in this 

activity helped group members become more familiar and comfortable with 

each other. The activity also stimulated some introductory thinking about what 

it might mean to lead with compassion and courage in organisations today. 

Group members were highly engaged with this exercise, thoughtful in their 

contributions and appeared to enjoy listening to the stories shared. The group 

then became fascinated with the idea of stories and how symbols powerfully 

communicate the language of emotional experience more saliently than words. 

As we reflected on this, a quiet realisation was voiced by James, a senior 

executive leading the human resources function in a State Government funded 

public transport agency. James reflected on the immense value of recognising 

the common humanity between us as leaders, and as people. I proposed that 

in this moment it seemed important to remind ourselves that real flesh and 

blood people occupy leadership roles, and that we too were those people. 

James agreed and wondered if this recognition was, in and of itself, an act 

of compassion. James went on to remind himself and the group that each 

person’s story deserves respect and reverence. Sally, a former Chief Executive 

Officer of a not-for-profit asylum seeker organisation and a freelance 

consultant, then proposed that all our stories reveal something of our shared 

fragility, and our corresponding desire for authentic human connection.
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This discussion then set the scene for me to present my emergent thoughts 

based on two interviews I had conducted in previous weeks. My presentation 

introduced the RRG to two interview vignettes, as previously highlighted in 

Chapter 6:

• The first from Mark, a business leader. Of prominence was the tone of 

Mark’s narrative, laced with what I hypothesised to be, his disowned 

suffering. Mark’s own personal talisman of compassion and courage 

was a St Christopher’s medal. Painting a vivid picture of his leadership 

experience, he spoke earnestly about his own fearlessness. Mark likened 

himself to St Christopher, courageously carrying people in his arms across 

troubled waters. As I listened, I became conscious of what I perceived to 

be the performative elements in his story. I sensed he was attempting to 

impress me with his courage. I was aware that courage cannot exist unless 

fear is present, yet his fear was denied. Mark seemed intent on reinforcing 

his prowess and competency. This interview left me quite disturbed. I 

was confronted with images of myself as I listened to Mark and the many 

times I have felt overwhelmed by the expectations of leadership and yet 

denied my own feelings of fear, putting on a brave face for myself and 

others. I was also reminded of a deeply held longing and desire present in 

my own organisational experience that had bound me, and so many of my 

colleagues, to the fantasy of the superhuman leader; the one who denies 

their own vulnerability in the face of danger.  

• The second from Rachel, a not-for-profit leader. The plot lines present in 

Rachel’s interview stood in stark contrast to Mark’s. She too presented a 

picture infused with mythology and supernatural power; a performance 

artist dressed as an angel, suspended in mid-air protecting an endangered 

forest. Rachel spoke quietly and thoughtfully about compassion and 

courage, being for her, a demonstration of love. She wondered too 
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if courage and compassion were markers of masculine and feminine 

leadership styles. Rachel’s narrative revealed her struggle to have her 

authority recognised in the organisation and her corresponding desire 

for the legitimisation of feminine ways of demonstrating compassion 

and courage at work. For several weeks following this interview, my mind 

kept wandering back to the symbolism of the angel, perched high and 

visible in the forest. My thoughts cycling around the potential visibility and 

vulnerability of women when they take up leadership roles.

I presented to the RRG what I felt were two salient points for inquiry. I hoped 

the group would continue their thoughtful reflection on these contrasting 

stories, as they had done for the first part of the meeting. Initially, Cameron, a 

learning and development facilitator in private practice, and James, wondered 

aloud about the seeming polarities in the vignettes. They discussed the 

inherent paradox presented in Mark’s interview. How could Mark confess 

fearlessness, and yet carry a St Christopher’s medal for protection? Dr Glenn, 

the Chief Executive Officer of a metropolitan local government in outer 

eastern Melbourne, admitted quietly, almost tentatively, that he related more 

to Rachel’s narrative. For him, Rachel’s story resonated more than Mark’s; he 

could not relate to Mark’s due to his emphasis on stoicism and heroic courage. 

He said:

The concept on this end of being heroic without fear. I am having difficulty resonating with 

because of the concept of ‘without fear’, because fear drives much of my, much of my being. 

And therefore [lowering his voice even further, it’s almost inaudible], to put this in the construct 

of without fear, for me I have difficulty reconciling. Whereas the other end, the authenticity 

(felt). The lens I am looking through. It’s a much clearer lens I am looking through, in terms of 

courage.
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The group discussion then turned to the effort taken by Mark to hide his 

fear. They wondered about his struggle, and what they imagined to be Mark’s 

inability to courageously take ownership of his fear. I felt at this point in 

our dialogue, as if the group was struggling not to judge Mark for his denial 

of fear and, concomitantly, trying hard not to condemn Dr Glenn (the male 

with the most seniority in the room) for his admission of fear. The group 

focussed in further on their reactions to Mark’s story. The tone of the dialogue 

changed subtly then to one of increasing dismay about his inauthenticity. It 

quickly progressed to open criticism of Mark because of this. I relayed my 

initial feelings of dismay experienced during the interview. These feelings 

were mobilised because I sensed Mark was denying both his fear and his 

vulnerability. I then encouraged the group to remember the importance, within 

this research context, of attempting to understand Mark’s response as a by-

product of an organisational system dynamic. A dynamic that possibly pushed 

him towards an inability to admit to, or even feel his own fear. I also encouraged 

the group not to deem as ridiculous, the thought that the need for heroic 

saviour leaders, although repressed, might be alive and well in organisational 

life, and that further, leaders may internalise this need. This need, I proposed, 

could have been felt keenly and taken up by Mark. I informed them that I also 

had other research data to support this hypothesis.

Mike, the Manager of Programs at Leadership Victoria, then said: 

It’s really hard not to draw stereotypes around both of these stories. It’s like they were 

sitting here and I could see them. But that’s just my stereotype.

Cameron laughed and asked Mike to describe what the stereotypes look like, 

while Mike and James joined in on the laughter. Mike continued to reflect on 

the prominence of gender stereotypes in the stories. He also mentioned that 
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LV had realised recently, that after an audit of the leadership development 

teaching material they present through their leadership programs, 80 per 

cent of the authors are male. Mike’s conclusion was to assume that a ‘male 

way of thinking about’ and conceptualising leadership was being perpetuated 

at an organisational level, and potentially being disseminated through their 

coursework. 

Mike then went on to explain: 

My reaction is one of cynicism. So maybe his lack of fear is indifference? Which is a very 

different thing again. I think this is drawn from a stereotype of what I think this person may 

or may not be. Both of these responses are what you can expect from people from both 

these sectors. They are stereotypical.

Valerie, the Manager of Social Impact for LV, agreeing, then stated 

emphatically: 

They are both caricatures really.

As these words were spoken, I recall feeling quite affronted by the words 

“stereotype”, “stereotypical” and “caricatures”. I did not express this feeling 

however but, instead, felt compelled to passionately reassure RRG members 

that Mark and Rachel weren’t caricatures, rather, they were in fact real people, 

with real stories. Further, I explained that the contradictions and pain contained 

in their stories were more nuanced and authentic than the group was giving 

them credit for. I recall feeling that my protestations were not taken seriously 

by the RRG and became aware of a rising sense of shame within me.
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Discussion and interpretation

As Ngozi Adichie (2009) said, “the problem with stereotypes is not that they 

are untrue, but that they are incomplete. They make one story become the 

only story”. While I support Ngozi Adichie’s sentiments that a stereotypical 

categorisation of a person does not do justice to their complete story, 

it did serve a function at the RRG group level, albeit flawed. For the RRG, 

the stereotyping provided a short cut to shared assumptions about the 

respective organisational cultures Mark and Rachel operated in. There 

was some hesitancy expressed about the usefulness of stereotyping, as if 

group members understood its limitations, nevertheless the term was used 

repeatedly. This led to an unchallenged conclusion that Mark and Rachel, and 

their stories, were caricatures. 

Caricatures can be insulting or complimentary because they tend to describe 

an exaggeration and/or an oversimplification of the characteristics of a 

person. In this instance, I took offence at the use of the term, because I felt 

as if my co-inquirers’ lived experience was diminished by being held up to 

critical scrutiny. Consequently, I was mobilised by the group dynamic to 

defend the ‘realness’ of Mark and Rachel’s experience and the emotional 

legitimacy of their stories. I am certain too, upon reflection, I was also 

defending my competence as a researcher. 

Looking through a socioanalytic lens, the act of stereotyping and denoting an 

experience or a person as a caricature, provides evidence of a social defence 

(Bain, 1998; Gilmore & Krantz, 1985; Lyth, 1988). This defence was employed 

by RRG members via the means of splitting and projection. Splitting, a primitive 

unconscious and instantaneous mechanism, sought to distinguish and make 

separate the group’s identification with that of Mark and Rachel. Inferring 

a ‘me’ and ‘not me’ dichotomy or, more accurately in the case of the RRG’s 
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ruminations, an ‘us’ and ‘not us’ mentality (Gilmore & Krantz, 1985; Harding, 

2006; Wells, 1980). I propose this splitting supported the group to cope with 

the tensions associated with holding several polarities in mind: 

• Mark’s assertion of fearlessness and the denial of vulnerability; and 

• Rachel’s assertion of courage demonstrated as a feminine expression 

of love; and this love being devalued or rejected in her organisational 

experience in favour of more masculine ways of leading. 

Further evidence for this defence was demonstrated through the RRG not 

expressing empathy when one of their own members, Dr Glenn, confessed 

to struggling with an abiding fear, which he stated, underpinned much of his 

thinking and behaviour. Dr Glenn’s confession was met by group members 

with complete silence and a seeming absence of compassion. I posit that 

both the RRG member’s (‘like me/like us’) admission and the stories from 

Mark and Rachel (‘not like me/not like us’), held within them characteristics 

of compassionate and courageous leadership that were both valued, and 

devalued, in the group mind. I wondered if at this early stage in the group’s 

formation, this ambivalence was too difficult to tolerate and hold in the group 

consciousness maturely. Splitting was then further consolidated by the 

unconscious defences of projection and projective identification to distance 

the group from the emotional discomfort mobilised in the ‘like us/not like us’ 

dichotomy proposed previously. My hypothesis concerning projection and 

projective identification as unconscious dynamics in the RRG will be explored 

separately. I discuss the process and impacts of projection henceforth, and 

explore projective identification through my journal entries in Vignette 3 of 

this chapter.
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Projection refers to the unconscious psychological and emotional evacuation 

of unwanted thoughts, feelings and aspects of the self onto others (Petriglieri 

& Stein, 2012; Gilmore & Krantz, 1985; Harding, 2006; Wells, 1980; Kets de 

Vries, 1989). Ogden (1979, p. 358) proposed that inherent in the process of 

projection, “the projector feels estranged from, threatened by, bewildered 

by, or out of touch with, the object of the projection”. Petriglieri and Stein 

(2012) theorised that projective processes are likely to be employed by 

leaders to manage unwanted, often unconscious, self-definitions to attain or 

uphold a culturally expected or desired identity. Cavicchia (2010), proposed 

that leaders experience shame as they try to live up to “ideals, self-images 

and idealised self-images” (p.880). Projection, in this case, catalysed by 

shame, involved group members experiencing the spilt off and undesirable 

thoughts and feelings associated with denial of fear and experience of 

vulnerability and love, then imagining that these experiences could only 

belong to Mark and Rachel alone, not to themselves. Kernburg (1987, p. 

796) described the defensive intent of projection in that it consists of two 

interconnected dynamisms. The one who does the projecting does so by 

“first repressing the intolerable experience, then projecting the experience 

onto the object, and finally, separating or distancing oneself from the object 

to fortify the defensive effort”. For the RRG, it seems that projective defences 

supported the group to shore up the boundary between the desired and less 

desirable features of their leadership identity. In this case, I suggest, the 

wanted identity was one of self-awareness, authenticity, emotional fortitude 

and courage. The disowned identity was that of the unaware leader, the 

leader lacking authenticity and the leader unable to give voice to their own 

vulnerability (Bovey & Hede, 2001; Petriglieri & Stein, 2012).
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This socially defensive dynamic was problematic and yet simultaneously 

revealing for several reasons: 

• In distinguishing between the ‘us’ and ‘not us’, the group was able to 

disconnect emotionally from the contradictory, confronting or paradoxical 

elements contained in both stories. In the collective mind of the RRG, Mark 

and Rachel became leaders who are ‘not like me/not like us’. Alternatively, 

they could have become leaders ‘like me/like us’, the vulnerable selves. 

However, the shame associated with feelings of vulnerability needed to be 

diminished by projecting an idealised image of self, one that remains strong 

and in control. 

• This disconnection then meant that an expression of empathy and 

compassion for the interview participants was difficult to access. A resilient 

and courageous leader should not experience suffering and, therefore, is not 

in need of compassion. The irony of this disconnection was not lost on me. I 

suggest now as I write, that my defences were also mobilised. Triggered by 

the unconscious group dynamic of shame, I feared that the group would see 

me too as a caricature, and therefore not take me seriously as a researcher. 

This point is further explored in the discussion following Vignette 2. 

• This unconscious psychological separation and emotional distancing allowed 

for further repression of any fears or vulnerabilities that group members 

themselves may have held. An exception to this was of course Dr Glenn’s 

admission that fear drives a lot of his thinking and action. This admission by 

Dr Glenn demonstrated the authentic vulnerability the group was desiring 

from Mark, yet paradoxically had to be defended against to uphold the 

mythology of the superhuman leader. Thus, Dr Glenn’s admission was met 

with silence and an absence of compassion. 
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• The act of classifying a whole group of people or experiences under labels 

such as “a typical male from the corporate sector” or “a typical female 

from the not-for-profit sector” limited the group’s ability to remain curious 

about what these stories might contain as representative on behalf of 

organisational systems. 

• The group dynamics expressed via this incident, much like the stories under 

examination, stood in stark contrast to the earlier dynamics experienced 

when the RRG was reflecting on its own members’ stories and symbols of 

compassion and courage. I was then left to wonder why this group could 

show reverie for their own stories, but not for Mark and Rachel’s. What 

might this reveal about how colleagues in leadership roles hold space for 

each other to explore and inquire into their emotional experience of role-

taking in compassionate and courageous ways? If leaders are unable to 

easily activate compassion for the suffering of their colleagues, I wondered 

what this might reveal about how they might manage their own. 

Extending this hypothesis, the socially defensive manoeuvres of the RRG 

serve to reinforce a collective idealised image of leaders who are emotionally 

impervious and heroic in the face of suffering. This myth infers that leaders are 

non-humans at worst, superhuman at best and, because of this, do not suffer. 

Because they do not suffer they cannot be, and do not deserve to be, the 

targets of our compassion. I extend on this hypothesis through Vignette 2.
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Vignette 2 – RRG 2, 5 May 2014 

In preparation for this meeting, at the RRG’s request, I had prepared two 

documents and had distributed them two weeks prior to this meeting. The 

documents were:

• Data analysis methodology: A document explaining how I was discerning 

the research themes using socioanalytic methodology; and 

• Thematic data high level presentation: This included a draft version 

of the Twelve Ways framework titled Compassionate and courageous 

leadership defined. This document was positioned as a work in progress 

and was drawn from an early synthesis I had made of the expressions of 

compassionate and courageous leadership present in the interview data. 

(This document is included as Appendix 2.)

The RRG was scheduled to be facilitated over a two-hour time frame. The first 

20 minutes were spent reviewing the purpose and task of the group, exploring 

my research aim and objectives and discussing the nature of hypothesis 

generation and continuous learning based on document one. This served as 

a useful introduction, given that two members, Todd and Kathy, were absent 

from the first RRG and present for this meeting. Mike was absent from this 

second meeting and James was running late. The group then turned their 

attention to sharing their responses based on their pre-meeting reflections. 

I had asked them to review the table titled Compassionate and courageous 

leadership defined and reflect on the following questions:

• What competencies (if any) were you particularly captured by? 
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• Which competencies hold true for you when you think about yourself as a 

compassionate and courageous leader?  

• Holding the competencies in your mind in their totality, what insights, if any, 

surface for you?

The discussion commenced with each person sharing their thoughts and 

associations in turn, and in response to what was being said by their fellow RRG 

colleagues. In summary, the twelve competencies presented as expressions of 

compassionate and courageous leadership resonated very well with members. 

There was some thoughtful discussion, personal disclosure and some critical 

questions posed to me as a researcher, each seeking to deepen and progress 

the research inquiry. 

Of interest to me were the statements made by Kathy. She holds a substantive 

role as the LV Leader in Residence, so what she says has authority within LV. 

She emphasised the necessity of striking the balance between functioning 

well in both the technical and relational aspects of a leadership role. Kathy 

proposed that those “leaders that are both enduringly successful and 

competent understand this balance”. She then went onto state that she had 

“also learnt that too much compassion can stop leaders from doing things”. I 

took it to mean that the “things” Kathy referred to, related to work the leader 

needed to do. She added: 

The work of change is usually about emotional work, which usually means dealing with 

people’s sense of loss and in fact deconstructing patterns and certainties and the way things 

were yesterday.
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If I bring too much compassion into the room it actually stops me from doing the work. 

That’s just me. A personal thing. Because what I’ve found is that their story becomes mine. 

While I can let, I can let myself fall into their story, which is not what I’m there to do.

Not being too compassionate or finding out when you dial up or dial down the compassion. 

Because you’re making that finely tuned judgement all the time about when, when you 

bring that piece of yourself forward and then when to mute it. So that your compassion 

doesn’t stop you from doing some of the things that you have to do.

How you hold a group of people through change without finding that your own levels of 

compassion are obstacles and barriers to the change that you want to bring about.

James, who, as indicated, was running late, entered the room as Kathy spoke. 

I wondered at the time if Kathy’s concern about the expression of “too much 

compassion” and letting herself fall into another’s story, was based on a deeply 

held fear of losing control of herself emotionally in the face of suffering. I 

could relate to this. However, I kept my wondering to myself. My interest was 

particularly piqued because her words were delivered in a flattened tone of 

voice and a very controlled fashion. She showed little facial expression or 

vocal animation, despite the emotionally evocative content. For me there 

was a mismatch between what she said, and how she expressed it. I was also 

struck by her thinking about needing to dial up, dial down or even mute her 

compassion, to get on with the work. Compassion in leadership and leadership 

in action split off. I wondered if compassion and its associated emotions could 

be, or even needed to be, turned off and on. Kathy’s comments catalysed an 

association of compassion as a monstrous unwieldy ‘thing’, which, if given half 

a chance, would consume everything, even one’s logic and composure. Given 

her opening comments about striking the balance between the relational and 

technical parts of the work, I wondered where the balance was. 
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Sally then shared her responses to the table of competencies. She spoke of 

a familiarity and comfort with the ideas communicated. The competencies 

across the spectrum of analytical, relational and behavioural expressions of 

compassionate and courageous leadership resonated personally for Sally. 

James then offered to share a current experience of significance for him. 

He prefaced his story by stating that he was easily drawn into emotional 

responses at work and that further, he considered himself quite emotionally 

intelligent and empathic. James was leading a team tasked with deploying 

significant cultural change in the large semi-government organisation where 

he held a role as a senior executive. James described a meeting in which 

emotions were running high. Leaders and staff alike became visibly upset, 

with many crying. In reviewing the Compassionate and courageous leadership 

defined document, James could clearly understand how courageous 

action had application in his situation. He struggled, however, to see how a 

compassionate response could be helpful. James stated that this current 

situation had presented him with “a really stark learning”. He agreed with Kathy 

and was now convinced there “needed to be a line drawn around compassion”. 

Compassionate feelings overwhelmed leaders in his organisation. Empathy, he 

suggested, acted as a barrier to progress through difficult change. He said:

I certainly experienced something recently where I think emotion has got in the way of 

some good outcomes. I think it hasn’t been particularly helpful to people going through 

the change. Where leaders cross the line. Say for example they’re crying in a meeting with 

people, because staff are feeling so bereft. I kind of caught myself. Where normally I think 

in the past I would have been very empathetic to that feeling. But actually, as a leader in 

the organisation I was quite affronted by that. I had to talk to these people afterwards to 

say “that doesn’t help, that’s not the leadership that’s going to get these people across the 

line! I think you’re holding them back.” And you’re saying, “oh be compassionate”, and they 

used that word too. I don’t know if this is about being compassionate, I think it’s that you 

need to manage yourself better. 
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As James spoke I was aware of my growing irritation related to what I 

perceived as his judgement of others and self-righteousness. It was as if he 

was inferring that leaders who are emotionally moved by another’s distress, 

can’t function effectively in their roles. I put myself in the shoes of the leaders 

he admonished and felt his judgement acutely. I was taken back swiftly to past 

experiences in my own working life where I was told that I was “too emotional”, 

“too expressive” and “too sensitive”. I was disturbed, yet kept these feelings 

to myself. I was concerned I would openly judge and criticise James for his 

observations and feelings. Becoming more present to an emerging anxiety, 

I wondered then if the RRG were aligning expressions of compassion with 

weakness, weakness to be sublimated and managed logically. 

Following RRG meetings one and two, I felt as if I was on a quest to better 

articulate, represent and dispel the myths surrounding compassionate and 

courageous ways of knowing, being and doing. I had a fantasy that we would 

be able to, through the work we were undertaking together in the RRG, become 

more compassionate and courageous leaders. I continued to hold onto this 

hope throughout the research inquiry.

Discussion and interpretation

Emotions faced in the cultivation of compassion

Cullen and Rosenberg (2012), Compassion Cultivation Training (CCT) 

instructors at Stanford University, described a range of difficult emotions that 

are typically aroused when people are confronted with the need or opportunity 

to direct compassion towards others. They named these emotions as fear, 
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sadness, grief, anger and, lastly, love. In addition, Singer and Bornemann 

(2012), in their seminal work, drew on psychological and neuroscientific 

thinking to elucidate the nature of compassion. Their model identifies 

the cognitive, motivational and socioaffective processes that constitute 

compassion, as well as their neuronal bases. They offer a useful heuristic that 

draws distinctions between two equally important notions of compassion: as 

an emotion and motivation and as a way of being. The latter they described as 

an approach to reality and an attitude to life. Compassion as a way of being 

aligns with the contemplative notions of compassion taught in Buddhism and 

other spiritual traditions. Singer and Bornemann’s (2012) work, along with 

that of other compassion scholars, offered a useful framework to support my 

exploration of the RRG dynamics described in Vignette 2. 

Fear of contagion

Cullen and Rosenberg (2012) reported that in the contemplation or 

consideration of another’s suffering, they witness their students emotionally 

withdrawing, a naturally defensive response to unpleasant feelings and 

thoughts, and the images they suggest. Interestingly, they proposed that 

the root of this withdrawal lies in an unconscious fear of contagion; whereby 

students who, of their own volition, wish to cultivate greater compassion act 

as if by attuning to another’s suffering, they somehow may become infected 

by it. 

If we tease out this idea, we could imagine that suffering is a disease and, 

further, one that is contagious and potentially fatal. The corollary of this 

fantasy is that ineffective leaders are prone to contracting particularly bad 

cases of compassion. This is evidenced by them being overly compassionate 

and therefore being rendered ineffective. Extending this metaphor, the 
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preventative medicine effective leaders take to immunise themselves is 

hypervigilance around managing their emotional responses and guardedness 

with their empathy. Counter to this fantasy, Cullen and Rosenberg (2012) 

argued that to cultivate compassion, we must move towards suffering, 

not away from it. Compassion does not deplete our reserves or cloud 

our judgement, but rather, it crystallises our discernment and ensures we 

respond ethically and morally to the challenges we face, both large and small 

(Cullen & Rosenberg, 2012; Seppala, Rossomando, & Doty, 2013).

Moistening the heart

In the face of a fear of contagion, Cullen and Rosenberg (2012) suggested 

one must first become present to the urge or compulsion to flee, and then 

demonstrate patience and courage in the face of what may be a stubborn 

or persistent fear. Being present to one’s fear involves developing a 

greater capacity to stabilise the mind and focus one’s attention. There is a 

growing body of evidence that attests to the regular practices of meditation 

and mindfulness as a doorway into compassion cultivation. Practices of 

mindfulness help us recognise and experience our emotions as they arise 

without becoming overly attached to them (Cullen & Rosenberg, 2012; 

Fredrickson, Cohn, Coffey, Pek, & Finkel, 2008; Hutcherson, Seppala, & Gross, 

2008; Lutz, Brefczynski-Lewis, Johnstone, & Davidson, 2008; Pace, Negi, 

Adame, Cole, Sivilli, Brown, & Raison, 2008). This presence and patience is 

necessary before one can choose to act with conscious compassion. 

To support the notion of turning towards suffering as a critical step in 

cultivating compassion, Cullen and Rosenberg (2012) coined the phrase 

‘moistening the heart’. This, I assume, is the antithesis of hardening your heart. 

This metaphor evokes a balanced and sophisticated approach to sustaining 



  T
h

e
 U

n
d

e
fe

n
d

e
d

 H
e

art    3
1

9

a compassionate presence and way of being. Moistening the heart, for me, 

implies that I will neither harden it against the other, nor will I flood it by fusing 

psychologically and emotionally with the other. I will maintain my agency and 

free will and consciously choose to move towards the other with kindness 

and compassion. Moistening the heart makes possible a reframe of the 

idea previously expressed by Kathy of dialling up, dialling down or muting 

compassion completely. This metaphor, in its symbolism and language, 

suggests a less robotic and more humane response to suffering. I wonder 

now too, what, if any, differences in mindset or behaviour RRG members might 

express, if they were to hold this metaphor in mind the next time they felt the 

urge to shut down or flee from another’s distress or suffering.

Fear of compassion

The document I submitted to the RRG on the Twelve Ways framework, and 

their reflections on the same, were the catalyst for the ensuing discussion in 

the vignette presented. Both female and male RRG members reacted most 

strongly and with the greatest concern to the relational aspects of compassion 

and courageous leadership, namely:

• Emotional literacy: Recognising the whole person, being attuned to the 

emotions of others, feeling emotionally affected and inquiring with sensitivity. 

• Self-regulation: Managing own ego, containing emotions appropriately 

without repressing or denying them, self-soothing when distressed and 

drawing boundaries between the self and other. 

• Sitting in the fire: Managing own anxiety and fear, as well as that of others. 

Staying with the emotional tension that comes with loss and grief and not 

collapsing into fight or flight. 
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These elements suggest that compassionate and courageous leadership 

involves the role holder having the capacity to recognise others as 

whole people, be attuned to their distress, be affected by it, stay with it, 

sit in it, and inquire of it. The RRG’s reaction when imagining themselves 

feeling and behaving in these ways was to do the opposite. They feared 

that contact with the sadness or distress of others would block their 

effectiveness. Gilbert, McEwan, Matos and Rivis (2011) described 

a phenomenon known as the ‘fears of compassion’. Their research 

resulted in the development of a psychological instrument known as ‘the 

fears of compassion scale’. This scale measures fears associated with: 

compassion for others, compassion from others and compassion for self. 

Their study concluded that the fear of compassion for self was linked to 

a fear of compassion from others, making it very difficult for those who 

fear compassion to direct it effectively towards other targets (Gilbert et 

al., 2011 p. 239). This body of work, I propose, sheds further light on the 

unconscious dynamics characteristic of the RRG’s avoidance. 

Gilbert et al.’s (2011) clinical studies suggest that fear of compassion holds 

people back from directing compassion towards themselves and receiving 

compassion and other affiliative emotions, such as kindness, warmth and 

benevolence from others. For some people, feelings of compassion, or the 

proposition that one could choose a compassionate response, gives rise 

to avoidance and fear. Practically, this means that these people experience 

distinct discomfort with distress and seek to minimise their exposure to 

the expression of painful or disturbing emotions (Gilbert cited in Gilbert et 

al., 2011). Further studies have proposed that those given to avoidance 

also perceive others in distress with contempt (Gilbert et al., 2011 Feeney 

& Collins, 2001; Mikulincer, Shaver, Gillath, & Nitzberg, 2005). This led me to 
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wonder then if the RRG unconsciously also held contempt for themselves 

and their colleagues in leadership roles, if, and when, they ‘let themselves’ be 

emotionally affected by their work.

I have proposed through my analysis of Vignette 1 that latent anxiety 

surfaced in the RRG and presented itself through socially defensive group 

level behaviour. Examples of this include the intellectualisation of suffering, 

difficulty expressing empathy, the de-legitimisation of compassionate 

feelings, expressions and responses. These group dynamics, I propose, 

suggest an unconscious fear of compassion was present, meaning 

compassionate feelings and expressions of compassion must be defended 

against. This fear of compassion compounded by fear of contagion (Cullen 

& Rosenburg, 2012), as described in Vignette 1, imply that if we normalise 

expression of painful or disturbing emotions in the workplace, we fear we will 

be consumed by them. 

Extending this hypothesis, those who transgress the norm by owning their 

emotional fragility and openly expressing this, may be viewed unconsciously 

as aberrations by those in the mainstream. Consequently, they are shamed 

and criticised by their peers. Their credibility is questioned. Their suffering 

is met with an absence of compassion. The inference is that any suffering 

they experience results from their personal idiosyncrasies, lack of resilience, 

incompetence, or gap in leadership skills, rather than simply as a by-product 

of the emotional labour intrinsic to their roles. When faced with the reality 

that good leaders, even excellent leaders, have emotional needs and 

therefore need and deserve to be targets of our compassion, unconscious 

fear is ignited. This fear has its origins, I contend, in feelings of grief and 

loss associated with the dismantling of the myth of the superhuman heroic, 

leader, a hypothesis I initially proposed and built on in Book 2. 
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Gilbert et al.’s (2011) ‘fears of compassion’ research has important 

implications; not only for therapeutic endeavours that seek to facilitate 

greater emotional and psychological health through the minimisation of 

these fears, but also, I propose, for individuals seeking to become more 

courageous and compassionate leaders. The RRG’s resistance to directing 

compassionate responses to the interview participants is a case in point. 

The dynamics mobilised in the RRG suggest that if leaders have difficulty 

directing compassion towards themselves and simultaneously fear receiving 

compassion from others (possibly because of what they assume being on the 

receiving end of compassion may imply), then it will be difficult for them to 

direct compassion effectively towards others. 

Sadness, grief and overwhelm, the near enemies of compassion

There is another possible explanation for the RRG’s flight away from 

compassionate responses. In witnessing the distress of others (i.e. Dr 

Glenn’s admission of fear driven responses), and in the contemplation of 

the suffering of others (through the interview data), a latent sadness or grief 

was potentially awakened in the group. Hearing about the distress of others 

can be disheartening. When thinking about another’s hardships, we place 

ourselves metaphorically in the shoes of the other and empathise. We hope 

that the person returns to a state of wellbeing, or that their difficult situation 

quickly turns around so that relief can be found. In addition, Cullen and 

Rosenberg (2012) suggested that when confronted with another’s distress, 

we experience sadness over what we imagine might be our own potential 

loss. The psychological reflex to turn inward has us asking: How does this 

person’s suffering affect me? What losses do I experience, either real or 
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imagined, in my relationship with the sufferer, or because of this situation? 

Feelings of sadness are known to be mobilised more frequently if the person 

has a relationship with the sufferer (Cullen & Rosenburg, 2012).

Most compassion scholars agree that being moved emotionally by the 

distress of another is a precursor and a motivator for compassionate 

behaviour (Cullen & Rosenberg, 2012; Dalai Lama, 1995; Fredrickson et al., 

2008; Hutcherson et al., 2008; Lutz et al., 2008; Pace et al., 2008; Seppala 

et al., 2013; Strauss, et al., 2016). Cullen and Rosenberg (2012) suggested 

that those less practiced in compassion may become caught in a cycle of 

grief and sadness that is difficult to interrupt. The experience of grief often 

results in feelings of being overwhelmed by the suffering of others. Cullen and 

Rosenburg encourage their compassion cultivation students to undertake 

an emotional audit to heighten discernment. This audit supports the person 

to recognise if they have slipped from feelings of compassion for the other 

person, into feelings of grief at their own inability to ‘handle’ the suffering. 

This slippage they suggest, is the genesis of this overwhelm. However, they 

proposed, beginners, or those less practiced at compassion, cannot always 

easily discern grief and sadness from feelings of compassion. It is for this 

reason that they name grief and pity as the ‘near enemies’ of compassion 

(Cullen, 2013; Cullen & Rosenberg, 2012).

Singer and Bornemann (2102) distinguished beginners from those more 

practiced in compassion cultivation, by contrasting differences in their ability 

to emotionally contain their own personal distress. Beginners are described 

as those who report being overwhelmed by the suffering of others, so much 

so that they may cry or become visibly distressed. Whereas those more 

practised at demonstrating compassion, oftentimes appear less emotional 

and more equanimous (Dreyfus cited in Singer & Bornemann 2012, p. 395).
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James and Kathy spoke of the need to not feel “too much” compassion and 

the belief, at least in James’ case, that managers should do the same through 

greater self-management and emotional regulation. It is possible that both 

Kathy and James, as well as those James referred to in his organisation, 

were unpractised at demonstrating compassion. They were ‘beginners’, so 

to speak, and therefore, according to Cullen and Rosenburg (2012), may not 

have been expressing “too much” compassion at all. It is plausible that they 

were caught in the throes of pity, grief or sadness. 

James’ insistence on the need to withhold compassionate responses leads 

me to suppose that the demonstration of compassion in organisational life is 

clearly misunderstood. Compassionate leadership therefore has a dubious 

reputation. The insistence on the need to “get people over the line” in the 

face of suffering or disillusionment that occurs as a direct consequence 

of their organisational membership, profoundly disturbs me. Essentially 

dehumanising, this response minimises the experience of suffering and 

objectifies the person as an instrument of the organisation, rather than 

as a person first, who also happens to be a role holder. Defences against 

compassion are fuelled I suspect by commonly held cultural myths held 

about compassion, both as a feeling and as a way of being. These myths are 

expressed fittingly by Singer and Bolz (2012):

Compassion is feminine. 

Compassion is weak. 

Compassion is like a vegetable that’s overcooked.  

Compassion is for the religious. 

Compassion is soft and fluffy.
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Albeit unspoken, a belief in the myths associated with compassionate ways 

of feeling and being seemed to be alive and well in the RRG. After RRG 

meetings one and two, I was left to wonder: If organisations were schooled 

in contemporary understandings of compassion and its benefits for 

organisational wellbeing, would compassion, and the value of compassion in 

organisational life be viewed differently?

Vignette 3 - Journal entries

I have mentioned previously that as part of my data gathering and sense 

making process I kept a journal throughout my candidature. The journal 

became an important means to record my emergent feelings, thoughts and 

associations about the research work and how I felt about myself in role. I 

share two journal entries with you now to attest to how I became consumed 

by the RRG dynamics, resulting in disturbing thoughts and feelings. All of 

which left me feeling anxious, confused and debilitated for several months. 

I struggled particularly though the first year of facilitating the RRG with my 

desire, and what I assessed to be my own failing, to become a competent, 

compassionate and courageous researcher.  
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Journal Entry 
May 2015 
(two RRG meetings have occurred at this point)

I can’t shake off just how affected I am by the RRG dynamics and what 

I experience as the subtle defensiveness that cycles around in the group. 

As a group member, I have often felt defensive. Feeling the need to defend 

myself, and this inquiry. I am working hard to manage these feelings when 

they emerge. I don’t think I am managing well. I can hear an edge of 

anxiety in my voice as I listen to the recordings. I wonder if it is just me? 

Am I the only one feeling this way? I have grown attached to these people 

(the interview participants), and their stories. I have grown attached to 

some of my fledgling ideas, some of which I am labouring over still. 

I wonder if the RRG might be defending against their own pain as they 

consider and contact another’s pain. It appears as if a fight/flight dynamic 

is in operation. As we discuss interview data some members either don’t 

understand what I am attempting to communicate (what this research 

is about, my attempts at exploration, my questions, my half-formed 

thoughts), or alternatively, they state directly that what I am presenting 

is “not new” or “is easily foreseen”, is “stereotypical”. I feel as if I 

need to find different words to communicate my thoughts. Through their 

questions, I sense at times, little patience for their own, as well as my, 

uncertainty. If only I could more clearly communicate these ideas, then 

maybe they would not be rejected. 

For me in this RRG dynamic I note my irritability, my impatience. My 

sense of being overwhelmed, my feelings of incompetence. My needing to 

project manage, my needing to get through it. My inability at times to 
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join in the inquiry, my ability at other times to. My going with the flow, 

my blocking the flow. My feeling peaceful, and me feeling full of anxiety. 

I am sometimes so delighted, and then sometimes so disappointed, at my 

reactions to the RRG dynamics. An emotional roller coaster in the truest 

sense of the metaphor. And now I wonder what is solely mine? What is 

theirs/ours? What am I carrying on behalf of this group and why is this 

so difficult to bear?

Journal Entry 
September 2015 
(A further RRG meeting has been undertaken, 
now three meetings in total)

I feel isolated and disconnected from my research. Discombobulated. 

Melancholic, despite spending 2 days alone this week to reconnect with 

this inquiry through reading and thinking. These pervasive feelings remain 

even after attending supervision last week, which I hoped would add some 

fuel to the fire. As well as arranging a conversation with my research 

assistant to think together. We did this to reignite my engagement with 

the research and my mind with the inquiry. I also had what felt like an 

enormously productive impromptu conversation with a friend about some of 

the themes in my research work a few days ago. And yet the melancholy 

and lethargy abides.

The last few times I have taken time out to study, I have been engaged, 

engrossed in the work, and enormously productive. I felt like my research 

had some meaning, was important and that I was progressing ... That I 

was connected to something of purpose and promise.



32
8

   
 T

h
e

 U
n

d
e

fe
n

d
e

d
 H

e
ar

t

The last few weeks and even months, if I am to be totally honest, I have 

been tired, unfocused, and feeling particularly lost at sea. Ambivalent and 

numb. Sad, depressive. 

The RRG dynamics leave me disturbed, and at times disappointed. In 

working with the dynamics in more detail over the months, I know they 

are a source of valuable data. This is true. But my disappointment with 

what feels like to be a lack of meeting of the minds in a more generative 

way, leaves me feeling further isolated and alone. In speaking this through 

with Joy and others, it is difficult for me not to become blaming, it 

seems that as a group we are transfixed with our reactions to the data. 

Our focus of attention gets easily drawn to justifying or defending our 

responses. I was hoping we might be able to move on from this and think 

together about how our patterns of responding relate to compassionate 

and courageous leadership. I keep thinking, if only. If only I was a better 

researcher, more skilled and articulate … if only I had prepared the group 

more/differently ... If only I had more compassion and courage, I could 

turn this group around. But alas, it is hard to disentangle myself from the 

expectation and fantasy of being all knowing and the disappointment that 

comes when one falls short.
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Discussion and interpretation

Projective identification

Long (2010) encouraged socioanalytic researchers to use all that constitutes 

their experience, including their thoughts, feelings and reactions, as a 

potential source of research data. I have discussed the value of bracketing 

in my own experience at specific junctures in this inquiry in Book 1, 

Chapter 3. Here, I offer my journal entries to illustrate the emotionally 

turbulent experience of projective identification. Being able to contain and 

remain curious about what is being stimulated in me through the research 

experience has been critical throughout my candidature. Undertaking 

this task at times has been a source of real suffering for me. It has been 

confronting emotionally, psychologically, intellectually, and at times, 

physically exhausting. 

I have previously argued that the RRG dynamics suggest the possibility of 

projective processes being utilised by the group to shore up an idealised 

image of leadership (refer to Vignettes 2 and 3 in this chapter). I propose 

now that, as the researcher, I was also on the receiving end of the RRG’s 

defences through projective identification. Projective identification in this 

case, positions me as the recipient of the RRG’s doubts about the credibility 

of this research inquiry, the legitimacy of the subject matter, as well as the 

discomfort and difficult emotions stirred up as they considered compassion 

and courage, and wrestled with the shadow sides of their experience. 

Projective identification is often accompanied by evocative behaviour, 

unconsciously intended to induce the recipient of the projections to feel 

and act in accordance with the projective fantasy (Petriglieri & Stein, 2012). 

Identification occurs in response to the split off impulses projected into me. 
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I am left, metaphorically, ‘holding the bag’ of uncomfortable feelings that are 

not my own, but find this impossible, in the moment, to discern. The result 

being, I lose my ability to trust my own perceptions, thoughts and feelings, 

essential to my wellbeing as a researcher.

As previously mentioned, I was mobilised to justify the interview 

participants’ credentials and integrity when I sensed this was being 

doubted. This happened on more than one occasion, and each time, I felt 

disbelieved. This was irrational, I knew, as RRG members understood the 

interview participants were all LV alumni and WCLP and FCLP graduates. 

This information was stated on all research material and repeated by 

me in every presentation. Further, as I took up my advocacy, I became 

conscious of seeming overly strident and immature. In fantasy, my 

immaturity was an obvious sign to me (and I imagined to the RRG too), that 

I needed to be more emotionally resilient in the face of their resistance. 

Just as I hypothesised earlier, RRG dynamics were implying the interview 

participants should have been equally more resilient.

In year one of this research inquiry I struggled to feel confident and 

competent in my role in the RRG. I was plagued by ambivalence and 

melancholy. Simply, my cause for self-doubt could be attributed to the 

natural consequences of performance anxiety. The subject matter is dear 

to me and has personal significance. I had high expectations for what could 

be achieved. I needed to adjust and continually readjust my expectations 

of what was possible. Hence my feelings, doubts and vulnerabilities at one 

level, were both predictable and familiar. However, using a socioanalytic 

lens, my psychological and emotional conflicts should be interpreted with 

greater sophistication. As I stood outside myself to analyse the sources of 

my suffering, it became apparent. My mindset, feelings and behaviours were 
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mirroring the conflicts of the co-inquirers interviewed, and were also heavily 

influenced by the basic assumption dynamics of the RRG. These conflicts are 

explained in detail in Book 2, Chapters 6 and 7. 

Basic assumption dependency and the dynamics of disappointment

I have written previously in Chapter 6 about the cherished cultural norm 

that unconsciously confers superhuman qualities onto role holders with 

organisational authority. The mythology implies that superhuman leaders, 

seamlessly move any and all obstacles that cross their paths, and in doing 

so metaphorically save themselves and the group from potential distress. I 

propose that this mythology infiltrated the emergent dynamics in the RRG 

and presented itself as basic assumption dependency. 

Whilst the premise given for our joint role-taking was that of collaborative 

and egalitarian inquiry, with me as the researcher, and the group positioned 

as co-inquirers, these roles were difficult to hold. I often modelled not 

knowing and tried hard to work respectfully with the feelings of dependency 

I experienced in the group. I always positioned my presentation of inquiry 

data and my preliminary thinking about this data as work in progress, with 

developing thoughts. Many times, during and after the RRG meetings, 

however, as my journal entries attest, I was left with conspicuous feelings of 

disappointment at my own perceived incompetence. It was not OK for me in 

my researcher role not to know. I experienced the group at times also being 

disappointed in themselves when they could not produce the ‘right’ response 

or answer. This was evident in the frequent apologies made by RRG members 

to me and each other, for not being able to articulate their ideas or questions 

succinctly. Much like my own ruminations expressed via my journal entries. 

Consequently, a large portion of my time in the RRG was spent encouraging 
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group members to accept that ‘answers’ were not required. Rather, the 

research inquiry would benefit more from our collective thoughts, doubts, 

uncertainties, feelings, associations and emergent questions.

I wondered if I had inadvertently become the quasi group leader in our 

collective minds. If so, I argue, it is plausible that I was enlisted unconsciously 

to fulfil the group’s dependency needs as well as their frustrations as they 

grappled with new subject matter. It became evident to me after my first RRG 

meeting, that emergent ways of working with the data were difficult for us as a 

group to manage. We were in the thick of discomfort with our own not knowing. 

I was conscious of the effort I needed to summon up to remain curious and 

open. At times it was impossible to embody the courage necessary to lean into 

uncertainty. There were times when I felt pressure to pose insightful questions, 

have a perfectly formed argument or clearly articulated working hypothesis 

for the group’s consideration, which was often not the case. This pressure 

came both from within me (as I grappled with the shame of not being a good 

enough researcher) and outside of me (as I suspected that the group too were 

grappling with being good enough RRG members). 

As discussed previously, groups swayed by basic assumption dependency 

act as if it is the leader alone who should be able to magically discern what 

is needed for the group to make progress. When the leader fails to meet 

the unrealistic expectations projected onto them, the group reflexes into 

disappointment, and blames the leader, or projects ambivalence into the 

group for the perceived failure of the group. In attempting to resist what I 

sensed was the group’s frustrated dependency, I posit that they became 

disappointed in me. Maybe I was not the leader they envisaged I should 

have been? Maybe my not knowing was experienced as withholding my 

knowledge, not giving them enough resources needed to do the complex 
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thinking the task required them to do? My disappointment in not being 

a good enough researcher was not offered to the group as a potential 

systemic dilemma, instead it was kept in abeyance. My journal entries attest 

to being caught in the following regressive cycle:

• Hoping to role model, and sometimes managing to demonstrate 

compassionate and courageous leadership in the RRG. 

• Experiencing feelings of disappointment when I perceived my leadership 

had limited influence on the dynamics of dependency in the group. 

• Withholding my feelings of disappointment (and other unpalatable 

emotions) from the group. 

• Becoming frustrated with myself and the group, feeling ambivalent about 

the effectiveness of the group. 

• Finding compassion for myself and the group. 

• Feeling positive and hopeful about the learning we were undertaking 

together and the progress we were making (idealising the group as 

coherent and positive). 

• Reflexing back into disappointment, with myself and the group, and so on.

Clancy, Vince and Gabriel (2012), in their psychodynamic research into the 

prevalence of disappointment in organisations, suggested that experiences 

of disappointment present organisational members with the inevitability of 

imperfection. The predicament then becomes one of negotiating imperfection 
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within organisations, which favour the emphasis of positive emotions as 

the cultural ideal. Feelings of disappointment, therefore, are processed by 

individuals privately, before being publicly expressed. Public expressions are 

often “associated with anger projected onto others as blame or ambivalence 

whereby feelings are withheld from others” (Clancy et al., 2012, p. 10). My 

concerns with my own performance were bound up with conflictual feelings 

of failure. Captured by the dynamic of basic assumption dependency, I 

constructed my disappointment as an individual problematic concern. 

Disclosing my concerns seemed taboo. I did not want to burden the RRG with 

my doubts and insecurities, worried my confessions might threaten group 

stability. I recognised the dilemma I faced in the work of Clancy et al. (2012), 

holding the tensions associated with acknowledging my disappointment (and 

what I feared was the potential derailment of the RRG), and concomitantly 

maintaining hopeful feelings towards the RRG and the work we could do 

together. The regressive cycle I described earlier resonates with this tension. 

My inner turmoil also paralleled something of the isolation and emotional 

vicissitudes many of those I interviewed reported to me. These phenomena 

were explored in depth in Chapter 7. Struggling with my own anxiety of 

being in role. Wanting to be courageous and compassionate in my role-

taking. Experiencing, but not revealing the emotional labour undertaken. 

Feeling disappointed that I could not live up to projected ideals. Donning 

my professional cloak. Covering my feelings over, holding them at bay. 

Nonetheless, these emotional conflicts deeply affected me as the researcher. 

I was preoccupied with trying to understand my own experience as a 

parallel process and so did not offer this as material for further exploration 

to the group. At times, my emotions were way too raw. My vulnerability 

was overwhelming me. My courage left me. I could not consistently find 

compassion for myself or RRG members in the thick of the tension. I was 
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truly wrestling with the shadow of compassion and courage. It is only in 

hindsight I can view these dynamics more clearly and understand their 

potential implications for organisational experience. Viewing these group 

dynamics through a socioanalytic lens suggests both the prevalence of basic 

assumption dependency in organisations, the probability of projections of 

disappointment onto leaders, and the unquestioned assumption that leaders 

must bear the burden of these projections in isolation, to maintain a fantasy of 

organisational stability. 

These ideas are not new. However, they point to a need for organisations to 

build greater systemic, rather than individual, capacity, to compassionately 

process the unsettling emotional realities of organisational membership, 

and promote reflexive engagement with unquestioned cultural assumptions 

surrounding them. It is only then that the fantasy of basic assumption 

dependency can be tested and organisational members will be free to work 

together in generative ways. 
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It is our refusal to be fully human that leads us to diminish 

our divinity, because it seduces us into believing that 

our partial selves are our whole selves, and that, through 

making these selves larger than life, our shadowy sides 

can be overshadowed. (Smith & Berg, 1987, p. 148.)

Through this inquiry, I was aware I was working through a 

range of thoughts, feelings and emotions, in service of the 

research task and on behalf of the RRG. In this chapter, I 

have gone some way towards demystifying the experience 

of wrestling with the shadow. My aim was to elucidate 

experiences of self-protection, fear and defensiveness, 

and to normalise them as plausible human responses to 

perceived threat. A significant part of my evolutionary 

process as a doctoral candidate has been facing up to and 

reintegrating my disowned parts. It seems necessary to 

wrestle with, confront and inquire into discomfort and 

defensiveness to support the cultivation of compassion 

and courage.

Summary and Segue
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I know logically that one cannot experience courage 

without first touching into fear. So, it makes sense 

then that fear and, even, the fear of fear itself, might 

be ignited unconsciously and defended against when 

groups begin to consider what compassionate and 

courageous leadership is. Yet, I still find small parts of 

myself, speaking to me now and wishing this wasn’t so. 

I acknowledge with great humility that I need to build 

my capability to be with suffering. I am reminded again 

of Cullen and Rosenberg’s (2012) metaphor, their call to 

not be overwhelmed by the near enemies of compassion, 

but rather to moisten the heart. Seeking holism, I return 

to the Twelve Ways framework presented in Chapter 

5. I reflect on these ways of knowing, being and doing 

as a set of notes to myself - a source of comfort and 

containment. Knowing I need to practice mindfulness, 

intentional attunement and, importantly, calculated 

courage. Desiring to embrace being more vulnerable 

by sitting in the fire with others. Hoping to grow into 

negative capability and display quiet strength. In slowing 
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down and drawing my focus to these ways of knowing, 

being and doing, I realise something significant. There 

are now braver, more self-compassionate parts of me 

emerging. I feel more able to hold both the shadow and the 

light together within myself, and hopefully within my role-

taking, the more practised I become. 

In this chapter, I have explored the shadow parts of 

compassionate and courageous leadership and how these 

were given expression through RRG dynamics. Drawing 

on the work of compassion cultivation experts and 

socioanalytic thinkers, I have inquired into the shadowy 

parts themselves, to wonder about what they can teach 

us about enactments of compassionate and courageous 

leadership. I continue along this vein in Chapter 10 by 

describing the journey taken through the small inquiry 

groups and the RRG as we reflected on the inevitability of 

experiencing vulnerability in a leadership role. Discussion 

focuses on the possibility of reframing vulnerability from 

a liability to a leadership strength. I propose, through 

my own experience as a researcher, how this reframe 

supports compassionate and courageous leadership. 
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Chapter 10: 
Reframing vulnerability 
in leadership - 
from liability to strength
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Introduction

Courage is resistance to fear, mastery of fear - 

not the absence of fear.

Mark Twain (1996)

The individual and systemic dilemmas my co-inquirers experienced in 

embracing or denying emotional vulnerability implicitly underpins much of 

the thematic data presented in Book 2 and Book 3, Chapter 9. This chapter 

extends this embedded narrative by discussing multiple perspectives on the 

experience of feeling vulnerable and being vulnerable in a leadership role. I use 

small inquiry group, RRG and researcher accounts to illustrate the emergence 

of multiple perspectives on vulnerability positioned along a spectrum. At 

one end, vulnerability is thought about as a leadership liability; at the other, 

vulnerability is conceived of as a leadership strength. Participant narratives 

revealed that lived experience wavers along this spectrum, related to the tasks 

one is assigned. 

To frame this discussion, the chapter begins with a depiction of my lived 

experience of vulnerability. I then present two small inquiry group narratives 

exploring vulnerability from differing perspectives and discuss their 

socioanalytic implications. Discovery through this lens then focuses on a 

behavioural phenomenon named by the RRG as the ‘strategic expression of 

vulnerability’. This phenomenon gave rise to a collectively generated working 

hypothesis relating to the protective function of invulnerability, and the 

unintended consequences for leaders and their organisations. I conclude 

the chapter proposing that reframing vulnerability as a leadership strength 

facilitates the becoming of compassionate and courageous leadership. 
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My l ived experience of 
vulnerabi l i ty

To frame this exploration in the context of leadership 

and organisational life, I reflected on how best to 

present elements of lived experience of vulnerability 

to the reader. 

This is important because, as you are aware, self-reflection and reflexivity 

are intrinsic functions of collaborative inquiry. So, to appropriately signal the 

terrain we are entering, and to support you in continuing to follow the affect, 

I have chosen to communicate a visceral and emotional experience of my 

vulnerability through prose. This piece was written as I brought into focussed 

awareness connected events from my professional life that mobilised feelings 

of vulnerability. I then sought to amplify those experiences in my imagination, 

so I could sense somatically where feelings of vulnerability are typically 

located for me. From here, I attended to my emotions and somatic awareness 

through free association. I also noted where I energetically and emotionally 

moved against, moved away, or moved towards the sensation and experience 

of my vulnerability. 

I offer this prose as an accompaniment to my ongoing invitation to sense 

your own way into your experiences with vulnerability and leadership. As 

you avail yourself of this invitation, what do you notice happens for you? 

Can you discern somatic, emotional or psychological movements? What 

patterns emerge? Do you experience vulnerability as a strength or a liability 
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for leadership? Or sometimes as both? How might your relationship with 

vulnerability influence your capacity to lead with compassion and courage? 

Moving against - Heart beating, LOUDLY - jumping out of my chest!

My breath constricted and shallow - like a vice tightening around my neck.

Shoulders are lifting, lifting right up to my ears!

I’m caught in a rain storm. No shelter, alone and freezing.

I’m frozen to the core. My skin no longer acts as a barrier to protect me from 

invasion. Fearing more exposure, I recoil. I shut down and shut off. 

Moving away - The catalyst, a sensation of wounding. 

Like the blister that needs nursing from that new pair of shoes

– my ‘Achilles’ heel’.

Fear of encroachment - “am I losing my sense of self?”

Imaginations of attack, I’m assailable - the scapegoat.

I fear isolation. Credibility lost.

I sense disconnection, an inability for me to influence change.

Unable to connect or affect the other.

Anxiety rising - my worst-case scenario. I am powerless. Rejected. Annihilated.

Moving towards - I lean in and move forward.

Like a blindfolded person with their arms out in front, 

feeling for my courage in the dark.

I find it. I stumble (that damned Achilles’ heel!)

Taking a chance, speaking what has been previously unspeakable - 

I am met in the here and now.  

Fear melting away, my thoughts and emotions soften. I am seen.

My longing for connection with another mind or another heart emerge.

My dreams for the world, for my children, and my work. 



  T
h

e
 U

n
d

e
fe

n
d

e
d

 H
e

art    34
5

This is my truth, unmoderated. 

Like my grandmother’s heirloom teacup which fell off the mantle and smashed, 

I understand something fresh.

The shattered broken pieces of me can be preserved together 

with the tender loving pieces of me. 

Vulnerability now becomes my source of creativity and my quiet, unassuming strength. 

The notions of relationally ‘moving against’, ‘moving towards’ or ‘moving 

away’ are drawn from the work of psychoanalyst Karen Horney (1945). 

Horney emphasised the distinct ways people cope with inner and outer 

world conflicts and insecurities, as they unconsciously seek to meet their 

relational needs. Wagner (n.d.) argued that Horney’s coping styles form 

three distinct social styles, each representing predictable configurations 

of intrapsychic and interpersonal responding. These responses can occur 

simultaneously, and all three are accessible to most people. For most of us 

this means we form patterned responses in our relationships with others, 

and usually, unconsciously, favour one of the trends, making the other two 

less accessible. Thus, the social styles have the potential to become sources 

of conflict for the individual. Wagner likened these social styles to primal 

instinctual responses to threat. He names these as ‘fight’ (to move against), 

‘flight’ (to move away) or ‘submit’ (to move towards). My own understanding 

of Horney’s social styles differs slightly from Wagner’s. As I have indicated 

in my depiction, these movements against, away and towards, indicate 

a familiar adaptive strategy I enact, often in concert, when vulnerability 

becomes present for me in my relationships with others. 

Implicit in my earlier presentation, is the assumption that experiences of 

vulnerability are emotionally and psychologically layered and complex. 

When I emotionally and cognitively construct vulnerability as a leadership 
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liability, emotional, somatic and psychological contraction occurs. I move 

against or away. The need to protect myself becomes paramount. It 

becomes difficult or impossible to access courage as, in these moments, 

anxiety prevails. The emotional reflex is to disengage from vulnerable 

feelings through disassociation, denial and defensiveness, making access 

to compassion for myself and others unattainable. Moving towards a felt 

sense of vulnerability, rather than simply an act of submission, symbolises 

a reconfiguration and reframing of previous experience. Moving towards 

vulnerability signals courage. Embracing, rather than fleeing from feelings 

and experiences that make me feel vulnerable, requires my psychological, 

emotional and instinctual persistence. Once experienced as a liability to be 

minimised, vulnerability then is transformed into a strength to be celebrated. 

Compassion for myself and others in these moments, facilitates possibilities 

for connection in new and dynamic ways. Vulnerability becomes a gift and a 

life teacher.

I extend this exploration through the presentation of small group inquiry 

narratives and RRG data. These provide accounts of how my co-inquirers 

conceived of vulnerability, together with how they emotionally and 

psychologically responded to these experiences when they became present 

in their leadership relationships. Based on this data, I make preliminary 

recommendations with respect to how organisations can reframe 

vulnerability from liability to a leadership strength.
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Small  group inquiry narrat ives

All small group inquiry participants reported that 

experiences of feeling vulnerable in their leadership 

role were common. 

Thought about as liabilities to be minimised, my co-inquirers named emotions 

such as anxiety, sadness, confusion or compassion as making them feel 

vulnerable. These feelings, they suggested, were negatively exacerbated by 

the assumption that their organisational colleagues would most likely view 

them as being vulnerable if they revealed these emotions. In these scenarios, 

feeling vulnerable and being vulnerable signals compromised authority 

and credibility. Cultural pressure to present oneself as an invulnerable role 

holder remains ever-present. This phenomenon has been explored in Book 2. 

Dismantling the myth of leadership invulnerability then, requires great courage. 

To exemplify this point, I will present two noticeable inquiry group narratives, 

in two parts, each exploring vulnerability from different, yet thematically 

connected perspectives. For each of the narratives, I will use socioanalytic 

concepts to extrapolate my analysis.

Part 1: The emperor has no clothes 

Calculated courage was what An Dung, a Vietnamese community leader, 

described he needed to draw on to dismantle the myth of his invulnerability. 
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Calculated courage, defined in Chapter 5, is one of the ways of knowing 

associated with enactments of compassionate and courageous leadership.

An Dung spoke about the need to calculate his courage to justify to his team 

members his need to work collaboratively with them. Calculated courage was 

presupposed by An Dung’s attendant fear of being exposed and judged as 

unfit for his role. He feared their judgement because, rather than solely relying 

on his own ability to fulfil his responsibilities in role, he needed to draw on 

their skills and strengths to tackle organisational issues and solve procedural 

problems. He said:

It is calculated. Yes, yes, calculated. I must have the courage to use (an)other’s strength, 

my staff and even my board members who are strong in certain ways, to do (tasks) with 

me. It’s not easy because sometimes you feel like you are compromised. People look down 

on you. “Oh, he is the Director; why does he need others?” It’s risky when you confess you 

are a naked emperor. An emperor without clothes! The risk of being undermined, people 

asking “what do you mean you don’t know?” Confessing you don’t know. That you are not 

all powerful.

As I focused in on his words, “It’s risky when you confess you are a naked 

emperor. An emperor without clothes!” this felt sense of risk resonated with 

me too. I shared with the group when I have been reticent about relying on 

the advice or emotional strength of others, preferring instead to tackle things 

independently. Falling into a trap of believing there is no other way for me to 

behave, lest I, and I feared, others too, would judge me as not being worthy 

of their followership. An Dung’s fellow inquiry group participants, Joshua, the 

director of a community education unit within a drug and alcohol rehabilitation 

agency, and Myra, a manager at a community-based information and support 

agency, also related to his struggle. 
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Our reflections ensued, with Myra recalling the pressure she felt to be 

invulnerable, particularly when tasked with managing the operational 

responsibility of service delivery in a busy community-based information and 

support agency. She shared with us the familiar dynamic that pushed and 

pulled her into taking charge to dispel her associated anxiety: 

Because you are a leader you feel a sense of responsibility for needing to fix a lot of things. 

You know it’s about being overly responsible. I think as a leader that sometimes we take 

on things that really aren’t our things to take on. I’m not particularly comfortable with 

discomfort – I want to fix quickly.

We spoke about the tension we often internalised. We wondered if it were 

possible to build capacity in ourselves and others to be more comfortable 

with feelings of vulnerability. As we reflected together, knowing looks were 

exchanged between us. It was as though we secretly wondered, like An Dung, 

if our credibility would be compromised if we admitted our anxiety, our not 

knowing, or our need for help and support from others. 

Discussion

The tensions An Dung, Joshua, Myra and I explored revealed the challenges 

associated with us feeling vulnerable and being vulnerable in our leadership 

roles. An Dung’s reference to feeling like a “naked emperor” captured my 

imagination for many days following the inquiry group. In case you are 

unfamiliar with the term ‘the emperor has no clothes’, it is derived from a 

fairy-tale, retold by Hans Christian Andersen (1837) through his allegory, ‘The 

emperor’s new suit’. The story communicates the downfall of an insecure and 

gullible emperor with an expensive appetite for high fashion. The emperor’s 

obsession with fine clothing was matched only by his fixation for weeding 
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out any person he considered incompetent and, therefore, vulnerable, in his 

kingdom. So much so, that the emperor was fooled easily by swindlers who 

had convinced him they could weave him a magic suit of clothing. The suit 

was magic because its finery could only be seen by those who were wise, and 

therefore, invulnerable. The suit of course did not exist, and the emperor’s 

vulnerability was notoriously exposed. Believing he was wearing the magic 

suit, he paraded naked down the main street of the town. Paradoxically, 

he remained oblivious to his nakedness. So intent was he on proving his 

worthiness for his role that he convinced himself to believe the suit existed. 

The emperor’s followers were instrumental in this collusion. They willingly 

engaged in an unspoken contract: to believe what they all knew to be untrue. 

This collective contract was maintained because they feared being individually 

singled out and branded as liabilities to the kingdom’s strength. As the 

procession made its way down the main street, however, the pretence was 

uncovered. An innocent boy, naïvely declared “the emperor has no clothes!” 

Soon the crowd began repeating what the child had said, while the emperor 

continued his procession, attempting to maintain his dignity by pretending 

nothing had happened.

Now that you are familiar with this allegory, I will explore a working hypothesis 

about leadership vulnerability. I do this to make further sense of An Dung’s 

narrative and what it might reveal for this inquiry. 

The emperor, captured by his own narcissism and the dependency needs 

of his subjects, is compelled to prove his strength and resultant fitness 

to lead his kingdom. Maintaining this idealised leadership image, he splits 

off unconscious vulnerability, projecting it into his followers. He becomes 

vigilant and intent on weeding out any evidence of vulnerability from amongst 

those in his kingdom. The socially defensive manoeuvres of the followers 
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mean that they too repress their own vulnerability, pretending instead to 

be unaffected by the emperor’s nakedness. This behaviour protects them 

from imminent exposure, until a truth-teller offers an alternative perspective 

on reality. The crowd, spurred on by the boy’s courage, lifts the veil on the 

pretence. The emperor himself is now faced with an impossible choice. 

It seems he must come to terms with the fact that he is fully naked (and 

therefore following his own logic, unfit to lead), or continue his folly. Both 

choices reinforce the very thing the emperor was defending against to begin 

with – the reality and acceptance of his own vulnerability. 

In contrast to the aforementioned view, Brown’s (2012a) research work, 

focussing on experiences of vulnerability and shame, is dedicated to the 

cultural repositioning of vulnerability as a strength, rather than a liability. Her 

research findings, whist not specifically focussed on organisational dynamics, 

have relevance for this inquiry. She proposed that: 

The perception that vulnerability is weakness is the most widely accepted 

myth about vulnerability, and the most dangerous. When we spend our lives 

pushing away and protecting ourselves from feeling vulnerable or from being 

perceived as too emotional, we feel contempt when others are less capable 

or willing to mask feelings, suck it up and soldier on. Rather than respecting 

and appreciating the courage and daring behind vulnerability, we let our fear 

and discomfort become judgment and criticism. (Brown, 2012a, p. 33)

Her proposition is compelling, acting as a sober reminder of the socially 

defensive manoeuvres that compel organisational members to attribute 

judgement and criticism to those who show vulnerability. Brown (2012b) 

clearly articulates the connection between limiting paradigms and maintaining 

the illusion of invulnerable leadership. Much like the lessons communicated 

through the allegory of the emperor and his subjects, systemic collusion, 
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I propose, reinforces the relational status quo. An Dung’s reflections then, 

take on renewed significance when considered through the socioanalytic 

interpretation of “The emperor’s new clothes” concurrent with Brown’s 

(2012b) propositions. Returning to his words, “Confessing you don’t know. 

That you are not all powerful”, I sensed too in that moment, he was resigned 

to the futility this choice presented him and wished to take another course of 

action. He was alluding to the possibility that the current relational status quo 

should be disrupted. Further, he insinuated that it could be him, and not a naïve 

other, who would declare his own vulnerability. Aligned with Brown’s (2012b) 

thoughts, an act such as this, for An Dung, would take calculated courage, and I 

would add, self-compassion.

I have discussed at some length the complex interrelationship of authenticity, 

vulnerability and the double-bind, and have extended on this idea through the 

lens of gender. I do not wish to repeat myself here, except to propose that 

systemic organisational defences against vulnerability are equivalent to the 

allegorical messages in ‘The emperor’s new suit’. Excessive efforts to deny 

the inevitability of vulnerability for those who enact leadership, seem futile. 

The lived experience of my co-inquirers suggests that feeling vulnerable and 

being vulnerable, are natural consequences of both being in relationships 

and leading change. My analysis of the inquiry data leads me to propose that 

change in the intrapersonal and interpersonal domains of organisational 

experience is catalysed by a realistic assessment of one’s vulnerability 

and a welcome acceptance of the same. This acceptance starts with the 

role holder themselves and, I propose, dismantles the myth of superhuman 

heroic leadership and diminishes the grip of basic assumption dependency. 

In the organisational domain, our organisational development efforts could 

be best placed by embracing the emotional realities of vulnerability and 

compassionately accepting this experience as an inevitable consequence of 
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relational leadership, rather than defensively moving against or away from it. 

Positive steps organisations could take in this direction would involve: 

• The facilitation of leadership formation programs that normalise the felt 

experience of vulnerability as a primitive human response to perceived 

threat, instability or change. Supporting role holders with organisational 

authority to confront any potential fears of compassion (Gilbert et al., 

2011), and cultivate self-compassion and compassion for others, is 

the cornerstone of these activities. Neff (2003), a world leader on the 

cultivation of self-compassion, described three core components of mind, 

heart and behaviour that, when practiced simultaneously, facilitate self-

compassionate practice. Described as the three faces of self-compassion, 

these core elements are:  

1. Self-kindness, being gentle and understanding with ourselves   

   rather than harshly critical and judgemental.  

2. Recognition of our common humanity; feeling connected with   

   others in the experience of life, rather than feeling isolated   

   and alienated by our distress or suffering; and mindfulness.  

3. Holding our emotional experiences in balanced awareness, rather  

   than ignoring our pain, exaggerating it or becoming overly    

   attached to it.   

 

Neff (2003 p. 85) argued that self-compassion is a helpful antidote to the 

“negative consequences of self-judgment, isolation, and rumination”, 

and when practised, makes for a psychologically healthy person (Neff, 

Kirkpatrick & Rude, 2007).  
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• Actions that compassionately accommodate for the emotional 

containment needs of senior role holders through sanctioned peer 

coaching and specialist outsourced executive coaching programs. The 

value of organisational members meeting together with the intention of 

safely reflecting on the emotional labour of their leadership experience, 

coupled with their goals for organisational change, has been evidenced 

through this research inquiry. I will continue to describe these benefits 

in Part 2 of this discussion. Empirical studies (Zwart, Wubbels, Bergen, 

& Bolhuis, 2007; Parker, Hall, & Kram, 2008; Ely, Boyce, Nelson, Zaccaro, 

Hernez-Broome, & Whyman, 2010) also conclude that peer coaching and 

executive coaching underpinned by reflective practice, has proven benefits 

for both those involved and the organisations within which they work. 

These include promoting: self-observation and self-awareness, emotional 

maturity, professional efficacy, attitudinal changes, improved coping skills, 

and enhanced business outcomes. (I can also attest to these benefits 

through my substantive experience as a leadership development coach). 

The facilitation of emotionally containing reflective practice opportunities, 

I believe, has the potential to support leaders in exploring any feelings 

of inadequacy or self-judgement they may experience as an outcome of 

their vulnerability, develop a healthy relationship with themselves (self-

compassion), and others, and in doing so, reframe vulnerability from a 

liability to a strength.
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Part 2: Towards a new paradigm; 
exploring our vulnerability together

As each inquiry group member considered the Twelve Ways framework, 

vulnerability was the way of being consistently named as the most 

challenging to integrate intentionally into their leadership relationships. 

Our discussion suggested dissatisfaction with relational dynamics in 

organisational life that inculcate leadership invulnerability. Concerns 

about how one feels transgressing cultural expectations; experiencing 

judgement and criticism from colleagues; and the challenges associated with 

confronting one’s intellectual, emotional and physical limitations, were cited 

as impediments to embracing vulnerability and reconciling this as a marker of 

compassion and courage. 

The inquiry groups then, served as important gatherings for members to 

co-construct fresh insight about the lived experience of vulnerability and 

its implications for compassionate and courageous leadership. Of thematic 

significance were connections made between the courage and self-

compassion it takes to be vulnerable, when the organisational culture demands 

otherwise. As I reflected on the experience of facilitating the inquiry groups, 

including the relatedness between members, the contrapuntal nature of our 

discourse emerged as significant. It was as though we were on the precipice of 

testing out together what a new organisational paradigm felt like. Paradoxically, 

the very act of reflecting together on our shared challenges, required the 

demonstration of our own vulnerability. As I sought to make meaning of the 

inquiry group data, this counterpoint became more obvious to me. Examining 

the inquiry group data through the propositional lens of Horney (1945) and 

Wagner (n.d.), I also became alert to something else significant. What was 

shared between members and how we shared our experiences, symbolised a 
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dance of interpersonal and group dynamics echoing Horney’s (1945) relational 

styles of moving against, moving away and moving towards vulnerability, 

described previously. To illustrate the nature of these movements, I offer a 

select composite of quotes, akin to a word montage, taken from the three 

inquiry groups (Heron & Reason, 1997, 2006; Taylor & Hansen, 2005). 

 

Moving against vulnerability

Lindy: It was interesting that fear came up when we were talking about courage, yet this 

leader denied his fear in the interview. I thought how interesting. You can’t actually have 

courage without fear. So why are we denying fear? I’m thinking oh, is it OK for leaders to 

feel afraid ………. Ah probably not!

Myra: Oh well, I think its ok (maybe) for them to feel it, but it’s whether or not they share 

that feeling with others.

Joshua: I think the fear relates to an aspect of control. Because fear slash anxiety relates to 

that sense of being out of control and being expected to know. I think people expect you not 

to know. But it’s when that comes from a position of fear, as opposed to wisdom, then it’s 

not ok that you don’t know.

Myra: The hardest thing is negative capability. Leaning in, being comfortable with 

discomfort, and at times, deliberately being the instigator of it. I don’t think I would ever 

try to be the instigator of discomfort. So, if there’s conflict, I want to get people sitting 

down and mediate and try to fix it, rather than let people just live with that. You know, 

experience that emotion. The most difficult challenge is restfulness. Why do I find that 

hard? I do. I know that it’s not healthy. Because I am being the ‘doing’ person again. I am a 

martyr and being overly responsible. Sometimes it does affect the quality of my leadership. 

Because I probably have very high expectations of staff and this can sometimes temper my 
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compassion. So, you know, too high expectations of both myself and others can, (you know), 

maybe mean that I’m not as in tune with compassion as I should be.”

As the narrative above illustrates, movements against leadership vulnerability 

are characterised by these thinking, feeling and behavioural patterns; 

disassociation and denial of uncomfortable emotions such as fear or anxiety; 

dispelling these feelings by taking control through quick and decisive action; 

and busyness and martyrdom, as opposed to restfulness.

Leanne, a project manager for a traffic and transport authority, and An Dung’s 

narratives suggest a different pattern of response. Movements away from 

leadership vulnerability are expressed through protective behaviours; a focus 

on the self at the expense of others; indifference to our own and other’s 

suffering; and crafting an idealised image, resulting in emotional isolation and 

disconnection from others.

Moving away from vulnerability

Leanne: I don’t want customers or end-users to feel the pain of chaos.

An Dung: Unfortunately so many of us are conditioned to be indifferent. Indifferent to ourselves, 

indifferent to the suffering of others. And then the whole world is today is me, me, me. The more 

me, me, me, the more I’m indifferent to others. So, I’m not angry if I see some people hit some 

body. I’m not angry, it’s none of my business. So, that is the disease of indifference.

An Dung: Often idolisation or idealisation of leaders from others can perpetuate certain 

“politically acceptable” behaviours in us. It pressures us to hide our emotions and 

weaknesses and carry on a facade of “super heroes”. This can cause immense silent and 

ongoing suffering and loneliness.
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Notwithstanding these movements against and away from vulnerability, 

Joshua, An Dung, Leanne, and Gabrielle, a human resource and change 

leadership consultant, also reflected on steps they were taking to intentionally 

embrace their vulnerability and reframe it as a leadership strength. 

Moving towards vulnerability

Leanne: Letting myself feel what liberation from distress and suffering would be like for 

myself and others! This motivates me to take greater risks because I can feel, and sense, and 

see, the vision for the end game. What if we collectively got our heads around the leadership 

experience as being messy and tangled up? Vulnerability can be a learning experience. I want 

to experience and hear where others are at and seek the meaning from that.

Gabrielle: I have attunement, an acceptance of frailty. A recognition of frailty (mine and 

yours). It’s actually a respectful recognition of frailty. It’s about understanding who you are 

and this goes into the principles of self-awareness and self-reflection. But it’s the expression 

of vulnerability that is quite interesting. This takes me into the “being” side. Because that is 

where I make the connection. It’s about if I’m ok with who I am and I can accept this. Then I’m 

non-judgemental. I can express this to you. It’s a gift to you because I am exposing myself to 

you. And you will most likely reciprocate.

Joshua: The archetypal heroes journey (at least in modern retelling) focuses on the end of the 

story – success; whilst my interest is the moment of unknowing (and often pain), where real 

change has the best opportunity to occur.

An Dung: You are right about pains and failures in leadership. It’s important to help our team 

members to accept the whole person in their leaders (warts and all). I say “I am a worker with 

added responsibilities. That’s all - if you expected me to accept you as a whole person, and a 

whole package, then I hope you would accept me as such in return as your team leader”.
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These reflections indicate that movements towards vulnerability facilitate the 

demonstration of compassionate and courageous ways of thinking, feeling 

and behaving. Specifically, movements towards leadership vulnerability are 

characterised by: empathy; a willingness to learn; self-awareness; confidence; 

acceptance of shared fragility and humanity; a willingness not to know; and 

a capacity to stay with painful experience to grow and change. Co-inquirers’ 

reflections speak to the regenerative potential of embracing vulnerability as 

a leadership strength, releasing us from habitual responses embedded in the 

old paradigm of hero leadership discussed in Chapter 6. Taking steps towards 

embracing one’s vulnerability in role also provides an alternative to crafting an 

idealised persona, as explored in Chapter 7. 

As I was concluding the inquiry groups, my thoughts returned to Brown’s 

(2012a) concept of ordinary courage, discussed in Chapter 1. Brown (2012b) 

suggests the embodiment of ordinary courage means resisting the reflex 

away from one’s own (and another’s) feelings or experiences of vulnerability, 

and instead, mindfully and compassionately moving towards it. The Twelve 

Ways framework presented in Chapter 5 also suggests enactments of courage 

and compassion depend on having the capacity to intentionally attune one’s 

emotions and sit in the fire with others, without collapsing into fight or flight. 

These enactments rely on the willingness to move towards vulnerability. I 

had witnessed these enactments in the inquiry groups and felt encouraged. 

Spurred on by this experience, I was eager to explore how the RRG would 

respond to the inquiry group data. 
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RRG narrat ives

 I turn now to how the group dynamics paralleled the tentative moves 

towards vulnerability I experienced in the inquiry groups. This shift, I propose, 

supported the group in taking up their reflective task more effectively than 

they had previously. I present and discuss two interconnected streams of 

RRG dialogue in two parts: the notion of strategic vulnerability and the armour 

of invulnerability. I reflect on the dynamics of the group and weave my own 

intersubjective response and analysis throughout the discussion to deepen 

the inquiry. I conclude the chapter reflecting on the working hypothesis 

generated by the RRG and, in part three, examine how this hypothesis was 

substantiated through my role-taking as researcher. 

Part 1: Strategic expressions of vulnerability

In the fifth meeting of the RRG I introduced the small inquiry group data. Mike, 

Cameron, and Dr Glenn, were the only members present. I invited members 

to respond to a series of direct quotes made by inquiry group participants 

related to the theme of vulnerability, and its connection to enactments of 

compassionate and courageous leadership. The data was presented in a 

similar, although not identical, fashion to the word montages I presented 

I have discussed previously in Chapter 9 how, in the 

formative stages of the RRG, the socially defensive 

dynamics activated provided evidence of a parallel 

process of organisational life.
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earlier. Mike, Cameron and Dr Glenn empathised with the sentiments 

expressed in the inquiry groups. They reflected together about the nature 

of the vulnerability experienced in their roles, as well as the extent to which 

they were affected emotionally or psychologically. They grappled with “how 

much” vulnerability was culturally appropriate to share with their colleagues. 

Personal circumstances, which resulted in feelings or states of mind that 

made one susceptible to vulnerability (e. g. worry, preoccupation, lack of 

focus), were deemed reasonable to disclose in specific organisational circles. 

Examples cited by Cameron and Dr Glenn were: a family member’s serious 

illness, or a change in personal circumstances due to family disruption. 

Cameron and Dr Glenn agreed that the proviso given for this disclosure 

was the importance for them to name with their colleagues, why they may 

have been “off their game” momentarily that day. “Strategic vulnerability” 

was a term coined by Dr Glenn, as he mused about the inescapability of 

vulnerability in organisational life. In the group reflections that ensued, 

vulnerability in leadership became a risk to be managed, rather than a state 

one could avoid. This conversation suggested that the RRG members felt as 

if they must maintain emotional vigilance, continuously assessing how much 

vulnerability was maybe too much to show.

As I listened to the men’s reflections, it occurred to me that although 

disclosing personal circumstances (such as an illness in the family) was an 

expression of one’s potential vulnerability, the motivation expressed for 

naming this could also be self-protective. Self-disclosure can demonstrate 

one’s strength, rather than a comfort with one’s vulnerability. To explain, as 

I thought about the term strategic vulnerability, I was reminded of a familiar 

self-protective pattern of my own. I sometimes enact an automated defence 

mechanism that, on many occasions, sees me denying my felt sense of 

vulnerability. I do this by taking refuge in a felt sense of my own strength. This 

sense of strength manifests by me naming my own weakness (vulnerability), 
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first. I do this before anyone else does and before, I hope, anyone even has 

a chance to sense or see it. The act of me naming my vulnerability first is 

crucial because it adds nuance to the psychological trick I play with myself 

(and with others). If I name my weakness first, I trick myself into believing that 

I cannot be harmed by others (if they see or sense my vulnerability), because 

I am fully aware of what it is (or so I tell myself). Any harm others might inflict 

on me because they spot a chink in my armour, is diminished. When I catch 

myself now beginning to believe the best defence is a good offence, an 

emotional red flag is raised for me. I have come to understand this is a signal 

that I am moving against or away from my felt sense of vulnerability. I am 

learning to pause and examine my anxiety. In doing so, I make a choice to 

move towards my vulnerability, first to feel it and then to understand what it 

might be revealing in me or in the situation at hand. 

As our reflections progressed, I wondered aloud if expressions of vulnerability 

might also have benefits for the individual role holder and their leadership 

relationships. And if so, how? My wondering was met with a protracted silence. 

In this silence, I imagined that Mike, Cameron and Dr Glenn, may not have 

considered there might be any benefits. As I stayed with this possibility, I 

felt instantaneously sad. Eventually Cameron, in a hushed tone, said that 

disclosures of vulnerability offered him an “opportunity for connection at a 

human level with others.” As he spoke, I noticed how tentative his voice was. 

I also had a distinct sense that whilst sincere, this admission was challenging 

for him to voice. An excerpt from my process notes taken post this meeting, 

contrasts my own response to that of the Cameron’s. 



  T
h

e
 U

n
d

e
fe

n
d

e
d

 H
e

art    36
3

Process notes
June 2015

As I asked this question to the RRG an embodied sense of my own need 

for connection with others became present. Like the answer was so obvious. 

For Cameron and the others however, it wasn’t the case. After the silence, 

the answer came, “the opportunity to make a human connection”. If I were 

to answer my own question then and now, I would have given a similar 

response to Cameron’s. What has given me pause for reflection however, is 

not what was said, but the dynamics between us in those moments. The 

question. The silence. Followed instantaneously by my perception that this 

need for “the other” was difficult for Cameron to voice. 

As I consider the benefits of being met by another in my vulnerability, to 

make a human connection, my needs, by contrast, come tumbling quickly 

out of my mouth. I can give voice to a long list of benefits. For example, 

acknowledging my vulnerability would be useful for me because of the 

opportunity to be seen by another and accepted for who I am. Disclosure 

would be useful because it would be truthful for me in that moment. It 

would be useful for me because I would want someone else to know I was 

hurting. It would be useful for me because it met my needs. It would be 

useful for me because it would give me comfort. 
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As I reflected on my process notes after I had written them, it became 

obvious to me that my need for meaningful and compassionate relational 

contact with others at work is a primary motivator. Sharing my needs and 

feelings with others provides emotional containment and lessens my anxiety. 

Having the courage to be vulnerable with others, I assume, deepens the 

quality of relationship between us. My responses recorded in the process 

notes above, illuminate some interesting differences in how I, as a middle-

aged woman, and Dr Glenn and Cameron, as middle-aged men, perceive the 

expression of emotion in the workplace and further, what we might expect 

relationally at work. 

As this research inquiry progressed, I came to a greater appreciation of how 

the dynamics of gender enacted in the RRG were reminiscent of the gender 

dynamics experienced between men and women in the workplace. I suggest 

that my personal comfort with disclosure of an emotional nature at work, 

may be higher than that felt by the men in the RRG. One explanation for this 

is that my substantive role as a facilitator and coach supports organisational 

members to take the risks necessary to thoughtfully speak their truth and 

share their experiences. I am therefore familiar with this territory. In more 

recent years I have also consciously embraced my vulnerability in role and I 

continue to experiment with authentic ways to integrate this into my leadership 

relationships. 

Exploring these dynamics through a gender lens reveals other perspectives. 

As I take up my research role, and as the men in the RRG take up their co-

inquirer roles, we are potentially equally constrained by prescriptive beliefs 

about masculinity, femininity and leadership, which articulate ideally, how we as 

men and women should behave (Vinkenburg, van Engen, Eagly, & Johannesen-

Schmidt, 2011). These constraints, both those we are conscious of, and 
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those that sit outside our awareness, impact us. They affect what we view 

as permissible to expect and express in our role-taking. As a woman, I have 

been socialised to talk freely about my feelings throughout my life. My gender 

makes it permissible to demonstrate a level of vulnerability in the workplace, 

to seek support for myself socially in times of need, and further, expect that 

these needs are likely to be met in relationships with others (Cavallo & Brienza, 

2006; Vinkenburg et al., 2011; Dalla-Camina & McQuaid, 2014). 

Men in the RRG, I propose, may have a different experience. It is possible, they, 

like many men I encounter personally and professionally, are more likely to 

be socialised to disconnect from their emotions and handle their problems 

in isolation (Addis & Mahalik, 2003; Robinson & Hockey, 2011). Hence their 

hesitancy in claiming personal vulnerability, in voicing their need for others, 

and in anticipating any comfort that may come from being emotionally 

contained in the here and now. I concur with Jansz (2000), whose work on 

masculinity and identity explores the way men cope with and express their 

feelings. Describing phenomena known as restrictive emotionality, he names 

four behavioural attributes that influence the emotional coping styles of men: 

1. Autonomy: A man stands alone, bears the tribulations of life with a stiff   

 upper lip, and does not admit his dependencies on others. 

2. Achievement: A man is achieving in work and in play, to provide bread   

 for his loved one and family. 

3. Aggression: A man is tough, and acts aggressively, if the circumstances  

 require so. 
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4. Stoicism: A man does not share his pain, does not grieve openly, and   

 avoids strong, dependent and warm feelings. (Jansz, 2000, p. 168)

Jansz (2000) acknowledged that his arguments for restricted emotionality 

were limited in scope. His hypotheses were based on cultural models of 

masculinity drawn from experiences of western, white and middle-class 

men. Representation of men from ethnically diverse backgrounds, and gay 

men are modest. The research data presented in Chapter 8 proposes that 

women are familiar with and enact the coping styles Jansz attributes to men 

as they take up their leadership roles. Notwithstanding these limitations, the 

theory of restrictive emotionality, I believe, has merit. It provides a useful 

cultural lens through which to contrast the gendered expectations men and 

women hold as we consider how, and if, interpersonal relationships at work 

will or should provide sufficient emotional containment for us. I posit that the 

guarded emotional tone of the conversation in the RRG provided evidence 

of restrictive emotionality. The revelation of vulnerabilities (even those that 

are seemingly innocuous), held perceived risks for the men in the group. “Too 

much” vulnerability disclosed, and the leader risks his reputation. Rather than 

restrictive emotionality being attributed solely to men, the RRG narrative 

reinforces an earlier hypothesis, explored in Book 2, that the pervasive 

systemic drive for superhuman, invulnerable leaders creates pressure to craft 

and act from idealised leadership personas. 

Part 2: Working hypothesis - 
The armour of invulnerability

In the final RRG meetings, I was interested in continuing to explore if any 

distress borne as part-and-parcel of the activity of leadership, activated a felt 
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sense of vulnerability for RRG members. I wondered too if their organisations 

provided sanctioned opportunities for emotional containment and support as 

an expression of compassion for them. My questions were the catalyst for a 

collectively generated hypothesis. Group members thought together about 

why expressions of vulnerability by leaders are, in their experience, managed 

carefully and strategically. The following were offered as hypotheses:

• Maintaining and inspiring organisational loyalty. The profile that 

leaders have, cause many employees to look to them as role models 

and take their organisational behavioural cues from them. Mike and Dr 

Glenn proposed that instilling loyalty in organisational members was 

understood to be an important function of those in leadership roles. 

Loyalty to the organisation is critical to sustain employee engagement 

and productivity, as well as a sense of safety and security. Maintenance of 

loyalty becomes synonymous with keeping any doubts or insecurities felt 

about the organisation private. Perceptions of disloyalty signal a leader’s 

vulnerability, so “keeping a lid on” how one truly feels, requires vigilance 

and preserves one’s sense of security.  

• Protecting one’s reputation in the face of adversity. The pressure exerted 

for leaders to act fearlessly when faced with uncertainty is felt and 

internalised. Paradoxically, internalising the expectation of invulnerability 

results in overconfidence, or alternatively, inflated feelings of vulnerability. 

Both are considered risky and undesirable. To minimise this risk, Dr Glenn 

and Cameron reported using emotional boundary setting, through self-

monitoring and self-management, as a strategy to withhold feelings 

of doubt, disappointment, concern or anxiety. These feelings can be 

disclosed sparingly (and strategically) without unduly causing damage to 

one’s reputation. However, disclosure should occur preferably after these 
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feelings have passed and be coupled with an emphasis on taking positive 

action. This results in processing potentially distressing or disturbing 

organisational material alone.  

• Shielding organisational members from exacerbated feelings of 

vulnerability. This logic is underpinned by a genuine concern that RRG 

members did not wish to “pass on” their vulnerability to organisational 

members. Cameron suggested that the leader must “enrich another’s 

thoughts” and guard against what he named as the “corruption of another’s 

thoughts”, through sharing what he perceives to be his own confusion or 

uncertainty. Examining one’s intention thoughtfully then becomes critical to 

maintaining a felt sense of relational and organisational stability.  

• The unconscious maintenance of the cultural status quo. Mike proposed 

that one of the main reasons why the strategic expression of vulnerability 

seems so necessary, is that we have no expectation or hope that our 

organisational relationships could be any different. Leaders do not expect 

emotional containment from their organisations and have therefore 

become accustomed to self-protective strategies, disassociating from 

feelings of vulnerability and promoting a persona of confidence. This 

dynamic fortifies the status quo. Building on Mike’s hypothesis, I proposed 

that at a systemic level, we don’t challenge our own assumptions about 

the consequences of enactments of invulnerability for our organisational 

cultures. We wear our invulnerability armour with no expectation that we 

could or should take it off, however ineffective it is in protecting us (Brown, 

2016). RRG members agreed that to bring about changes to these dynamics 

at an organisational level requires courageous commitment and persistent 

investment over time. 
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These hypotheses are reminiscent of those explored in Chapter 9 relating to 

the dynamics of dependency and disappointment. Linking these hypotheses, 

it seems that strategic vulnerability may be an unconscious strategy 

employed by organisational members to maintain the fantasy that leadership 

never disappoints. Continued use of this strategy allows the role to remain 

idealised (Clancy et al., 2012). 

Data generated through this inquiry suggested that unconscious 

organisational dynamics keep the effects of emotional labour undertaken 

by senior role holders outside the circle of organisational concern. The 

corollary of this is that they are robbed of the opportunity to be met by 

others compassionately in their times of need. This has been hypothesised 

previously in Chapter 9, through exploration of the fears of compassion 

(Gilbert et al., 2011). The effects of unconsciously putting on invulnerability 

armour (Brown, 2016) and never taking it off, are evocative of those 

associated with donning the professional cloak as described in Chapter 7. 

Exercising strategic vulnerability, I propose, has multiple cumulative effects 

at the intrapersonal, interpersonal and organisational levels that act as 

barriers to the embodiment of compassionate and courageous leadership. 

Part 3: Taking up my research role – 
A case in point

I began writing this chapter with some trepidation. I have been aware for a 

good portion of my professional life that the denial of my own vulnerability 

has been my ‘Achilles’ heel’. My personal and professional work with the 

Enneagram has supported me in uncovering how my personality and many 

of my interactions with others have been shaped by an unconscious drive to 
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present myself as strong and capable. This of course is not the full picture 

of who I am, or in fact who I desire to be. Socioanalytic studies over the past 

decade have also equipped me with a complementary skill set, including: 

an understanding of how group dynamics are co-created; how roles are 

taken and assigned unconsciously; and how this can result in an individual 

professing one thing and then when in contact with the group, doing another. 

Throughout this inquiry, an evaluation of my own role-taking has always 

facilitated fresh insight. The following journal entry provides evidence of 

counter-transferential feelings stimulated by the inquiry. It describes my 

enactment of strategic vulnerability and the consequences for my role-taking 

in wearing the armour of invulnerability. 

Journal Entry 
July 2016

As I begin to draft Chapter 10, I am disturbed by the notion of the 

“strategic expression of vulnerability”. Twelve months on from the final 

meeting of the RRG I am filled up again with a sense of frustration. 

What am I really frustrated about, I ask myself? I wait and listen. I feel 

a familiar impatience which I inevitably direct towards the group. With 

some distance, I now suspect my frustrations could be evidence of a 

projective process. I consciously attempt to re-own this frustration. This 

is very difficult to hold onto. And then literally, it dawns on me. I realise 

that I am caught in the nexus of a living contradiction. In re-owning my 

projection, the source is now clear. Just as the RRG members hypothesised, 

my strategic expression of vulnerability has allowed me to cling to a fantasy 

of my invulnerability in my research role. 

I realise now I had convinced myself that I should not and therefore would 
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not, let the practical challenges associated with facilitating the RRG affect 

me. (I was fighting a losing battle). There were continual interruptions 

at the boundaries of the RRG which influenced the functioning of the 

group and how I took up my role. These experiences have left me carrying 

frustration and disappointment. Over the 18-month period of the group’s 

existence there was not one meeting where all group members were present, 

meaning I felt as if we were always playing catch up and our progress 

was stilted. There were two member resignations within the first four 

months and one group member whom we were always expecting, but was a 

consistent no show. Every meeting at least one of the members apologised 

at the last minute. Members consistently arrived late or left early. It 

became common practice for late-comers to be locked out of the facility 

resulting in them calling me on my mobile phone mid meeting to arrange 

to have them let in. This always seemed to interrupt the group when we 

were on the verge of something significant. Finding suitable parking was an 

ongoing battle, meaning members had to leave mid-meetings to move their 

cars. Every RRG meeting was impacted by several of these inconveniences. I 

felt as though I was left to manage and accommodate for all these needs, 

doing the best I could with what occurred. And to some extent I believed I 

did, however these issues wore me down.

At no stage, did I seriously question if I should bring my building 

disappointment and frustration related to these inconveniences to the 

group for resolution. I did not expect I would be met with compassion, 

after all, this is the price I felt I had to pay for convening this research 

activity. One’s capacity to bear and tolerate frustration is evidence of 

one’s resilience and competency. I did speak selectively with my supervisor 

about these frustrations. However, being more honest with myself now, I 

can understand how I most likely, unconsciously, strategically managed my 

vulnerability around these encounters as well. 
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Clinging to the fantasy of invulnerability (at least outwardly), did nothing to 

protect me from suffering; in fact, it had the opposite effect. Behavioural 

incongruence has always intensified my inner conflict. As I conclude writing 

this chapter and with the benefit of hindsight, I can now recognise my 

enactment of invulnerability as evidence of a parallel process. My ‘Achilles’ 

heel’ has been well and truly exposed. I am not an observer in the dynamics 

I have described in this thesis, I am a participant. The deeply held cultural 

assumptions that give rise to the strategic expression of vulnerability, 

were taken up by me unconsciously in my research role. An analysis of my 

enactment afresh through the lens of the hypotheses proposed by the RRG, 

reveals the following. 

The relationship between LV and this research project felt tenuous at times 

and thus, I was worried about the longevity and ongoing viability of the 

research project. I was concerned about remaining loyal to the sponsoring 

organisation. I did not want my complaints misinterpreted as disloyalty, nor 

did I want to appear ungrateful for the opportunity they had given me. The 

risk that my exacerbated vulnerability might take us off-course with the little 

precious time we had, was too great in my assessment. I was projecting 

invulnerability to promote a persona of resilience, taking persistent 

interruptions in my stride. I wanted to secure the longevity of the research 

project and guard against any impact on the functioning of the RRG.

Reflection on my enactment has meant a confrontation with the 

uncomfortable realisation that I am a living contradiction. McNiff and 

Whitehead’s (2002, p. 35) words ring true for me in this instance, “We might 

believe we are working in an effective and morally committed manner and 

then find from our own self-evaluation that we are denying much of what 

we believe in”. This becomes the seat of my learning; the denial of my own 
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vulnerability to the RRG became a barrier to my aspirations for enacting 

compassionate and courageous leadership in the group. 

Journal Entry 
Postscript, July 2017: Becoming compassionate 
and courageous (vulnerability as the linchpin)

In the process of reviewing a final draft of my writing with supervisors 

Joy and Jan, our reflections returned to the Twelve Ways framework. As 

discussed through this thesis, the framework implies that the integration 

of the twelve ways of knowing, being and doing in some form, facilitate 

a leader becoming compassionate and courageous. Desiring pragmatic 

application, Joy and Jan were keen for me to utilise the Twelve Ways 

framework as a reflective practice tool in service of exploring and sharing 

my process of ‘becoming’ as I concluded this inquiry. Jan encouraged me 

to deconstruct the framework and map it out in new ways. Working with 

the words and phrases emergently, we agreed my focus would be to reflect 

more explicitly on how reframing vulnerability as a leadership strength 

might catalyse ‘becoming’. 

As a focal point for this exploration, and to provide some context, I chose 

to reflect afresh on my enactments of strategic vulnerability, in the 

RRG. In doing so, I propose a developmental pathway for myself towards 

becoming compassionate and courageous. The process I undertook, as well 

as the outcome of my work in reimagining is presented below.

I decided to present my commentary provided earlier, which describes 

my enactment of strategic vulnerability. I then reviewed the words and 
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phrases (the content), across the Twelve Ways framework and intuitively 

highlighted those which depicted a combination of ways of knowing, being 

and doing which, if enacted, would indicate me reframing vulnerability 

from a weakness to a strength. I have ‘bookended’ my reconfigured 

commentary with the words ‘Beginning’ and ‘Becoming’ to suggest a 

developmental trajectory.

BEGINNING

The relationship between LV and this research project felt tenuous at 

times and thus, I was worried about the longevity and ongoing viability of 

the research project. 

Balance self-belief with humility. Experience and contain my emotions 

without denial or repression. Ground myself. Be present and aware to realities 

(what is, rather than what you wish it to be). Weigh risks and assess 

benefits. Read the political currents and consider wise and timely action.

I was concerned about remaining loyal to the sponsoring organisation. I 

did not want my complaints misinterpreted as disloyalty to LV, nor did I 

want to appear ungrateful for the opportunity they had given me. 

Normalise setbacks. Gracefully and honestly name difficulties, inefficiencies 

and wrong doing. Act as an agent of change, in spite of perceived or real 

risk to myself. Lean into uncertainty. Be comfortable with discomfort and 

at times, deliberately be the instigator of it. Model a stomach for loss 

and the ability to remain steadfast.

The risk that my exacerbated vulnerability might take us off-course with 

the little precious time we had, was too great in my assessment.  
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I was projecting invulnerability to promote a persona of resilience, taking 

persistent interruptions in my stride. I wanted to secure the longevity of 

the research project and guard against any impact on the functioning of 

the RRG.

Become a vulnerable observer. Be with my own anxiety and fear. Sit in 

and with, emotional tension without collapsing into fight or flight. Allow 

time to cultivate rest and regenerate myself. Facilitate ways through. 

Be forgiving towards myself. Work towards reparation. Accept and take 

responsibility for risk. Be bold: Tackle challenges with passion and 

confidence.

BECOMING

As I review the work completed it becomes clear that the developmental 

trajectory to becoming compassionate and courageous commences, for me, 

with ways of being: 

Balance self-belief with humility.

Experience and contain my emotions without denial or repression

For others, however their beginning to becoming, so to speak, might start 

with ways of doing or ways of knowing. It also becomes apparent that the 

process of ‘becoming’ dynamically unfolds in each present moment (Phillips, 

2014), is related to the task at hand or challenge one is confirmed with, 

and as such, is transient in nature. Resonating too, as I reflect on the 

process used to deconstruct and reconfigure the phrases in the framework, 

and the resulting outcome of the same, was the understanding that one’s 

beginning is one’s becoming. As soon as one begins to enact compassion 

and courage, one becomes compassionate and courageous. 
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By reconfiguring the sentiments expressed through the Twelve Ways 

framework in this way, I confirm my earlier suggestion that becoming a 

compassionate and courageous leader is likened to a gestalt phenomenon. 

Contextually influenced, each enactment of compassion and courage is 

expressed uniquely through various configurations of knowing, being and 

doing. Enactments of compassion and courage are bound simultaneously 

through enactments of vulnerability. Vulnerability is both a precursor and 

enabler of compassionate and courageous leadership.
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My intention through this chapter was to extend the 

inquiry themes presented in Book 2 by taking a deep 

dive into the somewhat murky waters of invulnerability, 

as related to enactments of leadership. Through a brief 

introduction of Horney (1945) and Wagner’s (n.d.) social 

styles, moving against, moving away and moving towards, 

I have explored my own emotional, psychological and 

behavioural patterns and relationship with vulnerability as 

contextual framing. 

I have also presented inquiry narratives from the small 

groups to extrapolate nuanced and connected perspectives 

on experience. An Dung’s admission that at times he felt 

like an emperor with no clothes, facilitated a socioanalytic 

hypothesis suggesting the futility of denying one’s 

vulnerability. Hope was mobilised through the exploration 

of small group inquiry data, which involved co-inquirers 

Summary and Segue
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reflecting together on shared experiences as a catalyst 

for learning and cultural change. I have made preliminary 

proposals for how organisations can support leaders to 

embrace their vulnerability more compassionately, and 

in doing so, reframe this experience from a liability to a 

strength they can leverage in service of their role. 

RRG members co-created a working hypothesis to 

exemplify the organisation dynamics that support 

enactments of strategic vulnerability. I applied this 

hypothesis to my role-taking in the RRG to examine 

how wearing one’s invulnerability armour functions to 

unconsciously generate suffering, and acts as a barrier 

to the expression of compassionate and courageous 

leadership. I have also proposed through a concluding 

journal entry, that reframing vulnerability from a 

leadership liability to a leadership strength supports one to 

become a compassionate and courageous leader. 
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Gilbert (2015) suggested that the courage to be 

compassionate lies firstly in our willingness to 

examine the nature and causes of our suffering, and 

then to courageously acquire the knowledge we need 

to act to alleviate this suffering. The inquiry data 

presented in Books 2 and 3 to this point, partially 

fulfils Gilbert’s proposition. The next and final chapter, 

presenting my concluding remarks, proposes further 

action towards this aim. Drawing together insights 

generated throughout this inquiry, I propose ways that 

organisations can build systemic capability, to cultivate 

compassionate and courageous leadership relationships.
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Concluding remarks
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This research has inquired into the lived 

experience of leading with compassion and 

courage in organisations today.

Utilising collaborative inquiry, I sought to uncover how my co-inquirers 

understood, encountered and expressed compassion and courage through 

their leadership roles. The intersubjective nature of compassionate and 

courageous leadership has been emphasised, coupled with my own accounts 

as the researcher. An exploration of the impact of these experiences in the 

intrapersonal, interpersonal and organisational realms was undertaken. I also 

sought to understand if compassionate and courageous ways of leading could 

be cultivated, and if so, identify the developmental pathways individuals and 

organisations should take to do so. 

What I discovered through this inquiry will potentially be of benefit to 

readers from various interest groups: leaders seeking to improve their 

practice; socioanalytic consultants and researchers, and those interested in 

leadership development and organisational transformation. I have structured 

my concluding remarks with these audiences in mind. This final chapter 

summarises my key learnings and suggests potential courses of action, 

based on consideration of inquiry findings. I conclude by reflecting on the 

implications this research has for my substantive practice.
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Integrating compassion and 
courage through enactments 
of leadership 

This inquiry reinforced the view that courage is a widely acceptable, desirable 

leadership trait (Cynthia & Lopez, 2010; Murray, 2010; Zimbardo, 2013). 

Conversely, the integration of compassionate courage or courageous 

compassion, to conflate the two, as valued competencies for effective 

leadership, was difficult to accept. A simple, yet vital starting point to address 

this finding would be to reappraise our understanding of what compassion is, 

and the benefits compassion brings to our organisational lives. 

The Twelve Ways framework connects us to compassionate ways of 

thinking, feeling and behaving that, I argue, are restorative for organisational 

relationships. For example, intentionally attuning one’s mind to where suffering, 

injustice or distress may reside for oneself or another, is an act of compassion 

underpinned by courage. Intentional attunement mobilises affiliative emotions 

such as contentment, safeness and feeling connected, which deepens the 

quality of organisational relationships (Gilbert & Choden, 2013). Mindfully 

meeting whatever arises and accepting the presence of our shared frailty 

and shared possibility, speaks to the value of working compassionately 

together to achieve organisational outcomes (Gilbert, 2009; Kabat-Zinn, 2011; 

McDonagh, 2010b). Compassionate relationships support people to feel cared 

for and emotionally contained at work. When people feel connected, they feel 
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contained. When they feel emotionally contained they are more likely to be 

courageous and face situations that cause them anxiety with greater calmness 

and confidence, thus contributing to a range of beneficial organisational 

outcomes (Gilbert & Choden, 2013; Worline & Dutton, 2017). 

Worline & Dutton (2017) build a case for the awakening compassion 

competence in the organisational domain. Their research proposes that 

compassionate courage fuels a culture of organisational innovation, nurturing 

psychological safety, which makes the acceptance of risks associated with 

change and learning easier to tolerate. They state: “Compassion helps people 

to greet errors and failures with open-mindedness and open-heartedness 

that fosters learning” (Worline & Dutton, 2017, Chapter 2, Section 6, para. 

3). Compassionate relationships foster organisational collaboration, 

strengthening trust and respect “which increase people’s willingness and 

ability to work together for mutual benefit” (Worline & Dutton, 2017, Chapter 

2, Section 8, para.1). Research also suggests that compassion positively 

influences attitudinal and relational perceptions of organisational life, resulting 

in increased levels of job satisfaction and employee engagement (Lilius et al., 

2008; Worline & Dutton, 2017). Compassion, therefore, deserves a reappraisal. 

I propose that enactments of courageous compassion and compassionate 

courage diminishes organisational angst and suffering by rehumanising our 

organisations and connecting us as people at work (Lilius et al., 2008; Worline 

& Dutton, 2017). 
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The value of a socioanalytic 
paradigm: Debunking the myth 
of the superhuman leader 

I discovered that unconscious dependency needs and primitive fantasies 

continue to evoke the desire for superhuman leaders in organisations 

today. The need for superhuman leadership is sustained in part, I suggest, 

through a lack of understanding about primitive unconscious dynamics, and 

how these dynamics shape relationships. Further, I offered a hypothesis 

that it is the promulgation of this myth that works against the reappraisal 

of compassion as a valued leadership and organisational competency, and 

inhibits compassionate ways of relating to each other in organisations. I also 

asked you, the reader, to consider how the culturally ascribed association 

between heroic masculinity and leadership have undesirable consequences 

for women at work, making them likely recipients of unconscious projections 

of vulnerability which impact perceptions of their behaviour and success in 

role (Kram & McCollum Hampton, 1998; Nixon & Sinclair, 2017; Sinclair, 2005). 

This thesis included an examination of what helps and 

hinders the expression of compassionate and courageous 

leadership. Unconscious dynamics associated with 

intrapsychic, relational and organisational experience 

were studied. This thesis discussed the cultural 

captivation with the hero-leadership narrative and its 

consequences through the lens of socioanalytic theory. 
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This inquiry has explored the complex interrelationships between the 

dynamics of dependency, idealisation, repression and denial. I have also 

elucidated the ramifications of these dynamics on the psychological and 

emotional health of those occupying leadership roles. Fear of compassion, 

compartmentalisation of emotional experience, denial of vulnerability, 

withholding disturbing emotions, self-judgement and self-criticism (when 

they fail to maintain an idealised persona), have been examined, as well as 

their detrimental effects. Paradoxically, these socially defensive manoeuvres 

prolong discomfort and perpetuate the suffering they were originally 

designed to avoid. 

Understanding of the psychodynamics of leadership is not an easy task, not 

just because it is intellectually challenging but, more importantly, because 

it threatens to disturb the peace. A socioanalytic paradigm requires 

us to think about the systemic unconscious elements characteristic in 

organisational life and the role we each take in maintaining the status 

quo (De Jager, Cilliers, & Veldsman, 2003). This inquiry has identified and 

explicated the unhealthy dependency dynamics promoted by role holders 

and upheld through organisational cultural norms. It urges leaders to have 

compassion for themselves in relation to the dilemma in which they have 

unconsciously colluded. 

Leadership development consultancy companies play a significant role 

in supporting the formation and professional development of leaders. 

Considering this research inquiry, leadership development practitioners 

would be well placed to examine their leadership development methods 

with fresh eyes. Supporting learners to discover how they are impacted by 

unconscious dynamics of dependency and idealisation as they step into 

leadership roles is recommended. Supporting this aim, the widespread 
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application and inclusion of experiential learning, grounded in socioanalytic 

ways of working, would represent a significant and valuable contribution 

to contemporary leadership formation programs. An example of this would 

be case-in-point learning methods, which are primarily experiential in their 

orientation (Daloz Parks, 2005; Wildermuth, Smith-Bright, Noll-Wilson, & 

Fink, 2015). Case-in-point draws on facilitation and consultancy skills to 

guide groups of learners to work with real time dynamics, with the aim of 

uncovering unexamined assumptions concerning leadership and authority. 

Group members are supported to discover what it is about particular 

leadership activities that stimulate fear and uncertainty, moving them to see, 

understand and take new action in light of this learning. Taking the lead from 

this inquiry, leadership development practitioners and coaches could seek to 

unpack the dynamics of healthy interdependency in organisational settings 

and compassionately support role holders to face their fears. A new narrative 

of compassionate and courageous leadership that legitimises non-traditional 

ways of leading could then be explored. 
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Compassionate and courageous 
responses to the emotional 
labour of leadership

I am convinced that leadership role holders should not be left alone to reframe 

the experience of vulnerability that emerges because of their role-taking. 

For organisation dynamics to shift, the whole system must take seriously its 

responsibility to play a part in influencing change. 

I have proposed that the cultivation of compassion and courage in leadership 

is presupposed by a willingness to inquire into the shadow sides of collective 

organisational experience. I discovered again the transformational power 

of having one’s vulnerability met with compassion by others who know 

something of what it is like to walk in our shoes. As this inquiry attests, the 

leadership peer group remains an important vehicle for self-discovery, as 

well as professional support. However, predictable and secure opportunities 

for emotional containment for senior role holders in their organisations are 

rare. Organisations interested in the wellbeing of their employees could pay 

attention to this research by recognising the importance of, and investing 

Deeply attending to, and constructively processing, the emotional 

realities of leadership requires a willingness to shed our 

invulnerability armour. The cultivation of these capacities requires 

the courage to confront our own feelings of inadequacy and anxiety, 

in the face of the unknown.
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significantly in, emotional containment strategies for those in leadership 

roles. For example, organisations could exercise courage by fostering 

compassionate and containing environments where the inevitable vulnerability 

that enactments of leadership evoke, could be safely explored. This could be 

achieved through well facilitated reflective practice peer groups and group 

coaching. Regular and close contact with a supportive peer group supports 

the development of high quality relationships and fosters psychologically and 

emotionally healthy workplaces (Lilius et al., 2011; Zwart et al., 2007; Parker et 

al., 2008; Ely et al., 2010). 

One of my aims was to discover how socioanalytic and artful ways of knowing 

might add value to understanding the barriers, enablers and benefits of 

compassionate and courageous leadership. To fulfil this objective, the 

research design employed a range of arts-based modalities, including: 

• Using Open Mind Open Heart cards (McDonagh, 2010b) at the 

commencement of individual interviews to encourage mindful intention; 

and inviting co-inquirers to present their own art works (music, poetry, 

photography, images, sculpture, objects of personal significance) to 

symbolise compassionate and courageous leadership, providing rapid 

access to their tactic inner world (Stein, 2003; Liamputtong & Rumbold, 

2008). 

Blending artful ways of 
knowing with a socioanalytic 
interpretation of experience 
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• Working with participant narratives through the construction of ‘I poems’ 

(Gilligan, 1993; Gilligan et al., 2003), to uncover intrapsychic experience by 

tracking the unconscious associative logic that runs under spoken words. 

• Creating my own art works through free association and including 

researcher journaling, which supported me to attend to seemingly disparate 

feelings, images and impressions to find connections between them. 

• Using improvisational actors to explore Twelve Ways data and witnessing, 

through their performance, new possibilities for inquiry (Pruetipibultham & 

Mclean, 2010). 

• Participating in intersubjective dialogue (Rumbold et al., 2008), with my 

secondary supervisor, Dr Jan Allen, to communicate impressions and 

resonance with the inquiry material. This process activated my creativity 

and facilitated insight about the direction I should take the inquiry.

Multimodal inquiry methods, such as those described, call forth a creative 

and intuitive sense of lived experience and promote the value of expressing 

and communicating knowledge in different forms (Eisner, 2002; Casey, 2009). 

Arts-based modalities privilege the value of knowing that arises in the present 

moment, as the creator makes the art and as the audience views and interacts 

with the art itself (Gadamer, 1989; McNiff, 1998; Cole & Knowles, 2008; Casey, 

2009). Gadamer (1989) suggested that interaction with art illuminates what is 

held in the unconscious mind. Art makes the unconscious, conscious, in that, 

through our intersubjective experience with art, we recognise things we did not 

realise we already knew (Casey, 2009). 

Artful ways of knowing became critical in supporting me to make connections 

between a myriad of thoughts and feelings at key stages of my candidature. 
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This was evident particularly as I created the head, heart and hands drawing, 

presented in Chapter 5, which supported the conceptualisation of the 

Twelve Ways. As the creator of these works, my intuitive resonance with 

the significance of the interconnectedness of the head, heart and gut 

intelligences emerged for me, only as I was drawing. As described in Chapter 

5, experiencing the improvisational actors as they performed their artistic 

interpretations of the Twelve Ways framework, reinforced the significance of 

compassionate and courageous leadership as embodied enactments of ways 

of knowing, being and doing. 

To progress from artful knowing to propositional and then to practical 

knowing (Heron and Reason, 1997; Horsford, et al., 2014), the data generated 

through the arts-based modalities described earlier and my intersubjective 

responses to the same, were at times analysed and understood through 

a socioanalytic lens. Blending artful ways of knowing with a socioanalytic 

interpretation of experience, I propose, amplified the complexities inherent in 

the intrapsychic and intersubjective experience of leading with, and without, 

compassion and courage. This thesis illustrates that a blended approach to 

inquiry offered a distinct means to surface sensitive emotional material, as 

well as unconscious collective organisational experience and bring it to life in 

an evocative way.

As a researcher offering socioanalytic interpretations of organisation 

phenomena, I was faced with the risk that my direct interpretations of 

unconscious dynamics relating to inquiry data might be rejected by 

co-inquirers. Arts-based modalities offered me a subtler medium to 

intersubjectively explore unconscious barriers and enablers to compassion 

and courage with co-inquirers and, therefore, for the most part, minimised 

defensive responses (Harding & Nossal, 2008; Sievers & Beumer, 2006). 
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This may be because using artistic mediums to hypothesise about symbolic 

meaning is mainstream and culturally tolerable. 

From a socioanalytic orientation, arts-based modalities were used as 

associative tools that helped me gain access to and work through the 

ramifications of unconscious organisational dynamics with co-inquirers. For an 

audience not familiar with a socioanalytic orientation, this approach offers an 

emotionally contained means for working with experience that lies beneath the 

surface of the cognitive, rational mind. This inquiry demonstrates that the use 

of arts-based modalities to explore the varied dimensions of lived experience 

is enhanced by a socioanalytic approach. This blended approach to acquiring 

knowledge therefore offers a unique contribution to the fields of arts in 

research and the socioanalytic study of organisations.

As discussed previously, the Twelve Ways framework offers an original 

contribution to the body of knowledge on leadership practice, as well as 

broadening the understanding of compassionate and courageous leadership, 

pointing to its benefits in organisational life. An opportunity exists to extend 

this inquiry by involving those outside organisationally sanctioned leadership 

roles. An inquiry into the lived experience of compassionate and courageous 

followership could offer a holistic account of compassionate and courageous 

leadership: its benefits, limitations and impact in organisations. Broadening 

the scope of inquiry in this way would also determine whether the themes and 

hypotheses offered through this research have wider application. In addition, 

research that calls on arts-based modalities and a socioanalytic orientation 

to cultivate individual and organisational compassionate and courageous 

capacity, would be a fitting extension of this work. 
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Closing ref lect ions – 
Impl icat ions for my pract ice 

This inquiry has urged me to find the courage to value my own personal 

insight and trust this, even when the way forward was not clear. I can now say 

with confidence that this research offers its own form of unique leadership 

for the field, simply because it illuminates the enormous complexities 

of leading with compassionate courage and courageous compassion in 

contemporary organisations. In addition, this inquiry reinforces the value of 

courageous and compassionate self-scrutiny in service of improving one’s 

professional practice. Whilst this idea is not new, its centrality to leadership 

efficacy is reinforced, and this itself is an important contribution.

As this is a professional doctorate, it is appropriate to reflect on how the 

learnings gleaned through this process of inquiry affect my practice now 

and, potentially, into the future. As I continue my career as an organisation 

development consultant, facilitator and coach, I feel a renewed commitment 

to support my clients to live a liberated organisational existence. I now have 

access to compassionate and courageous ways of thinking, feeling and 

Deeply attending to, and constructively processing, 

the emotional realities of leadership requires a 

willingness to shed our invulnerability armour. The 

cultivation of these capacities requires the courage 

to confront our own feelings of inadequacy and 

anxiety, in the face of the unknown.
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behaving using the Twelve Ways framework as a conceptual guide. Aligned 

with this renewed commitment, I hope to collaborate with socioanalytic 

and arts-based practitioners to develop a suite of arts-based learning and 

reflection tools, based on the Twelve Ways framework. I envisage that 

these tools could be used as foundational material for skill enhancement, 

leadership formation and professional development activities.

Reinharz, as cited in Gray (1989, p. 383), characterised the relationship 

between the researcher and their work as a “search for a way to do the work 

of their identities, and in the doing they express their understanding and 

need for continuing the search”. Initially, as I took up my researcher role, I 

was confronted with my own longings and vulnerabilities most times I placed 

my fingers on the keyboard. I struggled to accept without self-judgement, 

how my church upbringing remains a fundamental influence in my life. I now 

understand that wrestling with and speaking to my own shadow has been 

a necessary and significant part of my journey. This has meant that writing 

this thesis was an extremely difficult task. However, I am convinced, as I 

conclude, that the emotional and psychological skirmish has been well

worth it. 

As shared with you in Chapter 1, my familial spiritual heritage sensitised 

me to the detrimental dynamics of basic assumption dependency and its 

consequences. As detailed in Chapters 9 and 10, schemas of leadership, 

which emphasised omnipotence and invulnerability were internalised by 

me, and mobilised by the group dynamic in the RRG, I acted these out in my 

research role. This enactment, characterised the dilemma held within me 

throughout this inquiry. Acknowledging my need to free myself from the 

idealised belief that I was a superhuman researcher, yet lacking the courage 

and the skills to do so. It is only as I conclude this thesis, that I appreciate 
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how this enactment, pulled me out of my research role, and influenced my 

ability to collaborate fully with the RRG, as I intended. 

This enactment, whilst confronting, was particularly instructive, as it also 

facilitated the realisation that working alongside others to debunk the 

hero leadership myth then, is essentially, a radical act of compassion. This 

realisation continues to motivate and inspire me. Self-compassion, as Neff 

(2003) and Neff et al., (2007) suggested, also presents as a helpful remedy 

to the self-judgement I experience as I attempt to bust the myth and take up 

my role differently. To resolve this dilemma organisational leaders must learn 

to direct kindness and consideration to themselves, if they are to dismantle 

their own idealisations and disentangle themselves from the regressive 

dynamics of dependency. 

Explicating and learning from my struggles through this inquiry has had 

additional flow on benefits for my professional practice. Accordingly, I feel a 

deeper attunement to my own suffering and that of others. And importantly, 

as I practice self-compassion (Neff, 2003; Neff et al., 2007), I am more 

resilient and equipped to compassionately and courageously respond. As 

a coach, subtle but important shifts in my capacity to support my clients in 

their uncertainty and distress are evident. In my consulting and facilitation 

roles, I notice shifts in my adaptive leadership skills (Heifetz et al., 2009; 

Linksy, 2011), including greater patience with organisational uncertainty 

and an ability to hold space for myself and organisational members to work 

creatively with feelings of disappointment and despair, as we work through 

change.  

I liken this research work to an emotional and psychological reckoning. It has 

presented an opportunity to reclaim previously forgotten and disowned parts 
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of who I am and what I hold dear. For my personal and professional growth, 

I have reframed deeply held values from my cultural identity and integrated 

them into a renewed epistemology. My doctoral candidature has supported 

me to embrace an embodied and interconnected approach to understanding 

myself as a person, a researcher and a leadership development practitioner 

(Badenhorst, McLeod, & Joy, 2012). And for this, I am thankful.
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Appendix 1: 
Interview aide-mémoire
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Opening comments (five mins)

This interview will inquire into your experience of compassionate and 

courageous leadership and explore how an embodiment of these virtues 

supports your ability (as a leader) to sustain yourself, be effective in your 

relationship with others and as a leader in your organisation. 

We will also explore your ideas about what facilitates and inhibits 

compassionate and courageous action for leaders and think together about 

ways to develop and sustain compassionate and courageous practices in 

organisations. The interview inquiry will progress in five movements: 

 1. Preparation

 2. Exploring your tacit or implicit wisdom

 3. Inquiring into your embodied knowledge

 4. Exploring your experience and stories - applied knowledge

 5. Closing reflections, next steps 

The data gathering component of the research has several parts: interview 

(today), small group workshops and research reflection groups. The working 

hypothesis will be developed collaboratively with research participants at key 

points based on thematic data. I am interviewing 16 other leaders, 17 in total, 

including yourself, from the public sector, business and not-for-profit sectors
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Ethics and confidentiality

•  Check that participants are familiar with the plain English statement and      

 hand a hard copy to them  

• Confirm that any opinion that is expressed within this interview will be 

identifiable only to the research team (interview data will be reported using 

pseudonyms and as key themes) 

• Request they give their consent for participation through signing the 

research consent form 

• Permission to use a tape recorder. Ask participant if they have any 

questions/concerns about their participation

Demographics: First I will seek some background data to locate you in your 

experience:  Your organisation/your role; How long you have been in the role/

what roles you have taken.

Prompt shifting gears now: ways of knowing 

I would like to invite you into a reflective, exploratory conversation where 

we inquire into your experience and stories through a mutual process of 

exploration. Today we have just about 70 mins to explore your experience, 

I have some reflection points and questions prepared, so let’s see what 

emerges and where this takes us...Turn on tape recorder and commence.
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 Movement 1: 
Preparation (5 mins)

Movement 2: Implicit knowing 
(10-15 mins)

I would like to invite you to 

prepare yourself to access 

different experiences and ways 

of knowing by coming into a 

quieter place for a few moments  

 

Metaphor: Glass of water has 

dirt in it that is stirred up. It is 

murky. If you take the spoon out 

and stop the stirring it becomes 

clear - open space of mind and 

then we can see what is at the 

bottom (thoughts, emotions, 

preoccupations etc.)  

 

Open Mind Open Heart cards - 

spread out on a separate table  

 

Invite participant to contemplate 

this question: What do I need to 

pay attention to so I can make 

the best contribution today? 

 

Draw a card randomly from those 

available and use as a prompt 

for reflection along with the 

companion notes 

In keeping x in mind, we will 

progress to the next phase of the 

interview

Symbolic object: Bring along an 

object, piece of music, poem 

that captures what compassion 

and courage mean to you

Ask participant to present the 

object

Describe how this object 

symbolises courage and 

compassion for you.

Follow-up prompts:

What does compassion and 

courage feel like in your body? 

What emotions arise for you 

when you locate compassion/

courage in your body?



  T
h

e
 U

n
d

e
fe

n
d

e
d

 H
e

art    4
0

1

Movement 3: Embodied 
knowing (15-20 mins)

Movement 4: Applied knowing 
(30 mins)

Movement 5: Closing reflections 
(5-7 mins)

Turning our thoughts 

specifically to compassionate 

leadership in your context: What 

thoughts/feelings/behaviours 

would evidence compassionate 

leadership in action? (Prompts: 

See working definitions for 

multidimensional components 

of compassion) 

In thinking specifically about 

courageous leadership in your 

context, what thoughts/feelings/

behaviours would evidence 

courageous leadership in 

action?

What comes to mind when 

you picture yourself as a 

compassionate and courageous 

leader in your organisation?

Where does compassion and 

courage become most ignited, 

mobilised for you as a leader?

 

When does compassion and 

courage fade away? 

What does compassion/courage 

do for your standing/your 

authority as a leader? 

Why are these virtues important 

to you?

What is significant/unique about 

your organisation’s culture 

that might enable or impede 

compassionate, courageous 

leadership?

Can you recall an experience 

you have had recently in 

your leadership role where 

compassion and or courage 

influenced your response? 

What happened, how did you 

feel, what outcomes resulted 

for you, your followers, 

the organisation and the 

community/shareholders?

Prompts: What challenges, 

barriers or tensions exist for 

you as you consider enacting 

compassion and courage in your 

role in your organisation? 

Reflection: What could your 

symbolic object have to say to 

you now to help you meet this 

challenge/resolve this tension?

How can compassionate and 

courageous ways of knowing, 

doing, being and becoming be 

cultivated for leaders in your 

organisation?

Review the card chosen at the 

start of the session

Exchange some mutual 

reflections on the experience of 

the interview

Check in to see if the participant 

wishes to be engaged further 

in the research process (group 

workshops)

Thank them for their 

participation 
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Appendix 2: 
Table of competencies: 
The Twelve Ways framework 
work in progress
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Knowing

analytical

Being

Relational

Doing

Behavioural

Cognitive and Intentional 

attunement: 

A quality of mind that is 

attuned to the suffering, 

distress or injustice for self 

or others and a concern to 

see that relieved

Emotional literacy: 

Recognizing the whole 

person, being attuned to the 

emotions of others, feeling 

emotionally affected and 

inquiring with sensitivity

Social responsibility: A 

motivation, responsiveness 

or readiness to help relieve 

the distress or suffering of 

others by demonstrating 

forgiveness or working 

towards reparation

Mindfulness: 

Grounding oneself in intense 

moments and remaining 

present and aware to reality 

(what is rather than what I 

wish it to be) 

Self-regulation: Managing 

own ego, containing 

emotions appropriately 

without repressing or 

denying them, self-

soothing when distressed 

and drawing boundaries 

between the self and others

Negative capability: Leaning 

into uncertainty, being 

comfortable with discomfort 

and demonstrating the 

ability to remain open 

and curious, releasing 

attachment to opinions, 

ideas or expectations

Courage calculation: 

Setting goals, weighing risks 

and assessing benefits, 

reading the political 

currents, taking timely 

action, and developing 

contingency plans

Sitting in the fire: 

Managing own anxiety 

and fear, as well as that of 

others. Staying with the 

emotional tension that 

comes with loss and grief 

and not collapsing into 

fight or flight

Advocacy: 

Making space for a diversity 

of voices to be heard, 

valued or considered, 

particularly those who are 

maligned, marginalised or 

dispossessed

Leadership vision: Intuiting 

and interpreting the 

interdependencies between 

people, planet and profit 

and shaping these into 

organisational drivers

Cultivating restfulness: 

Supporting self and others 

to rest and regenerate by 

releasing attachment to 

busyness and inviting play 

and creativity 

Perseverance: Supporting 

self and others to learn 

through change and 

tribulation. Modelling 

steadfastness, naming 

difficulties honestly, 

normalising setbacks and 

persisting in the face of 

opposition 
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