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Abstract 

As a psychotherapist, my work with thousands of clients over the last two decades 

has illuminated a theme––when there is a misalignment between one’s values and beliefs 

and one’s lived experience, dis-ease, discomfort, dissonance and self-alienation take hold. 

The corollary often being true: An authentic life––living closely aligned with one’s 

beliefs and values––promotes experiences of health and happiness. Psychological 

research supports the notion that well-being and happiness are products of living 

authentically (Brown, Ryan, Laguardia, & Rawsthorne, 2005; Kernis & Goldman, 2006; 

Wood, Linley, Maltby, Baliousis, & Joseph, 2008). This qualitative hermeneutic 

phenomenological study was a response to my curiosity about the practice of living an 

aligned life and answered the overarching question: “What is the experience of the 

conscious practice of authenticity?” with the sub-question: “How does the conscious 

practice of authenticity relate to transformative learning?” Relevant literature is reviewed 

in the areas of transformative learning, authenticity, and complexity thinking: particularly 

the quality of emergence represented in the methodological orientation of the 

hermeneutic circle. Data collection strategies including interviews, an experiential 

component of “in the moment” recording, researcher field notes in the form of a 

commonplace book, and a web-based forum, as well as close readings of relevant 

literature. Data interpretation was based on a six stage integrative and creative 

hermeneutic analysis (adapted from Ajjiwa & Higgs, 2007). The stages of interpretation 

were (1) immersion, (2) understanding, (3) abstraction, (4) synthesis and theme 

development, (5) illumination and illustration of the phenomenon, (6) integration and 

critique. The research findings introduced the terms querencia (home or source in a 
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person) and querencetic living (living from one’s inner source or knowing). The findings 

indicate that querencetic living generates wellness, happiness and peace and is comprised 

of four parts: 1) knowing our querencia (values, beliefs, needs, feelings), 2) being attuned 

to our querencia, 3) trusting our knowing/not knowing/changing knowing and 4) enacting 

our querencia through voice and action. The nature of our querencia is emergent (ever-

changing and fluid) where our relationship to our querencia (being attuned, trusting and 

enacting) is unbending. 
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Chapter 1 

 

“There is huge and rising hunger on the part of just about everybody for authentic 

experience and reconnecting with what’s deepest and best in ourselves in an ever 

accelerating and complex world” (Schlitz, Vieten, & Amorok, 2007, p. 2). 

 

 As a psychotherapist who has seen thousands of clients over nearly twenty years, I 

have observed time and time again the misalignment between the values and beliefs that 

shape our inner lives and the actions and behaviours of our outer lives leads to dis-ease, 

unhappiness, fragmentation, lack of connection, and more serious physical and 

psychological illness. Concomitantly, I have observed how dedicated and intentional 

work related to a practice of alignment between inner and outer worlds, while 

challenging, is inextricably linked to wellness, happiness, and specifically showed a 

repeated recovery from eating disorders. My curiosity about this phenomenon elicited a 

desire to comprehend more deeply the experience of authenticity and the relationship 

between a conscious practice of authenticity and transformative learning on an ultimate 

path to happiness and well-being.  

This chapter will provide a brief overview of the research context for my doctoral 

study, which seeks to explore and understand the phenomenon of the conscious practice 

of authenticity and how it relates to transformative learning. I will describe the intent and 

focus of my research, define terms, and discuss the frameworks that inform my work. I 

will also describe how these frameworks contribute to the development of my theoretical 

framework. In Chapter 2, I will review scholarly literature in the area of authenticity. I 
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will introduce the concept of complexity thinking and describe how its qualities of self-

organization (emergence and “neighbour interactions”) and uncertainty (far from 

equilibrium) dynamically inform my theoretical framework, which is based primarily in 

transformative learning theory. In Chapter 3, I will describe both the methodological 

orientation for participant recruitment and selection, and the data collection and analysis 

strategies of the study. My research findings will be presented in Chapter 4. The notion of 

querencia (home or source) and a querencetic life (a life of enacting source) will be 

introduced in Chapter 5. I revisit the research findings through the lens of a querencetic 

life in the discussion and conclusion presented in Chapter 6.  

 

Research Context 

 Much research is premised on the idea that change for the better is still a real 

possibility within ourselves, in our relationships, in our communities, and in our world. 

The Brazilian philosopher Paulo Freire (1970), a man who deeply believed in possibility 

and worked at the grassroots level for the end of oppression, wrote that it would be hard 

to get up in the morning without a belief in the pedagogy of hope. Hope, vision, integrity, 

well-being, and attunement are the foundation of my inquiry into the conscious practice 

of authenticity and lead to my research questions: What is the experience of the conscious 

practice of authenticity? How does that experience relate to transformative learning? I 

will further describe the research context in this chapter to flesh out the meaning of these 

questions. 

Human beings strive for happiness, wellness, and belonging and seek out 

connection and community. Research points to happiness as being not only a genetically 



3 
 

predisposed human quality (Watson, 2000), but also a state achieved through gratitude 

and appreciation (Emmons & McCullough, 2003), our capacity to love and be loved, and 

our lifestyle (Seligman, 2005). Research also indicates that happy people are able to learn 

more effectively (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990; Immordino-Yang & Faeth, 2010).  

At this juncture, I must clarify that while my research was premised on happiness 

and well-being as the foundation of the betterment of humans and our world, this was not 

a study about happiness. Rather it was about the intentional and conscious practice of 

authenticity and what that experience and phenomenon really is and what it means. I also 

worked to discover how those experiences relate to transformative learning. This study 

aimed to deconstruct and deeply examine the rather elusive, protean, and ill-defined 

notion of authenticity. Specifically, I was curious about the possibility of important 

learning (transforming) that may be contained in the very small, intentional moments that 

make up a person’s subjective experience of authenticity.  

 It is also at this juncture where the waters of the research literature become muddy. 

Authenticity is differently situated: socially, personally, culturally, philosophically, and 

psychologically. Although different fields of thought and study use similar terminology 

when speaking about authenticity, the meanings vary in subtle ways. As I strive for 

clarity in this specific field of research, I lean toward education, philosophy, leadership, 

and psychology to best locate literature related to my inquiry into authenticity. I find that 

the contributing areas of research seem to be telling similar stories and making similar 

claims but each with their own language and terminology. These fields of research 

include transpersonal psychology (both positive and integral), transformative learning, 

experiential education, contemplative studies, and noetic science, all interwoven with 
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concepts from complexity thinking.  

Schlitz, Vieten, and Amorok (2007) in Living Deeply: The Art and Science of 

Transformation in Everyday Life report on a decade-long study they conducted on the 

transformation of consciousness. These researchers use the terms “transformative 

practice” and “consciousness transformations” (p. 24). I use the terms “transformative 

learning” and “conscious practice.” The terms used by Schlitz et al., and their related 

research, are akin to those used in transformational learning. However, what 

transformative learning theory terms “shifting frames of reference” and “habits of mind” 

(Mezirow, 1991, p .5), Schlitz et al. call “transforming consciousness” by “radically 

shifting your perspective” (p. 2). Schlitz et al. never mention transformative learning or 

transformative learning theorists, nor do they make reference to any related terms.  

A longitudinal qualitative study by Vieten and Aston (n.d.) at the Institute of Noetic 

Sciences is of note in that it is concerned with “how deep, dramatic, and permanent shifts 

in people’s worldview can result from engagement in transformative spiritual practices” 

(http://www.cpmc.org/professionals/research/programs/behavioral/spiritual). This study 

appeared to relate to my proposed doctoral research, though the mixed terminology 

generates confusion. Where I proposed research that concerns a very specific conscious 

practice (i.e., the active practice of authenticity), Vieten and Aston assume that spiritual 

practices are inherently transformative, and asked how shifting perspectives can be a 

result of these practices. Although semantically nuanced, this particular confusion in 

terminology illuminates the quagmire presented in my proposed study: From a 

transformative learning perspective, shifting “worldviews” (Mezirow, 2000, p.17) or 

perspectives are actually the defining characteristic of transformative learning. 
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Transformative learning theory positis that an experience is irreversibly transformative 

when our perspectives have been permanently altered. Vieten and Aston (n.d.) ask how 

those shifts in perspective can result from transformative spiritual practices. I am asking 

about the experience of the conscious practice of authenticity and how it relates to 

transformation.  

Further, the concept of authenticity is used interchangeably in some research with the 

terms congruence, alignment, and true self; while widely researched in many different 

contexts (art, philosophy, leadership, psychology, social construction), authenticity 

remains a broad, seemingly indefinable, malleable, complex experience with many levels 

of meaning.  

In Being and Time, Heidegger (1962) conceptualized authenticity and inauthenticity 

as being related to ontology: an examination of our nature of being. His concern was that 

people are so deeply embedded in cultural norms and ideals that we are unaware of the 

culture’s impact. We simply concur, abide, and carry out the “unnoticed forces” of the 

culture; essentially we are not making any real choices of our own. This condition 

ensnares us in an unconscious inauthenticity. Being embedded can only be reversed if we 

consciously bring ourselves back, disentangle, and acknowledge the invisible, absorbing 

power of the culture that defines us. Authenticity, to Heidegger, is about repossessing 

ourselves, the “mine-self,” and retrieving our beings from a culturally defined inauthentic 

self, the “they-self” (1962, p. 168). 

The notion of authenticity has also been studied, from a measurable perspective, in 

the context of vocational wellness in work settings where participants are studied for the 

alignment of their interests and talents with their occupational choices (De Klerk, 2005; 
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Gottfredson & Holland, 1990). Moreover, congruence (authenticity) is a foundation of 

human-centred psychotherapy and is a treatment parameter and a potent change agent in 

therapeutic relationships (Klein, Kolden, Michels, & Chisholm-Stockard, 2001; Rogers, 

1957). Kernis and Goldman (2006) have done extensive research on the role of 

authenticity in healthy self-esteem and psychological functioning. These researchers 

define authenticity as the unimpeded operation of one’s true self—or core self—in one’s 

daily enterprise (Kernis & Goldman, 2002). They have designed a measurement tool for 

authenticity that distinguishes four interrelated components of authentic functioning: 

awareness, unbiased processing, behaviour, and relational orientation. Their conclusions 

generally indicate that authenticity is linked to healthy adjustment and well-being (Kernis 

& Goldman, 2002). 

Additionally, in an extensive search through philosophical foundations and 

perspectives in their own interest in formulating a psychological perspective, Kernis and 

Goldman (2006) point to a notion of authenticity that is characterized by, and involved 

with, a variety of themes: “(1) self understanding, (2) openness to objectively recognizing 

[one’s] ontological realities (e.g., evaluating … desirable and undesirable self aspects), 

(3) actions, and (4) orientation towards interpersonal relationships” (p. 284). Still, the 

term authenticity is dependent on context and culture and is socially constructed. 

Research linking “being authentic” to happiness (or other outcomes) is limited and scarce 

in the fields of positive and integral psychology and contemplative education.  

Quantitative positive psychology studies have indicated that the more a person acts 

authentically, the more likely he or she is to be happy and experience subjective and 

psychological well-being (Wood, Linley, Maltby, Baliousis, & Joseph, 2008). Results of 
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these studies suggest that the practice and experience of authenticity is a joyful, more 

desired psychological state (Brown, Ryan, LaGuardia, & Rawsthorne, 2005), and that 

authenticity plays a role in healthy (optimal) self-esteem and psychological functioning 

(Goldman, 2006). 

   The majority of qualitative research that considers authenticity as an important 

notion for learners and for personal and social transformation is found in transformative 

learning literature in the context of spirituality and “soul work” (Dirkx, 1997; Hillman, 

1975; Moore, 1992) and in working with teachers (Cranton, 2001; Cranton & Carusetta, 

2004b; Mezirow, 2000). In narrative therapy fields, there is a focus on authentic living 

that provides opportunities for “being seen in one’s own terms, and garnering witnesses 

to one’s worth, vitality, and being” (Meyerhoff, 1986, p. 267). Palmer (2009) also attends 

to the concept of authenticity, calling it “wholeness” or the “undivided self” (p. 10). The 

journey to wholeness that Palmer presents is inextricably linked to conscious relational 

process, or critical reflection. His work on authenticity most deeply resonates with my 

research question concerning consciously practicing authenticity and the misaligned self.  

Further, authentic leadership offers a wide and important area of research and an 

extensive literature that informs my study (Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Cooper, Scandura, 

& Schriesheim, 2005; Csikszentmihalyi, 2003; Ilies, Morgeson, & Nahrgang, 2005; 

Ladkin & Taylor, 2010; Walker & Gunnlaughson, 2012). In this field, authenticity is 

characterized as being at the very core of effective and positive leadership (Klenke, 2007) 

with a focus on transparency, positivity, and high ethical standards (Avolio, Gardner, 

Walumbwa, & May, 2004). Most relevant to my research is the work of Ladkin and 

Taylor (2010), who theorize on the generation and practice of “embodied authentic 
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leadership.” Describing this nascent theory, they write about “enacting the true self” and 

focus on aesthetic and expressed aspects of leading (p. 65). Walker and Gunnlaugson 

(2012) build on the work of Ladkin and Taylor (2010) to take a deeper look at authentic 

leadership. They hold that there is not enough research that attends to developing 

authentic leadership but recognize that “the consistent ability to be self-aware, inner-

connected, and true to oneself and others in this context is essential for genuine, creative 

action and followership” (p. 2). These researchers focus on the very local experience of 

“subjective experience and ‘felt-sense’ of authenticity” and “body awareness” using 

techniques of focusing, presencing, and a previously developed therapeutic body 

awareness technique called FeldenKrais (p. 2). 

 

Research Focus and Intent 

I studied the experience of the conscious practice of authenticity through 

intentionality, critical reflection, and learning communities (Palmer, 2004), and examined 

how such practices are related to transformative learning. The purpose of this study is 

grounded in my practical experience as a psychotherapist and my belief that consciously 

practicing authenticity carries a possibility of making our world a more hopeful, peaceful, 

and just place. I concur with Brookfield (2000): “We do our work as adult educators 

because we believe that through our practice we can help ourselves and others lead more 

authentic and compassionate lives in a world organized according to ideals of fairness 

and social justice” (p. 47). 

This inquiry explored less measurable realms: spirituality, contemplation, oneness, 

the sacred, and the ontological. A deeper, more complex and spiritual level of 
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authenticity has been considered by many researchers, but those making the connection 

directly with the practice of authenticity are few (Chickering, Dalton, & Stamm, 2006; 

Cranton and Carusetta, 2004a, 2004b; Dirkx, 2006b; Nepo, 2007; Palmer, 2000; Torbert 

& Torbert, 2004). Dirkx (in a conversation with Jack Mezirow, moderated by Patricia 

Cranton) contends that being aligned is “deeply and personally meaningful” and usually 

associated with a “profound change in one’s cognitive, emotional, or spiritual way of 

being” (Dirkx, Mezirow, & Cranton, 2006, p. 133). Torbert and Torbert (2004) describe 

this deeper, intentional learning and changing as a triple-loop learning where attention, 

intention, vision, and the greater community’s well-being are considered as central 

themes in learning. In other words, we practice authenticity to make meaningful 

connections to ourselves and others, but ultimately we are invested in the practice for the 

betterment of our world. 

Misalignment  

Parker Palmer (2009), in A Hidden Wholeness, creates a curriculum of practice for 

living an “undivided life” (p. 10). His work is about making connections and creating 

communities of learning where wholeness is nurtured and people are inspired to listen to 

their inner voice, or their souls. Palmer believes that when we break faith or live in 

defiance of this inner voice, we live a divided life. The price for living a divided life is 

high, resulting in chaos in both our inner and outer lives. “We feel fraudulent and uneasy, 

and our spirit sinks under the burden of duplicity. Our encounters with others lack 

genuine authenticity, which undermines our ability to form life-giving connections” (as 

cited in Giles, 2007, p. 3).  



10 
 

I entered this research as a result of the anecdotal, experiential narratives of clients 

in my therapeutic practice over the past 20 years. As a psychotherapist, I have specialized 

in dealing with food, weight and body image issues, and eating disorders. I have become 

interested in and curious about the dissonance, dis-ease, and discomfort women 

experience when there is a misalignment between who they are at their core (their values, 

beliefs, qualities) and how they act and speak in the world. I have witnessed and 

experienced how alignment between a person’s internal and external life contributes to 

self-awareness, meaning-making, healing, happiness, recovery, and irreversible 

transformation.  

When we are living an outer life that does not align with our inner values and 

beliefs, we are living divided in an inauthentic way. This misalignment creates dis-ease, 

dissonance, disequilibrium, and a non-harmonious state. This dissonance can be a 

difficult and an uncomfortable experience. It is human nature to avoid discomfort (Greer, 

Jehn & Mannix, 2008), yet I conceive of my research project as an invitation toward 

discomfort. It is an invitation to listen and learn from these uncomfortable places, to 

allow misalignment and the dis-ease of inauthenticity to inform a conscious practice of 

authentic living or realignment in a path to connection, meaning-making, wellness, and 

peace. By leaning into the discomfort, we may be more able to open to the possibility 

offered by changing our frames of reference and challenging our assumptions. Greene 

(2007) suggests that using imagination for discovering self through this opening to 

possibility “may order, effect connections, and sometimes disorder or transform” (p. 9). 

My hope is that this research study will generate a deeper, clearer, and richer 

understanding of the conscious practice of authenticity. 
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The subtle everyday moments as opportunities for transformation  

A conscious practice of authenticity reflects experiences on the level of the present 

moment. I am most interested in what those moments are like, and the potential 

transformative learning experiences that can be found in the subtle happenings of daily 

life. When something triggers or irritates us, or we find ourselves deflecting or being 

critical, it may be a result of a misalignment. We may then be able to consider these 

moments as invitations to reflect on the experience and adjust our actions to match our 

values and beliefs, one small event at a time. I am curious about how attunement to, and 

close examination and consideration of, these moments might become teachers for the 

conscious practice of an authentic life. In this way, we are called to presence when we are 

attuned and contemplative in the subtle everydayness of our lives. We need not listen 

much beyond the present moment to emerge a different (perhaps more aligned) person in 

the next. This is transformation, emergence, moment-to-moment subtle learning. 

Dirkx et al. (2006), when reflecting on the “enchantment of everyday life,” write 

that it is these small daily moments that provide “the canvas on which we create, each 

moment of each day, the forms and structure of meaning that make up who we are and 

what it means to us to be in and of the world” (p. 133). Fenwick (2006) indicates that 

complexity writers “focus on the local,” on personal accounts and stories rather than the 

grand narratives; for these writers, “pedagogy is rooted more in local needs, worries, 

desires and imaginings than in overarching radical visions” (p. 19). She suggests that 

small everyday moments are opportunities for transformation: “This is not to escape from 

systemic analysis into the excessively local, but to acknowledge that systems are 

constituted in, and changed through, small interactions” (p. 19).  
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Definition of Terms 

Authenticity  

 The definition of authenticity is dependent on context and will be discussed in 

more detail later in this paper. I understand authenticity to be alignment between our 

inner life of values and beliefs and our outer life of actions and behaviours.  

The Conscious Practice of Authenticity 

 The conscious practice of authenticity is characterized and further deepened by 

consciousness, reflective practice, and contemplation. It is a deeper, intentional choice to 

practice alignment between the inner and outer life. In this practice, we are willing to 

slow down long enough to consciously listen for dissonance or disequilibrium in our 

inner life in relation to our outer life and choose to critically reflect on that experience. 

Conscious practice of authenticity requires mindfulness, enough to ask what is happening 

in that moment of disequilibrium. It requires leaning into that discomfort for information 

about how we act, why we act, and how we might shift our perceptions and assumptions. 

The conscious practice of authenticity means attending to our truth. It encourages 

modifying and adjusting, fine-tuning ourselves as we interact with our own stories, the 

stories of others, and cultural norms. Aligning, knowing, seeing, and accepting ourselves 

leads to the intentional desire to also know, see, and accept others for who they are, 

which in turn leads to compassion and non-judgment toward the collective whole.  

Conscious Practice 

 The term conscious practice is a combination of contemplative practice, reflective 

practice, and the notion of critical consciousness. 

 Contemplative practice. The Centre for Contemplative Mind in Society (n.d.) 
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defines contemplative practice as practices that quiet the mind in order to cultivate a 

personal capacity for deep concentration and insight. Contemplative practices have the 

potential to bring different aspects of oneself into focus, to help develop personal 

goodness and compassion, and to awaken an awareness of the interconnectedness of all 

life. Contemplative practices cultivate empathy, insight, inspiration, and a loving and 

compassionate approach to life. They are practical, radical, and transformative. 

 Reflective practice. Furthering Dewey’s (1938) work on critical reflection, 

Schön (1983) defined reflective practice as having the capacity to reflect on one’s action 

so as to engage in a process of continuous learning. Reflective practice invites critical 

examination via relational venues, on experiences as well as the assumptions, beliefs, 

ideas, feelings, actions, and behaviours that are elicited by the experience (Brookfield, 

1995; Kinsella, 2001). 

 Critical consciousness. Critical consciousness, a notion introduced by Freire 

(1970, 2004) in the context of education and as a sociopolitical educative tool, is a 

process of engaging in conscious questioning of the particular diverse forces in our 

democratic world. Freire indicates that in educational environments, this critical 

consciousness occurs between students and teachers where there is a co-created and 

relational forum for questioning assumptions, learning, and reflecting with an ultimate 

goal of meaning-making.  

The meaning of conscious practice is similar to the meaning of the term 

consciousness in the context of psychoanalytic theory, and encompasses both awareness 

and attention. Awareness, according to Brown and Ryan (2003), is the background 

“radar” of consciousness, continually monitoring inner and outer realities. Attention is a 
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process of focusing conscious awareness (p. 822).  

Weaving these three concepts together, the term conscious practice, in the context 

of authentic living, can be defined as an attentive, present-moment awareness of our inner 

lives and our outer lives and the level of alignment therein. Conscious practice involves 

reflexivity and critical reflection, and a commitment to “local” moment-for-moment 

awareness that contributes to wholeness in self and leads to oneness in the world. 

Transformative Learning  

Transformative learning is a process of making meaning through an irreversible 

shift of assumptions, frames of reference, and habits of mind (Mezirow, Taylor, & 

Associates, 2009). Transformative learning depends on our ability to critically reflect 

upon those previously unquestioned frames of reference and assumptions and to take 

action that corresponds to our learning.  

Complexity Thinking  

Complexity thinking is a mindset open to the shifting and changing assumptions 

that are presented in transformative learning––to the emergence of something new 

generated by the interrelatedness among parts of a whole. Complexity thinking is 

characterized by conditions of emergence (ever evolving, co-informing patterns): a 

shared, decentralized control; interconnectivity; enabling constraints; and what Davis and 

Sumara (2006) term “neighbour interactions” (p. 142). Neighbour interactions describe 

the interconnectedness among people and the influences and shifts that are made in 

complex adaptive systems as a result of these interactions.  

Complexity thinking describes a system as a phenomenon where the capabilities of 

the complex system are greater than the sum of its constituent parts (Laughlin, 2005). The 
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assumption is that a “successful collectivity is … more intelligent than the smartest of its 

members … capable of actions, interpretations, and conclusions that none would achieve 

on her or his own” (Davis & Sumara, 2006, p. 136). Complexity thinking focuses on 

“local phenomenon,” such as needs, worries, desires, and imaginings (Fenwick, 2006, p. 

19) and is characterized by being non-linear, self-organizing, and self-maintaining. 

In the following chapter I will more deeply examine the literature on authenticity 

and complexity. I focus on the transformative learning literature, particularly the work of 

Dirkx (1997, 2000, 2001, 2006a, 2006b), Mezirow (1998, 2003), Cranton (2006b, 2006d, 

2006e), and Cranton and Carusetta (2004a, 2004b) regarding the qualities of disorienting 

dilemmas, critical reflection, the process of shifting frames of reference (Mezirow, 1997), 

and soul work or inner work (Dirkx, 1997).  
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Chapter 2 

 The Literature  

“Our chance to form inwardly, to become an authentic person, often depends on our 

willingness to let the winds of life shape us as they move on through. And sometimes, if 

we are blessed, life moves through us anyway, breaking all the pretty walls we’ve spent 

so long building.” (Nepo, 2005, p. 47) 

 

Authenticity 

There is a tension in the context of authenticity––its definition is context-, culture-, 

and time-related and depends upon the particular lens through which we understand or 

examine it. Peterson, Paul and Seligman (2005) explain that the definition of authenticity 

is a “moving target”—as the culture changes, so too (do)es the definition(s) of 

authenticity (as cited in Vannini & Williams, 2009, p. 3). When we think of being 

authentic, we imagine being real or genuine. The study of authenticity and the questions 

of true self and their definitions seem like an endless, ever-changing, ever-emerging 

process. Philosophers examine the meaning of authenticity from an existential and 

ontological perspective (Heidegger, 1962/1927) and deconstruct the meaning of the true 

self. Existential philosophy examines the alignment between the true self and personality 

traits and the difficulty of sustaining the self amidst the pressures of culture and society.  

Researchers in adult and higher education have identified authenticity as a 

significant concept in what it means to engage in higher or more worthwhile forms of 

teaching, learning, and leading (Brookfield, 2006; Chickering, Dalton, & Stamm, 2006; 

Cranton, 2006d, 2006e; Cranton & Carusetta, 2004a, 2004b; Dirkx, 2006b; Palmer, 2004; 
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Kenon & Kasser, 2001; Kreber, Klampfleitner, McCune, Bayne, & Knottenbelt, 2007; 

Tisdell, 2003). Establishing authentic relationships with students is considered an 

essential component that frames a transformative approach to teaching and is considered 

an integral part of transformative experiences (Mezirow et al., 2009). However, Kreber et 

al. (2007) indicate that while authenticity has been recognized as a significant construct 

with respect to learning and development, it is still only “vaguely understood and ill-

defined” (p. 25).  

One of the difficulties with the notion of authenticity is that similar terms are used 

interchangeably in the scholarly literature. Humanistic psychologist Carl Rogers (1983) 

called the phenomenon of integrating an inner and outer self “congruence,” 

“genuineness,” “realness,” and “being truly yourself” (p. 25). Psychoanalyst Carl Jung’s 

term was “individuation” (1971, p. 121), a term that is widely used and interpreted in the 

transformative learning and authenticity literature. Palmer (2004) refers to an “undivided 

self” and “integrity” when discussing an alignment with the soul and living life from a 

soulful place; Cranton (2002) refers to a process of finding one’s identity as becoming 

authentic; Dirkx et al. (2006) refer to the process of aligning an inner world and an outer 

world as “soul work” in the practice of creating an authentic life; Tisdell (2003) writes 

about the inauthentic self and finding one’s way toward an authentic self; and Kreber 

(2010) writes that authentic practice is twofold: “First, getting clear about what one’s 

own deliberations lead one to believe, and second, honestly and fully expressing this in 

public places” (p. 183).  

Patricia Cranton (2001) defines authenticity as “expression of one’s genuine Self in 

the community and society” (p. iii). Cranton and Carusetta (2004a) are explicit that while 
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authenticity has to do with genuineness and openness, it is also relational and socially 

situated, and it is about consciousness—being conscious of “who we are within our social 

world, and how we are shaped by and position ourselves in, that world” (p. 288).  

Cranton and Carusetta (2004a) concluded that authenticity in teachers means that 

they (a) show consistency between values and actions, (b) relate to others in ways that 

encourage their authenticity, and (c) engage in critical reflection on themselves and their 

teaching practice. Cranton and Carusetta (2004a, 2004b) see increasing one’s authenticity 

as directly related to the Jungian process of individuation where one becomes more 

conscious and gains self-awareness and self-knowledge primarily from the experience of 

critical reflection. Authenticity, to Cranton and Carusetta, is “a journey of transformation 

and individuation” (p. 288).  

Dirkx (2006b) believes that authenticity is founded in the continual development of 

a sense of self, one that involves differentiating ourselves from the Jungian notion of the 

collective unconscious as well as finding our place in it. He interprets authenticity as 

being grounded in the deeper emotional or extra-rational dimensions of learning. Dirkx, 

whose research on authenticity is linked to spiritual aspects of inner exploration, names 

the alignment between inner and outer worlds, and the discovery, excavation, and self-

reflexivity that accompany it, “soul-work” (Dirkx et al., 2006, p. 129). Dirkx (2006a) 

contemplates engaging emotions in adult learning and asserts that “soul has to do with 

authenticity, connection between heart and mind, mind and emotion, the dark as well as 

the light” (p. 83).  

Indeed, seeing and acknowledging oneself is a rather vulnerable experience. I 

believe there cannot be transformation without vulnerability and that emotions cannot be 
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separated from the process of learning. Brené Brown (2013), a University of Houston 

researcher who has done grounded theory research on vulnerability, writes:  

“Wholeheartedness is as much about embracing our tenderness and vulnerability as it is 

about developing knowledge and claiming power” (p. xi). Dominicé (2000), writing 

about the never-ending struggle for identity and life meaning in the process of writing 

biography, speaks to the “difficult process of becoming oneself” (p. 73). 

The conscious practice of authenticity takes us beyond the practical alignment of 

inner and outer worlds and moves into the experience of discovery; it honours the 

immeasurable value of the effect of a journey toward alignment. There are times when I 

am reluctant to situate this research in transformative learning or to call it transformative 

as it suggests an end point and imposes limiting criteria on the process. I am more 

inclined to think of it as finding our way “home” to a knowing that already exists inside 

rather than something we must discover and find, hold and keep. Lange (2004) found in 

her study on sustainable societies that participants described their process of finding their 

way back to alignment and discovering their core values as being less about changing or 

revising their perspectives (transformative) as being restorative. 

Cranton (2003) writes that every transformative experience leads to further 

authenticity and that every time we become more authentic, we have engaged in 

transformative learning (p. 95). Cranton and Carusetta (2004b) conducted a 3-year study 

with 22 teachers, following grounded theory guidelines, to better understand what 

authentic teaching means and to study how authenticity is manifested in teaching 

practice. The authors found that authenticity requires not only genuineness and openness, 

but that it is socially situated. Through interviews, classroom observations, and focus 
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groups, the interpreted data presented five dimensions of authenticity: self-awareness, 

awareness of others, relationships with learners, awareness of context, and a critically 

reflective approach to practice. Cranton and Carusetta (2004b) found that “authenticity 

involves helping others, relating to others, and caring for the authenticity of others around 

us” (p. 288). As described, critical reflection is an essential component leading the 

emergence (ever changing, ever co-informed and co-created) in a process of living 

authentically.  

While there are multiple, nuanced views of what authenticity is and how one lives 

it, I have observed that a central idea resonates across the literature: Living an authentic 

life is closing the gap between the inner and outer self. On the basis of my review of the 

literature, I offer the following personal definition of authenticity: Authenticity is living 

in a way that is aligned as closely as possible with inner values and beliefs. The 

conscious practice of authenticity is characterized by consciousness, reflective practice, 

and contemplation on a moment-to-moment basis. It is being attuned and present to 

moments in our day that generate dissonance or disequilibrium and being critically 

reflective of those moments.  

In the space between disequilibrium and action, a conscious practice involves 

patience and a willingness to be uncomfortable and to not have answers—to not know. 

This is the space where many possibilities live and where emergence and transformation 

can occur. When, or if, that dissonance or disequilibrium is felt, then the questions that 

follow are: How can there be learning in this space? How can my discomfort cue me for 

misalignment? How can dissonance be reconsidered as “a threshold of becoming” 

(Sawada & Caley, 1985, p. 14)? How can I enact inner knowing? In this space of 
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discomfort, we open ourselves to possibilities, and to being responsible for seeing the 

possibilities. It is the attention to this transitional space at the threshold of knowing and 

unknowing that is the place of emergence and possibility. As Kreber et al. (2007) write, 

“Authenticity is taking responsibility for one’s possibilities” (p. 31). This statement 

resonates with me: It attends to what it means to take responsibility not just for one’s life, 

but one’s possibility. There are indeed many choices and many possibilities available, 

and it is our responsibility to choose to live authentically. The statement also speaks to 

the awakeness that I believe is integral to the practice of authenticity: We must be 

conscious of our everyday interactions, our relationship with ourselves, each other, and to 

the whole, to participate in the conscious practice of authenticity. For me, it is this 

alignment, this connected relationship to self and others and the world, and the critically 

reflected and intentionally practiced experience that invite and inform a conscious 

practice of authenticity. 

 

Transformative Learning 

This section presents a description of transformative learning, the theoretical 

framework that predominantly informs my research on authenticity. Most prominent and 

prolific contributors on the subject of transformative learning are Jack Mezirow (1996, 

2000, 2003; Mezirow, Taylor, & Associates, 2009), Patricia Cranton (1994, 2002, 2006a, 

2006b, 2006c; Cranton & Carusetta, 2004a, 2004b; Cranton & King, 2003), and John 

Dirkx (1997, 2000, 2001, 2006a, 2006b).  

Jack Mezirow’s Scaffolding 
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Transformative learning theory follows a rather clear thread over the last 30 years. 

It began with Jack Mezirow’s cognitive-rational perspectives of transformative learning, 

and led to Patricia Cranton’s more extra-rational and practical perspectives. It then 

evolved into the spiritual “soul-work” of John Dirkx. There are five components of 

transformative learning that particularly impact my research on the conscious practice of 

authenticity: (a) disorienting dilemmas, (b) shifting frames of reference, (c) critical 

reflection, (d) the transformational potential in everyday subtle moments, and (e) present 

moment awareness. 

 Disorienting dilemmas. Mezirow and associates (1990) suggest that perspectives 

are shifted and transformed and ultimately lead to transformative learning when people 

experience a disorienting dilemma. This disorienting dilemma may present as epochal 

(such as a grim diagnosis, loss of a job, death, divorce, or a major life crisis) or as 

incremental (such as a series of questions that build awareness over time; Mezirow, 2000; 

Cranton, 1994, 2006a). Incremental transformational learning happens slowly without an 

“ah-ha!” or “burning bush” moment (Dirkx, 2000). Mezirow (1995) suggests that 

perspective transformation can result from an “accumulation of transformations in 

meaning schemes over a period of time” (p. 50). He suggests that disorienting dilemmas 

are events that have no immediate or apparent solution; such events occur outside of 

familiar frameworks and experience and therefore trigger critical reflection.  

 Shifting frames of reference. Transformative learning at its core is about how 

we make meaning of our life experiences, and how we form frames of reference (and 

resultant habits of the mind) to understand our world or predict our world as it unfolds. In 

the process of living, we have come to generate governing values, assumptions, and 
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beliefs without spending too much time contemplating their genesis or imagining that 

there might be, in fact, another story or many other stories and interpretations of the same 

event, or another way to carry ourselves through the world. Transformative learning is 

about learning to see alternatives to our frame of reference: to shift our perceptions and 

habits of mind and see the world differently. This shift inspires us to consciously make 

and implement plans that bring about new ways of acting and reacting to our worlds 

(Grabov, 1997). Mezirow (2000) indicates that frames of reference have two dimensions: 

habits of mind, and their resulting points of view. In the process of transformation, both 

of these dimensions would be altered. 

From a complexity thinking perspective, Davis and Sumara (2006) refer to learning 

“frames” that have been chosen in order to generate meanings and that are “evolving and 

ever expanding conversations between sense makers, the sense made, and sensorial 

encounter with the universe” (p. 43). The hope is that a new frame of reference will 

emerge by locating ourselves in the context of a greater whole and expanding our 

possibilities through reflecting upon the values and belief systems that created our 

circumstances.  

Mezirow (2000) presents a structured cognitive/rational theory that asserts that 

learning is a “movement through time of reformulating reified structures of meaning by 

reconstructing dominant narrative” (p. 19). In other words, Mezirow considers 

transformative learning to be a rather linear process of learning that transforms an 

acquired frame of reference. This frame of reference encompasses cognitive and 

emotional components and is a set of assumptions and expectations that include a 

person’s core beliefs, values, associations, feelings, conditioned responses, and concepts 
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(Dirkx et al., 2006; Mezirow, 1996), all of which define an adult’s life and contribute to a 

person’s perspectives and worldview.  

Critical reflection. As a theory of adult education, the goal of transformative 

learning is to help learners become more critically reflective. At its core, learning is about 

meaning-making. Critical reflection is an integral determining factor for experiences to 

be meaningful, transformative (Cranton, 2002; Mezirow, 1997), experiential (Dewey, 

1938; Kolb, 1984), and complexly emergent (Davis & Sumara, 2006; Fenwick, 2003). 

Mezirow et al. (2009) contend that when individuals critically reflect on assumptions and 

understandings of the world that are based on their own biographical histories, they can 

then transform these basic knowledge structures or “meaning perspectives” to become 

more “inclusive, differentiating, permeable, critically reflective, and integrative of 

experience” (Mezirow, 1991, p. 14). Mezirow holds that critical reflection is integral in 

the transformation of meaning perspectives, which is the goal of transformative learning. 

Critical reflection is “the process of becoming critically aware of how and why our 

assumptions have come to constrain the way we perceive, understand, and feel about our 

world…. [It] makes possible a more inclusive, discriminating, and integrating 

perspective” (Mezirow, 1991, p. 167), which, in turn, generates new actions and 

understandings. Reflection, writes Welton (1995) in a review of Mezirow’s 

transformative learning theory, “is the apperceptive process by which we change our 

minds, literally and figuratively” (p. 46). 

Critical reflection is a way that human beings recognize and process true 

emancipatory experiences and “work through beliefs and assumptions assessing their 

validity in the light of new experiences or knowledge” (Cranton, 2002, p. 65). In 
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Cranton’s research on authenticity and teachers, all of her participants indicated the 

importance of critical self-reflection. Cranton discovered that as teachers became more 

reflective, their foundations for practice became more complex and their sense of self 

more integrated. Critical reflection raised awareness, deepened meaning, increased 

openness, and made reflection more complex over time, all of which made possible 

increased authenticity and transformation. As her research continued, participants became 

more integrated and aware of their part in the collective whole, “rooting out” the habits of 

mind acquired from past experiences and opening their minds—moving from 

unconscious to conscious. Through critical reflection, Cranton and Carusetta (2004a) 

suggest, “we come to know how we are different from and simultaneously the same as 

others” (p. 292). 

Gaining emancipatory knowledge is dependent on our ability to be self-determining 

and self-reflective (Cranton & Roy, 2003, p. 89). Self-reflection involves being aware 

and critical of our subjective perceptions of knowledge and of the constraints of social 

knowledge (Cranton, 2006d, p.13). Fenwick (2006) writes that the analysis of learning 

should “focus less on the reported meanings and motivations and more on what is 

happening under the surface of human encounters” (p. 131). She points to the work of 

Osberg and Biesta (2004, as cited in Fenwick, 2006, p. 18), which suggests that the very 

act of knowing brings forth a more complex world, because each act of knowing 

intervenes in phenomena to open new possibilities for knowing. Meaning, therefore, is 

happening in each moment as we participate and interact with it. And the results are 

incalculable. Fenwick further asserts that “in bringing forth meaning, we find 

ourselves.… A knowledge of one’s self is always fluid, always emergent, always 
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complicit in the events of the physical and social realm” (p. 8). There clearly is an 

immeasurable mystery that lives inside the meaning-making, understanding, and 

transformation inspired by critical reflection.  

Critical reflection brings unconscious frames of reference and assumptions to the 

surface and allows us to engage more seriously with the genesis of these habits of mind. 

As such critical reflection affords us the opportunity to begin to pry into the purpose of 

these habits of mind and the underlying darker, less attended-to parts of ourselves. We 

can then look critically at how and why we have created and perpetuated these systems; 

for example, Dirkx (2006a) writes that “when we take seriously the responsibility of 

developing a more conscious relationship with the unconscious dimension of our being, 

we enter into a profoundly transformative, life-changing process” and that “without such 

a conscious relationship with these dynamic forces, our lives are less meaningful” (p. 19).  

Palmer’s (2009) aforementioned monograph describes a practical journey and 

process to waking up to, and living, an “undivided life.” This journey occurs in the 

context of a “circle of trust” where committed individuals gather in a closed group for an 

indeterminate amount of time to critically reflect on their experiences of living in an 

undivided way every day, to close the gap between their core values and beliefs (their 

soul) and their lived experience. The group offers a process of ongoing critical reflection 

which Palmer considers essential to the practice of living undivided, authentic lives.  

Critical reflection (self to self, self to others, or self to the more-than-human world) 

is the consolidating factor that allows us to move our experience from our body out into 

the world, to transform our assumptions, to change our frame of reference, to hear other 

possibilities and live in them, and to extend this transformation to the world outside of 
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ourselves. In his book Exquisite Risk: Daring to Live an Authentic Life, Nepo (2005) 

writes: “Living as close to our experience as possible is what it means to be authentic and 

it is arduous so we need each other to do so” (p. 42).  

 Challenging assumptions. Reflective practice is predominantly related to 

challenging assumptions, beliefs, and values and is central to transformative learning. 

Brookfield (1995) writes about how challenging it is to question our personal 

assumptions through reflective practice:  

Assumptions give meaning and purpose to who we are and what we do. Becoming 

aware of the implicit assumptions that frame how we think and act is one of the 

most puzzling intellectual challenges we face in our lives.…It is also something we 

instinctively resist, for fear of what we might discover. (p. 2)  

According to Mezirow (1981), before we can begin to question our assumptions, 

we must first understand how we acquire our perspectives and behaviour patterns. People 

tend to describe themselves in terms of these internalized perspectives (i.e., ideas and 

values) and behaviours, but they are often unaware of having inherited distorted or faulty 

ones as well. We tend to live unconsciously and comfortably inside the narrative of these 

distortions; we do not fully know what and why we believe or why we behave as we do, 

but—perhaps most unfortunately—we are not even aware of why we should know why.  

Moving Away From the Cognitive-Rational  

 Since Mezirow laid a solid rational foundation for transformative learning theory, 

a group of transformative researchers (Cranton, 2006d, 2008; Dei, 2002; Dirkx, 1997; 

Elias, 1997) have been moving toward a less linear, more holistic and organic 

examination of transformative learning. In the last decade researchers have started to look 
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beyond cognitive-rational perspectives and toward the importance of spiritual values, 

interconnectedness, wholeness, and ancient wisdoms to facilitate transformation. In this 

view, transformation no longer includes only measurable qualities. Mezirow et al. (2009) 

indicate that Elias (1997) has “expanded the definition of transformative learning to 

explicitly include the unconscious [sic]” (Mezirow et al., 2009, p. 25). All of these 

components give learners courage to take new action, to think differently, to shift their 

frames of reference, and to challenge assumptions.  

The cognitive-rational perspective simply cannot contain, name, or measure all of 

the holistic realms of transformative learning. Dirkx’s “soul-work” (1997, p. 79) and 

Cranton’s (2008) writing on the resilience of the soul attend to this mystery. Patricia 

Cranton (2002) appears to be the transformative learning scholar who instigated the 

change in the understanding of transformative learning from a linear trajectory to a spiral-

like form. Instead of viewing transformative learning as a set of stages, she identifies 

conditions that are necessary for a learning environment to promote transformation. 

Cranton (2006c), alongside Carusetta (2004a, 2004b), has carved a new path into 

transformative learning with her research work on authenticity in teachers. She considers 

this “deeper, spiral-like, unpredictable experience” of learning to be fundamental to the 

development of authentic identity (p. 53).  

John Dirkx and “Soul-Work”  

 Like Cranton, Dirkx takes us into deeper, more holistic perspectives and ideas for 

transformation that incorporate spiritual, emotional, intuitive, and imaginative ways of 

learning and being. A transformative learning scholar influenced by Jung’s psychological 

concepts of human development, Dirkx (2006a) has been a key contributor to expanding 
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transformative learning into more spiritual learning realms. He is clear in his findings that 

in addition to critical reflection, “the imagination and emotion are portals through which 

one can travel on her path to transformation: in [formal adult learning] settings that are 

interactive and dialogical, the unconscious is often expressed through emotionally laden 

experiences, images, and relationships” (p. 20). Dirkx is interested in integrating our 

outer world experiences with inner world experiences (Dirkx et al., 2006). He asserts that 

consideration of the life of the inner world directs our attention to the imaginative and 

emotional dimensions of our being; we connect with and integrate the powerful feelings 

and images that often arise in our pursuit of intellectual and cognitive growth (Dirkx, 

2001).  

Dirkx’s invitation is to go beyond the rational to meet the mystical and the sacred, 

as there are spiritual implications of transformative learning. This notion resonates 

particularly with this research work as Dirkx gently walks away from a more Western 

concept of separation of the self (the ego that needs to imagine itself as 

different/better/separate from others) and leans (though not too closely) toward an 

Eastern philosophy of integration and non-separation in and between humans. He writes 

that the work of the soul is “intimately bound up with our being in and of this world, not 

secluded and apart from it,” and that there is much possibility in these soulful places 

“where rational has no footing and where an inner world of feeling, sensitivity and 

responsiveness to these feelings and images is awakened” (Dirkx et al., 2006, p. 129). 

Dirkx considers “the act of learning to be an inherently spiritual act.… It borders on the 

sacred, flirts with it, invites [it], if we allow it” (Dirkx et al., 2006, p. 130). Many 

researchers have responded to this broadening scope and as a result offer a more 
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complex, integrated, and balanced understanding of transformative learning, wholeness, 

and authenticity (Cranton, 2002; Dirkx, 2001; English, Gillien, & Imel, 2000; Lange, 

2004; Nepo, 2005; Palmer, 2004 Tisdell, 2003; Torbert & Torbert, 2004).  

 Dirkx (2006a) writes of the hidden self, which informs our ability to become 

authentic, and notes that it is “through interactions with affective and imaginative 

experiences that the process of individuation1 [authenticity] is achieved” (p. 18). Dirkx, 

who is reluctant to use the term transformative learning to describe his work because of 

its deeper, more spiritual encapsulation, steps away from the trajectory and teeters on the 

edge of the discourse of emergent complexities and Eastern religious philosophies. Dirkx 

(2006a) “seeks to account for the ways in which the social, cultural, and embodied as 

well as the deeply personal and transpersonal aspects of our being potentially play out in 

the process of transformative learning” (p. 125). He calls this exploration and depth of 

experience “soul-work” (1997). Dirkx relies most eloquently on inner life, explaining that 

while inner life is “shadowy with multiple conflicting voices, it is also a place of rest, 

peace, and a kind of sacred sanctuary that offers [him] meaningful, beautiful, deep 

wonder, and appreciation” (Dirkx et al., 2006, p. 125). Dirkx (2006) suggests that we 

invite the whole person—“the person in fullness of being: as an affective, intuitive, 

thinking, physical, spiritual self” (p. 46)—into learning environments.  

Everydayness Offering Opportunities for Transformation  

 I am, like Dirkx et al. (2000, 2006), most interested in the “everydayness of our 

lives” (p. 132). I am interested in the opportunities present in the uninspired daily grind 

                                                
1 Individuation, as interpreted by Dirkx (1997), as part of transformative learning, is the dialogue 
between the unconscious aspects of the psyche and the ego consciousness—through dialogue and 
interpreting images that help them gain insight into aspects of themselves that are outside 
conscious awareness.  
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of moment-to-moment living. I believe that it is in these moments that information from 

our inner lives is readily available and can inform our actions and relationships to the 

outer world. Being able to listen to the local “subtle messages” (p. 132) in daily living, 

rather than cultural norms, offers potent transformative opportunities. Fenwick (2006) 

acknowledges this notion asserting that “systems are constituted in, and changed through, 

small interactions” (p. 19). 

As previously indicated, Mezirow et al. (2009) assert that our frames of reference 

are transformed through critical reflection prompted by a disorienting dilemma. Such 

disorienting dilemmas can be in the form of an epochal change or an incremental 

accumulation of transformations in meaning schemes over a period of time. I accept these 

characterizations of disorienting dilemmas; however, incremental change is not the same 

as “everyday moments” that provide opportunities for transformation. I believe that there 

are “mini” self-contained disorienting dilemmas (everyday moments) that are not part of 

a cumulative experience, but rather stand alone in their capacity to transform. These 

seemingly insignificant daily moments contain important and meaningful transformative 

properties similar to epochal disorienting dilemmas.  

Davis and Sumara (2006), in a discussion of the shape of complexity thinking, call 

these moments that look like a bigger version of themselves “self-similar fractals” (p. 

44). These moment-to-moment ordinary events are perpetually available and offer ever-

emerging opportunities to take responsibility for one’s possibility because the process of 

being open to shifting assumptions and beliefs on this fractal level is the same as with the 

grander system.  

Present Moment Awareness 
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 Part of the conscious practice of authenticity is making oneself available to the 

moment and being prepared for and available to whatever emerges, whatever presents as 

possible in the space between previous and emerging frames of reference. Being able to 

be present means slowing down enough to feel and hear life beyond words and 

experiences.  

The conscious practice of authenticity requires that we interact with the moment-to-

moment life while being aware that our actions contribute to the greater context of the 

world. This interaction can render a conscious practice of self-reflexivity, genuineness, 

authenticity—a surrendering to the open space and the “not-yet-imagined” (Davis, 

Sumara, & Luce-Kapler, 2000, p. 38). Being attuned and present allows us to be available 

to moments in our day that generate dissonance or disequilibrium and offers the 

opportunity to be critically reflective of those moments. We must be conscious of our 

everyday interactions, our relationship to ourselves, each other, and to the whole, to 

participate in the conscious practice of authenticity.  

Applebaum (1995) writes about being mindful enough to create a “stop” or pause 

where a different choice can be made––often a choice that reinforces personal alignment 

leading to authenticity in self, and also a choice that inherently affects the system as a 

whole. With a conscious practice, we can take the time necessary to assess our body’s 

response to choices, words, others, and the world, and make decisions that are aligned 

with our knowing, our needs, our feelings, all with an overarching awareness of our 

contribution to the greater community. Dirkx (2006a) indicates that this awareness 

translates into an active life generated and sustained by contemplation and discernment.  



33 
 

Fenwick (2006) addresses present moment awareness and attunement when she 

indicates that transformation and emergence require a “shift to the immediate” (p. 19). 

She writes, “Mindful engagement is attuned participation: understanding that the whole 

unfolds from and is enfolded within the part(icipant)” (p. 20). She closes her article, “A 

simpler pedagogy is wide-awake politically, but is enacted through a mindful engagement 

with those in our immediate moment, an opening to those things we see and those things 

we cannot yet” (p. 21). Contemplative practices like meditation and creative processes 

have the potential to develop attunement and help us to become aware enough to 

recognize opportunities for transformation in the form of our discomfort when we are 

exposed to the “radically unfamiliar.” Karpiak (2003) calls this “tuning in for 

transformative learning” by teaching with a “listening heart” (p. 67) and being available 

to the subtle, less obvious opportunities for transformation that happen throughout a day.  

Limitations of Transformative Learning 

 Transformative learning is a relatively new field of inquiry that has been criticized 

for having an overly simplistic cognitive-rational structure. Transformative learning is 

also criticized for its elitist perspectives and need for pre-existing conditions: namely, 

that a person must have a certain level of cognitive development and education in order 

to participate in a process of transformative learning. In addition, with respect to 

changing assumptions and frames of reference, there is a concern that a transformative 

learning researcher must be able to see a previous assumption in order to reflect on it and 

change it, or to support participants in a research setting to examine their own 

assumptions. By not examining assumptions “we are trapped in the lens through which 

we see the world” (Cranton, 2006e, p. 85). Examining our own interpretive lens is an 
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important consideration for me and one to which I was attuned during my investigation. 

Finally, transformative learning has been criticized for its history of ignoring the 

significance of emotions in the process of transformation (Taylor, 2000). Emotions and 

transformation are inextricably linked and the affective domain is nested in critical 

reflection. This nesting or link does not mean that the interconnectedness or reflection of 

the interconnectedness between emotions and transformation has to be psycho-dynamic 

or psycho-therapeutic and left only for skilled or qualified professionals. There are many 

ways that emotions can be managed in other more competency-based ways.  

Complexity  

What is complexity thinking? Complexity thinking originated in the fields of 

physics, mathematics, chemistry, cybernetics, and information science. Due to its ability 

to make sense of interrelatedness, and its qualities of self-organization and decentralized 

control, complexity thinking has been adopted and advanced by the disciplines of 

organizational/systems management and leadership. Most recently, it has been adopted 

and interpreted by educational researchers. Because of its use in multiple disciplines, the 

adjective transdisciplinary (rather than the more conventional interdisciplinary or 

multidisciplinary) is used to describe the way complexity thinking informs and intersects 

with various fields of research (Davis & Sumara, 2008b, p. 35).  

It is beyond the scope of this study to describe complexity thinking and all of its 

incarnations over the last three decades, and how it relates to various disciplines. While 

the theory of transformative learning can be described in a rather Newtonian straight-line 

trajectory with conditions and components necessary for an experience to be considered 

transformative (Mezirow, 2000), complexity thinking simply cannot be presented or 
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explained this way. Complexity thinking seems to be everywhere and nowhere at the 

same time: It is a theory that lives inside this research and at the same time informs it, 

challenges it, and even discredits it. It is also an extensive and complex field of inquiry. 

For these reasons, it is difficult to be academically tidy and to formulaically lay out 

information in a literature review.  

Complexity, as a way of thinking about education, pedagogy, and curriculum, 

cannot be defined in linear or decisive ways. This is not to say that complexity is an 

ethereal idea that cannot be defined, but rather that, by its very nature, it moves with and 

through other frameworks. Davis and Sumara (2008b) indicate that they do not regard it 

as a “frame that can be simply adopted, but an emergent conversation that compels 

participation” (p. 33). When a study encompasses individuals, social groupings, bodies of 

knowledge, culture, and species, as well as the contexts that are implied, the complexity 

research can be “understood as the study of learning and learning systems” (Davis, 

Sumara, & Luce-Kapler, 2000, p. 63). This study was an inquiry into the systems 

imbedded in the phenomenon of the conscious practice of authenticity and revealed the 

importance of space for emergent possibility and its inherent learning. 

Complexity thinking offers a perspective of the larger group—the whole––and the 

learning and being possibilities therein and in so doing responds to some of the gaps and 

shortcomings in the transformative learning literature. It gives language, terminology, 

and form to what Dirkx et al. (2006) describe as the process of allowing the inner world 

to inform actions in the outer world. Complexity thinking thickens the context and 

meaning of transformative learning. In particular, the complexity thinking notions of 

emergence, self-organization, and uncertainty or “far-from equilibrium” (Prigogine, 
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1984, as cited in Smitherman, 2005, p. 165) inform transformative learning and its 

relationship with the conscious practice of authenticity.  

Self-organization/emergence. Most poignant and central in complexity thinking is 

the concept of self-organization. This idea posits that parts of a whole, while interacting 

according to their own “local” rules of behaviour, create global patterns of behaviour and 

capacity without intending for them to occur. Further, it suggests that the capacity of a 

collective can exceed the individual capacity of the parts working on their own and 

independently. In a complex system, we understand ourselves as part of that greater 

phenomenon––a bigger world, a collective with greater capacity and possibility than we 

have as a single agent in that collective. We understand that our relationship to ourselves 

and to others in that system is “nested, co-implicated, ambiguously bounded, and 

dynamic” (Davis & Sumara, 2008a, p. 173). Complexity thinking calls this notion self-

organization or emergence (Davis & Sumara, 2006, p. 81). Davis and Sumara (2008a) 

indicate that emergence is “an always-evolving, ever-elaborative structural dance” (p. 

174) that generates great possibility as a result of the inherent interactions in the system.  

Davis and Sumara (2006) outline the conditions necessary for complex emergence: 

what needs to be in place to allow the emergence of such expansive possibilities. One 

condition is that we must have “neighbour interactions” that are not just interactions with 

the “other” in our community, but rather “are ideas, hunches, queries, and other manners 

of representation” that are experienced in an environment (Davis et al., 2000, p. 38). 

Learning that is transformative is in part “directed to deepening our understanding of and 

work with these dynamics and relationships” (Dirkx et al., 2006, p. 128).  
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This notion of emergence connects with the conscious practice of authenticity 

because emergence is about interaction. Dirkx et al. (2006) indicate that as we tune into 

the inner world and how it relates to and interacts with our worlds, through our sensitivity 

and responsiveness to these feelings and images, we also come to tune into powerful and 

dynamic “forces” that feel beyond us, “as if we are living out parts of a larger script, one 

in which we are a key player but not the whole play, one in which we seem to be part of a 

larger whole” (p. 128).  

Authenticity only makes sense when we understand that we are connected first to 

ourselves, to others in the world, and to the more-than-human world. If that connection 

were authentic, we would expect the collectively created “product” to be different from a 

world in which agents act and react from a place of misalignment. The hope would be 

that individual agents would recognize that wellness for the group is generated from 

wellness and alignment on the individual “agent” level. How we act and interact affects 

our relationship to ourselves but also plays out in a shifting world with a greater narrative 

created by all those involved. In this way, emergence is a key piece of coming into, and 

consciously practicing, authenticity.  

On the edge of becoming: Far from equilibrium  

The truth is that our finest moments are most likely to occur when we are feeling 

deeply uncomfortable, unhappy, and unfulfilled. For it is only in such moments, 

propelled by our discomfort, that we are likely to step out of our ruts and start 

searching for different ways or truer answers. (Peck, 1978) 

Complex systems offer us a non-linear path of experience, something more like 

meandering—a wandering that requires us to have both faith in the not-knowing what is 
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next and a presence and availability for what presents, for what is possible. When we do 

this, with a conscious state, we are taking responsibility for our possibility. If we do not 

know where we are going, if we do not have a story about how something should look, 

should be, should end, then we are available for what is. It takes courage and a 

willingness to be open and not have answers. Davis and Sumara (2006) write that in order 

for complexity to happen, one must give up control. This opening and listening and 

responding to the open space—to what is—has much to do with a study of living an 

authentic life. 

Not knowing what is coming next and making room for a path to present itself is a 

concept that contrasts sharply with the narrative of mainstream popular culture. It is this 

unquestioned, master narrative that often leads people into my therapy office questioning 

their lives: living in jobs and marriages that they do not like or want, and presenting with 

very unsettled feelings in response to their daily experience. Divided lives show up as a 

“potentially destructive force in the form of personal pathologies such as obsessions, 

compulsions, addictions, depression, or other forms” (Dirkx, 2006a, p. 19). When we 

give up control and are willing to “not know,” we might find ourselves deeply 

uncomfortable, or we might experience dissonance in our bodies.  

Many researchers from a variety of schools of thought write about this “edge” of 

learning and what happens there. Prigogine (1980, as cited in Stanley, 2009, p. 33) writes 

about “unknowable futures emerging in local interactions in the present.” He analyzes 

these emerging futures in three different states: at equilibrium, near equilibrium, or far 

from equilibrium, and indicates that cognition occurs at points of instability—far from 

equilibrium. It is in this “far-from-equilibrium” state that transformation is most likely to 
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occur, a notion that is mirrors Mezirow’s “disorienting dilemma” as a quality of 

transformation (Mezirow et al., 2009, p. 23). 

Sawada and Caley (1985) call this same “edge” the “threshold of becoming” (p. 

14). They write, “When systems approach the far-from-equilibrium state (on the 

threshold of becoming) they are subject to spontaneous, dramatic reorganizations of 

matter and energy” (p. 14). Hazel Symonette, from a social justice and feminist 

perspective, encourages us to “lean into the turbulence” (conference proceedings, 

October 18, 2010), for it is in this place of discomfort that possibility presents itself. 

Berger (2003) studied a transitional zone in graduate students’ knowing and meaning-

making. He identified an “edge of meaning,” which names the place where we come to 

the limit of our knowing and begin to stretch our limits and work through the discomfort 

of this state.  

Biesta (2001) writes that by exposing oneself to the radically unfamiliar, or 

previously unquestioned ways of being, one will come up against a new worldview that 

will inspire innovation, inviting something new to come into the space created. 

Therefore, it is also the unfamiliar that provokes new meaning (Fenwick, 2006). 

Postmodern observations acknowledge that a “human being may feel strange, 

disengaged, frustrated, and/or helpless in the face of ever-changing realities; and that a 

willingness to acknowledge the strangeness, the uncertainty, is part of learning” (Greene, 

as cited in Zacharias, 2004, p. 2). Embracing uncertainty as a transformative teacher is 

part of a process of emergence, the emergence of unpredictable happenings. Teaching, 

according to Davis et al. (2000), must be principally concerned with ensuring the 

conditions for the emergence of the “not-yet-imagined” (p. 38).  
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Limitations of complexity thinking. Complexity thinking has been met with 

ongoing controversy. It has been championed as a way of thinking that promises better 

understanding and perhaps control over the workings of complex systems like 

organizations (Cilliers, 2001). But Cilliers (2001) indicates that there is a problem with a 

model of complexity: “Models have to reduce the complexity of the phenomena being 

described, they have to leave something out. However, we have no way of predicting the 

importance of that which is not considered” (p. 3). Cilliers writes that modelling 

simultaneously gives us freedom and constraints, “but the two are not independent from 

each other” (p. 4). Some of the defining factors of complexity thinking, such as 

unpredictability, self-organization, and decentralized control, make application of this 

theory difficult as it juxtaposes the predictable, organized, and controlled environments 

where learning typically occurs.  

Conclusion 

 The theme of authenticity is central to this literature review. Authenticity has been 

identified as the alignment of inner values and beliefs with actions and behaviours. The 

conscious practice of authenticity, however, is more than simply a way of acting or 

being. It is a choice to mindfully align—self to self, self to other, and self to the grander 

narrative and community. Transformative learning informs my research, particularly the 

imperative role of critical reflection, the role of disorienting dilemmas and shifting 

frames of reference, and the role of discomfort or disequilibrium as teacher.  

Research on authenticity is scattered across many fields from leadership 

management to transpersonal psychology to the noetic sciences. Each field has created a 

somewhat different meaning for the term authenticity. This discrepancy becomes 
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problematic, as there are significant inconsistencies in meaning throughout the literature. 

Similar limitations are imposed on research pertaining to consciousness, contemplative 

practice, and critical reflection.  

A number of studies provide insight into the complicated realms of consciousness, 

conscious practice, transformation, and authenticity. In the field of transformative 

learning, Cranton and Carusetta (2004b) offer important insight into conditions that lend 

themselves to authentic practice in teachers. Dirkx’s (Dirkx et al., 2006, p. 129) “soul-

work” takes transformative learning to a deeper, more spiritual level and looks at 

meaning-making that results from living an aligned life. Schlitz et al. (2007) have studied 

reflective practice and critical reflection as it relates to consciousness transformation. 

They offer a long list of contributing factors that lead to transforming consciousness. 

Further, two quantitative studies indicate a positive correlation between acting 

authentically and happiness and psychological well-being (Brown & Ryan 2003; Wood et 

al., 2008).  

However, there remains a gap in the research that does something different from 

ask how being authentic affects learning and teaching, and instead asks what the inner 

workings of the experience of authenticity are. Palmer’s (2009) work on wholeness and 

an undivided life is foundational to this research on the conscious practice of authenticity. 

According to Palmer (email communication, December 15, 2011), there does not appear 

to be research directly related to the application of his pedagogy of authentic living. From 

this perspective, my question concerning the relationship between the conscious practice 

of authenticity and transformation remains unanswered in the literature. There is great 

value in living our lives closely aligned to our values and beliefs. It is a practice that 
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carries the possibility of important transformation: wholeness on the individual or local 

level and connection and meaning on the global level.  



43 
 

Chapter 3 

 Methodological Orientation 

 

part to whole  

local to global  

data to phenomenon 

self to other 

individual to group 

organization to context 

specific to general 

micro to macro 

particular to universal 

episode to totality 

a certain way of being in this moment to a certain way of being in the world  

  

 “Phenomenological inquiry is determined by the question of the essential nature of a 

lived experience: a certain way of being in the world” (van Manen, 1990, p. 39). 

 

 The overall purpose of my research was to more deeply understand authenticity in 

participants’ lived experience. More specifically, I have been interested in the experience 
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of the conscious (intentional) practice of authenticity and how that is played out in our 

everyday lives. This qualitative hermeneutic phenomenological study was a response to 

my curiosity about the gap that occurs between belief and practice. I asked the 

overarching questions: “What is the experience of the conscious practice of 

authenticity?” and “How does the conscious practice of authenticity relate to 

transformative learning”? In this study, I looked closely at the present, in-the-moment 

events of our daily lives by breaking apart the taken-for-granted moments in an attempt to 

reveal the essence of everyday experiences. My desire to research this topic, my personal 

and professional interests, my life experience, and my philosophy of life and education 

have led me to qualitative research methodologies and, more specifically, to a 

hermeneutic phenomenological study. A hermeneutic phenomenological inquiry is “an 

attempt to somehow capture a certain phenomenon of life in a linguistic description that 

is both holistic and analytical, evocative and precise, unique and universal, powerful and 

sensitive” (van Manen, 1990, p. 39).   

 

Background 

When I turned 40, I decided I wanted to be what I know. That was my gift to 

myself. I wanted to live my values rather than teach others about what they “should” 

value. I stopped teaching and I started learning. I learned by listening, by valuing others’ 

stories and lives. I learned by practicing meditation and being aware of my judgments, by 

slowing down, by being attuned to my feelings, needs, relationships, and surroundings, 

and by opening to possibility: mine and others’. I learned about ego and I learned about 

impermanence and pain. I started to understand the quiet in-between spaces and to trust 
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that I am presented with what I need at any given moment—essentially, that the universe 

is abundant and generous and that who I am and how I interpret my life is about attitude 

and perception. I saw that continuous reintegration and emergence is infinitely altered by 

being present and noticing all that is in and around me. I learned through adversity, as in 

Mezirow’s (2000) “disorienting dilemma,” the reality of impermanence and the value of 

personal responsibility. My own conscious practice of authenticity has been born from 

that level of consciousness.  

I have taken a long and meandering journey to an end-point of choosing a 

methodology. After much deliberation and consideration, and in response to the 

suggestion of a colleague who insisted that it is most important that I ponder the 

philosophical assumptions that underlie my beliefs about authenticity and to examine my 

position as the researcher, I have explored what I want to study, how I want to study it, 

with whom, and most importantly, why the phenomenon of authenticity matters to me 

and might matter to a greater population. I have also spent time questioning motives, 

checking my reactions to different methodological orientations and research designs. I 

have made a conscious effort to cast my net of curiosity far and wide when considering 

methodologies and to reflect upon my responses to them.  

 At one point in the process of deciding on a research design, for example, given 

my psychological training and background as a teacher and psychotherapist, I planned to 

implement a phase one didactic intervention, with me as teacher, in the form of a learning 

retreat. Through a pre-post inventory in a quasi-experimental design, I would measure 

participants’ transformation after such an experience and then monitor them over the 

course of a year post-retreat. This was my plan for about a month. Days passed and I felt 
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ambivalent and flat toward the planned design and methodology. I was uninspired, 

uninterested, and off balance. The idea of implementing a learning retreat felt 

uncomfortable, noticeably shortened my breath, and nagged me in my belly––that 

“intuitive” part of my body. In those times of reflection on possible methodologies and 

methods, I was monitoring the gap between my core values and beliefs (philosophy) and 

my intended actions (psycho-educational retreat curriculum). In so doing, I found 

dissonance, apathy, and flatness rather than the awake delight that I want to inhabit in my 

life and as a researcher. This particular attunement and monitoring of my alignment 

mirrored the phenomenon I wanted to research—the conscious practice of authenticity. I 

wanted the research methodological orientation and methods to be aligned with my core 

self, my true self. Most importantly, I wanted to orient this research with a methodology 

that honoured my philosophical foundation.  

This foundation is my belief that in relinquishing control and expectation in life, 

something will emerge and present itself in the space between what is known and what is 

unknown and what is not yet imagined. That relinquishing of control is a choice. My 

values are based in attunement, emergence, integration, co-creation, egalitarianism, and 

flow, as well as creative narrative and reflective practices, all of which have led me to 

choose a hermeneutic phenomenological approach to this proposed research on 

authenticity. This approach aligns most closely with my philosophical assumptions and 

my theoretical framework and is congruent with my belief in a world that contains 

infinite possible interpretations of complex experience—ever changing, ever co-creating, 

ever emerging. Similarly, over the years I have been curiously drawn to the lineage of 

philosophers including Husserl, Heidegger, Gadamer, Merleau-Ponty, and Derrida and 
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only recently have I come to better understand them to be akin to a family woven 

together with the threads of phenomenology––threads of truth, of authenticity, and of 

being. 

Hermeneutic phenomenology and the framework of the hermeneutic circle 

respond to the fundamental quality of “emergence” in self-organizing complex systems. 

Emergence is in part characterized by its non-linear, unpredictable trajectory; it is a direct 

result of an interaction between entities whereby an interaction on a local level can 

deeply affect experiences and changes on a collective or grand level. Hermeneutic 

phenomenological research generates rich textual descriptions that are created within, and 

reflective of, the complex notion of emergence. This quality of emergence plays a central 

role in my understanding of my role as researcher, the phenomenon being researched, and 

its place in a much greater story of the world and human relationships. 

I am cautious about being bound and confined by a methodology that does not 

leave room for the unexpected or the wonder or the mystery of possibilities. Wonder, 

writes van Manen (2002), “is the willingness to step back and let things speak to us, a 

passive receptivity to let the things of the world present themselves in their own terms” 

(n.p.). Hermeneutics asks researchers to surrender to the unknown, to the in-between 

space, to listen to the quiet “in order to facilitate an ever-deepening appreciation of that 

wholeness and integrity of the world which must be present for thought and action to be 

possible at all” (Smith, 1999 p. 37). In this study, I honoured the expected twists and 

turns in phenomenological research and was attuned to the offerings of this open place of 

possibility. In fact, what I was most interested in was being present enough for the 
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mystery to emerge and to be available to it rather than being bound and controlled by a 

methodology that did not allow for this mystery.  

 From a practical point of view, my ability as an interviewer, a listener of people’s 

stories and experiences from my work as a psychotherapist, lent itself well to 

hermeneutic phenomenological research. I also have a keen and persistent interest in self-

reflection and in writing and am attuned to the silent spaces of possibility. As a visual 

artist and writer, I have been able to interpret and analyze data with creativity and insight; 

I used a thoughtful and artful interpretive lens throughout the process of data collection 

and interpretation.  

 I am curious about life, about meaning, about the essence of experiences. In the 

process of this research, I did not want to separate myself from the learning and the 

experience, but rather was interested in a continuation of learning and the process of co-

creation, co-investigation, and co-interpretation and the prospect of being personally 

interwoven with participants in this research. As a researcher, I worked together with 

research participants to bring life to the experience and phenomenon of authenticity. I 

expanded upon the responsibility of being reflectively aware and used my personal 

experience as a starting point to this research. I extended hermeneutic phenomenology’s 

use of personal experience as an entry point to my research and leaned toward inclusion 

of personal and autobiographical narrative to responsibly identify and be vigilantly aware 

of the lens through which I interpreted and lived this phenomenon.  

 

Qualitative Research 

 Qualitative research methods are appropriate for this study as I am “interested in 
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understanding how people interpret their experiences, how they construct their worlds, 

and what meaning they attribute to their experiences” (Merriam, 2009, p. 5). Qualitative 

methods offer an expansive analysis of words and images that allowed me to gain in-

depth exposure to participants’ experiences and their understanding of the notion of 

authenticity. In the process of researching authenticity, qualitative research invites the 

emergent possibility—a complex possibility in a complex world. It requires attention to 

natural shifts and changes in humans, allows flexibility and fluidity, and demands an 

unassuming stance in me as the researcher. With qualitative research, “relevant variables 

are not known ahead of time, findings are inductively derived in the data analysis 

process” (Merriam, 2009, p.16). As such, phenomenological research appeared 

ephemeral and presented as an emergent, evolving methodology that aroused my 

curiosity. Van Manen (1990) indicates “there is no definitive set of research procedures 

offered here that one can follow blindly.… The critical moments of inquiry are ultimately 

elusive to systematic explication” (p. 34). As such, I positioned myself as an open-to-

possibility, curious, and flexible researcher.  

Phenomenological Research  

Phenomenology follows a kind of contemplative and in some ways meditative 

attunement to the phenomenon in question. It is a path that engages more receptive and 

aesthetic forms of thinking and focusing attention, holding back from closure and from 

discriminatory analytic thinking in favour of a more contemplative-like process (Küpers, 

2009, p. 70). Phenomenology is the study of the life world. It is about wonder and 

curiosity. It is the unpacking of a particular experience in an effort to gain a deeper 

understanding of the nature, meaning, or essence of our everyday experiences. Van 
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Manen (1990) writes that it is a “systematic attempt to uncover and describe ... the 

internal meaning structure of lived experience” (p. 10).  van Manen (1990) indicated that 

phenomenological research consists of “reflectively bringing into nearness that which 

tends to be obscure that which tends to evade the intelligibility of our natural attitude of 

everyday life … about everything we can reflectively ask ‘what is it that constitutes the 

nature of this lived experience?’” (p. 32).   

My aim as a phenomenological researcher was to describe the essence of lived 

experience, to give the reader a feeling of reliving it, and to provide the tools for 

discovering something meaningful and insightful “through meditations, conversations, 

day dreams, inspirations and other interpretive acts… assign[ing] meaning to the 

phenomena of lived life” (van Manen, 1990, p. 37). The essence of the phenomenon of 

the conscious practice of authenticity was revealed “in such a fashion that we are now 

able to grasp the nature and significance of this experience in a hitherto unseen way” (p. 

37).  

 While I understand phenomenology to be a path to more deeply understanding an 

experience, it is also about a present awareness of the notion being researched. 

Phenomenological research is about thoughtfulness and “a caring attunement” 

(Heidegger, 1962, p. 162). In his paper titled “Congruence,” Brazier (1993) explains 

phenomenology as “in part, an attempt to restore some of the sense of wonder which we 

feel when we stand before mysteries of life and do not try too hastily to explain them 

away. No explanation is, in any case, ever adequate to the experience” (p. 10). Van 

Manen (1990) adds that phenomenology is “a heedful, mindful wondering about the 

project of life, of living, of what it means to live a life” (p. 10).  
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Hermeneutic Phenomenology 

 My research was primarily informed by the work of Max van Manen (1990) in his 

theories related to researching lived experience, and the development of rich or dense 

descriptions in the process of interpretation of the phenomenon being studied. Ajjawi and 

Higgs (2007) indicate that where phenomenological research concerns itself with “pre-

reflective experiences and feelings (the essence of a phenomenon) ... hermeneutic 

phenomenology enables the exploration of participants’ experiences with further 

abstraction and interpretation by the researchers based on researchers’ theoretical and 

personal knowledge” (p. 616).  

 The goal of this research was to better understand the human experience of 

authenticity and to be as open as possible to what meaning was made inquiring about it. 

Smith (1999) writes, “Hermes is neither concerned to make a word mean one thing and 

one thing only, nor is only one preconceived way of doing things the only way” (p. 37). 

To generate this understanding, I interpreted data from a variety of sources: written 

documents, poetry, stories, art, literature, interviews, related Internet sites, journals 

documenting insights and observations, an experiential component, and my own story. 

By using a hermeneutic phenomenology methodology, I was invited to delve into a 

deeper understanding of the meaning of that experience and produce “rich textual 

descriptions of the experiencing of selected phenomenon in the life world of individuals 

that [sic] are able to connect with the experience of all of us collectively” (Smith, 1999, 

p. 80). When describing the textual practice of reflective writing or “textual activity” 

(human science research), van Manen (1990) writes: 

It is the phenomenological and hermeneutical study of human existence: 
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phenomenology because it is the descriptive study of lived experience 

(phenomena) in the attempt to enrich lived experience by mining its meaning; 

hermeneutics because it is the interpretive study of the expressions and 

objectifications (texts) of lived experience in the attempt to determine the 

meaning embodied in them. (p. 38) 

 The hermeneutic circle. The hermeneutic circle is an important part of 

hermeneutic understanding and interpretation. Heidegger (1927/2010) originated the term 

from an existential perspective as interplay between our self-understanding and our 

understanding in the world (as cited in Ramberg & Gjesdal, 2009). Heidegger’s student 

Gadamer (1989) describes the hermeneutic circle as a way to make meaning whereby 

“the whole is envisaged becomes explicit understanding in that the parts, that are 

determined by the whole, themselves also determine this whole” (p. 259). Geertz (1979) 

describes it as a “a continuous dialectical tacking between the most local of local detail 

and the most global of global structure in such a way as to bring both into view 

simultaneously” (as cited in Juarrero, 2000, p. 48). More specifically pertaining to 

phenomenological research, Ajjawi and Higgs (2007) write that the hermeneutic circle 

involves the “movement between parts (data) and the whole (evolving understanding of 

the phenomenon)” whereby the researcher is attuned and “open to questions that emerge 

from studying the phenomenon and allows the text to speak” (p. 623). Smith (1999) 

writes that data interpretation that develops using the hermeneutic circle metaphor 

(moving back and forth between the micro and the macro) requires the researcher to 

“intuit” or “divine” what is at work on the part of the original author (p. 30). In this way, 

Schön (1983) indicates that the hermeneutic circle is developed by means of “a 
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conversation with the situation” (p. 157). In essence, the hermeneutic circle represents the 

“specific and the general, and the micro and the macro” (Smith, 1999, p. 30) and the 

“particular to the universal, part to whole, episode to totality” (van Manen, 1997, p. 36), a 

concept that mirrors the quality of emergence in complex adaptive systems. The 

hermeneutic circle is often represented as a circle or spiral with a co-informing and co-

created meaning, awareness, and understanding at play in a fluid motion (see Figure 1). 

 

Figure 1. The basic form of the hermeneutic circle.  
 

The hermeneutic circle is characterized by the acknowledgment of our “pre-

reflective” awareness: that a researcher’s consciousness is only prepared or able to see 

the world through the lens of already established and situated ways of being and 

knowing—historically, culturally, and linguistically. That perspective is all that 

researchers are able to investigate and, as such, “the sort of reifications that the 

researchers accept co-determine what emerges” (Letiche & Boje, 2001, p. 17). With 

hermeneutic interpretation and the metaphor of the hermeneutic circle, we are challenged 

to “bring together the horizon of the known with the horizon of the unknown, we are 

prepared to experience, amongst other things, a shattering of prior ways of knowing and 

understanding” (Holroyd, 2001, p. 10). Thus, a hermeneutic circle of pre-reflective 

assumptions is always at play in a dialogic process because “researchers create the world 
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through their assumptions that get (re)presented in research; but the social world 

produces the assumptions with which the researcher goes to work” (Juarrero, 2000, p. 

50). We are then left with an acute awareness of our place in the process of research, of 

our creation of meaning and how that relates to our deep, interwoven personal meanings, 

our meaning-making with others, the phenomenon we are researching, and ultimately, 

with the world. In doing this research, I am aware that who I am and what I am 

researching are part of a much bigger scheme of the world: I am part of the whole. I am 

also aware that I, too, am a “whole” made up of a million tiny local interactions inside 

me, and that those interactions can be broken down to atoms of interaction. I am acutely 

aware of how important it is to be conscious of moment-to-moment interactions and how 

ultimately, they play a role in the grander scheme of the world.  

 The hermeneutic circle and the quality of emergence. The hermeneutic circle is 

a metaphor and a model of emergence in self-organizing complex adaptive systems. If I 

am to understand the experience of an individual, I must first understand that the study 

participants, their actions, thoughts and feelings, are dynamic and reflect their individual 

complexity and their part in a complex adaptive system (society, the world). This 

research is concerned with the most local detail: moment-to-moment details of the 

experience of consciously practicing authenticity and how these details are nested in and 

influence the most global structures.  

 Complexity thinking is fundamentally characterized by self-organization and the 

quality of emergence. Emergence is characterized by a shared decentralized control, a 

non-linear trajectory, an interconnectivity, and enabling constraints (Davis & Sumara, 

2006); it is “grounded in the dialogic relationship between self and other, individual and 
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group, organization and context” (Juarrero, 2000, p. 50). The hermeneutic interpretation 

of a phenomenon allows meanings to emerge from a co-created, co-informed process 

(hermeneutic circle) while at the same time the researcher is cognizant of how these 

meanings and pre-assumptions purposively restrict, constrain, and enable the behaviour 

that flows from them (Juarrero, 2000). As such, when we are interpreting data derived 

from studying a phenomenon, we must acknowledge that we are inside and part of a 

complex adaptive system where many possibilities exist. Hermeneutic phenomenology, 

as earlier described, creates space for wonder and mystery; being aware of our small 

space of wonder, our known, can make room for the unknown—for possibilities to 

emerge that were unexpected.  

 Moving back and forth between the parts and the whole, between data and an 

understanding of a phenomenon, the hermeneutic circle reproduces the self-organization 

of a complex adaptive system and shows itself as an experience of infinite possibility. 

Therefore, “hermeneutical narratives are uniquely suited as the logic of explanation of 

these strange-loop phenomena” (Juarrero, 2000, p. 48). A hermeneutic narrative 

reproduces the quality of emergence in that the “most global of global structures,” the 

whole (phenomenon), can be understood only by deeply understanding the “most local of 

local” (p. 47); the local data are significant statements offered by individual participants 

that “bring both into view simultaneously” (Geertz, 1979, p. 239. Essentially, “the 

anticipation of meaning in which the whole is envisaged becomes explicit understanding 

in that the parts, that are determined by the whole, themselves also determine this whole” 

(Gadamer, 1985, p. 259 as cited in Juarrero, 2000, p. 47).  

 Throughout the process of writing this thesis and exploring the literature on 
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hermeneutics, the image of an infinity symbol (Figure 2) repeatedly presented itself to 

me, unlike the image that usually depicts the hermeneutic circle (see Figure 1). In my 

artistic mind, hermeneutics at the most local level appears less like a circle, or even a 

spiralling circular process, and functions more like an infinity symbol or lemniscate––a 

woven figure-eight-like loop (see Figure 2). 

  

 Figure 2. Single, local interaction. 

 This loop is a fractal of greater and deeper understanding of the whole (many loops 

infinitely embedded in other loops of interaction complexly working together to create a 

system). At the local level in hermeneutic research, one loop (which has an infinite 

possibility and loops already inside it) can represent the interplay between the data and 

the phenomenon being studied while near the other end of the spectrum, at the global 

level, one phenomenon is infinitely co-created and co-informed by other phenomena 

affecting it. For example, authenticity may be co-informed and co-created by the 

experience of guilt, trauma, religion, family values, cultural values, language—all in 

themselves complex adaptive systems. 

 Figure 3 shows the phenomenon in the centre, informed by the surrounding data 

(with researcher as interpreter). Each data source co-informs and co-creates the 

phenomenon studied. As researchers, we have data sources to inform and deepen our 

understanding of a phenomenon. In hermeneutic phenomenological research, we 

continuously interact with our data recognizing that the process could be endless in the 

same way that interpretive possibilities are. Our data sources (ourselves, people, 
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literature, lyrics, art, observations) contain a multitude of their own data sources (e.g., a 

person being interviewed contains their own informing data like their culture, language, 

history, experience, family) and in themselves are infinite.  

 

                             

Figure 3. The hermeneutic “circle” showing interplay of data-to-phenomenon and 

data-to-data.  

 Further, our data sources are connected to and co-inform each other and the 

phenomenon. During this study for example, participants and researcher contributed to 

and read an ongoing weblog about their experiences in the study and with the overall 

experience of the conscious practice of authenticity. In this way, data sources are 

continuously co-informing (data–phenomenon and data source–data source). Finally, the 

whole phenomenon of authenticity that is being researched is considered as part of a 

greater system of understanding (see Figure 3). In this way, we must then imagine the 

phenomenon we are researching to also be in an infinite and inextricable interplay with 

other phenomena and ultimately, with the world. When seen in this way, every moment 

then essentially contains the world, and the world contains all moments, and thus the 

moment-to-moment inquiry into the conscious practice of authenticity has potential for 

important local and global impact. At its very core, the methodological orientation and 

data analysis processes replicate the phenomenon being studied. This is the alignment 
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and congruence that I would consider an authentic research practice.  

 Another image of a complex system, the mandala, came to me in a dream. It was a 

three-dimensional sphere against my skin. When I looked more closely, I saw that this 

sphere contained layered “circles of infinity symbols,” and then I became aware in a 

dream-like way that I was floating inside another sphere exactly the same as the one I 

was watching. And so, the hermeneutic circle, as represented in this three-dimensional 

mandala-like model of repeated infinite loops of interaction, represents the most local of 

interactions (self to self) to the most global interactions (self to the world) and supports, 

in a multitude of ways, this phenomenological research. 

   

         

Figure 4. Hermeneutics and complex adaptive system: Multiple phenomena co-

informing. 
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Methodology 

My primary objective for this study was to understand the experience of a 

conscious practice of authenticity. Hermeneutic phenomenological qualitative research 

invites the collection of data from many sources in an attempt to generate a deeper 

understanding of the lived experience of the phenomenon being studied. Hermeneutic 

phenomenology offers the opportunity to be present and reflective and to allow a 

multitude of moments to collect into a meaningful story that resonates at a frequency 

greater than that of its constituent parts. It offers the opportunity to transform moment-to-

moment reflections, words, stories, observations, text, conversations, poetry, gut feelings, 

wide-open space and even silence into a story with a depth of understanding. Smith 

(1999) writes that the hermeneutic imagination works to rescue the specificities of our 

lives from the burden of their everydayness to show how they reverberate within grander 

schemes of things (p.39). The methods I used in this study reflect an openness and 

willingness to allow the emergence of new meaning and understanding of the 

phenomenon of the conscious practice of authenticity. 

The research methods associated with hermeneutic phenomenology attend to the 

responsibility I feel as a researcher to be consciously practicing authenticity. This means 

that my practices as a researcher must deeply resonate with my beliefs and values and 

with my respect for possibilities emerging from unknown places––places that require 

patience and quiet to be heard. I chose hermeneutic methods to conduct my research 

because slowness and openness, integration, consideration and reconsideration, shifting 

and changing and listening—deeply listening—are practices of personal alignment and 

authenticity for me. Allowing themes and analysis models to emerge from the data—for a 
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story to show itself in a way that was deeper than the contributing parts—was essential to 

this research and the findings. The methods allowed, if not demanded, truth: my truth and 

my choice to listen to many contributing factors at the analysis phase in particular. When 

the analysis offered a clean, four-faceted analytic model, I had to sit still and listen to the 

truth to discern whether this model represented the findings or whether I wanted it to do 

so. The methods of interpretation and analysis not only kept me in check as a thorough 

and integrated researcher but allowed me adequate space to reflect and respond to my 

own sense of knowing—to meander away to a place without words, to guess at things, to 

use my own “gut feeling” on analysis, to be still and stop constricting around what I 

wanted, what would be easiest, what I hoped would happen. 

Description of the Participants  

There were 10 participants in this study. Eight participants took part in the full 

study (Phase I and Phase II) and two in only the Phase I interview. Of the 10 participants, 

three were men and seven were women ranging in age from 33 to 60 years old. All 

participants were English speaking and had an undergraduate degree; six of them also 

had a graduate degree. Seven participants were leadership coaches or consultants in the 

field of change and transformation, authenticity or mindfulness, one was an 

artist/musician, one worked with young adults on issues related to identity development 

and transitions through major life events, and one was a yoga teacher.  

Participant Recruitment and Selection  

Participants are selected for a phenomenological qualitative research study based 

on how they can inform the phenomenon being studied—in this case, their ability to 

describe the lived experience of the conscious practice of authenticity. Polkinghorne 
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(2005) states that “validity and trustworthiness of qualitative research is related to the 

selection of viable sources that promote a deepening of the understanding of the 

experience inquired about” (p. 139). Because the goal of qualitative research is 

“enriching the understanding of an experience, it needs to select fertile exemplars of the 

experience for study” (p. 139). It was important for me to recruit a purposeful sample of 

participants, from whom rich and useful information could be derived (Merriam, 2009 p. 

12). As such, I used a purposeful criterion-based sampling procedure (Patton, 1990, p. 

169) to select the eight interview participants for Phase II of the study. I interviewed only 

10 informants in an in-depth fashion because I was focused on generating an 

understanding of the breadth and depth of an individual’s experience of the conscious 

practice of authenticity. I respected the participants as the living, speaking, expressive, 

experiential experts of the phenomenon I chose to study. For this reason, participants had 

to be able to describe their experience of authenticity. It was clear that it was not enough 

to select participants who simply reported being interested in this phenomenon, but 

rather, who explicitly reported a daily practice of authenticity. This criterion meant that 

participants required clarity about what the conscious practice meant. At the recruitment 

stage, therefore, I asked the participants about their daily and intentional practice of 

authenticity. In this way, I ensured that a level of consciousness was connected to each 

person’s working definition of authenticity.  

Recruitment. (Time Frame: September–October 2012). I created a recruitment 

poster electronically (see Appendix F) and posted it on my personal Facebook page and 

on the wall of the Authenticity Project’s Facebook page. I also sent the poster to the 

administrator of the Authenticity and Leadership Institute in Halifax for distribution in 
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their community. In addition, I targeted people I knew who were leaders or coaches in the 

area of authentic leadership, conscious living, and/or mindfulness. With each of these 

postings, I used a “snowballing” recruitment strategy (Polkinghorne, 2005, p. 141) 

whereby respondents invited others whom they considered to be informed or interested in 

the notion of authenticity or who consciously chose to practice authenticity. Those people 

also distributed the poster and told others, and nominated and invited those whom they 

considered exemplars of the conscious practice of authenticity to contact me. In addition, 

I recruited participants through informal real-life conversations where I described the 

research study. Several people asked to be part of the study, and two of these people 

joined the study in the recruitment phase. Participants were strangers to me, with two 

exceptions: one was a friend and colleague of 20 years and the other I had met at a 

writing retreat a year prior to the study. The recruitment poster asked four questions:  

1. Do you regularly think about being true to yourself? 

2. Do you intentionally shift your actions to more closely match your true self? 

3. Are you conscious about being authentic? 

4. Do you have 9 hours to participate in a study in the next 6 months? 

Interested participants were directed to my website where I had created a 

dedicated research description page containing a letter of information outlining the 

research summary, purpose, rationale, questions, methodology, and timelines; the criteria 

and time commitment for participation; consent forms; and my contact information. 

Selection criteria also required that participants (a) speak and write English, (b) be over 

the age of 18, (c) be explicit in their personal engagement with the conscious practice of 

authenticity and able to articulate their lived experience, (d) have access to the Internet 
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and a cell phone that can receive texts, and (e) be willing to fully engage and participate 

in the study within the established timelines. 

 Selection. The first eight people who met the participant selection criteria and 

contacted me with their willingness to participate were sent the passcode for the research 

website portal. This portal directed participants to a webpage that contained the 

information letter and consent forms for the study. Participants sent these pages back to 

me either electronically or by mail. When I received the consent forms, I phoned each of 

the participants to review the details of the study and the consent forms and answer any 

questions or concerns they might have. At this time, we established contact information 

and set up an entrance interview time, they chose a pseudonym, and I sent them the first 

three questions to consider before their interview. These eight participants were involved 

in both phases of the study and were self-selected.  

 Two participants contributed only to the Phase I interview. Crane Stooky from the 

Institute for Authentic Leadership in Action (ALIA) in Halifax, Nova Scotia, was 

nominated, and I contacted him directly and invited him for an interview. I also contacted 

Alan Sloan from ALIA, as I had followed his work on authenticity. I interviewed Crane 

and Alan in person in Halifax. 

 

Ethical Clearance 

The human subject’s ethical consideration and clearance for this study took place 

from June to August 2012. Ethical clearance was received at two levels: (a) the Education 

Research Ethics Board (EREB) at the Faculty of Education level, (b) the General 

Research Ethics Board (GREB) at the University level.  



64 
 

 

Research Design 

Design Overview  

The primary objectives of this study were to illuminate the experience of the 

conscious practice of authenticity and to examine the process of transformation therein. 

The research questions were “What is the experience of the conscious practice of 

authenticity?” and “How does the conscious practice of authenticity relate to 

transformative learning”? The design was planned but was also open to a kind of weaving 

and meandering: I allowed new information gathered along the way, coupled with an 

ongoing interpretation and analysis process, to inform the design. 

The study was designed in three phases after the initial recruitment stage. Phase I 

consisted of a 90–120 minute interview with each participant. Three interviews were in 

person and seven were done electronically by Skype. Except for the first interview, 

Skype interviews were done with the video option turned off.  

Phase II consisted of two simultaneous activities: participation in an Internet-

based writing community (weblog), and participation in an experiential sampling method 

(ESM) whereby participants were alerted by cell-phone text on six different occasions 

over 2 weeks to complete a questionnaire reflecting their in-the-moment experience of 

their authentic practice.  

Phase III of the study was the process of data interpretation and analysis. While 

this phase appears to fall in a linear fashion in the research design, interpretation and 

analysis was an ongoing and integrated process throughout the whole study beginning 
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with pre-study narrative writings where I reflected on my own assumptions and 

preconceptions of the phenomenon of the conscious practice of authenticity. 

Throughout each phase of the study, I continued to explore the phenomenon of 

the conscious practice of authenticity through writing about my personal experience and 

reflections in a commonplace book and in electronic files, contributing to the Internet 

forum alongside the participants, sourcing published papers and literature on the topic of 

authenticity, attending an international online conference on “Radical Authenticity” with 

six key informants who were presenting at the conference, and exploring others’ writing 

and documents on the topic of authenticity.  

Data Collection  

To be consistent with a hermeneutic phenomenological methodology, the data 

collection strategies for this study focused on the generation of text as a means to 

describe and understand the phenomenon in question. As such, the data collected was 

complex—interviews, interview transcripts, web-based discussion forum, experiential 

sampling questionnaires, written reflections, conference transcripts, memos to self, 

emails from participants, commonplace book entries, and reading of key literature on the 

topic (see Table 1).  

Table 1 

Data Collected Throughout the Study 

Phase Time Frame Data Collected 
Pre-study data collection 
 

June–August 
2012 

• - notes and reflections from reading/reviewing documents, websites, 
blogs, and literature 

• - piece of writing reflecting on my pre-assumptions and my notions of 
the conscious practice of authenticity 

• - memos: handwritten notes in margins of transcripts, books, and articles 
Phase I September 

2012–October 
2012 

• - transcripts from 10 semi-structured in-depth entrance/exit interviews 
(90–120 minutes) 

• - 10 post-interview reflection pieces and one audio recording 
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• - memos and notes in researcher commonplace book 
• - transcripts and reflections from attendance at Radical Authenticity 

Conference (online)  
Phase II November 

2012–
December 
2012 

• - 42 experience statement questionnaires 
• - 62 posts from the web-based discussion forum 
• - pieces of electronic communication from research participants 
• - literature: Philip Vannini, Brené Brown, Joseph Campbell, Mark Nepo 
• - memos: handwritten notes in margins of transcripts, books, and articles  

Phase III: 
Interpretation and 
analysis: 
1. Immersion  
2. Understanding  
3. Abstraction  
4. Synthesis and theme 
development  
5. Illumination and 
illustration  
6. Integration and critique  

January 2013– 
June 2013 

• - 30 days of data reflection  
• - memos and notes from multiple and close readings  
• - generation of multiple models reinterpreting themes 
• - Wordles  
• - summaries of, and collected resonant pieces, from others’ writings on 

the topic of authenticity  
• - additional questions and answers for/from participants 
• - member checking of transcripts 

 

Pre-Study Phase  

Notes and reflections from reading/reviewing documents, websites, blogs, 

and literature. Over the summer months leading up to the first phase of the study, I 

spent time reading and reviewing websites and blogs on the topic of authenticity, and 

reflecting on my responses. I allowed myself to go “down the rabbit hole” as it were, as 

each website led me to another site and to books and forums. I spent time reading and 

digesting the information on these sites—examining my own experience of authenticity 

and truth and action. I looked for trends and leadership and themes that were emerging 

from these sites, books, blogs, and posts. I read Brené Brown’s Daring Greatly (2012) 

and reread his Gifts of Imperfection (2010). I read the poetry of Mary Oliver, Adrienne 

Rich, and Gary Rasberry. I revisited Leah Fowler’s Curriculum of Difficulty, Osbon’s A 

Joseph Campbell Companion (1991), Campbell and Moyers’ Power of Myth (2011), and 
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Mark Nepo’s books Awakenings (2000) and The Exquisite Risk (2005). I ordered some 

books on authentic leadership and learned about ideas of presencing and stepping into 

possibility and emergence as presented in Otto Scharmer’s (2009 ) Theory U. I took notes 

and wrote my own poetry.  

Narrative reflection on my pre-assumptions. Gadamer (1997) refers to the 

elements of prejudice and “foremeanings” as the means by which we orient ourselves to a 

topic. He states, “The important thing is to be aware of one’s own bias, so that the text 

can present itself in all its otherness and thus assert its own truth against one’s own 

foremeanings” (p. 269). With this in mind, and before I began collecting data, I spent 

time analyzing my own experience and orientation as a white, middle-class, educated, 

well-fed, heterosexual female psychotherapist living in North America. I examined what 

has influenced my stance on the topic of the conscious practice of authenticity and spent 

time writing about my beliefs and values on the topic. I considered the projection of my 

expectations with my preconceptions of this phenomenon and remained conscious of 

both my privilege and my lens when collecting and interpreting data. As is expected with 

hermeneutic phenomenological research, I approached my topic and research participants 

and other data with the expectation that they would each reveal new information as the 

research progressed and that these new perspectives would inform and reshape my 

understanding of authenticity. It was important for me to be able to return to my original 

assumptions and remember the lens through which I was interpreting the data. 

Phase I  

Participant interviews. (Time frame: September–November 2012). During 

Phase I, I generated transcripts from 10 semi-structured in-depth entrance/exit interviews 
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(90–120 minutes) and follow-up reflection writing. For the eight participants of the full 

study, interviews were semi-structured and often tangential, moving away from the 

original questions. I welcomed the meandering and tangents and was consistently able to 

elicit answers to all my planned questions (see Appendix G). Because of this, the order of 

the questions was not the same for each participant. For the two people who participated 

only in the Phase I interview, the questions only loosely followed the interview guide. All 

interviews were audio recorded using Garage Band, which allowed for an instant audio 

file on my computer hard drive. In addition, interviews were recorded onto a memory 

card in an external and portable zoom microphone. These zoom files were uploaded, 

labelled, and stored in password-protected computer files and immediately sent to an 

external (bonded) source for transcription.  

Within 12 hours of completing each interview, I wrote a one- or two-page 

reflection on my experience in the interview. In addition, I wrote jot notes during the 

interview when I felt moved or triggered. I called these memos “moments of resonance.”  

Transcripts and reflections from the Radical Authenticity Conference 

(online). In September I attended a 5-hour web conference titled Radical Authenticity, 

which gathered together some of the voices of authority on the topic of authenticity. Six 

presenters from across the United States each spoke to an interviewer on the topic of 

living a radically authentic life. I purchased the transcriptions of these interviews and 

used them as data for this research. 

Commonplace book. Throughout all phases of this research I used a soft leather-

backed lineless journal book, pen and ink, coloured pencils, glue sticks, and paints to 

record field notes—first impressions, feelings, cultural tidbits, questions, reactions, inner 
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thoughts, mind maps, sketches, doodles, conversation summaries, hunches, concerns, 

curiosities, and other significant reflections. These were also sometimes electronically 

recorded when I was without my commonplace book. 

Memos. Throughout the process of reading literature, articles, and transcripts, I 

jotted memos on the left-hand margin (codes on the right-hand margin of the transcribed 

documents). I wrote down my first impressions, my unedited response to the data. 

Sometimes the memos were questions or curiosities inspired by the data; sometimes I 

drew arrows pointing to words or phrases that jumped out at me in the first pass over the 

words. During the interviews I made memos on a separate sheet of paper with the running 

time of the interview recording and then later marked the transcript with an associated 

memo. Sometimes, for example, a participant would cry while telling me a story, which 

might not be noticed as anything other than “[inaudible]” in a transcript. At this point I 

would make a memo of this portion of the interview being emotional. I also recorded 

long pauses that would otherwise not be visible in a transcript.  

Phase II 

Experience statement questionnaires. This portion of the study took place over 

2 weeks between November and December 2012. The eight research participants were 

given a text alert that read: “Hello! This is your text alert #(1-6) from our authenticity 

research. Please fill out your experience statement questionnaire as close to this moment 

as possible. Thank you for taking this time” (see Appendix H for experience statement 

questions). Participants all responded to the eight questions each of the 6 times they 

received their alert. Alerts were given at random times for each participant and took into 

consideration any days that participants had indicated they were not available to receive 
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the text alert. This process generated 48 experience statements, which I compiled into 

charts for easy coding during the analysis phase of the study. 

Web-based forum. All eight research participants, and I participated in an online 

discussion forum. The process of creating an Internet-based platform that was secure, and 

administrator-managed and moderated by one of the members of our own group, 

presented a number of challenges. It took over 6 weeks to find and create a safe and 

confidential venue online for participants, and this was finally done with the help of one 

of the research participants who was computer savvy. We settled on a member-moderated 

Internet-based forum program that operated from a phpBB platform written in PHP 

scripting (BB is an abbreviation for “bulletin board”). In the end, we used the 

authenticity2.phpbb as our name. The forum parameters were informal; I invited 

participants in this way via email: “We are now on our way to sharing whatever, 

whenever, responding to each other, posing questions, posing thoughts, curiosities, hopes, 

road bumps, photos, web links and the likes.… I will post questions and ponderings and 

themes and reflections and I would love you to do the same.” I asked participants to 

introduce themselves and reminded them that if they wished to protect their identity, they 

would need to be careful with identifying aspects of their story and to stay generic and 

change details if necessary. I also indicated that I was going to be a contributing voice in 

the forum, not just a listener.  

The forum generated 12 topic threads started by various members, included 62 

posts, and represented all the research participants’ voices. The forum was active for 3 

weeks between November 18 and December 5, 2012. Forum threads were 

Welcome and introductions 
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Great sayings and quotations, offerings  

Being or doing … authenticity 

Definitions of authenticity  

What gets in the way of authenticity? 

Little descriptions of authentic moments in a day 

Authenticity and “everyday stuff”  

Authenticity and “oh wow” stuff 

All of the Internet-based forum conversations were printed out and used as data 

for this research.  

Electronic communication from research participants. Participants were 

invited to write to me via email or text over the course of the data collection period. 

During this time, I received 16 pieces of communication. These items contributed to the 

data pool and were coded and considered in the analysis.  

Review and summary of the literature. Over the course of the second phase of 

the study, I reviewed and summarized several key sources of literature. In particular, I 

carefully read and summarized several chapters from the book Authenticity in Culture, 

Self and Society (2009) edited by Philip Vannini and Patrick Williams; I also read and 

summarized two books by Brené Brown entitled The Gifts of Imperfection (2010) and 

Daring Greatly (2012). Over the course of the first four interviews, the concept of “gut 

feelings” presented repeatedly. This repeated mention of gut feelings inspired an 

investigation into the literature related to intuition and the neurotransmitters in the gut 

that can inform decision-making and lead people to follow their own sense of knowing. 

In addition, I revisited two books by Mark Nepo, Awakenings (2000) and The Exquisite 
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Risk (2005), and reread Reflections on the Art of Living: A Joseph Campbell Companion  

edited by Osbon (1991). 

Memos. I continued to write memos in the left-hand margin of transcripts, books, 

and articles during the second phase of this study.  

Phase III: Analysis 

  Overarching approach. Data analysis methods for this study were in line with 

the principles and aims of phenomenological and hermeneutic research. The aim of 

phenomenology is “to transform lived experience into a textual expression of its essence 

– in such a way that the effect of the text is at once a reflexive reliving and a reflective 

appropriation of something meaningful” (van Manen, 1990, p. 36). Phenomenological 

and hermeneutic research seeks to connect meanings and to create meanings (Smith, 

1999). However, by its nature, this approach does not have a set practice for analysis, but 

rather invites researchers to interpret a phenomenon from a careful, conscious, and 

reflexive stance. This reflective and deliberate stance is grounded in the notion that life 

can be interpreted and that interpretation is created, shaped, and generated through an 

interpretive lens from within myself: my assumptions, prior knowledge, language, 

understanding and experience of life blending with the phenomenon being studied 

(Smith, 1999).  

My job as a researcher was to acknowledge these viewpoints and to “construct 

animating, evocative description (text) of human actions, behaviours, intentions, and 

experiences” (Ajjawi & Higgs, 2007, p. 622). The thematic data analysis framework 

vigilantly attended to the quality of authenticity and faithfulness (Lincoln & Guba, 2000) 

through a process of (a) testing researcher pre-assumptions with the findings in the 
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textual data, and (b) ongoing checking and cross-checking researcher interpretations with 

the original transcripts (Ajjawi & Higgs, 2007, p. 621).  

 Hermeneutic phenomenology invites data from many sources to generate a 

deeper, thicker (Geertz, 1973) meaning and description of the phenomenon of 

authenticity. Multiple data collection strategies were used to deepen the understanding 

and meaning of the notion and practice of authenticity; these strategies were also 

interrelated, interconnected, and co-created with infinite possibility for interpretation. As 

the study progressed, shifting meaning and data were reintegrated and reinterpreted with 

new lenses and emerging meaning, and then returned to the data pool and reinvestigated 

by me, the researcher. In turn, meanings shifted and changed as a greater and deeper 

understanding of the phenomenon emerged—creating a series of shifting analysis 

models. 

  Specific strategies. To maintain alignment between the methodological 

orientation and data analysis, I used a data structure of thematic analysis; that is, a 

“process of recovering the theme or themes that are embodied and dramatized in the 

evolving meanings and imagery of the work” (van Manen, 1997, p. 78). Thematic 

analysis allows for the layering of participants’ interpretations and constructs with the 

researcher’s understanding, interpretations, and constructs (Ajjawi & Higgs, 2007). It was 

important for me to design data analysis that included integration and reintegration of 

emergent themes and subthemes back into the emerging story or interpretation of the 

data. This moving and reshaping reflected the process of the hermeneutic circle—an 

ongoing, emergent, reintegrated research process. Theme analysis was arranged in stages 
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adapted from the stages set out in the hermeneutic research interpretive paradigm 

described by Ajjawi and Higgs (2007).  

These stages are outlined in Table 2. The stages appear to be linear, but they are 

not. The fact that the stages moved forward and backward during the interpretation and 

analysis process was paramount in the distillation of the final analysis model. The stages 

of interpretation were (a) immersion, (b) understanding, (c) abstraction, (d) synthesis and 

theme development, (e) illumination and illustration of the phenomenon, and (f) 

integration and critique. The first four stages are described in this chapter and stages five 

and six are described in the findings and discussion chapters respectively. 

 

Table 2 

Stages of Data Analysis 

Stage Description of Elements 
1. Immersion  

i.  

• - organized all textual data (interview transcripts, field notes, written 
contributions, experience forms)  

• - completed multiple reading and listening of texts  
• - engaged in preliminary interpretation of texts to facilitate coding by way 

of 15 days of data reflection 
• - dialogued with supervisor for reflection of the emerging coding 

framework 
 

2. Understanding  

i.  

 

• - identified participants’ significant statements and constructs 
• - coded data by hand 
• - grouped codes into categories into subthemes and themes 
• - made notes, memos, and observations; new curiosities 

3. Abstraction  
 

• - identified researcher’s constructs generated from participant data and 
theoretical and personal knowledge 

• - grouped researcher constructs into subthemes 

4. Synthesis and 
theme development 

• - grouped subthemes into themes 
• - further elaborated on themes 
• - noted interrelatedness of themes 
• - compared themes, cross-checking interpretation with data 
• - critiqued the themes  
• - critique of the themes and subthemes by the supervisor 

5. Illumination and • - reconstructed interpretations into narratives 
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illustration of the 
phenomenon 

• - reported final interpretation of the research findings 

6. Integration and 
critique 

• - invited ongoing reflection and reflexivity of interpretations of the 
phenomenon 

• - discussed implications and limitations of the findings 

Note. Adapted from “Using Hermeneutic Phenomenology to Investigate How 
Experienced Practitioners Learn to Communicate Clinical Reasoning,” by R. Ajjiwa and 
J. Higgs, 2007, The Qualitative Report, 12(4), pp. 621–622. 

 

Immersion  

Organizing the textual data. To begin the data analysis process, I printed out in 

hard copy all textual data: interview transcripts, conference presentation transcripts, 62 

posts from the web-based forum, 42 experience questionnaires, email correspondence, 

cell-phone text communication transferred to email, and follow-up questions. I organized 

these data in dedicated binders: one for each participant’s interview transcript, experience 

questionnaires, and forum posts; another for the radical authenticity conference; another 

for literature reviews and summaries; and finally, one binder dedicated to all my printed-

out electronic reflections throughout the research process. I then made a consolidated 

chart of all experience statements in its own dedicated binder so that all the statements 

could be examined at one glance.  

Multiple reading and listening of texts. After completing all the interviews and 

printing the transcripts in hard copy, I began 15 days of data immersion and reflective 

writing for 45 minutes at the end of each day. This period of data immersion began with 

multiple readings, which were my entry point into the interpretation and illumination 

stage of analysis. Ajjawi and Higgs’s (2007) element of “iterative readings in first stage, 

or immersion stage” (p. 621) was enhanced by these multiple readings (Creswell, 2007, 

p. 61).  
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At this immersion stage of analysis, I read the texts once quickly and jotted 

memos in the left-hand margin. During the first survey of the texts, I read broadly, 

underlining points and words that resonated, haunted, made me curious, or showed the 

phenomenon in a new way. In the second and third times reading through the texts, I 

began to watch for emerging codes and repeated ideas and words. For one of the textual 

readings of the participant interviews, I listened to the audio recording at the same time, 

which gave another perspective and closeness to the text and opened me to new meanings 

by listening for tone, texture and rhythm of words, breaths, tears, and pauses.  

Understanding 

Distilling codes into families, categories, and themes. Multiple readings of the 

textual data allowed me to begin coding, with one word or phrase, each line of text. I 

wrote the code words in the right-hand margin of the text. These code words (e.g., joyful, 

laughing, feels hopeful) I later grouped into code families (e.g., positive feelings), then 

further collapsed them into categories (e.g., happiness), which became themes (well-

being and happiness). I created a lengthy chart of these word codes and categories and 

how they collapsed into each other. This process generated 133 codes, which became 75 

code families and then 20 categories. I used these data and categories to generate themes 

and multiple analysis models.  

Identifying participants’ significant statements and constructs. In addition, I 

used Creswell’s (2007) suggestion of using the texts to find “significant statements or 

quotes and combine the statements into themes” (p. 61). Throughout the multiple reading 

process, I watched for significant words and phrases, which I called “juicy bits.” I 

grouped them thematically in order to develop a textural, structural, and combined 
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textural-structural description of the experiences of the participants. Then, I developed 

clusters of meaning, or themes, from these significant statements (Creswell, 2007, p. 61). 

During this process, I flagged significant statements and phrases with coloured sticky 

note flags and assigned a theme to each. I made a theme legend to correspond with these 

flags. I later returned to all the textual data and extracted these significant statements or 

“juicy bits” and placed them in a chart format under each corresponding theme.  

 

 

Figure 5. Colour tagged coding system. 

Abstraction  

Identifying researcher’s constructs generated from participant data, theoretical 

and personal knowledge. During this stage of analysis I worked with my supervisor to 

review all presenting codes, categories, subthemes, and themes that were emerging across 

all the data. The categories and themes emerged as I interpreted the informants’ stories 

and experiences and assigned abstract meaning to them. I began to play with the themes 

and to generate many possible ways to present them. During this stage I also went back to 

my code lists to ensure that I had not lost the source of information in the expanding 

understanding of the texts. I did this by randomly choosing a transcript and opening to 
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any page in the binder, reading a flagged portion of text, and ensuring that the idea was 

represented in the emerging groups of subthemes and themes.  

Synthesis and development. At this point in the analysis, I began grouping 

subthemes into themes and further elaborated on the themes noting their interrelatedness 

and interconnectedness. I began a process of describing how these themes were 

interrelated by creating multiple models of analysis. I continued this process until I found 

that the themes (parts) and the relationship between the themes (whole) were captured as 

accurately as possible. 

 Multiple models of analysis. In order to see the data set in new ways and have 

new meanings presented to me, I broke it down and presented and re-presented it in 

several different ways. This meant that throughout the data analysis process, I watched 

for overlapping, co-informing, connected, and related themes in the participant 

interviews, literature, and other data sources. I drew mind maps and flow charts; I cut up 

pieces of paper labelled with all the categories and organized each piece under 

overarching themes. I also used a computer program called Wordle as a supplementary 

research tool to establish word frequency. I put each participant’s transcript into a Wordle 

and was presented with a one-page word art. In Wordles, the most frequently used words 

are presented in the art in bigger and darker font. This Wordle process contributed to the 

generation and emergence of themes. I presented participants with their Wordle and 

invited reflection and interpretation from each of them. I also made a Wordle out of all 

the participants’ definitions of authenticity as an attempt to bring forth theme ideas 

represented in the data set and to cross-check with the themes that were emerging out of 

other data sources (see Figure 6). 
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 Figure 6. Wordle generated from participants’ definitions of authenticity.  

  

 In addition, I left a lot of space and room for the emergence of possible themes that 

I was unable to see because of my own assumptions. Leaving space meant that I 

meditated, put the data aside for several days, and held the data and themes in an internal 

space and worked to not attribute meaning to them. I left space for the data to lead me to 

new understandings, to make sense and meaning in ways that were new to me, that took 

me away from my usual and familiar ways of understanding. As I played with the themes 

over the course of many weeks, I generated, in sequence, four models of analysis: (a) 

Being and Doing, which led to (b) The How and Why of Authenticity, which broke down 

and reorganized into (c) Four Facets of the Experience of the Conscious Practice of 

Authenticity, and (d) Knowing. I will present these four main models. 

Model 1: Being and doing. In an early incarnation of the analysis, the distilled 

data presented an opportunity to group themes under two headers: being and doing (see 
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Table 3). Being in this context pertained to the enactment of authenticity while doing 

pertained to performing authenticity. 

 

Table 3 

Being and Doing Model of Analysis 

The Conscious Practice of Authenticity 
BEING  DOING 
philosophical pragmatic 
Why be authentic? How to be authentic? 
dynamic static  
an always-transforming “true self” experienced 
through and created by a hermeneutic process 

a “true self” defined by values and beliefs 

constant state of becoming true self belief in a static true self  
ever-changing formulaic 
experts  
(who can’t break down integrated parts including 
authentic and inauthentic dichotomies) 

practitioners 
(who can list distancing conditions and speak in terms of 
authenticity and inauthenticity) 

expanded constricted 
flowing, emergent  rigid, measured 
integrated individual parts 
unknown known 
no formula  formulated or commodified (following steps and books and 

“how to” type guides) 
  

Model 2: The how and the why of authenticity. Information for this model was 

derived from further consideration of the themes distributed under the notions of being 

and doing. At this stage of the analysis, I observed that the emerging themes could be 

attributed to the why (being) and the how of authenticity (doing; see Table 4). The notion 

of being generated the question “Why be authentic?” and the notion of doing generated 

the question “How can I be authentic?” The why presented philosophical answers and the 

how presented pragmatic answers. The question “Why be authentic?” was answered with 

themes such as “for a meaningful life,” “for wellness,” and “for vitality.” The question 

“How can I be authentic?” was answered with themes such as “choosing,” 

“vulnerability,” and “being mindful.” 
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Table 4 

How and Why Model of Analysis 

  

 While this two-pronged distillation of the data was an interesting exercise, it 

became clear to me that observing the palpable difference between a philosophical 

underpinning of authenticity (the why, or the being) and a more pragmatic experience of 

authenticity (the how, or the doing) did not effectively illuminate the experience of the 

conscious practice of authenticity; that is, it did not answer my research question. Nor did 

either the first or second model of analysis allow for the inevitable twists and turns, the 

The Conscious Practice of Authenticity 
WHY (BEING) 

Why Be Authentic? (Philosophical) 
HOW (DOING) 

How to Be Authentic? (Pragmatic) 
For: By: 

A Meaningful Life 
making connections with people, environment 

Choosing 
Freedom 
100% Responsibility 

Wellness 
 

Being Vulnerable 
Disappointing people, failing 
outsider witness 

Awakeness/Vitality  
 

Being Mindful 
present to the moment 
responding to the moment 

Happiness Living in Alignment With Values and Beliefs 
Allowing Space for What Is Possible 
emergence 
constant discovery; acceptance of the unknown 

Listening to Self – Knowing Self 
gut feelings; core self; true to self 
essence; source knowing; service to soul 

Serving Soul’s Purpose 
finding a centre of gravity 

Integrating /Observing Personas 
 

The Good of the Greater Whole 
whole greater than the sum of its parts 
belonging 
connection 

Clear Communication  
transmitting truth graciously 
leading with tenderness 
clarity of needs and feelings 
honesty – radical truth 

Agency 
embodying self 
true self-enactment 

Trusting  
gut feelings 
the open space 
emergence 

Creativity 
self-expression 

Being Reflective and Reflexive 

Transformation Having Courage 
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interrelatedness and interconnectivity of the themes that were conceptualized across the 

data. I was unsettled; I was not accurately representing the experiences or knowledge 

available in my data set. Listening to my intuitive self, I decided to go back to the themes 

and revisit the transcripts and textual data in order to attend to the research participants’ 

stories, reflections, and experiences through a different filter.  

Model 3: Four facets of the experience of the conscious practice of authenticity. 

This time I revisited the data set in a way that better attended to my research question. I 

created a mind map as I went back through the codes, families, categories, and themes 

(Figure 7). I chopped up the words and themes from earlier models and charts and used 

them like puzzle pieces. I watched the emergence of four main experiences (facets) that 

housed the categories of the data set. These four facets were meaning-making, 

transformation, agency, and awareness. 

 

Figure 7. Four facet model mind map. 
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Upon completion of this four-facet model generated in the mind map, I returned 

to the original code list to ensure that every term (in the language of my participants) 

lived inside one of the elements of the four facets. I did this to ensure that the data I 

present is authentic to the participants’ experience and not a distillation of my own 

presumptions. Through checking and cross-checking, I maintained the integrity of the 

language of the participants and interpreted their experiences as accurately as I could.  

 At this point in the analysis, it appeared that I had reached an end point in shaping 

and reshaping the data set. However, despite a strong and integral representation of the 

words and codes, categories and themes from across the data set in the four-facet model, I 

still felt uncertain, unsettled, and unsatisfied. I was getting a strong message to not accept 

this as an end point and sensed a need to listen to the “gut feelings” present in the 

research data. So I did.  

I meandered away 

 felt guilty 

 came un done 

I realized that my professional role as a therapist was creating feelings of guilt for 

interpreting others’ experiences—a role that came in stark contrast to that of being a 

researcher. As a therapist I vigilantly work to not interpret people’s lives and stories. As a 

researcher, I must interpret stories and experiences through my researcher lens. I was 

inside the hermeneutic circle, spinning. I sought support from colleagues. I reread van 

Manen and Smith on the methodological orientation of hermeneutic phenomenology. 

They told me that I was the interpreter—it was my lens and I needed to use it. At this 

time, I also read about “analytic excess” (Lofland & Lofland, 1995, p. 164), which 
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seemed to describe me at this point in the process. Analytic excess happens when a 

researcher, concerned with the cognitive and mechanical analysis of data like my 

multiple word lists, theme charts and more theme charts, mind maps, and so on forgets to 

present a coherent rendering of the events or of the experience of the participants 

(Sandelowski, 1998).  

In an excerpt from my commonplace book during the analysis process at the four- 

facet stage, I describe my situation:  

I can’t write up the chart [for the four-facet model].... It has taken me weeks to get 

here and it is flopping. I’ve meditated, gotten support, supervision, I’ve read the 

experts. I am uncomfortable and I feel like I am trying too hard. I am trying to 

release the constriction, the hope to defend and graduate with my colleagues, I am 

letting new information come in to this space I am trepidatiously creating. I am 

waiting and waiting. The data needs to sleep. (HM:CPB)  

Model 4: Knowing. And so, with some reluctance (owing to time pressures and 

the prospect of a great deal more work and effort), mixed with a deep sense of truth and 

delight, I returned to the data to allow something different to present—if it were there. In 

my “stuckness” and with my truth-seeking spirit I reached for help from my colleague 

Adam, a professor who teaches qualitative research methods at the university level. He 

asked me to close up all my books, pour myself a scotch, set up a recording device and 

talk to him about what had emerged in my data analysis thus far. I used Dragon Speech 

software that transcribed what I was saying into text to record my one-sided conversation 

with him. The document was a jumbled nine pages. Adam suggested I pour myself 

another scotch and go to bed, which I did. In the morning, I awoke to a text from him that 
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read: “Now. Write down your findings. From your heart.” Which I did. Nothing was the 

same. The theme of Knowing and Source was the foundation of this final model, and all 

but one category nested gently and meaningfully into it (see Figure 8). The new model 

consisted of four parts: knowing, listening to knowing, trusting knowing, and enacting 

knowing. It answered the research question “What is the experience of the conscious 

practice of authenticity?”  

 

Figure 8: Model of research findings based on knowing. 

At this point, I began my last read of the textual data using this knowing model 

and lens through which to interpret and analyze. I made a chart of each section of the 

knowing and began to move the “juicy bits” (significant statements) into each section of 

the chart. Notes in my side margins (words like “Yes!” “yes.” “good.” and “awwww, 

here it is!”), demonstrated how much more at peace I had become with this model as a 

representation of the research findings and participants’ experiences, stories, and  

knowing.  

When I was revisiting my data set I came across the Wordles that had been 

created for each participant early on in the immersion stage of the analysis. These 

Wordles had been created by cutting and pasting an entire participant transcript into the 
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“create” area of the software. It was only then, going back to these Wordles, that I 

noticed how the word “know” was featured prominently in all but one of them (see 

Figure 9). With a great deal of further analysis I ensured that the word “know” was not 

simply a result of filler-like language (e.g. “ya know”, or “I know”) but rather, related to 

knowing, knowledge and source.  

 

Figure 9. Wordles showing frequency of the word know. 

I then settled upon a place of alignment where the findings resonated—where the 

data fell more naturally into a story of “knowing,” which mirrored the journey and 

language of the participants, other data, and my own experience. This process generated 

the thematic framework based in “knowing” that will be presented in Chapter 4.  

Conclusion 

After many months of multiple readings, close reading, reflecting, listening, 

coding, categorizing, and allowing space and time for the qualities of hermeneutic 

phenomenology research process to influence and direct me—such as allowing the data 

and me, the researcher, to sit and settle into a quiet waiting place of possibility––the data 

emerged, was reabsorbed, reconsidered, and noticeably shape-shifted over time until I 
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reached a saturation point where patterns and themes emerged. As described in this 

chapter, for a month I thought I had settled into a final presentation of the findings: a 

four-facet model with overarching themes that were conceptualized across the data, all of 

which appeared to answer the research question. However, as time moved on, I continued 

to move back and forth between descriptions of the participants’ experiences and the 

documents, weaving them into my own reactions, “gut feelings,” and interpretations. As I 

listened carefully to my own deeper knowing and resonance with the experience of 

authenticity (as an authentic researcher), the information seemed to be missing a deeper 

grounding, a less cognitive foundation—which was more felt in me as a researcher than it 

was discoverable in the data and the emerging themes. In the end, a new holistic 

representation of the data––a story that lives beyond the data––has presented and will be 

described in detail in the following chapter. I will begin by introducing my research 

participants.  
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Chapter 4 

Findings 

Participant Profiles 

I invited participants to contribute to their profiles and wove their descriptions 

into my own. Some participants contributed lengthy descriptions, others contributed 

minimally, and two participants offered that I write what I want from what I learned of 

them. During the interviews, some participants offered in-depth and wide-ranging 

responses, while others stayed close to the point and answered to the questions with less 

breadth and scope. As a result, participant profiles are presented in varying lengths and 

detail. As mentioned earlier, eight participants chose pseudonyms.  

  Turtle. Turtle is a woman in her mid-30s. She is graduate school educated, a 

psychotherapist and life coach. She and her partner are part of a car-free intentional 

community2 in a major Canadian city. She was raised in a strict evangelical Christian 

household and while she is no longer a practicing Christian, she pointed to those 

Christian beliefs (particularly an awareness of her actions being in line with her beliefs 

and a “faith without works is dead” mentality) as having laid much of the foundation for 

the conscious living she experiences now. She is currently spiritually invested, socially 

aware, and a conscious intentional community member. She now leans toward a Buddhist 

philosophy and participates in mindfulness and silent meditation retreats.  

                                                

2 Intentional communities can be identified by a deliberate attempt to realize a common, 
alternative way of life outside mainstream society (Poldervaart, 2001).  

  

 



89 
 

Victoria. Victoria is the only research participant who lived close enough to my 

city to be interviewed in person. We sat in a morning sunlit room across from each other. 

Influenced by her love of story and poetry and spirituality, she presented nuggets of truth 

embedded in her meandering narratives. In her own on-the-spot, endearing discoveries 

and musings in the process of our conversation, Victoria was an emblem of the fluidity of 

the conscious practice of authenticity—she enacted it before my eyes, over good coffee.  

 Shaped deeply by her dedication to contemplative practices and her graduate-level 

research, which focused on the ways in which contemplative practices such as Yoga, 

meditation, and writing influence learning, teaching, and personal transformation, 

Victoria presented a mindful, paced and, from my vantage point, a gentle and precious 

perspective on the conscious practice of authenticity. It was Victoria who first presented 

the story of deep awareness, of gut knowing (her quiet voice) as her source of 

information––a place very separate from her thinking mind. And beyond this knowing, 

Victoria reached into the wordless place of not knowing––the space where information 

ends and an “awareness of awareness” begins––a space where possibility lives.  

 Victoria is a high school teacher with a graduate degree in education. She has a 

varied background in a multitude of teaching and learning environments, from 

yoga studios and meditation halls to alternative urban high schools and university 

classrooms. Victoria practices and teaches breathing and mindfulness. She sits in 

meditation in a daily practice and also at 10-day Vispassana retreats where she sits in 

quiet meditation for 10 hours a day. She has a compassionate belief in education and the 

transformative power of yoga and meditation.  
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Murphy. Murphy was one of three men I interviewed for this research study. 

Murphy is a gay man in his mid-30s who lives in a small Ontario city. He works with 

young adults on issues related to identity development and transitions through major life 

events. His work is, in part, inspired by his own experience as someone who has 

experienced how our system cares for people with mental health issues. As the son of 

immigrants, Murphy has a strong work ethic and has to constantly be on guard for the 

dangers of letting work consume his life. Maintaining a healthy and balanced lifestyle is 

something he considers to be an ongoing project, having given up smoking and a more 

sedentary existence several years ago. As an avid hiker, Murphy spends lots of time with 

two very active dogs. At the time of this research, he had recently started reorienting 

himself to life after exiting a long-term relationship. He is close with his family, whom he 

sees on a regular basis. 

Murphy was full of clear thoughts, bright insights, a tender kind of offering that 

added richness to the data. Murphy seemed deeply interested in making meaning in his 

life, in his relationships, in the world and described a real dedication to the process of 

meaning-making. He lives in a thoughtful and purposeful way, conscious of what is 

happening in the immediate moment with himself, his feelings and thoughts, and 

further—radiating outward to the relationships he has and makes with others and his 

environment. He is keenly interested in being present and conscious enough of himself 

and others that he can respond in ways that align with his sense of himself and of his 

values and beliefs. In my post-interview reflection with Murphy I wrote:  

This interview has reminded me how I resonate with the idea that living a life of 

value and meaning might require compromising material things. Murphy’s desire 
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to have deep, meaningful, and lasting relationships at almost all costs landed 

somewhere in me and affirmed the work that I am doing here and with my clients. 

I can’t help but think that this is the edge I am most interested in: the edge along 

which we teeter and ask ourselves “What do I want to be sure I have said or done 

when the end of my life comes?” (so why not live like that right this minute?) … I 

find myself now a bit wobbly in my spirit and body writing this reflection—

however reinvigorated and reassured by Murphy’s words and his convictions of 

integration and being a whole person. I am left wondering about integrity and 

integration as experiences in this process of living authentically… (HM:CPB) 

Mary.  Mary describes herself as a “thought leader.” She is an author, a 

facilitator, an executive, and an entrepreneur in the area of authentic leadership. She has a 

passion for building businesses and developing leaders and delivers programs focused on 

authenticity and emotional intelligence. She has designed programs to support individuals 

as they work to align their life with what is truly important to them in connection with 

their authentic self.  

 On a more personal level, Mary has worked at length with many therapists, 

counsellors, and coaches over the years. She was pragmatic and businesslike in her 

analysis and approach to the topic of authenticity and living an authentic life. At the same 

time, she used a therapeutic and self-reflective language to narrate her experiences: 

willingly transparent and forthcoming about her life, and her pain and suffering, and the 

tools she uses to realign her life on a daily basis. Mary has experienced an impressively 

wide spectrum of pain and trauma, suffering, addictions, and intolerances in her life. She 

aligns herself with a global movement toward being authentic and leading authentic 
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practice.  

 Mary told me that she has woken up and she is not going back to sleep. She said 

that she is committed to a life of consciousness and described that experience as spacious, 

peaceful, calm, and hopeful. She told me that the two most important things that keep her 

well are sleeping and breathing. She is contemplative and meditative in her conscious 

practice of authenticity.  

 Magdalena. Magdalena is a big thinker, a deep-feeling human, a mother, a 

believer in systemic change, and a woman who lives with great generosity of spirit and 

compassion. She is a self-employed consultant who works in a corporate change capacity 

and presents in the framework of compassionate communication. Magdalena, using her 

words, seems to be “of the world not in it”: she “dances on the edge” and “inhabits 

source” (MAG:EI). Her language reflected her depths of being and knowing. She drew 

me into her world through stories and words and images—some of which made no sense 

to me at all. Her language moved freely between the past, present, and future tenses as 

though there was no differentiation for her. She speaks about her fierce connection to 

source or spirit: She lives and presents from that place. Our interview and her writings 

show Magdalena as someone who is really living outside being witnessed (or seen) from 

others’ perspectives—she feels beautiful regardless of who is watching. She is joy-full 

and passionate, vibrating with an aliveness that spun our conversations around and 

around, here and there, sometimes at a dizzying pace. In the end, she barely answered the 

loose line-up of questions that I had designed. Most notably, Magdalena spoke of 

compassion, delight, and choice. Choice was a powerful theme in our interview and in 

her written contributions. She was keen on the consciousness of choosing—the choice to 
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choose the lens through which one sees the world. Her lens is generated from the source 

of her life: empathy, congruence, abundance. She connects freedom to choice.  

 Magdalena described a different level of consciousness derived from her life of 

authenticity (though she does not call it this) —the naturalness that whirls her, as she 

dances and sings her life and truth (literally) like a dervish dancer blessed with the 

wisdom of the Sufi mystic, Rumi. Deeply alive and passionate for no other reason than 

because she is deeply aligned with her joyful self, she wonders why we all just don’t 

leave words behind and communicate from the wisdoms of ancient energies and 

knowing. Dancing. Dancing. Singing. 

Joan. Joan presented as clear and definitive, bright and sharp-witted and alive. 

She had a big vivacious delighted spirit. As a cancer survivor, she has come to see life as 

sacred, precious, and important—a response to this moment. She is a facilitator and coach 

and works in a major city and across the country helping people live to their potential and 

greatness, both personally and professionally. Describing herself she writes that she is 

“the zippy, fresh, lemon zest, no nonsense, truth telling, kick-in-the-pants answer to your 

prayers. If you let me into your world, together we will breathe life into the important 

priorities that have gotten pushed to the side” (JOA:EMAIL). Joan is active in teaching 

and learning about authenticity. She was in the process of starting a book group based on 

Brené Brown’s Daring Greatly, a book based in research on vulnerability and the process 

of living a life that includes vulnerability and authenticity.  

Genn. Genn is a woman living as a dedicated, developing, exploratory artist in a 

large American city. Her artwork shows a whimsical interest in human relationships. She 

is also an accomplished and independent musical artist. She lives a life of constant self-
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reflection, introspection, following the voice that leads her from the inside—her “soul’s 

purpose” (GEN:EI). Genn left a husband and a long lineage of intact marriages and 

traditional family values to follow her bliss and as a result is blissfully happy. She 

shocked her family and friends in the journey toward living her authentic life.  

Penelope. Since 1990, Penelope has been a senior consultant, master facilitator, 

and certified executive coach in the area of leadership development and sales success in a 

major American city. She is the mother of two children and works and lives in a way that 

reflects her values and beliefs. Penelope has made big decisions in her life to find her 

way and follow her path—like selling everything and moving overseas, changing careers, 

and leaving her husband. Her story was rich and contributed a great deal to the data. 

Alan. Alan Sloan is an executive coach, consultant, and facilitator based in 

Halifax, Nova Scotia. He provides services in leadership development to government, 

institutions, not-for-profit organizations, businesses, and individuals. Alan is a recognized 

trainer and facilitator in community development and collaborative methodologies, 

utilizing World Café, Open Space Technology, Asset-Based Community Development, 

and Appreciative Inquiry. For more than 30 years, Alan has been a senior teacher of 

mindfulness and awareness within the Shambhala tradition, and for the past 10 years he 

has been an active member of the ALIA (Authentic Leadership in Action) community. 

He frequently presents mindfulness at ALIA workshops and at the Summer Institute. 

Alan agreed to an interview with me for data collection but was not involved in the full 

research of text alerts, the forum, or follow-up contact and further questions. 

Crane. Crane Stookey is a facilitator, trainer, and coach with a particular interest 

in the power of experiential learning. He holds a captain’s license for sailing ships and 



95 
 

has sailed extensively as chief mate and training officer on Tall Ships in the United States 

and Canada. He is the founder of the Nova Scotia Sea School, a privately run experiential 

education organization, for which he was awarded the Queen’s Jubilee Medal for his 

contribution to the Canadian community. Crane has also studied and taught meditation 

for over 20 years. His work joins the disciplines of command and insight to address the 

chaos and complexity of personal and systemic change. He is the author of Keep Your 

People in the Boat: Workforce Engagement Lessons From the Sea (ALIA Press, 2012). 

Crane participated in the first interview for data collection but was not involved in the 

full research of text alerts, the forum, or follow-up contact and further questions. 

 

The Overarching Theme of Knowing 

This chapter summarizes the significant findings from this research study, at which 

I arrived through a rigorous process of repeatedly gathering and manipulating data into 

different category and theme families as described in the methodology chapter. More 

than simply gathering raw data, I often sat with the felt sense of my representation of the 

data and the experiences and stories of participants. I also worked with the felt sense of 

the meaning of the data and experiences and stories of participants in order to identify 

different threads; by weaving together the processes of examination, organization, and 

movement, I found a deep resonance with the themes and voices of research participants. 

Analysis of this data focused on answering the research question: "What is the experience 

of the conscious practice of authenticity?”  

 Data analysis indicates that the conscious practice of authenticity is grounded in 

an overarching theme of knowing (see Figure 9). Knowing is the theme name I give to the 
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family of data codes that include “source,” “true self,” “soul,” “self- knowledge,” 

“intuition,” “gut feelings,” and “centre.” Knowing appears to be the foundation of 

practicing authenticity: All other findings are grounded, related, and dependent upon this 

knowing. More specifically, analysis of this data shows that the conscious practice of 

authenticity is about knowing in three key ways: listening to knowing, trusting knowing, 

and enacting knowing. Listening includes attunement and self-referencing—hearing the 

knowing. Trusting includes three elements: trusting one’s knowing, trusting the 

experience of not knowing, and trusting the changing experience of knowing. Trusting 

the emergent possibility of the open space between not knowing and knowing is key to 

this subtheme. Finally, and most substantially, the theme of enacting knowing includes 

the following subthemes: alignment (with elements of ordinary and extraordinary 

moments of aligning, and the experience of happiness as a by-product of the practice of 

alignment); choice; vulnerability (with the element of disappointing and failing); 

connectedness to self, to the world, and to others; and communicating (transmitting) 

one’s authentic self. These experiences are what live in the gap between having a source 

knowing and enacting this knowing, and answer the research question: “What is the 
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experience of the conscious practice of authenticity?” 

 

Figure 9. Model of research findings based on knowing. 

While these subthemes of knowing have interwoven and interrelated elements, I 

will present them as separate entities to begin and discuss the more complex and 

interrelated intricacies later. With an answer that has emerged most poignantly when 

examining the human desire for happiness and meaning-making, I will address the 

research subquestion: “What does the conscious practice of authenticity teach us about 

transformative learning?”  

How Is Knowing Described? 

“The intuitive mind is a sacred gift and the rational mind is a faithful servant. We 

have created a society that honors the servant and has forgotten the gift.”  

 ─Albert Einstein 

After many months of data collection, interpretation, and analysis of the data 

collected on the conscious practice of authenticity, it seems that Einstein’s “sacred gift” is 

not at all forgotten by any of the courageous humans who agreed to share their 

experiences with me for this research. In fact, the research data in this study show a 
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strong, conscious, and important relationship with the gift of inner knowing or intuition. 

These research participants dug to deep places, answered hard questions, and opened 

themselves to a co-created process of discovery to better understand and transmit the 

experience of their conscious practice of authenticity. Each has a profound and 

purposeful relationship with their sacred gift. Like Einstein, some participants called it 

“intuition,” but they also used many different words to describe their knowing. Source, 

true self, gut feeling, core, centre, home: Each participant referred their knowing centre in 

different words, but all were aware of and informed by it in their experience of living a 

conscious life of authenticity.  

One of the entrance interview questions asked for a one-line definition of 

authenticity. I present these definitions here to consolidate participants’ views of 

authenticity. All but two participants spoke about a location, a sacred centre or source of 

knowing.  

• Joan refers to her centre: “It’s about self-expression, it’s about real, and when I’m 

living it, I’m solid in my centre, I challenge myself, I listen to my own urges. I’m 

self-referencing about decisions” (JOA:EI).  

• Magdalena and Penelope both talk about a source: Magdalena defined authenticity 

as “being tuned to and expressing from my uniqueness from source, consciously 

choosing how I move and live in the world” (MAG:EI). “When I feel very 

authentic,” Penelope said, “it’s when I’m really presencing [sic] myself, I’m really 

with myself, and then I express in the world from that place” (PEN:EI). She later 

calls the place home: “I know there is a home. I know there’s a place I’m going 



99 
 

back to, or that it’s in me. Maybe this whole journey [of being authentic] is about 

getting home” (PEN:EI).  

• Victoria refers to her truth and her quiet voice: “Authenticity is the ongoing process 

of discovering how to be in the world, moment by moment, in a way that is in line 

with my spiritual, emotional, physical, and intellectual truth” (VIC:EI). “I knew 

that this space within me existed, this quiet voice, so I knew that that voice was 

more important than whatever was happening externally in the moment” (VIC:EI). 

• Turtle describes being present to who she is: “Living authentically is living in a 

way that is present to who I am now, where I am now, the relationships I am in 

now—present to all of them” (TUR:EI).  

• Mary references her true self in her definition: “Authenticity is about being able to 

live aligned with who I truly am with less of the self-limiting aspects of personality 

and ego getting in the way of me being my true self, or being the best that I can be” 

(MAR:EI). 

• Alan Sloan: I think authenticity is happening all the time; I don’t think it’s a state of 

mind. I think everything is authentic all the time and when we don’t see it, it’s 

inauthentic, but it’s not like it’s at all unique; it’s the most ordinary possibility.… 

The most esoteric truth is the ordinariness of things and the sacredness of that 

ordinariness, and sacredness being something that probably takes a lifetime to 

understand, but nevertheless it’s something we all experience; whether we 

understand it or not, we experience authenticity (ALA:EI). 

Genn and Murphy were the only two participants who did not directly reference 

some type of source in their one-line definition of authenticity. Both, however, spoke 
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about an alignment between their outer and their inner lives. Murphy, in his definition of 

authenticity, expressed the following:  

Authenticity is taking what inwardly feels right—your values and what’s 

important to you and your tastes and your preferences and all the things that you 

are on an interior basis—and connecting them with the outside world, connecting 

them with how you live your life. (MUR:EI)  

Similarly, Genn said that when she left her life, home, and husband in Canada to 

follow her soul’s purpose (which was being an artist and song writer in a foreign 

country), she “had to go through the process of adjusting everything on my outside so 

that they were in congruence with my insides” (GEN:EI).  

While Genn did not say she was aware of, or being informed by, a source, she 

often spoke about her “self,” “soul,” or “soul’s purpose” as leading her to an authentic 

life of personal alignment. In her one-word descriptors of authenticity, Genn said, “It is 

self-knowledge, truth, honesty, integrity, loyalty to the self, fearlessness or courage, and 

self-belief … I think the big one is courage.” In a one-line definition, Genn said that 

authenticity is “having the courage to live our life loving our self … because I think the 

thing that makes us not be authentic is fear” (GEN:EI). Further, Genn expresses the 

experience of what she calls serving her soul:  

I don’t have in mind [phrases like]: I want to like myself more, I want to feel 

more love for myself, I want to feel good enough. Those are not what I’m 

thinking about. What I’m thinking about is that I have a purpose in my life and 

the only way I’m going to serve that purpose is if I get to that state [of self love] 

first. (GEN:EI) 
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The Relationship to Knowing 

 For the purposes of this research, the term I have attributed to the group of 

categories and codes that represent this “sacred gift” is knowing. The data in this research 

reveal that people who self-identify as consciously practicing authenticity are indeed 

aware and informed of (or “know”) their source, their true self and their core; that is, they 

have self-knowledge—something Dirkx (2006b) writes is the “heart of authenticity” (p. 

29). For example, when I asked her how she would relate the idea of knowing to the 

notion of authenticity, Turtle thoughtfully responded: “Knowing. (pause). I think one has 

to know what one’s about before they can be authentic” (TUR:EI).  

Knowing is defined as “the state of being aware or informed” (New Oxford 

American Dictionary, 2001). Knowing in the context of this research then, is being 

informed and having an awareness of the sacred gift of “intuition” or “source” or “centre” 

or “self.” The conscious practice of authenticity, as this data shows, is achieved through a 

series of elements that make up the experience between knowing and enacting; that is, the 

relationship we have to our knowing. These elements are (a) being able to listen to 

knowing; (b) being able to trust the knowing, the not knowing, and the changing 

knowing; and (c) being able to enact the knowing. Supporting this notion of authenticity 

being a relationship to self, Alan Sloan, from the Authentic Leadership in Action Centre 

in Halifax, Nova Scotia, expressed that the “gateway to authenticity as a human being [is] 

making relationship to [our] own tenderness, [our] own gentleness and vulnerability” 

(ALA:I).  

Connection and Disconnection to Knowing  
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 Magdalena made a further distinction with respect to her connection to knowing, 

which she called “source.” She spoke about the connection itself as being authentic in 

nature rather than there being any fixed persona of authenticity itself, which she later 

described as fluid: “My authenticity was not a fixed persona of me but a fixed connection 

to source or spirit” (MAG:EI). In this way, she really is speaking of the solid, unshakable 

relationship that she has with her knowing—her reliable connection to her source or 

spirit—that defines her authenticity.  

 This research has awakened an awareness in me that follows me around and has 

become a filter for so much that I do and experience. The notion of source or knowing 

has become more salient in my conversations with friends, in my work with clients, and 

in my reading of journals, articles, and books. For example, here is one excerpt from my 

commonplace reflections:  

Today I received an email from a therapy client that described her situation for 

needing therapy, and the last line of her email was “there is a root/source that I 

need to identify, to find, to listen to. (HEI:CPB)  

Interestingly, participants were able to describe the experience of being 

disconnected from source more precisely than they were able to describe their connection 

to source (authenticity). Magdalena spoke of her disconnection: 

When I’m really being my fullest authenticity, I’m so in the flow that there’s not 

an awareness or reflection or a witnessing. So that’s almost that flow is what 

brings me to some point and at some point I might get taken out of the flow … 

probably in a moment of inauthenticity, and I start to reference oh what am I 

doing? and why am I doing this? which only comes out of a place of 
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inauthenticity. That’s probably when I step out because now I’m referencing 

myself outside. (MAG:EI) 

Participants were guided by their experience of being disconnected. Magdalena 

went as far as to say that even her disconnection to source was authentic because it was 

the connection to, rather than source itself, that was authentic. Her relationship to her 

source was what was authentic because her source or knowing centre was always 

changing and shifting.  

Some participants had fewer words for describing their experience of authenticity, 

and were more readily able to pinpoint and describe not being in their source—being 

disconnected. When alerted by text to report on her state of in-the-moment authenticity, 

Joan responded as being far away from her definition of authenticity, that the conditions 

that were distancing her from her core were “interaction with someone I want to 

impress.” She was trying, she said, to “hold back my truth, [to] craft and control the 

interaction” (JOA:ES). It was the feelings of disconnection (holding back her truth) and 

crafting and controlling that created the dissonance in her and alerted her to her 

inauthenticity.  

Some participants reported being led or guided by their knowing like a “map” 

(TUR:EI) showing them the way, and described an overall sense of knowing: “I just 

know” or “something told me” or “I know that …” In contrast, other participants reported 

a more precise experience and location in their bodies that informed them when they 

were “off” their centre, doing or being something that they did not want, not listening to 

their knowing, or disengaged from their source. In the topic thread of the Internet-based 

writing forum, Victoria wrote that she has a physical reaction when she is not being 
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authentic. She explained, “It’s like having a feeling that … something is not right … like 

I am not living to my fullest potential, which causes me to feel anxious and reassess …” 

(VIC:F).  

Turtle commented on her experience of feeling misaligned and disconnected in 

her career and professional life. She told me:  

I think a lot of the time spent in career/environments is focused on status, prestige, 

and achievement, [which] leads to inauthenticity, leads to a feeling of 

disconnection from oneself … and that eventually means a big distancing from 

our authentic selves and then not knowing how to be authentic because we’ve 

forgotten who we are. (TUR:EI)  

After the interview with Turtle, I wrote in my commonplace book: 

I am reminded as Turtle speaks of the Spanish saying that I once etched into a 

painting: cuando te asustas es porque te olvidas—“when we are lost, it is because 

we have forgotten.” We’ve forgotten our gift. We have forgotten who we are, 

from where we are sourced, what matters, how we want and can live our lives. 

(HEI: CPB) 

Gut Feelings  

 Feelings of disconnection were found consistently across the data. Almost all 

participants described the experience of not being connected, not being authentic, being 

off their centre, or being misaligned as something they felt or knew “in their gut.” They 

sensed a misalignment between their knowing and their doing (being inauthentic) and 

described this knowing as a “gut feeling.” Genn spoke about being authentic as an 

alignment between her insides and outsides, and when asked how she knows when her 
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insides do not match her outsides, she answered, “I think we just know in our gut” (GEN: 

EI). Joan, in an email communication to me after our entrance interview, wrote about 

being a “gut type” on the Enneagram of Personality.3 “I am a gut type,” she wrote. “My 

gut is my most powerful guide and clearest connect with my highest self. Overriding it is 

like stepping away from my core and my best authenticity” (JOA:EMAIL). 

Magdalena indicated that her gut is a reliable source that she trusts. She described 

her experience of being pushed or pulled away from her centre by the expectations of 

others and a culture wanting her to be different than she truly is: “I’ve come up against a 

culture, and in those moments my gut showed me something was off and I’ve never 

doubted it ...” (MAG:EI). Further, participants indicated that this source knowing, or gut 

feeling, is not only reliable but always has information for them. Murphy teaches young 

people who identify as queer to trust their knowing centre in order to choose safe places 

to come out to their families and community. He said, “You’re going to have a voice in 

your head or a gut feeling and you need to trust that…. We have this built-in instinct to 

know when it’s safe and when it’s not safe to be out…” (MUR:EI).  

The findings in this research study are grounded in this theme of knowing. From 

that place, the data show that there is a multidimensional experience that exists between 

knowing and enacting that knowing (aligning insides with outsides). These dimensions 

include the practices of listening, trusting, and enacting.  

Listening to the Knowing: Being Mindful Enough to Hear It  
                                                

3 The Enneagram is a multipurpose tool that at its most basic level is considered a personality type identifier. However, 
the Enneagram offers more than labelling and categorizing. It opens a critical debate about similarities and diversity 
among people and provides language for describing a wide range of human tendencies. It also helps students critically 
consider whether “the types” reflect their experience with different individuals. The Enneagram has a strong connection 
to issues related to spirituality and provides a vehicle for the introduction of spiritual values (Taylor, 2006, p. 1). 
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“The more I was able to drop into those spaces of authenticity and listen to that 

voice, that deep-deep voice, the more I recognized where I needed to go.”  

– Victoria (VIC:EI) 

Participants in this study described their knowing as being the foundation of their 

conscious practice of authenticity. However, the data show that the experience of the 

conscious practice of authenticity is more than simply having a source of knowing. One 

of the themes that builds on the foundation of knowing is that of paying attention to the 

information offered by a knowing centre. This theme considers what allows one to hear 

one’s knowing, and has two components: attunement and self-referencing. Attunement 

includes the categories of mindfulness and being present: slowing down and noticing. It 

is the awareness of and attention to information coming from one’s knowing (being 

instructed from within). Self-referencing is about consciously and intentionally referring 

back to one’s knowing to get information.  

Attunement. Like the definition of knowing, attunement means being aware. It 

also means “being in harmony with” (Oxford English Dictionary). Attunement presents 

as an important practice in the experience of living authentically. In this research, 

participants spoke about slowing down and redirecting their attention toward interior 

processes so as to become more aware of their knowing. In this process of slowing down, 

insights and information emerged from their knowing and directed their actions and ways 

of being in the world. Participants in this study identified as consciously practicing 

authenticity, and as such, most spoke of a conscious process or contemplative practice 

that helped them refer or listen to their knowing.  
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Participants described a variety of ways to listen, to be mindful or attuned in order 

to hear what their knowing was telling them. These mindful or contemplative practices 

ranged from running to practicing yoga, to meditating, keeping a gratitude journal, 

consciously being appreciative, and doing mindfulness and breathing exercises. Being 

conscious, as Murphy expressed it, is an important process in being true to himself as 

well as being a contributor to a greater story:  

If you are not conscious of what is happening right now in the moment, you’re not 

conscious of your environment, you’re not conscious of the people that are here, 

then you are not conscious of yourself and how you are feeling and what’s 

happening in the moment. (MUR:EI)  

The data that supported the finding of attunement were predominantly winnowed 

from the responses to the text alert portion of the data collection and the experience 

statement questionnaire (ESQ). As described in the methods chapter, the experience 

statement was an eight-item questionnaire that completed when they were randomly 

alerted over a 2-week period and asked to answer eight questions about how authentic 

they were being at that very moment. One of the questions asked participants what 

conditions were supporting or distancing them from authentic practice at the time of the 

text alert.  

In her entrance interview, Joan reported that the kinds of things that distance her 

from her authenticity are “rushing, filling every moment, not being attuned, and 

scheduling the crap out of my day” (JOA:E1). On her third ESQ, Joan reported a perfect 

alignment (5/5) of that moment with her personal definition of authenticity, and indicated 

that the conditions that were present to support this perfect alignment were “being 100% 
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present, listening to my higher power, in flow, trusting myself and life, channeling what 

is here, still point, slowed down” (JOA:ES).  

These kinds of responses were plentiful and consistent across the data. Magdalena 

repeatedly reported (throughout her experience statement questionnaires) that the 

conditions that supported her being authentic in that moment were “support, focus, 

intention, self-care, no time pressure, simplicity, breathing, time, attention, presence” 

(MAG:ES). Many of the conditions that Victoria listed as in-the-moment supporters of 

her authentic practice were predominantly related to contemplation, slowness, and 

consciousness: “breathing, spiritual practice, being able to listen to my still quiet voice, 

meditation, staying present, yoga, rituals, space, nature walks, prayer, art meditation, 

reflection, contemplation” (VIC:ES). 

 In an experience statement questionnaire response where she reported a 3/5 

closeness to her definition of authenticity, Turtle wrote about a presence she was 

experiencing in that moment in her job as a personal coach:  

Any time I’m coaching, I’m being present to my clients in this moment, but 

perhaps less present to myself. Or it allows me to be present to myself in a 

different way: present to my intuition and curiosity, rather than present to the 

sabotaging inner voice that’s been running in my head a number of days in a row. 

(TUR:ES)  

In another three of the texting alerts where Turtle ranked her closeness to her 

definition of authenticity in that moment as 4/5 (her highest score), she referred to 

awareness, presence, calmness, or quiet. In her first test alert statement, she wrote:  
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I spent an hour and a half really absorbed in what we are doing and spending time 

with my neighbour…. I was present, I was relating to my neighbour, and I was 

engaged in actions that align with values of community, connection, and 

cooperation. (TUR:ES)  

Her fifth response read: “I expressed a clear desire to my husband … and feel much more 

in my own skin and present. I had been feeling overwhelmed and frantic with work 

earlier this week” (TUR:ES). In the last ESQ, she reported the following conditions that 

supported her closeness to her definition of authenticity: “Being thoughtful. Having a 

quiet day that lets me catch up to my thoughts ...” (TUR:ES).  

Penelope, when text alerted in a near perfect authentic moment, wrote “I’m 

breathing, and going with the flow” as ways to support her authentic practice (PEN:ES). 

Similarly, in a moment of closeness to his authenticity, Murphy attributed it to “eating 

healthy food, having worked out earlier in the day, generally taking care of myself, a 

quiet moment when I’m not rushing to get anything done” (MUR:ES). 

Mary has had a long life of learning and relearning, of struggle and triumph. She 

has a very intentional contemplative practice and daily routine that support her conscious 

practice of authenticity. When speaking with me, Mary repeatedly referred to 

contemplative practices: “being curious, daily practice, some wake-up call, ‘ah ha’ 

moments where I see a new possibility, resilience, sleep, breathing, good clean food, 

listening to body, learning to queue my body with what I do, breathing…” (MAR:EI). 

“Breathing is foundational,” she told me. “I didn’t realize how 90% of the time I’ve been 

living in a way that’s from fear and that my body is constricted and I’m not oxygenating 

properly. And so I’ve been practicing breathing for 10 or 15 years” (MAR:EI). In her 
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fifth ESQ, she was fully aligned (5/5) and reported “awareness that my mind is quite 

calm at the moment” (MAR:ES).  

Many participants spoke of being present to the moment. When Penelope first told 

me her definition of authenticity, she said, “When I feel very authentic, it’s when I’m 

really prescencing myself, I’m really with myself, and then I express in the world from 

that place” (PEN:EI). Turtle also spoke of the idea of being present as defining her 

authenticity:  

[Being] authentic means living in a way where I’m in the present moment—

connected to who I am, what’s around me, who I’m with, the relationships I’m in 

and I’m being present to all of them ... rather than constantly saying, “Oh, am I 

being my best self in this moment?” (TUR:EI:3) 

These pretzels taste like fake butter: Noticing what isn’t. Slowness, quiet, pace 

and rhythm, and daily practice supported participants’ capacity to live consciously; to 

breathe, notice, and be cued by their bodies; to be authentic. Sometimes, participants 

noticed what was not instead of what was and allowed this experience to point them 

toward a recalibration or realignment to their authentic selves. In her fifth ESQ, Genn 

was on an airplane feeling that she was living very close to her definition of authenticity 

and experiencing an appreciative moment thinking about publishing her art and music. 

She also noticed this small but poignant feeling that was knocking her off her centre just 

a little––a condition she pointed to as blocking her authenticity. And despite her almost 

perfect alignment with her true self and source, she could feel that she was off course 

ever so slightly. Her misalignment and awareness of it was as finely tuned as her noticing 

that her “pretzels taste[ed] like fake butter” (GEN:ES).  
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In general, participants described noticing and being aware of what they were 

experiencing—somatically and affectively—when they were not aligned. In both the 

entrance interview and over the course of the text alert experiential portion of the data 

collection, participants were asked “What conditions distance you from your 

authenticity?” Participants consistently mentioned conditions of tightness and 

constriction and words like struggling, pushing, driving, forcing, second guessing myself, 

being busy, rushing, filling every moment, not being attuned, overscheduling, feeling 

tight and rigid, making lists, concealing, fearing control, and feeling pressured. These 

experiences cued them to re-evaluate their alignment and adjust or correct the presenting 

circumstances in their environment in an effort to be more authentic. 

In short, it seems that a person who is consciously practicing authenticity notices 

small annoyances and uses them as cues to check in and to then adjust to become more 

closely aligned. The highly aligned person is sensitive to small moment-to-moment 

experiences that make him or her feel “off” or “anxious,” and learns to use these feelings 

as a cue to realign. 

Appreciation, gratitude, and noticing. One of the more subtle practices of in-the-

moment awareness that interpretation of the data unearthed was simply being present 

enough to notice and having a stance and practice of appreciation and gratitude. Murphy 

said that one of the important supports of his conscious practice of authenticity was 

“being able to be present in the moment and sort of pausing to notice what’s going on 

around [me]” (MUR:EI). Crane Stookey told me about the power he experiences from 

being quiet and noticing: 



112 
 

I also have a lot of delight in just sitting some place quiet, especially if it’s a nice 

place. I love to sit in the back yard. I love to sit in front of a window and look out. 

I love to go sit on a rock by the water. I can just sit there for hours and hours and 

not do anything…. It’s very alluring for me to just be still in a place where there’s 

an environment around me. It doesn’t have to be a beautiful, natural setting, 

although that’s nice. There’s something about it that is the power of just noticing. 

(CRA:I)  

Three participants indicated an even more concrete practice of keeping gratitude 

journals where they take the time to document what they have noticed and appreciated in 

a day or over a period of time. This is a contemplative practice that keeps them present 

and aware. Turtle, one of the participants who keeps a gratitude journal, also books off 

one day a month to reflect on her practices to ensure they match her values. 

Where the practices of being attuned allowed participants to listen more 

attentively to their knowing, the data also presented the notion of self-referencing or self-

checking in order to retrieve information about oneself in the process of acting in the 

world.  

Self-referencing. Listening is also about self-referencing—looking back into 

oneself and deriving information from knowing or source. It is about being able to hear 

both the harmony and the dissonance inside—the positive and negative feelings—and to 

use them to stay aligned or to realign. Self-referencing is about being aware enough to 

hear and respond to physical cues the body is sending. It involves checking in with the 

body to see what it knows. Joan spoke directly to this notion of self-referencing:  
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It’s about self-expression, it’s about real, and when I’m living it, I’m solid in my 

centre, I  challenge myself, I listen to my own urges. I’m self-referencing about 

decisions so I’m not wondering what everyone else thinks, or doubting my own 

wisdom, or thinking “Oh, what will people think of this?” (JOA:EI) 

Participants referred to an ongoing process of self-referencing that was frequently 

accompanied by both affective cues (like sadness, delight, or fear) and physical body 

cues (like breathlessness, tightness in the chest, rigidity, stress, anxiety, gnawing). These 

feelings and sensations cued them to their misalignment and led them back to the course 

of action that matched their knowing. When describing the feeling of misalignment, Genn 

said, “There was just this constant gnawing.… It was like ‘What’s this all about, Alfie?’” 

(GEN:EI). 

Awareness of feelings. Interpretation of the data showed that positive feelings 

were associated with consciously practicing authenticity, and negative or uncomfortable 

feelings were associated with being distant from one’s conscious practice of authenticity. 

These feelings acted as cues to which participants listened and responded. Mary referred 

to these alerts of positive and negative feelings as “awakenings,” and she indicated that 

each provides her with information about waking up and being present to her life. She 

said that recovering from an addiction has taught her to feel her feelings, which in turn 

allows her to be available to her life: Feelings keep her awake and alert her to constantly 

align. She emphatically told me that she was “not going back to sleep” (MAR:EI). She 

spoke frequently about referencing herself for information about how to move forward in 

her life:  
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It’s about re-centering at that moment. It’s about self-managing in the moment. So 

the awakenings come for me in two different ways: one is a wakeup call where I 

get some information that’s negative … or they can be ah-ha moments where I see 

a new possibility and I have hope in that situation.… There’s a bit of a distinction 

there for me. And they’re the material of the practice. (MAR:EI) 

Trusting: The Knowing, the Not Knowing, and the Changing Knowing 

The theme of trusting is threefold: (a) trusting the knowing, (b) trusting the not 

knowing, and (c) trusting the changing knowing. Interpretation of the data shows that 

participants who are consciously practicing authenticity are aware that they have a source 

of knowing, are actively listening to that knowing through attunement and self-

referencing, and deeply believe and trust the information that their knowing (as well as 

not knowing, and changing knowing) provides. In fact, participants’ stories illustrated 

that they are willing to risk personal relationships, their health, jobs, money, and 

opportunities to follow what their knowing tells them.  

 Trusting the knowing. This element refers to a willingness to trust one’s source 

of knowing and to allow it to lead one’s life. Trust in one’s knowing as internal 

leadership is important in the experience of authenticity. As Murphy said, “I trust that I 

have the resources. I trust that my heart is spacious enough for all this pain. I know that 

beyond the grieving there is a space with love and without armour” (MUR:F). Magdalena 

trusts her knowing (“source” or “spirit”), and in times when she doubts it, her practice of 

authenticity is challenged: “When there is a conflict between the reality before me and 

the truth/relevance of the very clear messages from my source/spirit and I have to 

mediate between those places, then doubt gets in the way of my authenticity” (MAG:F). 
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 Trusting the not knowing: The space in between  

“And what’s important is that we sit down together and don’t know together.” 

(laughs) (TUR:EI) 

In this study, participants used many different descriptors to explain the 

experience of not knowing. They called it the “open space,” the “empty space,” the 

“waiting place,” or the “in-between space.” Those participants who discussed this 

experience described the space of not knowing as being difficult and fear-laden. They 

also described not knowing as an important experience to trust because its silence also 

contains information. Genn, who had a married life and family and was poised for the 

white middle-class trajectory of house, kids, and the Canadian life her family wanted her 

to have, surrendered to her deepest knowing and calling, and in her moments of quiet 

open space was guided by what she refers to as her “soul’s purpose”: to make art and 

write and perform music. She found herself/eventually landed in New York City—a 

decision that meant leaving her homeland and her husband and breaking all constructed 

cultural expectations. Her decision led her to a profoundly happy and successful life. 

Genn’s transcript reads like an impressive manifesto on living a life of truth, conviction, 

and passion. In her interview, Genn said the words that match her way of being: “We 

don’t get to know what our story is going to be before we’re living it” (GEN:EI).  

Trusting the not knowing includes the suspension of existing patterns of 

thinking—holding space for learning and emergent possibility rather than holding on to 

constricted expectation or a rigid, fixed story. It is about a willingness to wait in the 

empty space and trust the not knowing: to wait for information to present. This notion 

was well described by several participants and has been presented by Joseph Campbell, a 
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philosopher and writer of truth and possibility:  

If you do follow your bliss, you put yourself on a track that has been there all the 

while, waiting for you, and the life that you ought to be living is the one you are 

living. When you can see that, you begin to meet people who are in the field of 

your bliss, and they open doors to you. I say follow your bliss and don’t be afraid, 

and doors will open where you didn’t know they were going to be. (Campbell, 

Moyers, & Flowers, 1988, p. 120) 

Magdalena embodied this experience of trusting the not knowing—a place where, 

when she opens to it, she is repeatedly affirmed by what is found in the open space of her 

authenticity. “I know I’m being authentic when the synchronicities accelerate and I am 

aware of all kinds of miracles happening in that space,” she said. “I shift into a different 

affirmation” (MAG:EI). Magdalena told me of her experience being diagnosed with a 

basal cell carcinoma in her ear. Something in her “knew” that there was another remedy 

and intervention possibility “waiting” out there for her. She spoke of this empty space 

where she chose to defy the doctors and treatment plans and just wait—wait and listen, 

wait and receive, wait in the empty unknown for information—and to trust it would 

come. She explains: 

Let’s say I didn’t do radiation and I go try something else that is different or 

alternative. Basically there’s not one person I can really turn to who can give me a 

resonance back about what I imagine is possible, and yes, it would be really dumb 

if I lose my ear. But it wouldn’t be very authentic either just doing radiation. So I 

stayed with it and I did the research and of course within two weeks I found exactly 

the team of people I need but they were non-existent in my consciousness when I 
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walked out the door of the hospital after being offered chemo and radiation as my 

treatments, they were non-existent in my relationships, in my network of friends. 

No one could give me anything back that matched what was coming out of my 

insides. I have all of that now, and so yesterday I just felt completely alive and 

committed and I was on track. The time in between, there was a week for sure, 

where I was wobbly. (MAG:EI) 

Victoria also indicated that authenticity is characterized, in part, by not knowing. It 

is the place where trust is activated and the bigger, more wordless, less measurable, more 

meaningful and powerful source is accessed:  

Essentially, [authenticity] is about coming to the end of our intellectual knowing 

and being in that space where we’ve exhausted the thinking mind, and then there’s 

something else available there—the space of not knowing—it’s the awareness of 

that space. It’s like awareness of awareness. (VIC:EI) 

 Trusting the changing knowing: The hermeneutics of authenticity. Prominent 

in the research data across several themes is the notion of the ever-changing experience 

of knowing/authenticity, or what I am calling the hermeneutics of authenticity; that is, the 

source knowing or the core self is not an authoritative voice, but rather a fluid and ever-

changing voice. The data show that these participants, who are consciously practicing 

authenticity, are open to the dynamic quality of their knowing and the ever-shifting 

alignment of their knowing with their enactment of that knowing or their alignment. 

Participants indicated that they are willing to let go into an open, unknown space, which 

allows other possibilities to present. Openness to these possibilities, to new learning, new 

information, new people, and new relationships generates ongoing re-creation of their 
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source of knowing. Trusting this changing knowing or the notion of a fluid and dynamic 

self was presented to me by almost every participant, and is also widely indicated in its 

corollary: a rigid self as an indicator of not practicing authenticity.  

Participants indicated that their source knowing can and does change depending 

on a multitude of variables. They describe knowing as being in a constant state of 

regeneration—gathering information from many places and shape-shifting in an ongoing 

process of rediscovery. This new information can change the meaning of authenticity 

with each new interaction or relationship if one is present, aware, and willing to consider 

the new information in that moment. I refer to this theme as the “hermeneutics of 

authenticity” because by its very nature it is ever-changing and gaining new perspective 

with each new encounter, in the same way that van Manen describes hermeneutic 

phenomenological research: “We must continuously redeem, retrieve, regain, and 

recapture” (1990, p. 149). It appears that alignment with one’s knowing centre in itself is 

a dynamic and ever-changing activity while it also creates stability within ever-changing 

environments. There is an ongoing alignment within oneself and with the world around 

us and each of these informs the other. Our place within ourselves, and our place in our 

worlds and relationships, are moving targets. 

The data corresponding to this theme of the changing knowing firmly reject any 

notion that there is a static, immutable self at the heart of authenticity. Many participants 

indicated that they had difficulty defining inauthenticity because, in their minds, 

everything is authentic as a result of its constantly shifting nature: “Is anything 

inauthentic?” asked one participant (TUR:EI). Alan Sloan expressed knowing as 

changing in an emergent way: “I really think that knowing what to do comes out of each 



119 
 

situation; it’s not a formula, because if it were a formula, it would be a commodity” 

(ALA:EI). 

Almost all of the participants in this study in some way described their knowing 

(in this context, their authentic self) as changing all the time; who they are at their core 

and source is not at all static. Participants described their experience of the conscious 

practice of authenticity as referential—an integration of all the contributing information 

from inside and outside themselves and therefore fluid and ever-changing. They 

acknowledged and described how their authenticity was reshaped depending on the 

environment and contributing factors. “In the past, I used to get a little bit confused about 

this notion of authenticity,” Magdalena told me, elaborating, 

I confused it with needing to be steady and the same ... like it’s authentic if I’m 

this way and then I’m being inauthentic if I act differently. But then I said no! no! 

It’s that I can be one thing one minute and something completely contradictory 

the next in a different context and that’s actually my being authentic. I’m being 

authentic to life. (MAG:EI) 

Magdalena does not believe that there is a fixed authentic self, but rather a fixed 

authentic path to her source that she always relies on. She described authenticity as “the 

consistent, true and unbending dedication to the relationship I have with my source” 

(MAG:EI). She always relies on it and it does not let her down. She said,  

To me, authenticity is a constant sort of dancing with life—a dance in the sense 

that it’s always moving, it’s always alive. And what authenticity is for me one 

moment will look different in the next moment because I’m dancing to the tune or 

heartbeat of life which will be changing all the time. (MAG:EI)  
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Penelope is delighted to experience the changing knowing: “The process of 

authenticity and experiencing myself has been like a treasure chest,” she told me. “It feels 

like I keep opening it up and I feel so excited. It feels like it’s a constant process of 

discovery” (PEN:EI). Magdalena also expressed an understanding of the changing 

knowing:  

I realized how differently I might come out in different contexts.… What came out 

of that was that my authenticity was not a fixed persona of me but a fixed connect 

to source or spirit…. What comes out of that source and how I am in the world is 

going to be different all the time. (MAG:EI) 

Turtle concurred, and described authenticity as not being a fixed state but rather as a 

relational, connected state: “Authenticity is not a static experience: it is emerging, 

evolving, revisited. There is no permanent static authentic self.” She went on to say that 

she is influenced and subscribes to the Buddhist thought and notion of impermanence, 

“that there isn’t a constant self, [but a] self that’s created and recreated moment to 

moment.… Authenticness [sic] isn’t fixed” (TUR:EI).  

Victoria defined authenticity as “the ongoing process of discovering how to be in 

the world, moment by moment, in a way that is in line with my spiritual, emotional, 

physical, and intellectual truth” (VIC:EI). She was clear that she was using information 

from around her to incorporate into her “fluid” notion of authentic self, and that despite 

its ever-changing, shape-shifting and dynamic quality, it is still a reliable and important 

source of direction:  

Authenticity for me could be something totally different for you, and it’s very much 

a moment to moment thing as well. It’s a flexible term on one hand, so what is 
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authentic to me in this moment, maybe in a week, if we were sitting here and 

having a similar conversation, what would be authentic to me in that moment may 

be different…. So authenticity is sort of a fluid notion, but then the paradox is that 

quiet still voice, or that core alignment, that clicking, that is also related to the 

notion of authenticity. So as much as it’s fluid and it changes, it’s also very much 

something that can always be tapped into. (VIC:EI) 

The data present a clear picture that consciously practicing authenticity is a process 

of constantly listening to and considering the information that is presented to us—either 

from our own source of knowing or from the environment within which we live—and 

incorporating that information into our sense of ourselves and how we live authentically. 

Chickering et al. (2006) support this integration of ever-changing and new information 

into our authentic self:  

Being authentic means that what you see is what you get. What I believe, what I 

say, and what I do are consistent. Of course creating that consistency is a lifelong 

challenge as we encounter new experiences, new persons, and new information. As 

we mature and move to new levels of cognitive and affective complexity, 

deconstruction and reconstruction must occur. (p. 3)   

Magdalena reflects on this experience of reconstructing by way of feedback she 

gets when she acts in her authentic self. She explains that she reconstructs her authentic 

self on an ongoing basis as she listens to information from her source, her feelings; she 

lets her feelings guide her and lead her expression in the world. When she does this, she 

receives feedback from the world that enables her to recreate herself, which in turn is 

affirming and positive: “That repeated feedback of feeling more alive, more congruent, 
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more well, happier—that feedback reinforces that there’s something good here” 

(MAG:EI).  

  Enacting Knowing 

“I am always growing up and finding new maturity. New commitment. New conviction.” 

(GEN:F) 

The theme of enacting knowing most poignantly attends to understanding the 

experience of the conscious practice of authenticity. Enacting suggests doing or acting. 

This theme attends more concretely to the “how” of the conscious practice of 

authenticity: How does someone consciously practice authenticity? Which processes or 

actions or enactments did the data indicate were integral to the phenomenon being 

studied? The theme of enacting knowing will be presented in the five subthemes that are 

clear across the data: alignment, choice, vulnerability, connectedness, and 

communication. These subthemes describe living lives when participants were 

accountable to their source knowing—when they “inhabit their source” (MAG:EI).  

Notably, I will present a finding on the experience of happiness as an element of 

the subtheme of alignment. The experience of happiness (and its related feelings of joy, 

delight, peace, etc.) was pointed to most often as the affective experience related to the 

practice of alignment:  

I want to have a happy, healthy life. The best way for me to have a happy, healthy 

life is for my insides to match my outsides and my outsides to match my insides. 

And feel like I’m in a congruence with my authentic self, my most natural, where I 

feel the most love for myself, the most compassion, where I have something to give 

the world. (MAG:EI) 
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Alignment. The notion of alignment is a leading characteristic of authenticity—

being authentic means being aligned. Almost without exception, most people and 

literature describe the notion of authenticity in the framework of human qualities and 

persona as some sort of alignment or congruence between an inside and an outside—

usually inside values and beliefs matching outside actions.  

This concept of alignment frequently presents itself throughout the data, notably 

when participants referred to being “aligned to source,” “inhabiting source,” “living my 

knowing,” “lining up,” or “being off course.” These were phrases I grouped together in 

the context of alignment. (The terms alignment and congruence are used interchangeably 

in the data, and for the purposes of this summary I will use the word alignment as 

research participants use it most frequently.)  

However, the data in this research show a more intricate and complex consideration 

of alignment. Although the notion of authenticity is often described along the lines of an 

alignment, alignment is not simply about being consistent and having actions match 

beliefs and values as though there is an immutable self in the way Turtle describes here: 

“Having a sense of myself that feels consistent, that I know what I stand for and that 

there’s consistency and coherence” (TUR:EI). Rather, as previously discussed in the 

“Trusting the Changing Knowing” section of this chapter, alignment involves being 

aware and considering the constantly presented new and ever-changing information, and 

then integrating that information in an ongoing process of recalibration, realignment, 

reconsideration, and re-creation of the foundation of knowing, and responding differently 

as each new moment presents. In other words, alignment is also a response to an ongoing, 

ever-changing, fluid experience.  
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Mary, an authenticity leadership coach and author, told me that not only is 

alignment important in her path of consciously practicing authenticity, but so are the 

obstacles that get in the way of that path and awareness of those obstacles. She said that 

“authenticity is about being able to live connected to [her] best self” (MAR:EI). And 

further, 

It’s about being able to live aligned with who I truly am, my authentic self, with 

less of the self-limiting aspects of personality or ego getting in the way. It’s not all 

the time; it’s more of the time. And it’s also about personal clarity, so 

understanding who I am when at my best, understanding what is important to me 

in life and what my values are, my vision for life, my leadership principles and 

what is getting in my way. (MAR:EI) 

Like Mary, Murphy spoke of alignment and added the importance of integrity to 

this notion. He asserted that alignment is about integrating all the parts of himself, and 

that coming out as a gay man has been part of the presentation of a truly aligned person: 

“Coming out was a process of starting to say the different parts of me need to align and I 

need to make sense out of that—I need to be able to be one whole person…” (MUR:EI). 

Mary also spoke of integrity in terms of living aligned and connected with her source of 

love (“of God, of source, of universe”): “That’s the truest integrity—staying [aligned] 

with love as much of the time as possible.” She later added, “Our inner purpose is 

consciousness unfolding and our outer purpose is to have that manifest in ways that are 

congruent with our current level of consciousness. And so that’s my life now. And I can 

see it forever” (MAR:EI). 



125 
 

The ordinary and the extraordinary. Alignment or congruence can present in big 

sweeping life changes or it can present in everyday, ordinary day-to-day moments—in 

choices that we make about saying yes, or saying no, or doing something we do not want 

to do, or buying something we do not want to buy. For example, caught in the grocery 

store buying frozen raspberries, in a moment that “fully reflected [her] definition of 

authenticity,” Genn reported that the conditions that supported her authenticity were 

“small” and “personal”: “I walked here, I can pay in cash, I feel beautiful in no make-up 

… my raspberries are organic. So I feel they are in alignment for what I want the world to 

be in a small personal way” (GEN:ES). 

Turtle told me a story of feeling coerced against her desire to make a decision to 

buy a cell phone she really did not want. After she made the purchase and slowed down 

to process her actions, she realized the cell phone purchase was against what she valued, 

wanted, and believed. In a meditated and conscious process of evaluating the event, she 

returned the cell phone to the store. In doing so, she felt relieved. She said “going back 

and making that alignment and adjustment does matter” (TUR:EI).  

On a grander scheme, Genn, in her process of following her “soul’s purpose” (i.e., 

leaving her life and husband in Canada and heading for a creative life south of the 

border), spoke to me about the pain and suffering she experienced in that process of being 

unable to turn back once she had listened to her knowing—the voice of her soul. She had 

to make the alignment:  

The suffering is real…. At the time I felt that my insides were no longer matching 

my outsides…. And once I realized that my insides were no longer matching my 

outsides, a genie was released out of the bottle and I couldn’t get the genie back in 
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that bottle. I then had to go through the process of adjusting everything on my 

outside so that they were in congruence with my insides. (GEN:EI) 

Happiness 

“There can be no happiness if the things we believe in are different than the things 

that we do.” — Freya Stark 

 This research asks: “What is the experience of the conscious practice of 

authenticity?” Affective experiences (both positive and negative) related to conscious 

authentic practice were plentiful. The data show repeated reference to happiness and 

wellness as the feelings that accompany alignment. This research points to the conscious 

practice of authenticity creating happiness in people. Concomitantly, the feelings 

associated with being misaligned or inauthentic were those of discomfort, dis-ease, and 

sadness.   

 It is true that while almost all research participants described major life crises and 

even trauma as part of their story and history, every person in the study also presented a 

deep sense of happiness, of wellness, of delight. Participants’ experiences of happiness 

do not mean they do not struggle or have not struggled, that they never feel sad, angry, 

lost, or hurt; rather, most of them are aware that uncomfortable or painful emotions are 

part of the process of an authentic practice. This sadness and pain appear to be part of the 

process of realignment, and for the participants, these feelings are transitory. A corollary 

of this is that a life of sadness could be created by not aligning one’s life with one’s 

values in an attempt to avoid temporary pain and sadness, particularly when experiencing 

bigger, more deeply rooted misalignments.  
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 Victoria paraphrased mindfulness teacher Jon Kabat Zinn, who writes about full 

catastrophe living: “It’s accepting the full catastrophe, there’s this okayness [sic] deep 

down, even a leaning into very uncomfortable, unpleasant, even shameful feelings. That 

there’s an okayness [sic] in that and I can survive in that” (VIC:EI). 

 My interpretation of the data showed that when participants spoke of living in 

alignment with their knowing—when they spoke of enacting their knowing, when they 

responded to the ESQ and described their feelings in very authentic or aligned moments 

(caught in the moment by text alert), and when they answered a follow-up question 

“What motivates you to be authentic?”—the feelings that related to alignment and 

authenticity were unequivocally feelings of happiness.  

 More specifically, feelings associated with living in accordance with knowing fell 

into the following code families: happiness (code words included joy, delight, gratified, 

giddy, content, bubbly, excited, fun, playful, proud, exuberant, positive, uplifting, safe, 

choice-full); wellness (code words included healthy, alive, awake, alert, sense of well-

being, loved, belonging, energized); alignment (code words included balanced); 

satisfaction (code words included fulfilled, warm, grounded, satisfied, filled, complete, 

relieved); vitality (code words and phrases included alive, on top of my game, vulnerable, 

passionate, open, focused, on purpose); wholeness (code words included complete, 

wholehearted, unified); openness (code words included spacious, thoughtful, space, 

possibility, hopeful, inspired, sad, inward, soft, moved, grateful, appreciative, caring); 

flow (code words and phrases included calm, quiet, frictionless, in-the-moment, flowing, 

seamless, intuitive, peaceful, relaxed, slowness, conscious, fluency); simplicity (code 

words included uncomplicated, clear, simple, easy); and vulnerability (code words 
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included courage, angry, tough, shaky, scared, uncomfortable, fearful, vulnerable, 

revealing, open, transparent).  

 Participants’ feelings associated with being distant from their practice of 

authenticity fell into the following code families: doubt (code words or phrases included 

second guessing myself, not trusting myself); feeling off (code words included wobbly, 

icky, shaky, trembly [sic]); discomfort (code words included gross, gnawing, frustrated, 

weird, down); misaligned (code words or phrases included not lined up); rushed (code 

words included hurried, fast); static (code words included rigid, constricted, defensive); 

sad (code words included heartbroken, teary, down); disconnected (code words included 

discordant, disharmonious, disassociated, withdrawn, pulled back, spacey, absent-

minded); stupid (code words or phrases included young, bumbling, unwise, like I could 

do better); unwell (code words included tired, exhausted, overwhelmed, panicked, 

friction, fearful, grouchy, irritable); and scared (code words included afraid, unsafe, 

vulnerable).  

Participants in this research pointed to feelings of dissonance and discord as 

guides to their realignment as though that very dissonance also contributed to their 

overall happiness, despite the discomfort in the moment. Genn, quoting Martha Graham, 

called her experience of dissonance (which leads to deeper and increased truth and 

authenticity) a “queer divine dissatisfaction.” Graham said that this dissatisfaction is “a 

blessed unrest that keeps us marching and makes us more alive than the others” (cited in 

de Mille, 1992, p. 264).  

When asked for a summary statement about how she feels when she is living 

authentically, Magdalena said, “There’s just this place that when we’re living [inline with 
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our] source, life abounds and is joyful” (MAG:EI). Similarly, Murphy clearly indicated 

that being authentic “makes me feel happy…. I feel like a whole person” (MUR:EI), and 

Penelope explained how she watches her different personas play out and get their needs 

met. She said, “I’ve always had, underneath all of the personas … a place where I feel 

deeply connected” (PEN:EI). Victoria told me that she feels safe, strong, and competent 

as long as she is living in alignment, and that when feeling this way, she can manage 

almost anything:  

When I’m in alignment with truth and moment-to-moment awareness, then 

there’s nothing else that can be. Even when things feel like shit and the external 

world is messed up and people are unwell and there’s stuff going on that’s not 

okay, under that, all is well if I am aligned. (VIC:EI)  

 In an email response to my question “What motivates you to choose to be 

authentic?,” Murphy responded, “Pursuing authenticity has often been the road out of 

darkness and into a place of hope, balance, peace, and happiness” (MUR:FQ). To the 

same follow-up question, Joan wrote, “When I return to myself, my heart swells, I feel 

the flow, life is good, I am grateful and joyous” (JOA:FQ).  

Genn’s confidence and trust in herself and how important alignment and self-love 

are for her stood out sharply in the data. She spoke very clearly to the inside-outside 

alignment:  

The best way for me to have a happy, healthy life is for my insides to match my 

outsides and my outsides to match my insides. And feel like I’m in a congruence 

with my authentic self, my most natural, where I feel the most love for myself, the 

most compassion that I have something to give the world. I have something to give 
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the people around me that I love. So every day I’m going to do things that are in 

service to that. And then I can be my best self and have something to offer. So 

there’s all kinds of ways to take a long walk from the back stage to the front stage. 

(GEN:EI) 

In a further heartfelt story about being trapped by expectations, and how the “ego-

related” constructs like status, vanity, having possessions, or being “like” someone else 

have the potential to send her off her course, Genn explained that she can see these 

expectations for what they are and does not get trapped by them “as long as I don’t 

indulge them.” Genn did not let these things get in the way of her path because being 

aligned makes her deeply happy:  

[The ego traps] were standing in the way of my destiny, and my true self, and my 

deepest satisfaction, my deepest happiness, my deepest feeling of confidence and 

truth—and once I feel confident and true about myself, I don’t feel less than, or not 

good enough, or the need to fix something about myself. I feel perfect. (GEN:EI) 

The data in the area of feelings related to authentic practice lead me to understand 

that the experience of being authentic is an inoculation of sorts against a life of fear, 

indecision, negativity, or sadness. Consciously practicing authenticity allows even 

negative experiences to be reinterpreted and considered through another lens: a cue or 

invitation to examine one’s misalignment. Participants in this study appear to have a 

peaceful foundation that allows them to feel well and strong and safe—this foundation  

allows them to live with the pain of the world and still feel happy. Penelope confirmed 

this notion:   
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So what [learning how to be authentic in people’s presence and being able to stay 

with myself no matter what’s happening around me] is allowing me to do is to stay 

in relationship with people … which then gives me way more joy in life because 

there’s a whole other wave of what’s possible. (PEN:EI) 

Choice. Participants spoke repeatedly about the struggles, fear, and pain of 

consciously practicing authenticity. They spoke of choice—choice in every moment—to 

align and to be truthful, and in that choosing, they told of the vulnerability it took to 

speak up about who they are, what they want and need, and what they stand for. The 

subtheme of choice embedded in the main theme of enacting knowing is a strong 

cornerstone of these research findings. Informants indicate that they feel they have 

agency in creating their lives; they can choose how to be in and see the world. As Joan 

wrote in a follow-up email to me after our interview, “Part of this journey is increasing 

the consciousness of the choice, in the moment and doing something different” (JOA: 

EMAIL). Participants described the experience of choosing how they react, act, interpret, 

project, and communicate. At times, it appears, knowing is so strong that enacting that 

knowing does not feel like a choice at all, but rather like something they must do: “Is 

authenticity a choice?” asked Turtle. “I don’t think I have any choice on this earth to be 

anyone other than who I am” (TUR:SQ1). Penelope affirmed the same notion: “Part of 

my journey has been to accept that I actually keep choosing this experience...” (PEN:EI).  

The analyzed data from this research indicate that making conscious choices based 

on alignment with one’s knowing is integral, if not inextricably linked, to the experience 

of living authentically. Mary, who used the word “choicefull” in her list of one-word 

descriptions of authenticity, talked about living aligned: “It’s part of why I do it. I do it 
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personally because I have to, I choose to. I choose to now because I know where I fit. I 

just know that it’s my path” (MAR:EI).  

Genn told me that part of what supports her conscious practice of authenticity is 

“fiercely protecting” her lifestyle so that she can do the things that she loves and work in 

service to those things. “I take constant care of things in my life so that nothing derails 

that.… That constant care is a conscious alert choice that I don’t take lightly” (GEN:EI).  

Magadalena was one of several participants who shared a great deal about the 

experience of choosing: “It’s about the consciousness of choosing.… I have a choice in 

the moment to choose something that will serve me or something that won’t” (MAG:EI). 

She expressed the idea that one has choice in how one lives, in which lens one chooses to 

see the world: “Being tuned to and expressing from my uniqueness, from source, 

consciously choosing how I move and live in the world—I’ve got freedom to choose 

that” (MAG:EI). She continued, 

It’s the consciousness of choosing that keeps me human. The more I’ve read and 

seen and heard of people that have been in atrocious situations, they held on to the 

quality of being human [in] that they always had a choice … a choice to choose the 

lens and what that lens will be. With authenticity, if you choose the lens of 

compassion, it is tuned into source because the lens of my source is of life and we 

are naturally empathic, congruent, abundant human beings. That’s the nature of life 

and we have a choice of that lens. Because no matter what the circumstance, life is 

there and if life is there, the lens is there to choose. (MAG:EI) 

Turtle told a poignant story about choosing to leave a graduate program that she did 

not feel was aligning with her values or the life that she wanted to live or lead. She said 
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she knew it was not right for her within 2 months, but it took 4 more months to leave the 

program. Dropping out “was one of the hardest things I ever did,” she said. When asked 

how it was that she knew it was not right for her, she laughingly replied: “Because I had a 

panic attack every time I went into the building” (TUR:EI). She knew graduating from 

the program would have brought her guaranteed income and money and a career, but she 

had to “walk away anyway.” I asked how she could be so clear, and she replied: “Well, it 

would be nice if it was a super courageous answer but the truth is I couldn’t handle the 

pain anymore … and I don’t feel like I had a choice” (TUR:EI).  

It appears that choosing to live a life that is aligned—to consciously choose to live 

an authentic life—is a “moment to moment choice” (VIC:EI), but it also can leave us no 

choice. The pain of misalignment is too obviously harmful to ignore.  

Vulnerability. 

I have been betrayed and I have betrayed. 

I disappointed people I loved because to not do so would have been in opposition with 

what was in my heart. 

It almost killed me. 

Birth is painful. 

(GEN:F) 

This research indicates that vulnerability is an inherent experience in the process of 

consciously practicing authenticity. Vulnerability accompanied the experience of truth 

telling, being honest, and making choices that were against the values or wishes of loved 

ones or employers, or doing things that were opposed to or different from cultural and 

societal expectations. Pain, fear, vulnerability, and suffering were experienced in the 
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process of enacting knowing—living in alignment with one’s values and beliefs. In this 

regard, Alan Sloan expressed the following:  

The gateway to authenticity as a human being is making relationship to [one’s] own 

tenderness, their own gentleness, and vulnerability.… If they no longer feel guilt or 

blame for being a vulnerable being, then the bravery … there’s lots of room for 

bravery. As long as they’re afraid of their own vulnerability, then bravery is just an 

aggression. (ALA:I)  

Disappointing and failing. In particular, the experience of failing or disappointing 

people, or hurting someone in the process of honouring one’s knowing, was an inevitable 

by-product of the vulnerability inherent in living a conscious life of authenticity. Murphy 

wrote that living authentically is “a way of showing that I respect my strengths and 

failings” (MUR:SQ2). I am reminded of a poem by Oriah Mountain Dreamer, titled “The 

Invitation,” in which the poet asks:  

I want to know if you can disappoint another to be true to yourself?  

If you can bear the accusation of betrayal and not betray your own soul … 

I want to know if … 

you can source your own life from its presence.  

I want to know if you can live with failure  

yours and mine  

and still stand at the edge of the lake  

and shout to the silver of the full moon,  

“Yes.”  

(lines 45-63) 



135 
 

In a similar “howling to the moon” sentiment, Magdalena expressed her joyful 

defiance of others’ expectations: “I’m dancing with truth and spirit and integrity rather 

than dancing with what people think I should do or shouldn’t do” (MAG:EI). 

During the time that Genn made her “terrifying” decision to leave her husband and 

her life in Canada, she knew that following her soul’s purpose was not in line with the 

hopes and expectations her family and friends might have for her life, and that she would 

disappoint them. However, it was a critical turning point that showed her that 

disappointing people was part of living her authentic life. She asked herself questions 

like:  

Am I going to die executing it?…Who’s going to get hurt when I execute this 

decision? Who’s going to benefit? Who is threatened? I don’t want to make 

anybody feel bad. What will my shine do for others? Is it going to be a good thing 

or a bad thing? (GEN:EI)  

Despite these hesitations, she called those questions traps and forged ahead: 

I felt I was at a point in my life where I really hadn’t disappointed anybody yet. I 

think that there is a breaking open and a wise growing moment in life when you 

disappoint people, because you realize that no one’s going to die, especially not 

you. And you want to live. And it’s not their life. It’s your life. And you will 

disappoint people in life. (GEN:EI) 

Genn linked disappointing people and failing to vulnerability and the importance of 

making real and meaningful connections by being vulnerable:  

If you’re not comfortable with failure, you’re kind of leaving out a giant portion of 

the human experience. You’re kind of missing out on vulnerability, which is the 
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only route to connection, in my opinion. That’s how we connect is through 

vulnerability. How are you going to know me, or how am I going to share my 

authentic self with anybody, unless I tell you about my failures? (GEN:EI) 

Being vulnerable and learning to live with the experience of failing or 

disappointing people is part of the enactment of knowing—of living an authentic life. 

Disappointing others is short-lived and disappointing oneself is long lived. Learning to 

walk gracefully toward one’s truth comes with the inherent disappointment of others and 

the resultant pain. Magdalena indicated that because she knows who she is and chooses 

how she lives, and because the lens through which she sees the world is one of love, 

compassion, and empathy, she feels carefree and inoculated against what people think of 

her when she does something different than is hoped or expected of her: “The fact that 

I’ve found a way to express myself, I feel beautiful and it doesn’t matter what they do, 

what they’re going to do next or what they think of me” (MAG:EI). 

Connectedness: To self, to others, to the world 

“It’s easy to be authentic when I am on my own. The testing ground is how I show up in 

relationship to others.” (TUR:EI) 

The subtheme of connectedness involves three levels: (a) being in a conscious 

relationship to one’s core self (through listening and trusting one’s knowing), presented 

in the data under a code family of integrity; (b) being connected to others in meaningful 

relationships; and (c) being connected to the world with an understanding that living 

authentically is an individual act that has implications for and importance in the grander 

scheme (emergence). How one communicates and transmits the authentic self is an 

element of connectedness will be elaborated upon.  
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Connected to self. Magdalena wrote that the value that underpins her practice of 

authenticity is integrity or staying connected to all parts of herself. She stated that 

integrity and the courage to act from that integral place lead her authentic practice. It 

starts with her source and extends to her health, her children, her family, her community, 

and her world. Magdalena explained how there is a deep and important delivery of 

precious experiences and synchronicities in her life when she consciously chooses to 

listen and stay connected to herself: “When I have the courage to adjust whatever needs 

adjusting to be in integrity, synchronicities accelerate and I find myself living back in 

flow” (MAG:SQ1). Alan Sloan asserted that authenticity is fundamentally based in our 

connectedness to ourselves—our relationship to self and, according to Alan, having a 

relationship with one’s own tenderness, the cornerstone. He brought the term “genuine 

heart of sadness” (coined by his guru Chögyam Trungpa) into our conversation about 

authenticity: “The gateway to authenticity as a human being is making relationship to 

[one’s] own tenderness, [one’s] own gentleness and vulnerability” (ALA: I).  

Connected to others. Few participants mentioned a connectedness to others—the 

data showed that people practicing authenticity have a highly tuned reflexivity and 

process their active outer life and how aligned it is with their values and beliefs. Only two 

addressed being connected to others in their interviews and mentioned building 

meaningful relationships with others as being a motivator and an embedded value of an 

authentic life. Murphy and Turtle spoke directly to the relational qualities of authenticity.  

Murphy was clear that he was motivated to be authentic by “a desire to be 

emotionally and psychologically close to people” and that practicing authenticity delivers 

this experience. He wrote, “Authenticity is an essential ingredient in closeness.… It is a 
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way of showing that I honour the person I am and all of the things people have done to 

help me become this person” (MUR:SQ2). Murphy touched on this point again in an 

interview, telling me that relationships are very important to him, and that when he dies 

he wants “to be surrounded by people who I care about and that care about me, and that 

we have deep and meaningful and lasting relationships” (MUR:EI).  

Turtle indicates that it is easy to be authentic when she is by herself, but it is being 

in relationship with another and enacting her authentic self in that relationship when her 

authenticity is really tested––“where it becomes real” (TUR: EI). She wonders,  

What’s the point of saying I’m authentic when I’m alone? It’s like I can meditate 

on a silent meditation retreat, that doesn’t mean I bring presence into my daily 

life.… I don’t think it’s terribly important that I can be authentic by myself.… It’s 

a good starting point, but what really matters is how I show up when I’m with 

others (TUR: EI). 

Connected to the greater world. Some participants expressed the belief that there 

is a greater purpose in practicing authenticity: a responsibility of sorts to be authentic in 

order to serve the world. Mary wrote that living with integrity, living authentically, is 

based in her value of “being in service to others and doing my part to help make the 

world an even better place to be.” She considers authenticity to be about peace: “Peace 

through authenticity—both internally for individuals, as well as for the world, as the 

ripple effect spreads out” (MAR:SQ1). Mary also wrote that she likes herself more when 

she is “being in the practice of living this way [authentically] in order to support the 

consciousness of the world” (MAR:SQ2).  
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As a leadership coach, Mary has developed a “system” or curriculum to “help 

people reconnect with their authentic self.” She finds that people who learn to make 

choices aligned with their authentic self want to contribute to the world. “Every time I 

take someone through that [curriculum], consistently they want to find their unique way 

to make the world a better place” (MAR:EI). In the response to the follow-up question 

that asked what motivates her authentic practice, Mary wrote: “Now that I’m awake to 

myself, I choose to continue unpacking the layers of who I am, and being in the practice 

of living life this way is in order to support the consciousness of the world” (MAR:FQ). 

Mary believes:  

[It is] a very powerful combination for a person to stand in who they are, to make 

choices in life and to lead in whatever capacity that they are, as a parent, as a 

volunteer, as a leader in a company, in a way that supports the world to be a better 

place and for the people around them to experience that ripple effect and the 

positive impacts. (MAR:EI)  

Turtle described authenticity as responding in a clear way to reality, rather than to 

distortions of reality. She explained that “authenticity is choosing to act from a ‘clear’ 

place … [which] will make for a better world and … acting out the distortions will 

perpetuate hurt and damaged relationships” (TUR:SQ1). In response to the question 

“What motivates you to choose to be authentic?,” she wrote about her responsibility to be 

fully herself:  

What I saw is that these people I admired were so fully and completely themselves 

—they lived an utmost expression of who they were. That’s when I realized that the 
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best gift I can give to the world is me … me trying to be me, fully, and not be 

anything else. (TUR:SQ1) 

Victoria spoke to me about service and her giving back to the world. She wrote that 

her conscious practice of authenticity is motivated by the idea that “living in balance and 

harmony in the world feels good and is a preferred way to live and exist.… I am 

motivated by seeing myself and others transform and thrive and then move on to help 

others” (VIC:SQ2).  

Penelope told me that “way down deep inside,” she believes the world is a safe 

place and that there is no separation between her and the world. She said that she “gets 

that big connection to the universe,” and she also feels “all the human resistance” to that 

connection (PEN:EI). 

 Transmitting: Raw data meets grace. Weaving through all of these elements of 

connectedness is a subtle but foundational theme of communication and transmission of 

the authentic self—how the authentic self is expressed—to self, to others, to society. 

Cranton (2001) writes, “Authenticity is the expression of one’s genuine self in the 

community and society” (p. vii). The data subtly point to expressing oneself, and 

communicating or transmitting knowing to others and the world, as an integral part of the 

experience of authenticity. And while it was not a prominent theme, it is certainly worth 

featuring as a finding as several participants mentioned the expression of self. Sometimes 

being authentic means expressing one’s wants and needs so that an alignment can be 

made.  

Penelope told me that being authentic allows her to express herself more easily: 

“When I am really presencing myself, I’m really with myself, and then I express in the 
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world from that place … I have the ability to actually follow through with the expression 

in the world” (PEN:EI). Magdalena has great confidence expressing her authentic self, 

and because what she conveys is so genuine, she fears nothing: “The fact that I’ve found 

a way to express myself, I feel beautiful and it doesn’t matter what people do, what 

they’re going to do next or what they think of me” (MAG:EI). Being able to speak one’s 

truth or to be clear about needs was seen in the experience statements of the text alert 

portion of the study. Genn reported that some of the conditions for an aligned moment for 

her were “efforts to be honest about my wants and needs, to be myself, to answer 

questions about my life and choices, and to speak up when something doesn’t jive with 

me” (GEN:ES).  

Several participants spoke of the nature of their expression of self. Turtle spoke of 

being graceful in transmitting her authentic self and needs: “I still hold on to who I am 

and what matters, and do it gracefully when I’m interacting” (TUR:EI). Penelope 

explained that sometimes communication has to be straightforward and kind, but added 

the caveat that “kindness doesn’t always mean nice” (PEN:EI). In our conversation about 

authenticity and the courage it takes to be one’s authentic self, Alan Sloan eloquently 

brought in the notion of gentleness in communication: “Gentleness is a doorway to 

mindfulness; when in doubt, be gentle. And from there, if bravery is required, by all 

means be brave. But if you can’t be gentle, then it’s very likely your bravery will cause 

harm” (ALA:I). 

Conclusion  

The findings from this research study illuminate some of the inner workings of 

what the experience of authenticity is. Participants’ stories alongside various other 
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contributing data indicate that authenticity is a notion that is too protean to apply to this 

experience of aligning one’s values and beliefs or their “knowing” with their lived life. 

The process of enacting knowing includes first, knowing what exists in one’s source or 

“home,” then being able to listen to that knowing source, being able to trust the 

information that is being transmitted, and finally, being able to act and speak from that 

knowing centre or source. Experiences of vulnerability, disappointing others, and deep 

sustainable happiness are results of the experience of aligning one’s actions with one’s 

values and beliefs––enacting source. Because the notion of authenticity is both overused 

and applied to a multitude of items and ways of being, coupled with the reality that 

participants in this study identified with a source of knowing rather than “being 

authentic,” a new concept and notion of querencia has been adopted and adapted to 

describe the experiences of participants. Querencia and a querencetic life will be 

described in the following chapter. 
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Chapter 5 

Querencia and a Querencetic Life 

After almost 5 years doing doctoral research on the conscious practice of 

authenticity, I realized, not surprisingly perhaps, that the word authenticity has itself 

become somewhat suspect through a combination of its overuse, its commodification, 

and its application to everything from bagels to pocket watches, barbeque sauce to 

leadership styles––animate to inanimate. The meaning of authenticity has become diluted 

and has made it difficult to generate meaning beyond what each of us imposes upon it 

from our own experience. Somehow the protean concept of authenticity has left me 

longing for a way to better represent and reflect the experience of depth and connection, 

happiness and peace that the research participants described. 

In fact, the term authenticity did not attend to the breadth, depth, and importance 

of the experience of what it meant to enact source––to live a life of alignment––nor did it 

accurately represent participants’ experience and descriptions. For the most part, 

participants did not refer to their experience or themselves as being authentic or  

inauthentic—these terms did not resonate with them as often as I thought they might. 

Authenticity was the word that I imposed on my topic rather than being a term that 

participants, who lived their lives closely aligned with their values and beliefs, used to 

describe themselves or their experience. Instead, the findings show that research 

participants described living from a source, or a centre, as the place from which they 

were led. Some participants called it their “gut,” their “source,” their “core self,” their 

“soul,” their “still quiet voice,” their “knowing,” or their “home.”  

It was about the time that I was having difficulty with the term authenticity that 
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the Spanish word querencia came into my life from a new-word-of-the-day website. This 

site defined querencia as “a place from which one’s strength is drawn, where one feels at 

home; the place where you are your most authentic self”  

(https://www.facebook.com/thispageisaboutwords). Its etymological root is the Spanish 

verb querer: “to want” or “to love” or “to desire.” The Oxford English Dictionary cites 

two meanings. The first has to do with bullfighting and concerns itself with the place in 

the bullring where the bull takes his stand, where he goes to re-centre himself before 

another charge. The second meaning relates to the concept of finding one’s place: “a 

person’s favourite place; home ground, a refuge” 

(http://www.oed.com/view/Entry/156302?redirected From=Querencia#eid). 

The word querencia has been explored through a more poetic lens, most notably 

by Barry Lopez (1990) in his book The Rediscovery of North America. Lopez refers to la 

querencia when describing land and place and indicates that knowing our querencia 

carries an awareness––a moral obligation to heal wounds of uncertainty. Lopez explains 

that la querencia is “a place where one feels secure, a place from which one’s strength of 

character is drawn … a place in which we know exactly who we are. The place from 

which we speak our deepest beliefs” (p. 39). He suggests that our search for querencia “is 

both a response to threat and a desire to find out who we are” (p. 40). On the topic of 

querencia, Georgia Heard (1995), in her book Writing Toward Home: Tales and Lessons 

to Find Your Way, observes that “humans have querencia, too. We know where we feel 

most at home. Our bodies tell us, if we listen” (p. 5). It is this body-centred, internal 

source from which my use of Querencia is generated. 
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That we know who we are and hold the answers to our questions is ancient 

wisdom that the great Chinese sage Lau Tsu offered over 2,500 years ago: “At the centre 

of our being, we have the answers. We know who we are and we know what we want.” 

This wisdom is reflected in the findings from this research and is what has led me to now 

represent research participants’ experience in terms of querencia rather than authenticity. 

If querencia is the source of knowing from which people derive information, then to 

enact that source by way of living and being and speaking in the world will be described 

as a querencetic life (adjective) or living querencetically (adverb).  

When I first decided to reframe and rename the conscious practice of authenticity 

to more accurately describe a way of being based on one’s “home” or “source” or 

“querencia,” I began calling the enactment of querencia “a querenthetic life.” To discover 

whether I was using this term in a way that was etymologically correct, I contacted Skot 

Caldwell, a teacher in Kingston, Ontario, who is passionate about words, their origins and 

structure. Skot researched the word querencia and offered suggestions based in linguistic 

rules on how it could be made into an adverb and adjective (see Appendix I for full email 

communications). Caldwell offered the link from the Spanish verb querer to the English 

word query in that they share the Latin root quaerere, which means to strive, seek, or ask. 

He suggested that the thetic part was problematic, and passed his musings on to his 

etymologist colleague, Gina Cooke. Gina delighted in the search and made further 

contributions, which generated, in her terms, the “morphologically coherent” and 

etymologically correct word querencetic.  

Querencia as a noun is both a beautiful word and a concept that most accurately 

reflects the experience and the definitions of authenticity of the research participants who 
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describe the source or home or centre from which they live. Enacting this querencia by 

way of living, acting, and speaking, then, is to live a querencetic life or to live 

querencetically.  
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Chapter 6 

Discussion and Concluding Musings 

 

In this hermeneutic phenomenological research study, I journeyed with and into a 

variety of data sources and asked the questions: “What is the experience of the conscious 

practice of authenticity?” and “How is the conscious practice of authenticity related to 

transformative learning?” The findings that emerged presented a deeper understanding of 

the conscious practice of authenticity, a phenomenon that I have now come to term a 

querencetic life or living querencetically. This discussion will be presented using the 

terms querencia (our source of knowing) and a querencetic life (the enactment of our 

querencia). However, the terms authentic and authenticity will be used when I am 

describing data in the collection, interpretation, and analysis stages.  

In this chapter, I will discuss the findings in general terms, why they are 

significant, what has made me curious, and what further research this work might inspire. 

I briefly discuss the hermeneutics of querencia and respond to the second research 

question that asks for reflection upon how a querencetic life is related to transformative 

learning. I will include both the questions and curiosities that have emerged from these 

findings.  

Overview of Findings 

This research asked what the experience of the conscious practice of authenticity 

is. As presented in the findings chapter, themes emerged from the collected and analyzed 

data. The overarching theme in this research was that the experience of a querencetic life 

is founded in living one’s life as directed from one’s inner source or knowing––one’s 
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querencia. The findings indicate that the experience of living querencetically can generate 

the overall experience of wellness, happiness, and peace as well as specific and pointed 

experiences of vulnerability, pain, and sadness. Further, it became clear that a querencetic 

life requires an awareness and acceptance of the emergent (ever-changing and fluid) 

nature of our querencia and the solid, unbending, reliable quality of our relationship to 

our querencia. This relationship entails listening to our querencia and trusting that it can 

lead us to act and speak graciously from our source. 

Four key elements encapsulate the experience of a querencetic life. The first 

element is knowing what one’s querencia is––what one values, needs, believes, and feels. 

The second element is related to attunement and mindfulness––turning toward one’s 

querencia by listening, contemplating, breathing, slowing down, and creating space to 

hear. The third element is trusting our querencia’s voice and its knowing—trusting and 

accepting that it knows, that at times it does not know, and that its knowing changes. The  

fourth element of a querencetic life is the enactment of querencia––the action and words 

that transmit the values, beliefs, and qualities that define our querencia. 

Surprises 

 These research findings presented some surprises in terms of what I expected 

would replicate findings from other studies on authenticity. In particular, I thought that 

participants would speak more specifically to the importance and significance of the 

interrelatedness of their querencetic life––their relationship to self, to others, and to the 

world. I expected them to report that their practice increased their understanding and 

awareness of being part of a whole; that they would identify their local actions and 

moment-to-moment practice (good for the person) as important to global awareness and 
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connection (good for the whole). However, only two participants mentioned this concept. 

These notions of “the greater good” or “more than the sum of its parts” or “global impact 

of local actions” were not words or terms used by the research participants in the same 

way that they have been used by some within scholarly research communities. 

Nonetheless, I sensed throughout the data collection, interpretation, and analysis stages 

that local action and practices had a powerful global impact. 

Further, practitioners of querencetic living interviewed for this study spoke of 

their deep, meaningful, and fulfilling relationships––not with many people but with a few 

key and important people. Because a querencetic life is far from an easy way of living, it 

requires courage and resilience and a community of friends who resonate with the 

meaning and investment of living querencetically.  

The pain associated with a querencetic life was another surprising finding. 

Participants told me that making conscious and deliberate choices to align their values 

and beliefs in both large-scale and small-scale events/situations—decisions to live 

querencetically—brought about varying levels of difficulty, sadness, isolation, anger, and 

disappointment in themselves and in others as they worked through their process of 

realignment. In spite of the well-being, happiness, and peace that emerged from this 

process, practitioners actually indicated that living a querencetic life was often difficult. 

Living attuned and aware of one’s querencia—expressing emergent thoughts and 

feelings, revealing truths, and exposing vulnerabilities—is often difficult, exhausting, and 

at times isolating. Participants in this study told stories of serious fallouts with family, 

friends, bosses, and partners in response to their choices to live querencetically. They 

experienced feeling misunderstood, scapegoated, unliked, and alone. I, too, have 
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experienced this level of isolation and pain in my own life in the process of trying to live 

aligned with my values. In a post-interview reflection where a participant and I spoke 

about the isolation of authenticity, I wrote, “It seems people are threatened by my deep 

alignment, by clear communication, by my solid voice––it’s a liability” (HM:CPB).  

Sometimes living aligned means having to brace oneself, to manage the pain of 

others when you say no, when you leave, when you disclose, when you speak clearly and 

truthfully. It is not an easy practice to open oneself to the difficult conversations and 

feelings that revolve around personal truth, clear communication, nonjudgment, and 

honesty. A querencetic life requires a level of letting go of the outsider witnesses of our 

lives and turning inward for information and resonance with our own frequency and 

living from that place.  

Significance of the Findings 

 This research led to a more specific understanding of the experience of 

authenticity. The data led to the creation of the new term querencetic, which attends very 

specifically to the elements that are present in the practice of what I had initially termed 

authenticity; it deeply examines the experience of enacting our true source, our querencia. 

It distils and presents what the experience itself is like rather than what it means to apply 

the way of being to another experience. For example, Cranton’s research on what it 

means to be an authentic teacher tells us more about how being authentic relates to 

teaching, to pedagogy, and to meaning than what it means, or is like, to be authentic. 

These findings are significant and important because they turn us inward and expose the 

internal workings and intricacies of the phenomenon of enacting our knowing––living 

querencetically––what it is really like and how it can be generated.  
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An applicable model. The findings from this research also show how the 

elements of a querencetic life are transferable and applicable to a multitude of real-life 

situations (on large and small scales) and offer something tangible, recognizable, and 

useful––like slowing down and not rushing in order to create a space and a place for 

listening to what we know. These research findings carry the very real possibility that 

both local and global happiness, well-being, meaning-making, and connection may be 

achieved through a conscious practice of living our lives in a way that reflects our values 

and beliefs. 

Through the analysis and interpretation of the data, a clear model of the 

experience of a querencetic life emerged. This model is the most important part of this 

research for me. Well-being and happiness often result from living a querencetic life and 

are also what people want most in their lives. Being misaligned lives underneath a great 

many of the issues, dis-ease, complaints, and concerns that clients present to me in my 

therapy office. Because of the clarity and simplicity of this model, I have been better able 

to present the process to clients in my clinical practice as a psychotherapist, to the point 

where I would consider this model an approach to counselling rather than an intervention 

or tool for counselling and therapy.  

The significance of enacting source through words. Throughout this research 

process, my conviction has grown stronger that enacting querencia means communicating 

it in words, with clarity, grace, and compassion. Enacting querencia means transmitting 

values, beliefs, needs, and feelings in ways and words that are honest, gracious, and 

direct. It means taking one’s raw data and processing it so that what comes out of our 

mouths is both thoughtful and gracious. Both the research participants and clients with 
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whom I work have shown me that clear and accurate communication that reflects our 

values and beliefs can all but eliminate the noise of drama—the fabrication of stories, 

criticism and blame, resentment and judgment, gossip and projection. I have become 

certain of the good that can come of gracious and compassionate communication with the 

end result of health and happiness. 

Practitioners of querencetic living are brave in the transmission of their source 

knowing, their needs and feelings, because they know that others will often judge them 

and disapprove. They understand that when they follow their own path, they will likely 

disappoint people. They do not spend a great deal of time lamenting this disapproval or 

disappointment because they know that it is part of the territory. To allow the judgment 

of others to lead them would be to stray from the potency and capacity of their own 

knowing. 

When participants are able to communicate their needs without resentment that 

those needs are not being met, a space opens in the moment. In an interview, one 

participant described “a complete energy shift” (PEN:EI) when she practiced authenticity 

in transmitting her needs. In the post-interview reflection, I wrote,  

it seems that being authentic completes a moment.  

finishes a feeling.  

opens space.  

leaves no stinging painful residue or hanging on 

negative energy, very little to figure out, process or even understand. 

it’s quick and complete and allows a full-bodied empty moment to present itself for 

the next real thing. (HM:CPB)   



153 
 

Querencetic Living and Transformative Learning 

The essence of this research is the better understanding of the experience of a 

querencetic life. The findings show that living querencetically generates meaning, 

connection, joy, happiness, and well-being and that a querencetic life is a journey into 

oneself, one’s knowing, one’s values and beliefs and the expression of those internal 

elements in the outside world. Dirkx (Dirkx et al., 2006) is interested in the subjectivity 

and soulfulness of learning and transformation, in the “kind of learning that integrates our 

experiences of the outer world … with the experience of our inner worlds” (p. 126); so 

too is this research.  

Specifically, this research relates to transformative learning in that the process of 

going inward, of understanding and knowing who we are, and learning to graciously 

transmit that knowing to others, not only eliminates the static and noise and drama of a 

fictionalized life but creates space for possibility. That space for creating new 

possibilities has local and global implications—from personal happiness and well-being 

to deep and meaningful connections in relationship to others and the world. O’Sullivan 

(2002) defines transformative learning as “a shift of consciousness” that “involves 

understanding of ourselves and our self-locations; … our visions of alternative 

approaches to living; and our sense of possibilities for social justice and peace and 

personal joy” (p. 18).3  

Perhaps it is that simple. Simple, but not at all easy. The experience of a 
                                                

3 Transformative learning involves experiencing a deep, structural shift in the basic premises of thought, feelings, and actions. It is a 
shift of consciousness that dramatically and irreversibly alters our way of being in the world. Such a shift involves our understanding 
of ourselves and our self-locations; our relationships with other humans and with the natural world; our understanding of relations of 
power in interlocking structures of class, race and gender; our body awarenesses, our visions of alternative approaches to living; and 
our sense of possibilities for social justice and peace and personal joy (O’Sullivan, 2002, p. 18). 
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querencetic life is one of clarity and openness, of quiet understanding of the emergent 

core or centre (querencia), and of dedication to the unbending relationship to one’s 

querencia—the listening and trusting and then the courageous and gracious walk and talk 

from that querencia (the enactment of source). That the expansiveness of who we are 

springs from living a querencetic life (despite the dedication and the practice not being at 

all easy) has been the most impactful learning I have taken from this doctoral work. 

There is a great open space available when we know who we are and enact that knowing. 

The wise spiritual leader and teacher Chögyam Trungpa (2008) wrote:  

Just be what you are … you simply be what you are in the world, in life. If you can 

be what you are, external situations will become as they are, automatically. Then 

you can communicate directly and accurately.… This is a balanced way of 

openness and communication which automatically allows tremendous space, room 

for creative development, space in which to dance and exchange.… The 

fundamental characteristic of true compassion is pure and fearless openness without 

territorial limitations. (pp. 249-250)  

By reaching into the phenomenon of the experience of consciously practicing 

authenticity, this research has uncovered what makes up this experience. The findings 

invite a different way of being, and a different approach to living and being in the world. 

This approach takes courage and strength to practice and simultaneously offers pain and 

promise: pain, because acting and speaking in ways that are congruent with our core 

selves can cause disruption and disappointment in our worlds; promise, because a 

querencetic life is solid, joyful, meaningful, and expansive. It generates peace and 

possibility.  
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How a Querencetic Life Creates the Space of Possibility  

Withholding truth, not doing what it takes to match our outer lives with our inner 

knowing, can lead to constriction, rigidity, fear, closure, emotional fiction (the creation of 

stories that are not true), and drama (the emotional reaction we have in response to our 

fiction). We are stuck in a place where we edit ourselves and care too much about what 

others think. We dwell in drama, not reality. We feel sad, hopeless, confused, trapped, 

resentful, and anxious.  

This research and its results, alongside my work as a therapist, have generated great 

curiosity in me about what our relationships, families, communities, and world would be 

like were people living querencetically. Who might we be if we turned our energies away 

from fiction and self-dramatization? What creativity might emerge? What awareness? 

What might we think? How powerful in creating healthy people and communities this 

clarity and alignment might be. This research shows that a querencetic life generates 

happiness in the individual, but I wonder about families, relationships, communities, 

work places, and society. What might happen in that expansive, open space? 

 This research deeply considers what being attuned and listening to our querencia 

really means. When our ways of being and speaking spring from the reality of our 

relationship to ourselves, we can eliminate the emotional drama of guessing others’ 

feelings, imagining reactions, worrying about “if only” or “what if,” and making up 

stories that do not exist––a drama that clutters the path from knowing to enacting. 

Practitioners of querencetic lives have a clear path from their knowing to enacting their 

knowing––one they travel swiftly, perpetually, and with grace.   
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As a result of this uncluttered, less noisy, less messy, less fictional, more present 

and real experience in the world, the querencetic life offers a great deal of clear space for 

the emergence of the unknown, for creative possibility, and for new and meaningful 

offerings that would otherwise be buried by doubt, judgment, and drama. Practitioners of 

a querencetic life are willing to hold that empty space and invite the emergence of 

possibility, of happiness and well-being.  

These research findings indicate that living querencetically generates a sense of 

well-being, expansiveness, connectedness, and happiness. Participants in this study are 

people who consciously practice authenticity and use their querencia to inform their 

words and actions. They present an integrated self, experience a sense of abundance and 

happiness, feel connected, and report living deeply meaningful lives. As a result of living 

from their inner knowing, querencetic practitioners experience a relative absence of self-

doubt, blame, criticism, and judgment. In essence, a querencetic life inoculates against 

the constant guesswork of fashioning one’s life according to others’ values, beliefs, 

opinions, and judgments in ways that contaminate the purity of one’s knowing.  

 Edges of learning: Discomfort as teacher. Every participant in this study 

described an “epochal” transformative experience (Mezirow et al., 2009, p. 23) or a 

“disorienting dilemma”––a major life event that inspired existential questions and 

demanded deep examination of their lives. Participants identified these events as being 

important in their awareness and choices to live a life of authenticity. These disorienting 

dilemmas included surviving cancer, death of a partner, divorce, coming out, changing 

careers, leaving graduate school, or experiencing addiction and recovery. These events 
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came with pain and sadness, hurt and anger that inspired big life examination and 

transformation. 

But perhaps more important, practitioners of querencetic living also experienced 

small daily events that caused discomfort or dissonance, a feeling of being “off centre”––

those anxious, angsty, frustrated, messy feelings previously discussed. Saying yes when 

one means no, ignoring physical cues for self care, or saying one thing and feeling 

something different are small but important experiences in the process of learning and 

locating oneself in the moment. Participants described these discordant moments—what 

Cranton and Wright (2008), in describing Dirkx’s soulful transformation, call “small 

everyday occurrences” (p. 35)—as invitations to learning. Their moment-by-moment 

awareness provided cues to check in, to examine and adjust any presenting 

misalignments between who they were and how they were living. Dirkx (2000) argued 

that transformation occurs through ordinary everyday occurrences perhaps more so than 

“burning bush” (p. 290) phenomena. These quotidian events, while much less dramatic, 

carry great power in a long, slow, measured conscious practice. Being aware and 

responding to ordinary daily events as teachers of our own misalignment deepens our 

connection to ourselves, to our querencia, and invites the emergence of who we really are 

as enacted in the world, which in turn is embedded in the experience of transformation.  

This study teaches us that we can have reverence and respect for dissonance and 

discomfort and accept them as cues to pause and listen to what is happening in our bodies 

and in our environment, to scan for misalignment, and to do the work of adjusting to a 

more querencetic position. In this way, the experience of dissonance and disequilibrium 

is a teacher rather than a problem.  
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I wonder what it might be like if more of us had a clear path to our source and 

could unabashedly align our knowing with our doing in ways that were appreciated, 

celebrated, and expected. What would the experience of others be if they were given an 

opportunity to declutter the path to their knowing, to allow their discomfort or dissonance 

to lead them back to their source, to scan for the misalignment, and with that knowledge 

to take actions that finish each moment rather than leaving a residue of negativity and 

static? 

Adjusting to a querencetic position. Adjusting to a more querencetic position 

happens along a spectrum from small daily occurrences, like deciding whether to buy 

something at the grocery store that offends one’s ethics, to large-scale misalignments like 

deciding to leave a love relationship. This research offers us a powerful tool for this 

adjustment (alignment of querencia with enactment of querencia) in the form of the four-

element model and process. Anywhere along the spectrum of misalignment, adjusting to 

a querencetic position means knowing our querencia, listening to and trusting it, and 

acting and speaking from that source.  

Consciousness and contemplative practices. The academic field of transformative 

learning is seeing more research indicating the importance of consciousness and 

contemplative practices in the process of transformative learning. Consistent with these 

findings, my research study indicates that consciousness practices play a major role in a 

querencetic life by generating space for self-reflection and emergent learning.  

Daily contemplative practice (yoga, walking, running, meditation, prayer, breathing 

exercises, Nia dance) was a critical part of research participants’ daily lives. These 

practices brought attunement, mindfulness, slowness, and ritualized quiet. In this deeply 
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reflective space, participants were able to listen to their querencia—to reflect upon and 

consider all contributing factors in a certain circumstance, to create space for emergent 

and multiple possibilities, to choose, to discern whose voice they were listening to for 

guidance, to take risks in letting go of expectations, to more fully experience feelings, 

and to hold space for not knowing. They were able to accept and trust that “something is 

coming” (Depraz, Varela, & Vermersch, 2003, pp. 37-38) rather than impose outsider 

expectations on the moment of open space. 

Research participants’ descriptions of using consciousness practices to create space 

for new learning to emerge are similar to the concept of epoché described by Depraz, 

Varela, and Vermersch (2003) in their pragmatic book guiding the practice of “becoming 

aware.” Epoché is accomplished in three phases: (a) suspension of existing patterns of 

thinking; (b) redirection of attention toward interior processes so as to become more 

aware; and (c) letting go and accepting, which allows new learning to emerge (pp. 24-

25).  

A significant element of a querencetic life is listening. This listening, according to 

the analysis of the data in this research, made room for participants to feel their alignment 

or misalignment and to adjust their ways of thinking and being––to become more 

querencetic. This process of contemplation and awareness and attunement creates a space 

of ongoing and critical reflection, which is a key component in transformative learning 

(Brookfield, 1995; Mezirow, 1998) and in transformative learning and authenticity 

(Adorno, 2003; Cranton & Carusetta, 2004b; Kreber et al., 2007; Kreber, 2010). 

 

Hermeneutics and Complexity of a Querencetic Life 
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The research findings indicate that if querencia is our home, our centre or source, 

then a querencetic life is the enactment of that source. However, this research indicates 

that querencia is not a fixed source but rather an ever-changing, emergent, and fluid 

location. Our querencia depends upon presenting conditions and circumstances in our 

moment-to-moment existence. The querencetic life demands that we ask: Who am I at 

this very moment? How can I live my life in a way that reflects all of who I am—what I 

value, what I need, what I believe given the information from myself, from others, and 

from the world? Recent psychological research on values and beliefs indicates that we are 

in a constant process of change and adjustment. While some very deep and core values, 

like not harming others, will stay the same over time, other qualities of querencia will 

change. We are not the same person we were 5 years ago, nor last month, nor yesterday, 

nor perhaps even minutes ago. Living a querencetic life means that we are attuned to the 

ever-changing and emergent information and contributing factors (like our needs and 

feelings, others’ needs and feelings, new information, new beliefs, new values) that are 

creating the qualities of our querencia in that moment. As the philosopher Heraclitus said, 

“No man ever steps in the same river twice, for it’s not the same river and he’s not the 

same man.”  Transformation is never ending. 

The ever-changing and emergent nature of querencia is demanding in that it 

requires constant and vigilant self-reflection, consideration, evaluation, and 

representation (speaking and acting in a way that reflects this ever-changing source). In 

practical terms, the fluid quality of our querencia, and the competing and changing 

information that contributes to it, mean that we “change our minds” more often, we 

change our plans more often. We are delighted to do something one week but not the 
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next; we say yes one day and no the next to the same thing. Our changeability can create 

tension and frustration in the people around us. We, too, can feel frustrated when making 

adjustments in the moment. For example, we might not feel like going to work, but not 

going may not be an option because of a variety of other contributing or competing 

values and beliefs in one’s querencia––“bigger” values as it were, in which the decision 

nests. Not going to work is triaged as less important, say, than making money to care for 

children, being responsible, and belonging to a bigger picture. Evaluating our lives based 

on a multitude of contributing and ever-changing factors can be tiring and frustrating. 

Living a querencetic life resembles the hermeneutic circle in that we create our 

querencia and weave it in and out of other worlds, people, circumstances, and factors so 

that it can return to us with new information to consider, which in turn changes us and the 

cycle continues. This is not to say that we are compromising our core selves in the 

process but rather considering others and the world in our decision-making. Someone 

asked me if the querencetic life is a selfish and self-centred life. My answer is that a 

querencetic life is centred on the self—a self that is peaceful, contemplative, gracious, 

well, and happy. Such a person, one who lives well, can also give back to the world. This 

is not to say that enacting our querencia is always good for us and others, particularly 

when it is misunderstood by those in our communities. In fact, it has the potential to be 

disruptive and troubling. Yet this research has found unequivocally that a sense of peace 

is the foundation of this practice: the choppy sea on the surface is the same body of water 

as the still quiet deep below.  
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While our querencia is a fluid, dynamic, and protean source, our relationship to 

our querencia is rather unbending. We do not compromise the listening, trusting, or 

enacting of querencia.  

What Now? 

Although this study has documented significant findings on the phenomenon of a 

querencetic life, it inspires and indicates more research in a variety of areas. Specifically, 

there is a wide and interesting field of research on how querencetic living relates to 

happiness and well-being. It appears that a querencetic life generates happiness in the 

individual, but there is still much to learn about the impact of authenticity in families, 

relationships, communities, workplaces, and society. Given that participants in this 

research reported happy, meaningful lives, longitudinal research could be done in both 

quantitative (pre-post application of this model as a learning tool) and qualitative 

applications. This four-element model for a querencetic life might also be translated into 

an approach for therapy.  

This research has inspired philosophical questions that might be answered by 

further investigation: What is the difference between “being” and “doing” authenticity? 

What characterizes these two? What happens when we commodify ways of being?   

What would it mean if reverence and respect for those living a querencetic life 

were to occur rather than intimidation or fear of those with the courage to act and speak 

in gracious but clear and direct ways? What would it mean if we communicated with a 

common language of personal responsibility for our feelings and needs without making 

them the responsibility of others?  What if this communication was the expectation? 

What might exist in the space that is created by our own alignment? What would a world 
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in which people align swiftly and efficiently with their source look like? What creativity, 

compassion, and awareness would emerge as a result? 

What would be generated with a widespread expectation and respect for 

querencetic living?  

Conclusion 

 I asked the questions that would become my research in an entrance proposal 

written 6 years ago. The process of being a student and a researcher has shifted me. I am 

not the same person who asked those questions more than half a decade ago—not as a 

mother or therapist or researcher or learner, not as a woman or an artist, not as a partner 

or lover, daughter or friend. When I started, my daughter was 5 years old and going into 

Grade 1. Now that once dancing fairy-like creature negotiates with her physician to not 

have a throat swab when she is sick and asks, “What evidence are you going to get from 

that swab?” When I came into this program, I was 2 years out of a traumatic divorce; now 

I am 8 years from that fractured life and spirit. I have emerged and grown braver, older, 

and quieter. 

The research process and the findings consolidated in the notions of querencia and 

a querencetic life have impacted me profoundly. I have come to better understand my 

own ever-changing self, my querencia. The research has also deeply affected my work as 

a therapist. I am able to communicate what a querencetic life means. I practise it, I trust 

it, and I transmit the process and elements of the findings to the people with whom I 

work. The notion of a querencetic life is clear, and it is useful. It takes hold and makes 

sense in the process of change, healing, and recovery. It’s a way of being but it also is an 

intervention—a tool to invite and contemplate shifts in ways of thinking and being, a 
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process toward meaning-making, and a way to open ourselves to possibility, to 

difference, to hope. 

I  now have a language to describe what I have witnessed in my clinical practice 

for 15 years: that living querencetically can generate wellness, happiness, peace, and 

deeply meaningful lives; it can inspire healing and hope. What I had not expected was the 

difficult conversations and the disappointment that are also generated in the conscious 

practice to live a life that reflects one’s values and beliefs. Hearing these stories of 

disappointment and difficulty repeated in the narratives of my research participants has 

led me to live with more grace, more peace, more quiet, more acceptance. I have become 

a more thoughtful therapist. I have become a more empathic person and patient mother, a 

more compassionate partner.  

This research alongside my work as a therapist has also helped me to identify and 

define “drama” and “fiction” and use these as tools in my work and my life. I define 

fiction as the stories that we make up about things we wished had happened or wish 

would happen or are afraid will happen. Drama is the emotions we generate and act out in 

response to our stories. Much fiction and drama is created by living according to other 

people’s expectations, “shoulds,” or the culture’s values and beliefs rather than our own. 

These experiences of fiction or drama are not based in reality or what is presented in the 

moment.  

This research and the participants’ narratives have shown me that they simply do 

not make up their lives—they live their lives in real time. The querencetic life is 

informed, rather than constricted, by the dramatics of apologizing, sacrificing, fixing, 
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judging, complaining, making up stories of what others are thinking and feeling, and 

reacting to those fabricated stories.  

More than noticing fiction and drama in myself and in my clients’ lives and the 

guaranteed anxiety or anticipation or expectation that accompanies these experiences, I 

have come to revel in the time, energy, and space created by not generating fiction and 

drama in my life. I learned from listening to the stories of my research participants—from 

the clarity and openness with which they live their lives. I have come to ask: Is this real? 

Is it happening right now? How is thinking about this fiction serving me right now? Who 

would I be if I were not thinking about this? Am I breathing when I am creating fiction 

and drama? 

Noticing my own and others’ opening in the process of this journey, I have 

become certain that there is great potential and power in the space created by living 

clearly, intentionally, and consciously aligned with our (ever-changing) querencia.  

And so I listen and trust. I act and speak differently now. The lens I brought into 

this research is different from the one with which I leave. Now, I challenge the edges of 

discomfort, recognize them, invite difficulty as a teacher rather than a problem, resist the 

need to know, to quantify, to have answers. I am more certain about the open space 

created by a querencetic life––the space of possibility. That space is where 

transformation lives and happens. In that great space created by listening and trusting and 

enacting our querencia, the sacred is invited, the mystical is felt, creativity is born––it is 

the home of real possibility.  

Because of this research and the courageous offerings of writers and humans 

walking a querencetic life, and their willingness to share their stories with me in the 
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process of my research, my way of being has changed. I live more slowly. I invite the 

soulful and the unmeasureable more often. I accept my changing self and communicate 

with compassion. I am reaffirmed that we do “have the answers,” as the great Chinese 

sage Lau Tsu said over 2,500 years ago: “At the centre of our being…” I am assured that 

we do know who we are and we do know what we want.” This research has allowed me 

to ask the question of what an experience of listening and enacting our querencia is really 

like. I have learned that we cannot take away the “other”—the outsider witness that in my 

therapeutic practice I call the onlooker-judger-evaluator. Nor can we take away the 

reactions and expectations of others. But we can always go “home” (to our querencia) to 

get our first answer to how it is that we want to live in the world. As uncomfortable as it 

may feel, it’s a reliable source.  

After 8,500 hours of listening and learning in my role as a therapist, alongside the 

findings from this research, the courageous voices of the research participants, the 

brilliant writers in the related literature, and my own life experience, there is no question 

for me that deep sustainable happiness, which includes experiencing pain and sadness, 

can be generated from living a querencetic life. There is no question that living 

querencetically and generating the kind of depth and meaning represented across the data 

collected in this research takes work, choice, pain, and vulnerability. The practice of 

enacting our querencia takes a willingness to wait in the space in between without 

knowing what will come next.  
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Appendix A: LETTER OF INFORMATION 

 
“The Conscious Practice of Authenticity:  

Re-possessing our Lives one Moment at a Time” 
You are invited to take part in a study about the conscious practice of authenticity. This 
research is being conducted by Heidi Mack, as part of her PhD thesis requirements, under 
the supervision of Dr. Susan Wilcox, in the Department of Curriculum Studies, Faculty of 
Education, at Queen’s University in Kingston, Ontario. This study has been granted 
clearance according to the recommended principles of Canadian ethics guidelines and 
Queen’s policies.  

 

What is this study about? The purpose of this study is to more deeply understand the 
experience of authenticity, “being true to yourself,” and more specifically, whether you 
make intentional choices in your behaviours and actions in order to be true to yourself. 
This is what I call the conscious practice of authenticity.  
 
What would be involved in participating in this study? This study takes place in two 
phases.  
Phase 1: The first phase will involve the following tasks: 

• An interview with the researcher (1.5 hours). Prior to meeting me for an 
interview, I will request that you answer in writing three short questions (sample 
question: what are the words that come to your mind when you think of the notion 
of “authenticity”?) 

• Completing two questionnaires (25 minutes).  

If you participate in the first phase of the study, you may choose to stop after the first 
phase, or indicate that you would like to continue to the second phase. If the number of 
participants interested in taking part in the second phase outnumbers the number of 
participants required for the study, phase two participants will be selected randomly (by 
draw).  
Approximate total participation time in phase 1 of the research study: 2 hours 
 
Phase 2: The second phase of the study will take place over a two-month period, and 
involves the following tasks: 

• An initial interview with the researcher (approximately 90 minutes) 
• “Experience sampling” activity (you will have a “beeper” that will beep 

approximately once a day over a two week period and ask you for short 
observations/reflections on your current experience of practicing authenticity). 
Approximate total time commitment for beeper activities (50 min)  

• Written observations and reflections, reading and contributing to a blogspot 
(approximately 3 hours of voluntary time – not obligated) 
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• Two reflection groups (1.5 hours each)  
• An exit interview with the researcher (approximately 1 hour)  

Approximate total participation time in phase two of the research study: 15 hours. 
 
Follow-up: During the six months following completion of the study, I may contact you 
for clarification regarding the data to confirm that I have accurately interpreted your 
interviews and writings. At six months following the study completion, I will contact you 
to ask if you are willing to do a follow-up interview (approximately 1 hour) as well as 
completing two questionnaires (approximately 25 minutes).  
Approximate combined total participation time in the follow-up phase of the research 
study: 1.5 hours plus possibility of extra time for clarification/participant approval of data 
interpretation 
 
Will audio or video recordings be taken? There will be no video recordings or 
photographs taken. Interviews and reflection groups will be audio recorded for accuracy 
of transcription.  
 
Is my participation voluntary? Yes. Although it be would be greatly appreciated if you 
would answer all material as frankly as possible, you can decline to answer any questions 
that you find objectionable or are not comfortable answering, and, if you wish, still 
remain in the study.  
 
What if I change my mind about being in the study? You may withdraw at any time 
(during either of the first two phases of the study or during the follow-up period) with no 
consequences to you in terms of your standing as a student (where applicable), or your 
future care as my psychotherapy client (where applicable). Should you choose to 
withdraw from the study, you can choose whether you want all or part of your data to be 
excluded from the study.  
 
What will happen to my responses? All your responses will be kept confidential. Only 
the researcher will have access to this information. To help me ensure confidentiality, 
please do not put your name on any of the research study answer sheets. The data may 
also be published in professional journals or presented at conferences, but any such 
presentations will be of general findings and will never breach your individual 
confidentiality.  
 
Who will know what I said or did in the study? Every effort will be made to protect 
your confidentiality and privacy. No one but the research team (myself, my supervisor) 
will have access to your data or know that you participated unless you choose to tell 
them. Any data used for secondary analysis will contain no identifying information that 
would allow other to piece together who you are. I will undertake to safeguard the 
confidentiality of the group discussions. We ask the other members of the reflection 
group to keep what you say confidential, but we cannot guarantee that they will do so.  
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All the data I collect from you during all phases of the study will be kept in a locked 
cabinet, where only I will have access to it. Information kept on a computer will be 
password-protected. In keeping with the Faculty of Education’s policy, data will be 
retained for five years, after which point it will be destroyed.  
 
Are there any risks associated with taking part in this study? The risks involved with 
taking part in the study are minimal. You may feel uncomfortable with deeply examining 
your daily life, your core values and beliefs. This may bring up emotions and memories 
that are difficult for you. There is a possibility that you may know other participants in 
this study and will meet them in the reflection group. You may worry about how your 
reflections will be interpreted by me or by others in the reflection group.  
The following counselling resources are available to you if you feel you would benefit 
from speaking to a counsellor: 
Kingston Community Counselling Centres 
613-549-7850 Fax: 613-544-8138 
kccc@k3c.org  
Queen’s University Counselling Services (for students only) 
 (613)533-6000 ext 78264 
counselling.services@queensu.ca  
Carrie Watson (Therapist) 
(613)770-4587 
carrie@carriewatson.ca 
 
Are there any benefits to taking part in this study? Research shows that there is an 
increase in psychological health and well-being through an attuned and mindful practise 
of authenticity. It is possible that through participating in this study you may feel better. 
What you learn as a result of this study may help you better understand how everyday 
moments in your daily life can help contribute to a greater sense of ownership and 
repossession of your life. In addition, the hope is that a greater sense of well being and 
personal connectedness may benefit the overall sense of wellness of relationships, 
families, and communities. 
 
Will I be compensated for my participation? There is no monetary compensation for 
participation in this study, however, all participants will have their names entered in a 
draw for the chance to win one of the following prizes: a $50 gift card for a local yoga 
studio, a $50 gift card to a local coffee shop, or a $50 gift card to a local book store.  
 
How do I find out what was learned in this study? I expect to have this study 
completed and analysed by autumn 2014, at which point my research findings will be 
posted at: http//: heidi@heidimack.ca. If you would like to personally receive a brief 
summary of the results, please provide your mailing address or email address on the 
consent form.  
 
What if I have concerns? Any questions about study participation may be directed to 
Heidi Mack at heidi@heidimack or my supervisor, Dr. Susan Wilcox, at (613)533-6221 
or wilcoxs@queensu.ca. Any ethical concerns about the study may be directed to the 



189 
 

Chair of the General Research Ethics Board at (613)533-6081 or 
chair.GREB@queensu.ca. 
Again, thank you - your interest in participating in this research study is greatly 
appreciated.  
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Appendix B 

 
“The Conscious Practice of Authenticity:  

Re-possessing our Lives one Moment at a Time” 
 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE – PHASE ONE  
             

• I have read and retained a copy of the Letter of Information and Consent Forms 
and I have had my questions answered to my satisfaction. 

• I understand that I am being asked to participate in phase one of the research 
project titled “The Conscious Practice of authenticity: Re-possessing our lives one 
moment at a time. 

• I am aware that the purpose of this study is to explore the experience of 
authenticity and specifically, the experience of a conscious practice of 
authenticity. 

• I understand that I am being asked to participate in an interview with the 
researcher (1.5 hours). Prior to my interview, I will be required to answer four 
short questions in writing. I understand that participation in phase one of the study 
will take approximately 2 hours of my time.  

• I have been informed that the interview will be audio-recorded to facilitate later 
transcription. 

• I understand that confidentiality will be protected to the extent possible, that my 
name will be removed from the data, and I have been informed of the steps that 
will be taken to ensure appropriate protection and storage of the data. 

• I understand that participation in this study is voluntary. I understand that I am 
free to withdraw from this study at any time without consequence to my status as 
a student at Queen’s (if applicable) or to my care as a psychotherapy client of 
Heidi Mack (if applicable). I also understand that I may request the removal of all 
or part of my data with no consequences to myself. 

• I agree that the researcher may contact me in the future to clarify any data. 

Any questions about study participation may be directed to Heidi Mack at 
heidi@heidimack or my supervisor, Dr. Susan Wilcox, at (613)533-6221 or 
wilcoxs@queensu.ca. Any ethical concerns about the study may be directed to the Chair 
of the General Research Ethics Board at (613)533-6081 or chair.GREB@queensu.ca. 
 
Please sign one copy of this Consent Form and return to Heidi Mack directly. 
Retain the second copy for your records. 
 
I HAVE READ AND UNDERSTOOD THIS CONSENT FORM AND I AGREE 
TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY 
 
Participant name (please print):         
Signature of Participant:          
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Date:      
Please print your e-mail or postal address in the space below if you wish to receive a 
copy of the results of this study. 
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Appendix C 
 

THE CONSCIOUS PRACTICE OF AUTHENTICITY: RE-POSSESSING OUR 
LIVES ONE MOMENT AT A TIME 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE – PHASE TWO 
             

• I have read and retained a copy of the Letter of Information and Consent Forms 
and I have had my questions answered to my satisfaction. 

• I understand that I am being asked to participate in phase two of the research 
project titled “The Conscious Practice of authenticity: Re-possessing our lives one 
moment at a time. 

• I am aware that the purpose of this study is to explore the experience of 
authenticity and specifically, the experience of a conscious practice of 
authenticity. 

• I understand that I am being asked to participate in the following tasks: 
 An initial interview with the researcher (approximately 90 minutes) 
 “Experience sampling” activity (you will have a “beeper” that will beep 

approximately once a day over a two week period and ask you for short 
observations/reflections on your current experience of practicing authenticity) 
(approximately 50 min. total) 

 Written observations and reflections, reading and contributing to a blogspot 
(approximately 3 hours of voluntary time spent) 

 Two reflection groups (1.5 hours each)  
 An exit interview with the researcher (approximately 1 hour)  

Approximate total participation time in phase two of the research study: 15 hours 

• I understand that during the six months following completion of the study, I may 
be contacted clarification regarding my data in order to confirm that it is being 
accurately interpreted . At six months following the study completion, I will be 
contacted for a follow-up interview (approximately 1 hour) as well as completing 
two questionnaires (approximately 25 minutes).  

• I understand that participation in phase one of the study will take approximately 2 
hours of my time.  

• I have been informed that the interview will be audio-recorded to facilitate later 
transcription. 

• I understand that confidentiality will be protected to the extent possible, that my 
name will be removed from the data, and I have been informed of the steps that 
will be taken to ensure appropriate protection and storage of the data. 

• I understand that participation in this study is voluntary. I understand that I am 
free to withdraw from this study at any time without consequence to my status as 
a student at Queen’s (if applicable) or to my care as a psychotherapy client of 
Heidi Mack (if applicable). I also understand that I may request the removal of all 
or part of my data with no consequences to myself. 
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• I agree that the researcher may contact me in the future to clarify any data. 

Any questions about study participation may be directed to Heidi Mack at 
heidi@heidimack or my supervisor, Dr. Susan Wilcox, at (613)533-6221 or 
wilcoxs@queensu.ca. Any ethical concerns about the study may be directed to the Chair 
of the General Research Ethics Board at (613)533-6081 or chair.GREB@queensu.ca. 
 
Please sign one copy of this Consent Form and return to Heidi Mack directly. 
Retain the second copy for your records. 
 
I HAVE READ AND UNDERSTOOD THIS CONSENT FORM AND I AGREE 
TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY 
 
Participant name (please print):         
Signature of Participant:          
Date:      
Please print your e-mail or postal address in the space below if you wish to receive a 
copy of the results of this study. 
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Appendix D: 

THE CONSCIOUS PRACTICE OF AUTHENTICITY: RE-POSSESSING OUR 
LIVES ONE MOMENT AT A TIME 

PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT  
E-Mail Request to Potential Participants 

 
“The Conscious Practice of Authenticity: Re-possessing our lives one moment at a time” 
Hello, my name is Heidi Mack and I am a doctoral candidate at the Faculty of Education, 
at Queen’s University. As part of my doctoral dissertation, I am conducting a research 
study entitled “The Conscious Practice of authenticity: Re-possessing our lives one 
moment at a time.” The purpose of this study is to more deeply understand the experience 
of authenticity and more specifically, the experience of a conscious practice of 
authenticity. 
I obtained your email address through my professional or educational networks or my 
email address book. I am writing to you to ask if you might be interested in participating 
in this study. If you regularly think about being true to yourself, intentionally shift your 
actions to more closely match your true self, and are conscious about being authentic, you 
may be eligible to participate in this study.  
 
In order to participate in this study you must live within 30km of Kingston, Ontario; have 
a method of transportation that will allow you to travel within Kingston to participate in 
reflection groups and interviews; have a computer with Internet access; and a cell phone 
that can receive text messages OR be willing to carry a pager for a two week period.  
 
This study takes place in two phases. Participants may indicate whether they wish to 
carry on to phase two of the study – however, participation in the first phase does not 
guarantee participation in full study.  
 
Phase 1: The first phase will involve the following tasks: 

• An interview with the researcher (1.5 hours). Prior to meeting me for an 
interview, I will request that you answer in writing three short questions (sample 
question: what are the words that come to your mind when you think of the notion 
of “authenticity”?) 

• Completing two questionnaires (25 minutes).  

Approximate total participation time in phase 1 of the research study: 2 hours 
 
Phase 2: The second phase of the study will take place over a two-month period, and 
involves the following tasks: 

• An initial interview with the researcher (approximately 90 minutes) 
• “Experience sampling” activity (you will have a “beeper” that will beep 

approximately once a day over a two week period and ask you for short 
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observations/reflections on your current experience of practicing authenticity) 
(approximately 50 min total)  

• Written observations and reflections, reading and contributing to a blogspot 
(approximately 3 hours of voluntary contributions) 

• Two reflection groups (1.5 hours each)  
• An exit interview with the researcher (approximately 1 hour)  

Approximate total participation time in phase two of the research study: 15 HOURS 
 
Follow-up: During the six months following completion of the study, I may contact you 
for clarification regarding the data to confirm that I have accurately interpreted your 
interviews and writings. At six months following the study completion, I will contact you 
to ask if you are willing to do a follow-up interview (approximately 1 hour) as well as 
completing two questionnaires (approximately 25 minutes).  
Approximate combined total participation time in the follow-up phase of the research 
study: 1.5 hours plus the possibility of extra time for clarification/participant approval of 
data interpretation 
Please note that there is no monetary compensation for participating in this study, 
however, all participants will have their names entered in a draw for the chance to win 
one of the following prizes: a $50 gift card for a local yoga studio, a $50 gift card to a 
local coffee shop, or a $50 gift card to a local book store. 
This study has been granted clearance according to the recommended principles of 
Canadian ethics guidelines and Queen’s University policies. 
If you have any questions about this study, please feel free to contact me at 
heidi@heidimack or 613-544-4037. I will then send you a copy of the Letter of 
Information, which includes many more details of the study or direct you to the research 
website which holds all of this information. 
Thank you for your interest and time. 
Sincerely, 
 
Heidi Mack 
Doctoral Candidate 
Queen’s University 
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Appendix E 
FACEBOOK PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT WORDING 

“THE CONSCIOUS PRACTICE OF AUTHENTICITY: RE-POSSESSING OUR 
LIVES ONE MOMENT AT A TIME” 

PARTICIPANTS NEEDED FOR RESEARCH IN  
AUTHENTICITY  

 
DO YOU REGULARLY THINK ABOUT BEING TRUE TO YOURSELF? 

DO YOU INTENTIONALLY SHIFT YOUR ACTIONS TO MORE CLOSELY 
MATCH YOUR TRUE SELF? 

ARE YOU CONSCIOUS ABOUT BEING YOUR TRUE SELF?   
 

I am looking for volunteers to take part in a study exploring how people experience the 
practice of authenticity, and more specifically, the experience of a conscious practice of 

authenticity 
In order to participate in this study you must live within 30km of Kingston, Ontario; have 
a method of transportation that will allow you to travel within Kingston to participate in 
reflection groups and interviews; have a computer with Internet access; and a cell phone 

that can receive text messages OR be willing to carry a pager for a two week period 
As a volunteer in this study you will be asked to participate in: 

 
As a participant in phase one of the study you will be also asked to participate in an 
interview and completion of questionnaires (approximately 2 hours time commitment). 

 
Should you choose to participate in phase two of the study, you will be asked to 
participate in two interviews, two reflection groups, carry a beeper or a cell phone 
receiving daily messages and answering questions approximately once a day when 

“beeped,” and reading and contributing to a Blog (approximately 15 hours total time 
commitment). 

Please note that there is no monetary compensation for participating in this study, but 
participants will be entered in a draw to win one of three prizes: a $50 gift card for a local 

yoga studio, a $50 gift card for a local coffee shop, or a $50 gift card for a local book 
store. 

 
For more information or to volunteer for this study, please contact:  

 
Heidi Mack 

Doctoral Candidate, Faculty of Education, Queen’s University 
heidi@heidimack.ca 

613.544.4037 
 

This study has been granted clearance according to the recommended principles of 
Canadian ethics guidelines and Queen’s policies.  
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Appendix F 

PARTICIPANT RECRUITMENT POSTER 
THE CONSCIOUS PRACTICE OF AUTHENTICITY: RE-POSSESSING OUR 

LIVES ONE MOMENT AT A TIME 

 
LOOKING FOR PARTICIPTNAT IN A DOCTORAL STUDY ON THE  

CONSCIOUS PRACTICE OF AUTHENTICITY  
DO YOU REGULARLY THINK ABOUT BEING TRUE TO YOURSELF? 

DO YOU INTENTIONALLY SHIFT YOUR ACTIONS TO MORE CLOSELY 
MATCH YOUR TRUE SELF? 

ARE YOU CONSCIOUS ABOUT BEING YOUR TRUE SELF?   
 

I am looking for volunteers to take part in a study exploring how people experience the 
practice of authenticity, and more specifically, the experience of a conscious practice of 

authenticity 
In order to participate in this study you must live within 30km of Kingston, Ontario; have 
a method of transportation that will allow you to travel within Kingston to participate in 
reflection groups and interviews; have a computer with Internet access; and a cell phone 

that can receive text messages OR be willing to carry a pager for a two week period 
As a volunteer in this study you will be asked to participate in: 

 
As a participant in phase one of the study you will be also asked to participate in an 
interview and completion of questionnaires (approximately 2 hours time commitment). 
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Should you choose to participate in phase two of the study, you will be asked to 
participate in two interviews, two reflection groups, carry a beeper or a cell phone 

receiving daily messages and answering questions for five minutes approximately once a 
day when “beeped” , and reading and contributing to a Blog (approximately 15 hours 

total time commitment). 
Please note that there is no monetary compensation for participating in this study, but 

participants will be entered in a draw to win one of three prizes: a $50 gift card for a local 
yoga studio, a $50 gift card for a local coffee shop, or a $50 gift card for a local book 

store. 
 

For more information or to volunteer for this study, please contact:  
 

Heidi Mack 
Doctoral Candidate, Faculty of Education, Queen’s University 

heidi@heidimack.ca 
613.544.4037 

 
This study has been granted clearance according to the recommended principles of 

Canadian ethics guidelines and Queen’s policies.  
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Appendix G 
THE CONSCIOUS PRACTICE OF AUTHENTICITY: RE-POSSESSING OUR 

LIVES ONE MOMENT AT A TIME 
Sample of the Semi-Structured Participant Interview Guide 

Phase One 
The purpose of this interview is: 

1. To identify how participants define the notion of authenticity; 
2. To identify key words associated with the notion of authenticity.  
3. To identify support to a participant’s practice of authenticity; 
4. To identify barriers to a participant’s practice of authenticity; 
5. To identify feelings and thoughts related to present moment awareness of 

authenticity; 
6. To determine if a participant in phase one would like to be placed into the 

participant pool for phase two of the study. 
 

Introduction 
“Hi. My name is Heidi Mack. I am a Doctoral Candidate in Curriculum Studies at the 
Faculty of Education at Queen’s University. I am also a teacher, a therapist, an artist, and 
a mother. I am researching the notion of a conscious practice of authenticity and how it 
shows up in our everyday experiences. I would like to talk to you today about what 
authenticity means to you – in general, but more importantly, how you experience being 
conscious of the notion of authenticity. I would like to know what it is like for you. 
Before we begin, I would like to thank you for giving your consent to participate in this 
study, and also to inform you that this interview has been cleared by the ethics review 
board at Queen’s. Please know that you do not have to answer any question if you do not 
wish, and you are welcome to leave at any time. Before we start, I am going to check the 
recording device to make sure that it works. Are you ready to begin?” 
 
Questions of the participant: 
“Before you came today, I asked that you prepare a few answers to some questions. 
Would you be willing to share those with me? Great.” 
 

1. What are the words that come to your mind when you think of the notion of 
“authenticity” 
2. What is your definition of authenticity? 
3. Please write one sentence that sums up your definition of authenticity.  
4. I had asked that you think of a story about a time when you felt that you were 
living as close to your definition of authenticity as possible. Can you tell me that 
story now? 
5. You write here (reading from participants’ answers) that your personal definition 
of authenticity is [insert definition]. Is there anything you would like to add to that 
definition? 
6. On this scale [show scale 1 – 5], how close are you living to that definition right 
this minute? 
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7. What does that feel like?  
8. What thoughts are associated with this experience? 
7. What is contributing to your closeness/distance from that definition? 
8. We have been talking about your sense of authenticity in this moment, I would like 
to ask you to reflect more generally about the experience of authenticity. In general 
what contributes to authenticity?  
9. In general, what detracts from the experience of authenticity? 
10. These are all the questions that I would like to ask you, before we close, is there 
anything that I forgot to ask that you would like to share? or anything else that you 
think is important for me to know? 
I am going to ask you now to take some time to answer questions on these 
inventories. I ask that you answer with the first thing that comes to your mind rather 
than thinking too hard or too long about the answers.  

 
Closing 
Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed. As you may know, there is a second phase of 
this study that will take place in the next three months. Are you interested in hearing 
about the next phase and what it entails? If no, thank you for your participation.  
If yes, I would like to explain the second phase of the study. If you agree to being a 
participant in the second phase of the study, it is important to know that if there are more 
than five interested participants, that all interested people’s names will be “put into a hat” 
and five participants will be selected by way of this “hat” lottery. Does that work for 
you? Participation in the second phase of the study entails a commitment to:  

1. a 60 minute entrance interview;  
2. ongoing communication with me and other participants through a weblog; 
3. participation in a two week “beeper” experience where I will ask you to wear a 

pager or be alerted by cell phone text message to respond to a set of 8 quick 
questions (that should take less than 5 minutes) at the moment (or as close to it as 
possible) about 10 times in a two week period; 

4. two, two hour reflection groups where we will discuss the process and progress of 
the study; 

5. a 60 minute exit interview at the end of two months; 
6. a 60 minute interview at a point six months post completion of phase two of the 

study. 
 
Of course, at any time during the study, you may withdraw from participation for 
any reason without any consequence and with full access to the research findings, 
and any publications that result from the study.  

Thank you very much for your participation today.  
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Appendix H: 
Sample Experience Sampling Form Questions 
Please answer as swiftly as you can and as close to the moment you were alerted as 
possible – please answer honestly: 

1. How long ago were you alerted to complete this form? 
2. What were you doing when you were alerted? where? with whom? 
3. During this activity (when you were alerted), how were you feeling?  
4. During this activity (when you were alerted), what were you thinking?  
5. Your one line definition of authenticity is:  

 [Insert participant definition here]  
 

6.  On a scale from 1-5 (5 being as close as possible to your definition of authenticity 
and 1 being as far away from it) please rank where you were on this scale when 
you were alerted: circle a number: 

  ________________________________________ 
  1  2  3  4  5  

   not at all  a bit  somewhat very  fully    

7. What conditions are present that support your practice of authenticity? 
8. What conditions are present that block your practice of authenticity? 
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Appendix I:  

EMAIL COMMUNICATION WITH SKOT CALDWELL AND GINA COOKE 

When i asked for help with building an adjective out of the noun querencia ( i wanted it 
to be querenthetic but needed to be sure that worked) — it was Skot who i asked and he 
dug into it with delight of an obsessed and happy man 
 
Skot wrote: 
<querencia> is a great word:  good find. Love that little article from “Taproot Farm.” 
 Not surprisingly, a Google search turns up some well-named restaurants. To really 
enclose and include that Spanish sense, I’d almost want to write <querenciathetic>, but 
this starts to be un poco mas, si? 
Okay, so then just to be a bit analytical about the word <quarenthetic>, if we break down 
its actual structure and meaning, is really interesting (to me). I am pretty sure I was on the 
right track linking this word <querencia> to the English word <query> and that they 
share the Latin root quaerere which has the fundamental sense of “strive, seek, ask, etc.” 
  It is the root of a huge number of English words (inquire, question, conquer), but very 
few come as close to the spelling of <querencia>  as <query>. 
 
Here’s Etymonline:  http://www.etymonline.com/index.php? 
term=query&allowed_in_frame=0 And here’s Latdict: http://www.latin-
dictionary.net/definition/32505/quaero-quaerere-quaesivi-quaesitus  Cool. But the 
“thetic” piece, as in <parenthetic> has meaning as well that might be of interest–don’t 
know if you had spotted it:  ”put, place”  This is, I believe, a two-letter base, <th>. 
http://www.etymonline.com/index.php?term=parenthesis&allowed_in_frame=0  This is 
the same root as <theme>, <apothecary> and, future Doctor of Philosophy, <thesis>. 
 
Tempting to make a link to the friendly words <sympathetic> or <empathetic>, but no 
dice:  these have the base <path> from Greek pathos, while I believe the structure of your 
word would be <quere + en + th + etic>. Or, <querenthetic> could be seen to be a 
“portmanteau” word, which simply takes a piece from two other words, like <brunch>. 
This still stands up, but feels a little less elegant. I like <querenthetic> as a bit of a play 
on <parenthetic>, but what does it mean? 
The <-ia> ending in the Spanish seems to denote “a place.” The stem <thetic> in English 
denotes “to be placed.” From the Spanish noun to the English verbal adjective form.  
 
So, <querenthetic>, in addition to the lovely link to this Spanish word, could be said to 
have a corresponding sense as an English word of “to place (oneself) in a state of 
striving.”   Does this, however, fit with your notion of “living in our deepest knowing 
place”?    I’m not sure. The Taproot article quotes the author’s friend as describing 
<querencia> as “the wanting place.”  The author seems to be concluding by suggesting 
that is the return to that place of seeking that brings one “closer to finding my way 
home.”  I might therefore consider this to be in a place of seeking–ourselves, our purpose, 
our deepest understanding?  In this sense, our Eastern philosophers might argue that the 
seeking is the knowing, and perhaps this is what the author and maybe you are getting at. 
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The “place”–in our house, in ourselves–where we are doing our most important seeking, 
is where we most know ourselves. How’s that? 
 
That, my amateur go at linguistic analysis, is maybe too much information, or 
information you already had. The cool thing is, if you’re coining it, you get to define it! 
 So go for it. Very fun. I could if you like, fire this off to my linguist friend Gina for a 
look. She speaks Spanish fluently, I believe, and would certainly be able to do a more 
secure analysis of this euphonic neologism of yours. Also, she knows something of the 
notion of “truth,” as her recent TEDed film <http://ed.ted.com/lessons/the-true-story-of-
true-gina-cooke>  will show you. 
 
Gina Cooke followed Skot’s email: 
I have indeed heard the word querencia – a Spanish-speaking friend defined it for me 
years ago as “haunt,” as in “my old haunts.” For what it’s worth, use of this word 
(querencia) is attested in English. Here’s what the OED has to say: 
2. fig. A person’s favourite place; home ground, a refuge. 1944   ‘Palinurus’ Unquiet 
Grave ii. 49   The individual also is a moving mirror or screen..and yet the screen is 
always being guided to reflect one film rather than another, always seeking a 
chosen querencia. 1952   R. Campbell Lorca i. 8   Andalusia is Lorca’s querencia. 1977 
  A. Scholefield Venom iii. 98   Returning always to the centre of the gold carpet for 
there, like a bull in a ring, he had instinctively made his querencia, his territory. 2006 
  Herald (Glasgow) (Nexis) 5 Aug. 12   Jenkins used to pick out an area in the warm-up 
track. His querencia, he called it, after the bulls’ comfort zone . 
 
 
Also, Hemingway used it to refer to part of a bullfighting arena, whence the bull takes its 
stand. 
Now, regarding querenthetic, from a purely etymological point of view, it’s a little 
problematic — or really, an odd hybrid. You see, querencia is Spanish, and this Latinate, 
but the <-etic> ending is Greek, as in genetic, athletic, poetic, phonetic. To add a <th> 
implied — again, etymologically speaking — something completely different: in words 
ending in the letter sequence <thetic>, there is a <th> base element, or a <th> in the base 
element: 
syn + th + etic par + en + th + etic sym + path + etic aesth + etic 
Morphologically speaking, I cannot find a single instance of words wherein a <c> and a 
<th> alternate in related words. 
Now, all that being said, this is English we’re talking about — the great hybridizer of 
tongues — not Latin, not Spanish, and not Greek. Certainly it is possible to add a suffix 
from one language origin to a stem from another. I might be more inclined to go 
with querencetic, as that seems to me more morphologically coherent: 
quere + ence + ia quere + ence + etic 
Or, if we wanted to maintain more etymological purity, we could go with querencial: 
quere + ence + i + al… 
 
Gina 
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Appendix J 

TedxQueensU Script  2014  

Please note: this is a script and should be ‘heard’ as one rather than ‘seen’ as a piece of 
writing – I’ve come to learn that these are very different things. 

*     *     * 

What’s one thing you know to be true about yourself?  

What’s one thing you believe in? 

What’s one thing that you value? 

How willing are you to live your life according to those values and beliefs? 

My work as a therapist and my doctoral research have shown is living our lives in 
alignment with who we are can bring us happiness and well-being… 

Not being able to answer these questions:  Who are you? What do you value and what do 
you believe? can also bring people into my office for counselling.  

People first come in .. because of their too muchness –  too much binge eating, or too 
much starving, too much sadness, too much lying, stealing,  too much busy-ness, or 
resentment, guilt, anxiety, and too much anger   

I used to try to fix those behaviours as though they were the problems but they would 
come back or would replaced with another “too much” – too much alcohol, weed, work, 
sex, or spending, crying, cutting,  

when I got to the point in my career where I started listening to the story under the too 
muchness one of two things showed up. People either : 
 
cannot answer the question who are you? and what do you want? value? believe?  --  
 
They don’t know who they are at their centre 
 
OR 
 
They know who they are but they are not acting or speaking from that place… 
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and not knowing who you are can be frustrating and confusing especially and is made 
worse…by the  
touchy feely advice we get in posters and posts that say:  Be true to yourself, follow your 
bliss, and listen to your heart … 
 
because it’s pretty hard to be your self if you don’t know who you are… 
 
and if we don’t know who you are or we are scared to act then we are likely following the 
expectations of the culture or someone else – we are doing and being what we think we 
“should” do –  
 
my mom affectionately calls this “shoulding on ourselves!”   
 

 
 
and shoulding on ourselves makes feel anywhere from uncomfortable to resentful or 
bitter or angry to really unwell and miserable. 
 
Frank Zappa who was a famous muscian and producer said (and I paraphrase): “If you 
end up with a boring miserable life because you listened to your mom, your dad, your 
teacher, your priest, or some guy on television telling you how to live, then you deserve 
to be miserable.”  
 
of course no one really deserves to be miserable but I think the point is we have some 
choice about misery. 
 
I expect that you are familiar with being misaligned –  because we DID grow up listening 
to other people’s expectations and rules… and we bought in…  autopilot. 
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but at some point it makes sense to check in to see whose voice we are listening to AND 
CATCH our misalignments sooner than later 
 
and misalignments can be as small and daily as  
going out to a club when you’d rather stay on the couch, or ordering the salad when you 
want the juicy burger… 
 
and there are little misalignments that can lead to big misalignments like 
 
becoming an engineer when you want to be a chef can lead to hating your career 
pretending to love a woman when you really love a man can lead to anxiety and isolation 
or dating someone your mom likes but you can’t really stand… well you know where that 
can lead… 
or sitting on the couch and playing one more video game instead of going for a run which 
helps your mood can lead to a serious health issue 
 
And a big misalignments like career choices, or sickness, or relationships are painful and 
frightening, and take a lot longer to untangle, and are much harder to put back together. 
 
The good news is that in 20 years as a psychotherapist – over and over again I have seen 
that even the slightest movement toward alignment can lead to happiness and fewer 
harmful behaviours. 
 
and watching that increase and happiness in my clients over the years was so important to 
me that, as my doctoral research, I went in search of people who live their lives as closely 
as possible with what they value 
 
and I asked them how exactly they did it, what they felt, what helped them and what 
hindered them so that I could find out the HOW of living from our centre.  
 
I wanted to know what this being aligned really means. 
 
I used to call this alignment – authenticity – but after 5 years working with that notion, 
and seeing everything from authentic watches and Thai cuisine; authentic wine, and  
cheese to authentic Montreal Bagels – it got diluted and lost it’s meaning in my work 

more important  – most of the people I interviewed about their lives didn’t describe their 
lives or themselves as being authentic really, 

what they said is that they listen to a source or a centre:   
 
and great Chinese sage Lau Tsu confirmed this 2500 years ago…when he summarized 
this part of my doctoral work in one sentence… he said: 
 
"At the center of your being you have the answer; you know who you are and you know 
what you want” 
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Participants called it their others called it intuition, core self, soul, or their inner knowing, 
almost everyone called it their gut  and one person I interviewed called it her “home”… 

and on the very same day my friend who loves to tease me about my qualitative research 
cause he’s a numbers guy sent me a photo of a bottle of Authentic Texan barbeque sauce 
at the same moment I  got an alert on my newsfeed that my new word of the day was the 
Spanish word Querencia;  

and over time writers like Barry Lopez and others have come to more poetically define 
Querencia as:  

 

a place from which one’s strength is drawn, where one feels at home; “a place in which 
we know exactly who we are and the place from which we speak our deepest beliefs”  

And there it was:  the word that encapsulated so much of what I was coming to 
understand in my work and research. That was the day that I abandoned the word 
authenticity. 

and if Querencia is this home or source in us then  
  
a Querencetic life means to live from that source and  
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what my research and work have shown me is that  

My research findings are complex but HOW we live a querencetic life boils down to this:   

 

A querencetic life means: 
1. we have to know what our source or querencia is (and I will walk you through this in a 
minute) and accept that it grows and changes 

2. we have to be able to slow down enough to be able to listen to our querencia  -- this 
means breathing, and not rushing and stopping the glorification of busyness – it means 
bringing on some long quietness. if you had to sit still for one minute and do nothing but 
listen to your gut telling you things…what would it say?… right…3. we have to trust our 
querencia – believe it has our answers --  and if you feel a little uncomfortable right 
now… that makes sense because we don’t do very well still and listening. 

4. then we have to act and speak from our querencia. Like really speaking up and saying 
things that are scary to say like “I lied to you” or “I don’t want to come home for the 
holidays” or “It hurt me when you did that.”  

Acting and speaking from our truth is where most of get scared and reluctant -- because 
we don’t want to hurt, we don’t want to disappoint, we don’t want to anger or upset, we 
don’t want to be challenged, be rejected, or criticized.  

But if we don’t act and speak we will end up suffering… 
 
I’ve got some personal experience with not acting or speaking –  
  
I had all the warning signs – arguably, they were more like STOP signs or metal 
barricades and girlfriends waving red flags!!! actually -- I crashed through them all and I 
married him anyway – 
 
I mean come on, I was 33, I wanted babies, he had nice teeth and a fabulous mother.  
 
those are not reasons to marry someone! 
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because then I spent the next seven years pretending to be happily married in our little 
bungalow in the woods… but behind it’s doors, and increasing over the years, a lot of 
painful and intolerable things were happening and only a few people really knew. 
because even though I was crying into my cereal in the morning… I got cleaned up and 
smiled at the world for the rest of the day.  
 
and this misalignment rendered me exhausted, joyless, bitter, and unwell. 
 
I woke up one morning and the amount of time between opening my eyes and getting that 
sinking terrible feeling of dread and fear and smallness --  was about 2 seconds. 
 
what really happened that morning was that I woke up  (PAUSE) 
 
– in every way…I had a crisis of awareness – and I would prefer that you did that now 
and not in two decades -- what I was doing and who I was being was a long long way 
away from who I knew I was and I didn’t recognize myself anymore…  
  
At that time, I had a photo with an Annie Dillard’s quote framed on my bedroom wall 
and for whatever reason that morning, I read it:   
 

 
 
“How we spend our days is, of course, how we spend our lives…” 
 
My day was already feeling bad and I knew I couldn’t live my life like that… 
 
and that’s when I started a long journey to realigning my own life… 
 
which meant starting back at that first step:  finding my source.  
 
and an easy way to start this process is to  
ask yourself when you feel completely timeless and absorbed and peaceful?  in flow? 
what lights you up? 
 
when I did this, the only thing I could think of at that time was hanging laundry. outside. 
playing with kids and having friends around my table… 
  
because it doesn’t matter WHAT the answer  is – what matters are what is associated 
with that and the answers will help you find out what matters to you…   
  



210 
 

 
 
so the associations of hanging laundry were things like: – being outdoors, in the fresh air, 
sunshine , wind, being organized, productive, frugal… and kids was laughing, silliness, 
caregiving, teaching and having friends at my table was about being with people and 
talking about community and making meaning.  
 
and that created a list of all the things that mattered to me, that I valued, that I desired, 
and at that time in my life that was my Querencia.  
 
And it’s important to remember that our querencia does shift – from moment to moment 
– day to day and year to year… 
 
During that time I also learned to speak and communicate compassionately– not yell or 
curse or blame or criticize… to speak. 
 
I stopped doing this kind of thing:   
 

    
 
Not speaking from our source makes our lives very messy and noisy  
 
Who would we be without these thoughts? 
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“No Actually I can’t”  it’s like a yes means yes campaign AND a no means no 
campaign!! 
 
communication is swift, clear  
no apologies, or excuses  
no explanation or justification  
 
When we speak from our Querencia, we have to pass our raw data -- which is often 
unevolved critical, maybe even rude (like I hate cats, she’s so demanding, now my 
weekend is ruined because of her ) through a few filters like compassion and empathy 
and respect… so that what comes out of our mouths reflects who we are and what we feel 
and need without blaming or criticizing – we say what we mean but we are not mean 
when we say it… 
 

– its like raw data meets grace… 
 
 [PAUSE] 

 
and I’d love to tell you that once I found my own querencia and started to live and speak 
from there – that it was all apple pie and icecream in my life and marriage.. 
 
but it wasn’t.  
 
realigning our lives takes a lot of courage and time 
and it can bring us to some painful edges – of sadness, and grief 
it can expose things we and others might not want to see or hear,  
a lot of my friends ran for the hills with their hands over their ears when I started 
speaking my truth. 
 
and in spite of it generating happiness and sustainable wellness – it also carries the very 
real possibility that someone is going to be disappointed, shocked, hurt, or angry or 
incredulous. 
 
how dare you live according to your own beliefs and values.. what about me?   
how dare you be happy. 
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Disappointing others is short lived and disappointing ourselves is long lived. 
_________________ 
Let me be clear that this is not a promotion for hedonism or narcissism or self-
centredness … 
 
it’s an invitation for a more centred self 
an invitation for peace on many levels. in ourselves, in our relationships  our families and 
our communities. 
 
(pause) 
 
Every moment of our day offers an opportunity to notice misalignments in our lives big 
and small -- and to do the work of change.  
what could you do to be doing to live even just a little closer to your querencia? 
 
… 
 
 
now check to see if you are holding your breath…  

 


