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                    Leaders’  training  and  rehearsal  in  collective  sessions  were  fruitful  in  terms  of  developing 
 capacities  for  aesthetic  performance.  One  example  from  LIP  was  workshops  with  groups  of 
 leaders that led to a preparation of aesthetic intervention in the leaders’ own practice, often caused 
 by problems which called for different behaviour from the leader. The more group-oriented the 
 rehearsal was, the more leaders experienced that their problems were similar, which gave them a 
 feeling  of  togetherness.  The  collective  training  and  reflection  made  them  realise  that  aesthetic 
 performance opened potential in their practice that might lead to changes in their organisational 
 practice.     


The research process  


There were three phases in LIP in the period from December 2014 until January 2016, where the 
 action  research  took  place,  conducted  by  a  research  team  consisting  of  professionals  from  art, 
 bodily performance and academia.   


The initial phase 


The research process was in the initial phase, primarily based on individual sessions where every 
 leader spoke about his or her own experiences with aesthetic performance in practice. After the 
 first individual sessions in 2014, the research team found that the individual sessions were not 
 adding  to  the  knowledge  we  had  from  teaching  leaders  on  management  education  courses.  It 
 seemed impossible to get beyond the logic of learning in practice, if the researchers only focused 
 on experiences from the individual leader. 


The few collective sessions in the initial phase were more fruitful in terms of the leaders’ aesthetic 
 performance. The research team then decided to implement a turnaround in the project in order to 
 prioritise collective over individual sessions.  


The interim phase  


After the change in methods, the research team conducted only collective sessions during t 
 he following year (2015). After the first sessions, the researchers recognised that preparation of 
 the aesthetic performance was important to the leaders’ aesthetic performance. The research team 
 observed how these positive features grew, the more the leaders trained and rehearsed aesthetic 
 exercises in collective sessions. 


The research team initiated different roles in the sessions to observe how aesthetic performance 
 affected  both  performers  and  participants.  The  impact  of  this  kind  of  casting  was  convincing. 


Reading fieldnotes from these sessions gave the research team written evidence of the importance 
 of relating the collective sessions to aesthetic performance in the leaders’ organisational practice. 


The final phase   


In the summer 2015, LIP moved into its third and final phase, where the collective sessions had 
become the new norm for holding the aesthetic based sessions. However, what the research team 
first  observed  now  was  the  meaning  of  liminality,  i.e.  framing  the  processes  intended  to  bring 


participants in the sessions from one condition to another. Liminality seemed to be a condition for 
 a better outcome of the aesthetic performance.   


Later in the final phase, a few organisations decided to involve groups of up to 15 of their leaders 
 in  LIP.  The  research  found  that  preparation  of  the  sessions  in  these  groups,  i.e.  leaders’ 


ethnographic  observations  of  their  own  practice,  accelerated  the  learning  process.  Besides,  the 
 leaders more often experienced the aesthetic interventions as meaningful and started to experiment 
 in their own practice.  


In short, the key findings in the research process were:  


  Firstly, the action researcher had to give tools to the leaders to observe their interventions in 
 practice, and then provide a basis for the leaders’ interpretation of what had really happened 
 when  they  were  experimenting  with  bodily  embedded  senses,  without  falling  back  on 
 cognitive reflections about themselves.  


  Secondly, the action researcher had to organise the sessions in groups to prepare the leaders 
 to play with the aesthetic methods, and then found that training and rehearsal of the methods 
 gave leaders sustainable aesthetic methods to use in practice.  


  Thirdly, the action researcher started to orchestrate learning processes in collective sessions, 
 i.e. using liminal methods to give the leaders a space to become aware of the transformative 
 aspects of their aesthetic performance.   


Discussion of the aesthetic method from studying leaders’ practice  


The  following  part  of  the  article  will  discuss  how  researchers  can  study  leaders’  experiments 
 through  aesthetic  performance  in  organisational  practice.  Firstly,  I  will  discuss  how  aesthetic 
 performance was largely based on a theoretical method from performance studies, but as I discuss 
 secondly,  aesthetic  drama  as  the  method  explored  in  leaders’  practice  was  a  practice  based 
 intervention combined of body, thought and space. However, each element also turned out to be 
 theoretical informed. Thirdly, I will discuss how the playful performance was possible in leaders’ 


practice. Fourthly, I end with a discussion of liminality as a pathway to transformation of leaders’ 


practice.  


The motivation of aesthetic performance  


The intention of LIP was to answer the research question: how can leaders transform their practice 
 through aesthetic performance? The challenge was how a researcher through action research could 
 study  leaders’ experimenting  with  aesthetic  performance  as  interventions  in  which  the  social 
 drama  moves  on  to  aesthetic  drama  through  the  limen  between  the  two  spheres;  and,  in  a 
 transformed performance, flows back and changes the social drama. Thus as researchers we had 
 a specific theoretical research model, but how could we get close to micromovements that could 
 help to explore what we were looking for?  


At the beginning of the research process, we saw random cases of a movable social drama as a 
changeable and manageable space when the social drama oscillated with the aesthetic drama. We 
realised that the oscillation between the social and the aesthetic drama and the use of an aesthetic 


performance did not automatically lead to transformation of the real. We had to argue why leaders 
 should experiment in order to change a social drama. However, after a while, we started to see 
 patterns  in  the  way  leaders  learned  from  aesthetic  performance,  and  some  non-cognitive  paths 
 they were able to follow. 


Inspired  by  theories  of  performance  art,  we  taught  leaders  to  engage  in  aesthetic  performance 
 when they wanted to  change their practice.  In social drama, leaders often were locked in  their 
 rules and habits, and experienced negative feelings that prevented them from acting. We found 
 that the change occurred when the preparation of the leaders’ bodies and mind before the sessions 
 seemed to make the leaders ready for aesthetic performance.   


Aesthetic drama as intervention through body thought and space 


We observed that leaders’ performance took place in interaction between ‘body’, ‘thought’ and 


‘space’ as elements in the aesthetic performance, which was carried out in micro processes, in 
 which leaders acted in non-cognitive ways, i.e. by breathing, silent walking, a sigh, using different 
 words,  smiling,  tuning  in  with  their  body,  body  sculptures,  moving  chairs.  We  often  observed 
 leaders perform without knowing what could move the real world and change their problem.   


The  leaders  and  others  were  primarily  affected  by  the  bodily  interventions.  We  observed  that 
 many  of  the  interventions  started  with  the  bodily  movement,  often  interacting  with  space  and 
 thoughts. Here is an example of the interaction between body, thought and space: 


If the leader feels that there is a bad atmosphere in a meeting room, he/she can take a deep breath 
 (body) and wait one minute before continuing. When doing so, the leader will experience that the 
 energy in the room goes up (space), the potential in the event is realised, and the space changes. 


At the same time the leader will be able to reflect on preferred actions (thought). Not only the 
 performer, but everybody in the room is affected by the performer’s aesthetic performance. As 
 the example tells, the leader has to improvise and at the same time sense and observe the situation 
 in the presence.   


We  found  that  a  new  dynamic  susceptibility  transformed  leaders’  performance.  Based  on  the 
 following discussion it has become obvious that the combination of body, through and space also 
 have a theoretical background, as  I did not pay attention to from the beginning of the research 
 process.    First  of  all  the  dynamic  affection  in  the  interventions  in  leaders’  practice  was  an 
 expression of opening a pre-cognitive domain, a silent language and "tiny masters of metabolism 
 and movement" (Thrift, 2008: 168). The research team observed that the body is associated with 
 the moment, and found it important that leaders act in real-time and real-life situations when they 
 perform aesthetically (Merleau-Ponty 2002). Hence the liminal phases had to be integrated in the 
 interventions when leaders did aesthetic performance, as the connection to real-time and real-life 
 had to be clearly marked in the sessions, in order to encourage leaders to experiment with their 
 practice.   


Body: The aesthetic performances were going on as bodily interventions as grounding, breathing 
and body sculptures;  secondly, using words in  a  poetic way, mirroring others’ words; thirdly, 
colourful  meeting  facilities,  music  and  dance  and  drawing  equipment.  According  to  Ladkin, 
Merleau-Ponty thinks that we cannot perceive without our body telling us what we feel, hear and 


smell (Ladkin 2013: 330). The body is essential to awareness of what is going on around us (Butler 
 1993). 


The leaders in LIP were trained to do bodily embedded experiments, and especially the sessions 
 with  bodies  affected the  leaders and participants  in  the aesthetic drama.  For many leaders, the 
 experience  of  bodily  grounding  had  a  strong  influence  on  actions  in  leaders’  practice,  i.e. 


grounding led to calmer behaviour during a crisis. 


Thought: If the leader does not talk from an honest mind, the body will reveal his or her playing 
 as  a  game.  Thus  words  and  bodily  position  have  impact  on  how  followers  are  affected  by  the 
 performance. Thoughts are combined with body, and an authentic performance will be visible for 
 others, when the leader performs in a trustworthy way (Taylor 2014). It is through the leader’s 
 body  and  the  way  he/she  expresses  a  “true  self  that  the  leader  can  be perceived as  authentic 
 (Ladkin and Taylor 2010 a).  


Space: Space might be psychical, but it might also be a virtual space, where leaders can imagine 
 the potential of the actual event (Massumi 2002). Leaders have to break the bounds of the rules 
 in their experiments and act in new ways without knowing the potential of the virtual space they 
 create. Thus it is not ‘being’ a leader, as a specific role, that transforms leadership; it is the essence 
 of  ‘becoming’  something  new,  moving  oneself  from  one  space  to  another,  that  causes  the 
 transformation (McKenzie 2001).  


Playful performance 


Another question in relation to studying leaders’ performance is how the other participants in the 
 play are involved. The participants were often equivalent to other leaders, employees and human 
 resource  consultants,  and  the  question  is  how  they  were  affected  by  the  leaders’  aesthetic 
 performance, and whether they preferred to watch and judge from a distance (Brecht in Schechner, 
 2013) or if they wanted to be integrated in the play.  


We developed an orchestrated and involving participation in the aesthetic drama, which meant 
 that  every  session  in  the  action  research  was  organised  as  prepared  and  structured  processes 
 guided  by  the  research  team  by  use  of  screenplays.  The  participants  experienced  this  kind  of 
 process as meaningful performance that impinged better on transforming the social drama than 
 watching the performance from a distance. As Schechner stresses, performance is dependent on 
 the performer’s ability to adapt to the event and to involve participants in playing the aesthetic 
 drama. The leader is like an instrument, in the same way as the actor on a stage; the actor uses 
 gestures, voices and emotions to move the participants during the play.  


After a period of rehearsals of aesthetic performance, the leaders became increasingly familiar 
with the aesthetics as an ongoing practice in their organisational context. Whenever they felt it 
necessary to intervene and respond to events, they were able to do so, when they first learned how 
to carry out aesthetic performance. This encouraged them to continue to experimenting with their 
problems.  


Liminality - a pathway to transformation  


Liminality offers its occupants the possibility of engaging in transformative practices: trying out, 
 questioning and adopting or rejecting new identities, because there is an enchanted time and space 
 where anything might happen (Turner, 1979: 465). As such, the liminality is a sacred place in time 
 and space, a kind of symbolic ‘social limbo’, loaded with promise, potential and the unknown 
 (Hawkins and Edwards 2015: 27); a ritual that opens for ‘the new and not yet possible’ to observe. 


The liminal ritual means a separation between one context and another (Van Gennep 1960), i.e. 


when a leader arrives from a meeting full of conflicts and wants to set off for a new event in a 
 good and relaxed mood; a ritual seems to be needed. The liminal ritual is a preparation for the 
 experiment, as many leaders in LIP have experienced.  


The research team found that all phases in the process had to be carefully marked. This has to do 
 with the effect of the play, which we observed through the liminal phases, especially when we 
 had conducted and  clearly marked the  flow between the social and the  aesthetic drama. As  an 
 example, we asked leaders to mark out a clear ‘check-in ritual’ and ‘a check-out ritual’. If the 
 research team, for some reason, did not integrate these rituals, we immediately observed confusion 
 as to what was going on, i.e. lack of concentration and presence.  


The  first  move  into  the  liminal  ‘rites  of  passage’  (Van  Gennep  1960)  made  leaders  able  to 
 deconstruct one condition to another through ‘rites of separation’. This could be a simple exercise, 
 such  as  leaving  the  ‘formal  clothes’  outside  the  door  and  ‘jumping’  into  the  room  where  the 
 research session was going on. Later in the research process, the leaders rehearsed different kind 
 of  bodily  and  space-embedded  processes.  From  then  on,  the  leaders  gained  the  ability  to 
 reconstruct new leadership performances during so-called rites of transition and re-incorporation 
 (Van Gennep 1960, Schechner 1985). This meant that the leaders were now able to conduct their 
 own rituals and to frame the aesthetic drama in their own practice. 


In most aesthetic performances, the transformations are temporary, as transportation, and after a 
 while  the  play  has  no  impact,  whereas  initiations  that  are  marked  out  carefully,  as  the  liminal 
 phases have to be, may result in a permanent transformation of those who are involved in the play 
 (Schechner,  1985:  20).  The  long-term  research  in  LIP  explored  how  leaders’  practice  was 
 transformed by aesthetic performance framed through liminality.     


As researchers, we observed how liminal methods gradually developed the capacity to practice 
 the  transition  and  re-incorporation,  as  the  rehearsal  of  the  rituals  took  place  every  time  we 
 conducted  a session. The more familiar the leaders became with  the liminality, the better they 
 were able to conduct aesthetic performances in their own contexts.  


Examples from leaders’ aesthetic interventions in practice 


Below are three examples of interventions as aesthetic performances through body, thought and 
space.  All  three  examples  were  reported  in  sessions  with  the  research  team  and  are  results  of 
experiments  in  the leaders’ own practice, where  each leader  experienced  problems  as a social 


drama  and  decided  to  intervene  as  an  aesthetic  drama.  The  examples  unfolds  how  leaders 
 experiments with body, thought and space in the aesthetic drama affects the leaders and others. 


All three names are constructed.  


We asked leaders for a sensing, moving aesthetic drama based on their own observations (Barad 
 2003), and furthermore for their translation of the observation (Latour 2005). The purpose of this 
 inquiry was to get close to the leader’s sensing and interpretation of the aesthetic in relation to the 
 leader’s organisational context.    


Example 1: Body intervention 


The leader of a nursing team, Charlotte, is facing severe problems with a patient at the hospital, 
 who has scarred many of the nurses in the section with his temper for a long time. Charlotte tells 
 me that she did a grounding exercise with her body in preparation for a meeting with this patient. 


In the meeting, Charlotte sat on a chair between a doctor and the patient. She was quiet during 
 the meeting and did not use many words; it was mostly the doctor who spoke. Charlotte felt the 
 situation  with  the  terrifying  patient  much  more  relaxed  than  normal,  and  though  she  was  not 
 talking a lot, she increasingly felt that the patient relaxed and did not throw a tantrum.  


  


What surprised Charlotte was her absence of fear during the meeting, and she realised that, even 
 though the patient was not satisfied with the outcome of the meeting, he never lost his temper. 


She interprets the event as an impact of her bodily grounding that made her relaxed and also seems 
 to  have  affected  the  patient;  she  noticed  a  change  from  a  fearful  to  a  comfortable  situation,  a 
 sensing that she is not able to explain in a rational way. The grounding exercise and the preparation 
 for  the  meeting  affected  Charlotte  and,  according  to  her,  might  have  led  to  the  remarkable 
 influence on the event.  


Charlotte found that silence had a good influence on the complex problem; she, the doctor and the 
 team of nurses had been threatened for a long time. She feels that she has got a new authentic 
 method in her leadership, in which she can act as trustworthy without bodily tension, since others 
 will now read her as authentic (Ladkin 2008). The bodily movements might affect and release the 
 potential through her embodied leadership practice in the future.  


Charlotte had planned the aesthetic intervention, but had no experience of how she and others 
 could  be  affected  of  the  aesthetics.  Without  knowing  what  she was  doing,  Charlotte  used  both 
 liminality and an aesthetic performance in relation to the social drama, and experienced how the 
 social drama were transformed.  


Example 2: Thought intervention 


A story of ‘thought’ intervention is based on experiences from Ann, a headmaster of a compulsory 
school who had to give a speech to hundreds of teachers. The event was set up after a long period 
of problems at the school – as a part of a general problem in Denmark where all schools were 
closed for months by a lockout. After the lockout, the teachers were very angry at the political 
leaders of the municipality and at the school managers. Ann was mentally prepared to experience 
that the teachers would meet her with anger. She decided to talk from an honest heart.  


Ann entered the assembly hall, where all the teachers were already seated. The atmosphere in the 
 room  was  cold  and  the  teachers  did  not  look  at  Ann  but  continued  their  small  talk.  Ann  felt 
 intuitively that she should walk into the middle of the hall, where she found a small chair and sat 
 down in a position lower than the teachers’ sit. Before she started her speech, she looked around 
 for some minutes, took a deep breath, and made sure that she looked into the eyes of some of the 
 teachers. She spoke slowly and started to express the severe situation as she saw it. For her as for 
 them it had been a difficult time, her role as well as theirs would be changed in the future; thus, 
 she felt that they together would have to co-create a new beginning. She alone could not develop 
 a sustainable platform for the future. After 10 minutes, Ann felt that people listened to her, and 
 looked at her; she saw faces with smiles.  


When Ann told about her aesthetic experience, she recognized the feeling she had through the 
 event at the school and was emotional affected, which was surprising to her. Ann interprets that 
 her aesthetic based experience was a symbol of the importance of being honest about personal 
 thoughts and values; she felt that her words during the session came from her true self. She kept 
 her formal role as a headmaster during the session, but at the same time also let her own personal 
 feelings and thoughts come into play. She had a good feeling inside her body when she first started 
 the  performance.  The  smiles  and  attitudes  from  the  employees  were  a  sign  of  how  they  were 
 affected by her genuine and truthful performance in the event.   


Ann’s aesthetic performance was not planned, and she was surprised of the affect the performance 
 had of others. Ann often used a liminal ritual before a meeting, i.e. a song. She was used to feel 
 how  the  aesthetics  influenced  the  energy  in  a  room.    However,  in  this  situation  Ann  became 
 conscious of the transformation in her practice caused by aesthetic performance because of the 
 reflection she had on her experience.   


Example 3: Space intervention 


The story about space intervention is from a leader in the wind and renewable energy sector. The 
 leader  is  responsible  for  business  development  in  the  company  and  has  performed  a  new  idea 
 without knowing what the effect will be. 


The business developer, Peter, invites the board from a new wind turbine project to visit the wind 
 farm. The board consists of lawyers, bankers, investors and auditors all of whom, for him, are 
 normally only figures on a computer, not real people. Peter had the idea that everybody in the 
 board should climb to the top of the wind turbine. To create the situation, Peter used his position 
 as business developer to organise the experiment. Every board member was eager to see the wind 
 turbine, which none of them had done before. After the experiment, Peter observed that the visit 
 to the wind farm had affected the board members’ view on the windmill's production. Questions 
 about the heights of trees and buildings around a wind turbine and other things they were often 
 arguing  about  at  board  meetings  changed  after  the  visit;  relations  among  the  members  of  the 
 board became closer and the atmosphere at meetings was more fruitful after the experiment, Peter 
 felt.  


Peter interprets the impact of the experiment as surprising, an impact he did not expect before the 
event. He did not see himself as a brave person, but had a strong feeling that something different 
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