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Abstract of Dissertation 

 

I Know Her! A Heuristic Inquiry into Women Becoming Aware as They Enact Self 

 

 

 In the course of this dissertation, I employed heuristic inquiry to explore the living 

experience of women becoming aware as they enact Self. Through dialogue with women 

seeking Self-discovery, this study examined emerging or “living experiences” (i.e., 

interrelated, interconnected, continuing experiences) rather than static, fixed, or “lived 

experiences” (Sultan, 2019, p. 4). A conceptual framework was established reframing 

static and dualistic views of identity, and situating Self-awareness as an active, embodied, 

and relational process. Core theories from enaction, epoché of awareness, and 

embodiment were integrated, providing constitutive attributes of Self-awareness and 

ongoing enactment of Self. The study utilized an adapted heuristic methodology centered 

on deep reflexivity, researcher immersion, and dialogic engagement. The design 

integrated arts-based and somatic methods (the meaningful portrait process) with 

recursive data collection. Rigor was emphasized through authenticity, resonance, and 

layered reflective practices. Two semi-structured interviews in dialogue with the 

participants, whom I characterize as co-researchers, were conducted. The theoretical 

framework for this research is based on the principles of enaction (Varela et al., 2016) 

and the findings were examined for themes that may indicate the embodied enactive 

process or epoché of becoming aware: (1) suspension, (2) redirection, (3) letting go 

(Depraz et al, 2003). Self-awareness was found to be a dynamic, cyclical process 

grounded in embodied practice and community that demands agency and contributes to 

joy. Ultimately, the process of becoming aware advocates for integrative language and 

new models for understanding and cultivating the enactment of Self.  
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Definitions of Key Terms 

 

Aware, awareness, “becoming aware” – basic human act, independent of the context in 

which one becomes aware. Aware is “having or showing realization, perception or 

knowledge” and awareness is “the quality or state of being aware that something is 

happening or exists” (merriam-webster.com/dictionary/awareness). Traditionally 

represented in concepts such as reflection, reduction, or mindfulness (Depraz et al., 

2003). For the purposes of the study reported herein, awareness, or being aware, has both 

an embodied and a temporal quality (Damasio, 2012; Depraz et al., 2003).  

Autopoiesis – the process “that makes living beings autonomous systems”; in other 

words, living beings are self-organizing, self-creating systems (Maturana & Varela, 1987, 

p. 48). 

Cognition – In the concept of Enaction, cognition is sense making, a process resulting 

from our perceptions and actions, and to cognize is “to enact a world of meaning,” while 

sensemaking is not a fixed process or thing but is groundless (see definition for 

groundlessness) and involves dynamic relations (Meling, 2021, p. 1; Thompson, 2010). 

Constitutive Attribute – An element that organically explains or identifies an aspect 

within the phenomenon, rather than what caused the phenomenon (Dasgupta, 2017). 

Dialogue – “Shared inquiry, a way of thinking and reflecting together” (Isaacs, 1999, p. 

9). Isaacs (1999) characterizes dialogue as a collaborative channeling of our collective 

energy toward a common unified awareness and understanding, which he suggests 

includes four core practices: (1) listening – actively paying attention, (2) respecting – 

valuing others’ perspectives, (3) suspending – setting aside our own assumptions (at least 

temporarily, and (4) voicing – expressing our honest feelings and thoughts freely. These 
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practices are interrelated with four principles: (1) participation – collaborative and active 

engagement in dialogue and encouraging our capacity for listening and voicing; (2) 

cohering – unity through shared understanding, primarily reinforced by respecting and 

suspending; (3) awareness – consciousness of our feelings, thoughts, and assumptions, 

and needed for listening; (4) unfolding – being open to new ideas and perspectives, 

fostered by ongoing voicing and suspending (Isaacs, 1999). 

Dissonance, “cognitive dissonance” – “a mental conflict that occurs when beliefs or 

assumptions are contradicted by new information” (britannica.com/science/cognitive-

dissonance). Cognitive dissonance can impact our actions, perceptions, and attitudes 

about anything including our Self, others, and our environment (Harmon-Jones & Mills, 

2019). 

Dysphoria – Merriam-Webster (2024) defines dysphoria as “a state of feeling very 

unhappy, uneasy, or dissatisfied.” Dysphoria is often found in mixed states with 

depression, mania, and anxiety. The internal tension dysphoria creates can manifest in 

multiple ways such as irritability, hostility, anger, uncooperativeness, impatience, 

suspiciousness, and general aggression (Barroilhet & Ghaemi, 2020; Diamond & 

Albercht, 1987). 

Enaction – a state of co-emergence where an “organism both initiates and is shaped by 

the environment” (Varela et al. 2016 p. 174). When we enact Self, we are co-emerging 

with everything around us to dynamically make meaning of our Self and our 

environment. Simply put, enaction can be seen as movement in context. The two basic 

principles of enaction are: (1) “perception consists of perceptually guided action” and (2) 

“cognitive structures emerge from the recurrent sensorimotor patterns that enable action 
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to be perceptually guided”; in other words, our sensemaking emerges from repeated 

interaction between us and our environment (Varela et al., 2016, p. 173). We are 

dynamically interrelated with—embodied within—our environment and make meaning 

from that co-emerging process.  

Embodiment – Varela et al. (2016) define embodiment as open-ended reflection in which 

body and mind have been brought together in co-emergence (p. 27). They go on to say 

that “we see our bodies both as physical structures and as lived, experiential structures— 

in short, as both ‘outer’ and ‘inner,’ biological and phenomenological. [Thus], 

embodiment has this double sense: it encompasses both the body as a lived, experiential 

structure and the body as the context or milieu of cognitive mechanisms” (Varela et al., 

2016, pp. lxi–lxii). Thus, embodiment explains the nature of mind-body integration and 

describes how the body shapes the mind, perception, and identity. 

Groundlessness – the second phase of enaction, an existential shift in our ability to be 

open, compassionate, and interconnected with all beings (in/animate); it should be 

considered a practical, experiential process of being and common sensemaking (Varela et 

al., 2016; Vörös & Bitbol, 2017). 

Holon – is something that is simultaneously a whole as well as a part of a larger whole 

(Koestler, 1967). A holonic system is defined as a complex, self-organizing system that is 

simultaneously self-contained as a whole and also co-dependent with a larger whole 

system. It has been suggested that a part of the paradox of holons is that they must 

simultaneously maintain agency and communion and that they have the capacity for 

transcendence and disintegration (Wilber, 1995, 1997, 2000). 
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Living Experience – “heuristic inquiry is the study of living experience (i.e., interrelated, 

interconnected, continuing experience) rather than the study of lived experience… 

[which] implies human experiences are intermittent events that are disconnected from 

one another once completed” (Sultan, 2019, p. 4). 

Meaningful Portrait Process – (MPP) a journey of Self-discovery to yield an embodied 

visual essence of Self. The experience is rooted in the creative art of portraiture through 

photography and includes elements of mindfulness; interpersonal reflection; interviews 

with the participant, their friends and family; and somatic restorative care practices. 

Mind - Siegel (2016) proposed a definition of “mind as being a function of a system 

comprised of energy and information flow…within the body and between ourselves and 

other entities” (p.26). This embodied, dynamic, and interactive understanding of mind 

stands apart from traditional perspectives of the mind as an object to possess (Clark, 

2010). 

Mindfulness (Practice) – is “the awareness that comes from systematically paying 

attention, on purpose, in the present moment, and non-judgmentally to whatever is closest 

to home in your experience: namely this very moment in which you are alive—pleasant, 

difficult, or not even on the radar screen—and to the body sensations, thoughts, and 

feelings that you may be experiencing in any moment” (Kabat-Zinn, 2002, p. 1). The 

practice of mindfulness often uses meditation tools and techniques applied in Western 

culture that are adapted from the Buddhist tradition. Mindfulness practices as applied in 

the West are the basic level of meditation and translate into “attentive presence” or 

paying attention (Depraz et al., 2003; Varela et al., 2016). 
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Resonance – a response to dissonance that is an embodied, dynamic mode of interaction, 

where we feel touched or moved, creating a psychological, social, and cognitive 

connection with the world (Rosa, 2018). Rosa (2018) suggested that resonance has an 

affective and transformative quality that can lead to progressive Self-awareness but is 

also unpredictable due to the temporal and dynamic nature of the iteration. The concept 

of resonance is not metaphorical; scholars often treat resonance as a constitutive dynamic 

in healing, memory, and relational attunement across fields of such as clinical therapy, 

psychology, and phenomenology (Jaiswal, 2025; Müller et al., 2023; Righetti, 2024). 

Self – a real and justified, complex, unfolding, referential process and a basic human 

action that is prone to conflicts born out of dualistic mindsets and hyper-orientation to 

external perceptions that result in an imbalance and struggle to integrate and co-emerge 

as a “whole,” “true” Self (Damasio, 2012; Damasio, 1999). Self is also an affective, 

open-ended, dynamically co-emerging, dialogical process—who we are in dialogue with 

becomes vital and revitalizing (Isaacs, 1999; Siegel, 2016; Taylor, 2022; Taylor, 1991). 

Being in dialogue with our Self is a primal essence of a thriving, complex self-organizing 

system (Maturana & Varela, 1991; Siegel, 2015). The Self is co-rising and -emerging, in 

our embodied experience, patterns, interactions, and environment and is generative, 

dynamic, constantly interacting with and becoming (Thompson, 2010; Varela et al., 

2016). 

Somatic – is concerned with the first-person living experience of the body. It is the 

subjective, living sense of being a body rather than having one (Sánchez Sánchez, 2023). 

Somatics, as a Western framework, is a practice-based approach to the subjective body 

that operationalizes awareness through movement, and sensing.  
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Preface 

 

At the heart of the research conducted for this dissertation is my own Self 

exploration. If there is any topic on which we would expect to be considered independent 

experts, it would be our own Self, and yet the opposite often feels true. I approach the 

study conducted for this dissertation as a humbled co-participant eager to illuminate my 

own enaction and learn from others as we engage in dialogue. We all have our own 

journeys, and the context of this research emerges from one of the darkest moments on 

my path.  

After my mother died in 2020, my grief was so profound I was initially diagnosed 

with depression. That diagnosis never resonated with me, because what I was feeling was 

not a deep, persistent sadness or disinterest (Li et al., 2021). I was experiencing an 

incongruity with the world as I understood it. Counselors, leaders, mentors, friends, 

family, and society at large—it seemed everyone had an opinion on how I should be, 

think, behave, and grieve. I was desperately trying to make sense of the Me emerging in a 

world that my mother no longer inhabited.  

If you take a moment to reflect, you may find, like me, that our lives have often 

been defined by the perceptions and opinions of others. Maturing in the 1980s and 1990s, 

I was exposed to conflicting social messages about what it meant to be a woman. On one 

hand, I was conditioned to diminutize my womanhood if I wanted to succeed, while also 

being exposed to hyper-sexualized femininity and extreme definitions of beauty as the 

social norm. The opinions and expectations were not just from anonymous social media; 

they often came from respected family or teachers. As a child, I was told I was too quiet 

and shy when I just enjoyed listening. I was told was I was too intelligent to enjoy 
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athletics or dance, but I did. As a young woman, I was told I was too intelligent and 

outspoken to care what others thought, yet I did. When I joined the military and excelled, 

some still only saw me as a woman and refused to recognize my service.  

As I got older, I fooled myself into thinking I had assumed some form of agentic 

independence. My decisions were my own and I had taken control. Then, adrift with 

grief, I recognized that my sense of agency and independence were a fabricated wrapping 

of social acceptance. I had just stopped pushing the boundaries and allowed others to 

create a normative fencing for my consciousness. I was almost 50 and not confident I 

even knew my Self.  

The research conducted for this dissertation represents a consent or permission to 

not only look inward, but also to listen and embrace what it is to enact Self honestly and 

truthfully. This heuristic inquiry is a learning journey for me, you as the reader, and the 

women who volunteered to share their experiences as co-researchers. My use of “we” 

throughout this body of work is intentional and indicative of the inter-relational nature of 

our dialogue (Harwood, 2005) and our commitment to this path, and is inclusive of 

myself, you as the reader, and eventually the co-researchers. This familiarity in no way 

should be considered generic, representative, or an attempt to distance myself from my 

ownership of the narrative (Wang et al., 2021). It is a natural mechanism that allows me 

to hold space for our mutuality.  

The beautiful emancipation I am finding through the research, in dialogue with 

others and my own reflection, is the idea that I am not bound by others’ perceptions of 

my Self or even to one Self but am continuously becoming and co-emerging with life 

around me. Varela (1987) famously referenced Antonio Machado’s poem in describing 
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the concept of enaction as “laying down a path in walking.” Though that phrase is a 

powerful metaphor, Machado’s #29 from Proverbs and Songs has become more than that 

singular reference or metaphor for me. In its entirety, there is a vital heartbeat it creates 

for both this research process and the broader understanding of the process of enacting 

Self this study illuminates. 

Walker, your footsteps  

are the road, and nothing more.  

Walker, there is no road,  

the road is made by walking.  

Walking you make the road,  

and turning to look behind  

you see the path you never  

again will step upon.  

Walker, there is no road,  

only foam trails on the sea. 

(Machado, 2004) 
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Chapter 1: Overview 

 

 

As a woman, I am compelled to see my Self1 through the lens of social and 

gender norms, mass and social media stereotypes, familial and professional expectations, 

even generative artificial intelligence categorization, all of which are grounded in the 

long-standing, predominantly male, dualistic, philosophical interpretations of humanity 

and life (Frasca et al., 2022; Paganini et al., 2023; Plaza-del-Arco et al., 2024; Rahmani 

Azad et al., 2023). Socially, we share conscious and unconscious preconceptions about 

women that define and perpetuate our relationships with others, career progressions, and 

how we see ourselves and enact2 Self (Eagly & Carli, 2007; Eagly & Revelle, 2022; 

Varela, 1976). Damasio (2012) asserts our Self exists as an ever-present affective, 

embodied3 process in our consciousness. He suggests that Self has two vantage points: 

Self-as-object (the process for constituting experience) and Self-as-knower (the process 

for reflecting and focusing on experiences). He claims the Self-as-knower is the more 

elusive, underdeveloped of the two processes, but when they are functioning together it is 

a “turning point” for our awareness4 (Damasio, 2012).  

Considering our understanding and expression of Self as an affective, open-ended, 

dynamically co-emerging, dialogical process, becoming aware of who we are in 

dialogue5 with becomes vital and revitalizing (Isaacs, 1999; Siegel, 2016; Taylor, 2022; 

Taylor, 1991). Being in dialogue with our Self is a primal essence of a thriving, complex 

self-organizing system in a post-modern, meta-modern world view (Maturana & Varela, 

 
1 See Definition of Key Terms, p. xx. 
2 Ibid, p. xviii. 
3 Ibid, p. xviii. 
4 Ibid, p. xvi. 
5 Ibid, p. xvi. 
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1991; Siegel, 2015). Growing in dialogue with and embracing our Self is a basic human 

action, but it requires a praxis with which many of us are struggling (Damasio, 2012; 

Depraz et al., 2003). Our personal discourse, it seems, has long been the result of an 

imbalanced dichotomy that could benefit from integration (Damasio, 2012; Damasio, 

1999; Varela et al., 2016). 

If we consider Self to be an integrated process, Damasio’s self-as-knower is our 

embodied mind,6 Self-as-object is our body, and the process of Self(ing) is living. This 

can be a considered an example of Gurdjieff’s “Law of Three,” which suggests that 

everything we experience is a synthesis or meeting of three different, often opposing, 

elemental forces (Seamon, 2020). I propose that this triad (Self-as-knower, Self-as-object, 

and the process of Self) serves as a constructive interaction, rather than an opposition, 

when in healthy balance. Similarly, Siegel (2016) discusses the trinity of human 

experience—(1) mind, (2) embodied brain, and (3) relationships (p.40)—to articulate the 

process of Self as a dynamic, interconnected, and social system and to reconcile how our 

minds seem to be key components of a complex system that exists both physically and 

affectively. Di Paolo and De Jaegher (2022) posited the triad of (1) doing, (2) knowing, 

and (3) being and considered the liminal ideas of sensemaking, agency or becoming, and 

engaging that emerge as we enact Self within the dynamic of doing, knowing and being. 

Each of these examples recognize the biological anchoring within the body as subject for 

the mind, spirit, or essence, and social or relational processes.  

In this dynamic of knowing, doing, and being, an equilibrium is expressed as Self 

that can also be understood through a holonic7 perspective (Wilber, 1995). These 

 
6 See Definition of Key Terms, p. xviii. 
7 Ibid. 
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integrated triadic frames of Self engage a whole-part relationship and dynamic synthesis 

which parallels a holonic system. Understanding Self as a holon allows us to 

simultaneously accept the autopoietic (self-organizing) nature of Self and its enaction that 

emphasizes autonomy (agency) and relationality (communion) (Maturana & Varela, 

1991; Varela et al., 2016; Wilber, 1997, 2000). If Self(ing) is considered to be a process, 

living and integrated, it is also animated by intrinsic tension between coherence and 

participation (Isaacs, 1999). As a whole, the Self asserts and preserves wholeness through 

agency and a drive to maintain its autonomy and integrity. As a part, the Self 

simultaneously thrives in and expresses communion. The Self has a drive for relational 

connection and participation in broader systems of meaning (De Jaegher & Di Paolo, 

2007). These integrated movements illustrate the dynamic of becoming. The Self 

maintains a coherence and attunes to relationship without disintegration (Koestler, 1967; 

Wilber, 1995). This suggests a relational ontology where Self enacts as both a whole of 

its own experience and a part of the social, cultural, and living systems from which it 

emerges. 

We have been conditioned to see ourselves as objects, more often prepared to 

speak than listen within. This constant projection of ideas, thoughts, and questions has led 

to our heightened inner silence (Isaacs, 1999). Our dependence on external feedback has 

atrophied our own inner dialogue and the bonded trust or confidence in that narrative. It 

is widely acknowledged that social context, network, and culture affects our sense of Self 

(Cooley, 1902; Gerber et al., 2018; Hogg et al., 2017; Hogg & Reid, 2006; Kitayama et 

al., 1997; Taylor & Hood, 2011; Trepte & Loy, 2017). In fact, it has been suggested that 

our general sensemaking and cognitive process may be shaped by the enculturation of 
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institutionalized biases, stereotypes, social injustice, and other social practices. Through 

our continued interaction with these shared practices, we engage in mindshaping to 

coordinate our social interaction and regulate the repercussions (Haslanger, 2019). 

Unchecked, these interactions with our environment continually shape our identity, 

esteem, and general perceptions of Self.  

The connection between our mind and body regulates our autobiographical 

memory, in other words, the stories we tell ourselves and the affective experiences we 

associate with them. We are biologically designed for intentional sensemaking. 

Intentionality is actually a preconscious process involving feelings and precognitive 

alertness in response to triggers, and movement into awareness (Freeman, 2000). If we 

are not deliberate in how we process our experiences, our body may take over and 

unwittingly hijack our biological meaning-making process, potentially distorting our own 

narrative (Damasio, 1999; Freeman, 2000). Not only is there a reliance on and bias 

toward these externalized perspectives, but we are conditioned to seek them out.  

Socio-economic-ethnic factors affect women across cultures. Its impact is the 

pursuit of scholars, advocates, and international organizations (Butler, 2009; Carastathis, 

2014; Collins et al., 2009). The assimilation of the Self through external influences is an 

accepted if not expected aspect of intellectual development and transformation (Ginsburg 

& Opper, 2016; Mezirow, 2000). We, women in particular, are taught to look outside-in. 

If we consider our own intentionality as a process of meaning-making, we must then be 

diluting our own “individual-ness” and “aboutness” when we cede to or assimilate with 

external influences on how we define ourselves (Freeman, 2000). Our understanding of 
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the dialogical Self is limited by our ability to acknowledge cultural constraints that bind it 

(Hermans et al., 1992, p. 29).  

The term “dialogue” originated from the combination of the Greek terms dia and 

logos, which means “through” and “words,” respectively. Ancient translations of logos 

have indicated it may have also been translated as “to gather together” or even 

“relationship” (Isaacs, 1999). Our relationships, interconnections, exchange of 

information, or energy (Siegel, 2016) contribute to the dialogic actions (Taylor, 1991) 

that have historically constituted (brought into awareness) our understanding of Self.  

Socially embedded, implicit gender biases create paradoxes that shape women’s 

lived experiences, leading to identity conflicts and psychological struggles that reinforce 

performative social norms (Ford & Harding, 2011; Guignon, 2004; Newman et al., 2014; 

Pullen & Vachhani, 2021; Qiu, 2023). These paradoxes emerge when societal 

expectations demand both authenticity and adherence to traditional gender roles, placing 

women in a performative double bind. Consequently, research indicates that women have 

historically been twice as likely as men to experience mental health issues such as 

depression, anxiety, panic attacks, post-traumatic stress disorder, and eating disorders, as 

they navigate these conflicting demands (Council on Minority Mental Health and Health 

Disparities, 2024; Yu, 2018).  

The tension between the internal sense of Self and the external reality shaped by 

social bias creates a deep incongruity in the living experiences8 of women. This 

incongruity is further compounded by a dualistic worldview, which separates our 

understanding of Self from imposed societal roles, fostering psychological distress. As a 

 
8 See Definition of Key Terms, p. xix. 
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result, women face paradoxical expectations that require them to perform “authenticity” 

while conforming to predefined norms, reinforcing systemic gendered pressures (Butler, 

2009; Taylor & Hood, 2011; Varga & Guignon, 2020).  

That modern women are frustrated, confused by, and tired of being pulled in 

multiple competing directions is not a secret. The challenge is that the pursuit of a 

“whole,” “true,” “authentic” Self can create an emotional state of dysphoria9 for 

women. Historically, we have been taught to look outside-in and compare ourselves to 

the world for our concept of Self, instead of looking inside-out! The more we realize our 

world is shaped by and for others, and the more we try to hold onto ideas for others and 

not ourselves, the more unstable that perspective becomes (Maturana & Varela, 1991; 

Varela et al., 2016). Research suggests that modern Western models and applications of 

development (Kegan, 2000; Kegan & Lahey, 2016; Torbert, 2004), leadership theory and 

practices (Marshall, 2007; Northouse, 2025; Strickland, 2011), and coaching practices, 

tools, or assessments (Garvey et al., 2021) are still primarily based on dualistic, 

patriarchal philosophies (Mathews, 2017). Consequently, when our living experiences do 

not consistently align with our Self, the dissonance10 creates a sense of “grasping” at a 

Self that is either not real, unattainable, or both (Varela et al., 2016).  

It is the living experience of women becoming aware as we enact our Self that I 

seek to explore in the study reported herein. Throughout history, a sense of Self has been 

the cornerstone of enlightened thought, the overwhelming majority of which has 

historically directed the reflective dialogue of Self to our external environment, creating a 

Self-as-object primacy and obvious dualistic thinking. I am not suggesting 

 
9 See Definition of Key Terms, p. xvii. 
10 Ibid. 
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epistemological approaches to Self are faulty, but that there is space to bring forth the 

Self-as-knower for a turning point in an understanding of Self as a holistic process. 

Statement of the Problem 

The problem addressed by this study is our lack of understanding of the living 

experience of women becoming aware as we enact Self. This study is not about personal 

issues with Self (dysfunctions of the Self or maladaptive behaviors), but about how we 

have traditionally looked at our relationships and dialogues with Self and consequently 

the praxis for dynamic co-emergence. Models, tools, and assessments have focused on 

epistemological questions of transformative outcomes, generalizability, and scalability 

(Carden et al., 2022; Kegan, 2000; Mezirow, 2000; Schön, 1992; Torbert, 2004) and not 

necessarily on the constitutive, ontological understanding of the individual generative 

dynamic of being, and therefore reinforce the Self-as-object bias. The complex adaptive 

process of Self is further inhibited by the tensions of our competing social narratives, the 

emergent nature of the world (in which everything is constantly in motion), the 

unreliability of our own intrapersonal narrator, and our inexperience engaging the Self-as-

knower perspective in reflexive dialogue (Archer, 2010; Damasio, 2012; Damasio, 1999; 

Isaacs, 1999; Maturana & Varela, 1991; Taylor, 2022; Taylor, 1991). We have long been 

conditioned to listen to everyone else and focus on our socially constructed Self-as-

object. Our focus on projecting our external Self has reduced our capacity for internal 

listening or simply paying attention to our inner voice, respecting or valuing awareness of 

a deeper Self, suspending or setting aside judgments, and voicing our feelings honestly 

with our Self (Isaacs, 1999). We have lost much of our competence and capacity to be in 
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dialogue with our living Self-as-knower and accepting or enacting our co-emerging, 

integrated Self. 

Being in dialogue with our Self is a primal essence of a thriving complex self-

organizing system (Maturana & Varela, 1991; Siegel, 2015). Growing in dialogue with 

and embracing our Self is a basic human action, but it does require a praxis with which 

many of us are struggling (Damasio, 2012; Depraz et al., 2003). Our personal discourse, 

it seems, has long been the result of an imbalanced dichotomy that could benefit from 

integration, which means paying more attention to (being more mindful of11) our Self and 

intentionally (pre-conscious alertness) reflecting on those feeling and experiences 

(Damasio, 2012; Damasio, 1999; Freeman, 2000; Varela et al., 2016). 

The concept of reflecting on our subjective experience and considering our own 

thinking and emotions is traditionally considered radical reflexivity (Taylor, 1991) 

because we are no longer simply considering our Self as an objective actor, but a living 

enactor. Gelter (2003) suggests our struggles with reflection are a combination of (1) 

stimulus processing overload, (2) genetic evolutionary conditioning to focus on what is 

immediately in front of us, and (3) behavioral conditioning to avoid negative (destructive 

or ambivalent) affective reflections, since we tend to only reflect when errors are made, 

and course corrections are needed. This suggests that subconsciously we may associate 

Self-reflection with the idea that something is wrong or broken in us rather than the idea 

of connecting and growing with our Self at a deeper level.  

Consider this further tension between our own perspective and the subject of the 

sense making, our Self (Mälkki, 2010). Frequently, practical attempts at mindfulness or 

 
11 See Definition of Key Terms, p. xix. 
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sensemaking for purposes of inner awareness are integrated into the broader epistemic 

treatment of transformation and development. Social constructionists often leverage what 

should be an emotional connection of inner connection and awareness to rationalize and 

associate transformation with mediated moments of crisis or dilemma in foundational 

theories of learning, leadership, and adult development (Kabat-Zinn, 2015; Kegan & 

Lahey, 2016; Mezirow, 2000; Torbert, 2004; Weick, 1995). Bound by dichotomous 

Cartesian thinking, these approaches to self-transformations have predominantly 

considered the epistemic questions of how a subject is rendered different from the 

original state, more specifically what the different and/or objectified other state achieved, 

as opposed to the process of living systems of being. The focus on rational aspects of 

reflection has underemphasized and underestimated the biological, affective dynamics 

integral to self-referential systems (Mälkki, 2010). Chapter 2 will further explicate the 

treatment of Self in adult and leader development theories. 

Minimal attention has been given to the relational dynamic of the co-emerging 

Self and living experiences. Despite centuries of scholarly attention and over a dozen 

different theories of consciousness, conscious experience remains an elusive mystery 

because cognitive sciences, including neuroscience, and psychology have all largely 

favored third party, quantitative data (Price & Barrell, 2012). Little qualitative research 

has explored concepts of enaction through the relational, constitutive, ontological lens as 

a phenomenology of Self. If Self is a complex, co-emergent, unfolding, self-referential 

process (Damasio, 2012; Depraz et al., 2003; Varela et al., 2016), a first person reflective 

perspective is essential to illuminating emotion, behavior, and physiological experiences 

(Price & Barrell, 2012).  
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The Mind-Body Split 

We live in socially embedded dissonance between our living being, mind, and 

experience marked by our grasping for an externalized Self, according to Varela et al. 

(2016). Western culture is dominated by historical dualistic worldviews reinforcing fixed 

perceptions of Self and reality. Descartes’ dualism primarily shaped Western thought and 

epistemology. In fact, the social constructivist concept of shared reality is grounded in a 

perception of duality—illustrated by Wittgenstein’s Gestalt “duck-rabbit” dual image—

two realities, both true but only one can be known at a time. It is this dualistic, subject-

object, logic that has led to a reliance on dichotomies such as subject/object, from/to, 

self/other, leader/follower, individual/organization, science/nature, emotion/rational, and 

mind/body found in many modern learning and leadership models. Furthermore, few of 

these dualities reflect or include the complexity and adaptive nature of biologic, human, 

living systems. 

The question of the mind-body relationship has a long history. The mind-body 

problem, introduced by Descartes in the 17th century, has been interpreted by Western 

scholars, scientists, and philosophers for the last four centuries. The essence of the 

problem is understanding the relation between the mind and the body, “or more precisely, 

whether mental phenomena are a subset of physical phenomena” (Sarıhan, 2017, p. 14). 

Cognitive scientists embraced this premise and attempted to rationalize the diminished 

value of experience to the point of denying the value of consciousness, i.e., our 

experience of Self (Jackendoff, 1987).  

In the Buddhist tradition and more Eastern view of the world, the tension between 

experiences and our ongoing failures to find Self is considered the root of human 
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suffering as we “grasp” for a grounded, Self-as-object, static, externalized Self when 

there is none, or none that matches expectations (Damasio, 2012; Varela et al., 2016). 

Varela (1976) suggested that our perspectives on the mind-body problem could be altered 

by changing the logic used to talk about dualities, changing the metaphors we use in 

scientific ideas, and changing cultural conceptions about transformative experiences and 

their accessibility and permissibility (Vörös & Bitbol, 2017). Shifting from a constructed 

to a constitutive ontology, transformative experiences of change emerge as living, 

dynamic, generative processes of being. The embodied alternative is to embrace our own 

“groundlessness”12 (Varela et al., 2016). Sensemaking is also groundless, not a bound 

process. Cognition13 is our sensemaking; we cognize “to enact a world of meaning” 

(Meling, 2021, p. 1). The concept of enaction acknowledges that neither we nor anything 

we may experience is bound, static, fixed, or grounded, but rather we are co-emerging, 

constantly becoming together, constituting an ever-emerging autopoietic14 Self with other 

(Varela et al., 2016).  

This idea of groundlessness can “create in us an existential quandary because we 

habitually experience things as if they...have an absolute ground, either in what we take 

to be the outside world or in what we take to be our Self” (Varela et al., 2016, p. xviii). 

Groundlessness is defined by an existential or paradigmatic shift in our ability to be open, 

compassionate, and interconnected with all beings (in/animate) and this challenges the 

objectivity of scientific thought that rules Western philosophy and sciences (Kuhn, 1962, 

1996; Siegel, 2016; Varela et al., 2016; Vörös & Bitbol, 2017). Groundlessness defined 

 
12 See Definition of Key Terms, p. xviii. 
13 Ibid, p. xvi. 
14 Ibid, p. xvi. 
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in this way introduces the concept of Self and cognition as a dynamic, interrelated, and 

generative process that is not based on a fixed, static foundation. This framing of Self 

allows for a methodological and paradigmatic shift of empirical investigation through 

living experiences (Meling, 2021).  

The holonic lens demonstrates how the mind-body problem can be reframed as a 

misrecognition of nested wholeness. Enacting Self suggests that each dimension of being 

is simultaneously containing and transcending parts (Di Paolo, 2021; Wilber, 2000). 

Holonic self-transcendence is a seen as a vertical dynamic and complements the concepts 

of groundlessness and embodied enaction as open-ended living experiences (Meling, 

2021; Varela et al., 2016; Wilber, 2000). In holonic terms (Wilber, 1995), the Self is not a 

static entity to resolve or define, but a dynamic whole, transcending and unfolding 

(including its earlier forms). This process resonates with the transcendence associated 

with embodied enaction (Varela et al., 2016). 

Enacting Embodied Self 

Varela (1976) suggested that the logic we use must be modified to address the 

mind-body dissonance we experience from the dynamic interaction of Self and 

experience. We must change the metaphors and the cultural conceptions about 

transformative experiences and their accessibility and permissibility (Vörös & Bitbol, 

2017). Throughout history, a sense of Self has been the cornerstone of enlightened 

thought. There are emerging pockets of relational ontological discourse, but most 

academic discourse has historically redirected dialogue of Self to our external 

environment, reinforcing a fixed Self-as-object primacy and dualistic thinking.  
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In the East, however, the culturally foundational philosopher, Confucius, focused 

on the Self as a fully relational being and creating harmony through inner reflection and 

outer virtue. Modern philosophers influenced by an Eastern mentality continue to expand 

this philosophy of integration and relatedness. Eastern philosophy has suggested a 

transcendence of Self, or “egolessness,” “emptiness,” or groundlessness where there is no 

Self, just our presence and acceptance in the present moment with a flow of energy as 

information (Hanh, 2020; Maturana & Varela, 1991; Siegel, 2016; Trungpa, 2002; Varela 

et al., 2016; Wilber, 1997). 

According to Goddard (1995, p. 808), “Western society has generally tri-

partitioned personhood into biophysical, psychological and spiritual components and then 

banished the spiritual dimension to relative obscurity while engaging in ongoing and 

contentious debates surrounding mind-body interactions.” There is a rise in the 21st 

century in “post-traditional spirituality” driven primarily by an interest in the individual 

and personal spiritual experience (Zaidman, 2022). Mindfulness entered the Western 

lexicon in 1979 when Jon Kabat-Zinn introduced alternative methods called 

“mindfulness-based-stress reduction” based on Buddhist meditation into a clinical 

program at University of Massachusetts Medical Center. Now Mindfulness is a part of a 

multi-disciplinary movement focused on the transcendence of the Self that has an Eastern 

influence with biological underpinnings calling out aspirations of “harmony, balance, 

flow, integration” and “being at one,” i.e., whole (Zaidman, 2022). Mindfulness and other 

non-traditional spiritual practices also draw on concepts of authenticity, inner wisdom, 

embodied harmony, and personal growth (Holm, 2022). 
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Mindfulness as a concept has gained popularity and acceptance as a practice, in 

part because people report feeling better (increased relaxation, lower levels of distress) 

engaging in it (Pepping et al., 2016). In recent years, mindfulness has even been 

welcomed into organizations as a tool to increase employee well-being and therefore 

productivity (Holm, 2022). The Buddhist term for mindfulness essentially means 

“attentive presence” or paying attention, so it is not surprising that empirical data shows 

positive benefits for lowering stress with the practice (Depraz et al., 2003; Kabat-Zinn, 

2015; Pepping et al., 2016). The concept of mindfulness has been clarified in Western 

practice as intentional attention to the present moment and focusing without judgment or 

assessment of the experience (Kabat-Zinn, 2015). In the Buddhist tradition, mindfulness 

practice—paying attention—is the first level of practice. The next level is meditation—a 

process of being aware (Depraz et al., 2003; Kabat-Zinn, 2015; Varela et al., 2016). 

Enaction is co-emergence where an “organism both initiates and is shaped by the 

environment” (Varela et al., 2016, p. 174). When we enact Self, we are co-emerging with 

everything around us to dynamically make meaning of our Self and our environment. 

Simply put, enaction can be seen as movement into context. Enaction occurs in two 

phases. The first phase is through mindfulness. Mindfulness is often portrayed as a 

skillset to be developed, but it is, rather, a foundational practice of unbinding or unfixing 

our mind from expected states while maintaining focus and awareness and relentlessly 

Self reflecting (Varela et al., 2016). In this heighted state of presence, the second phase of 

enaction can occur. The second phase is groundlessness—a biological process of being 

aware and in motion. Groundlessness is defined by an existential shift in our ability to be 

open, compassionate, and interconnected with all beings (in/animate) and to manifest 
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embodied mindfulness. In our embodied mindfulness, we are relaxing and opening our 

mind to a receptive space of becoming. Enaction emphasizes that our consciousness is 

rooted in embodied actions that co-emerge with the world and awaken the path of 

groundlessness (Depraz et al., 2003; Varela et al., 2016). 

The phases of enaction can be observed in many ways, such as through 

observation of enacting boundaries, affect, behaviors, and Self (Varela et al., 2016). 

There is limited qualitative research exploring the state of awareness called 

groundlessness, particularly as a relational dynamic of the phenomenology of Self. 

Phenomenological discourse has widely focused on self-as-other and externalized 

frameworks and epistemological questions of how a state of being/reality has transformed 

experience. Varela (1976) suggested that our perspectives on the mind-body problem 

could be altered by changing the logic used to talk about dualities, changing the 

metaphors we use in scientific ideas, and changing cultural conceptions about 

transformative experiences and their accessibility and permissibility (Vörös & Bitbol, 

2017).  

Purpose of the Study and Research Question 

The purpose of the study is to illuminate the living experience of women who 

sought a novel space of Self-discovery to better understand who they really are. We often 

think about who we are based on or in relationship to our society, culture, or history, and 

that can make it difficult for us to understand ourselves in a real or complete way. This 

journey of Self-exploration established a space of shared dialogue that was deeply 

personal and yet still contributed to building a bridge of knowledge around a fundamental 

understanding of co-emergence of Self. A vital outcome of this study is the potential 



40 
 

understanding of the core constitutive ontological elements within the experience and 

how those may nurture praxis. Research reveals a predisposition toward dualistic 

mindsets that have divided and imbalanced the Self, privileged the Self-as-object, created 

dissonance, and reinforced biased tools and assessments (Burri, 2018; Damasio, 2012; 

Mathews, 2017; Varela et al., 2016). In this study, I sought to further explore this topic 

through the following phenomenological research question: What is the living 

experience of women becoming aware as they enact Self?  

Meaningful Portrait Process 

All co-researchers participated in a meaningful portrait process15 (MPP), which is 

thus a shared experience of the co-researchers and constitutes the context for this study. 

A photographer created the MPP to bring participants on a journey of Self-discovery and 

yield an embodied visual essence of Self. The experience is rooted in the creative art of 

portraiture through photography and includes elements of mindfulness; interpersonal 

reflection; interviews with the participant, their friends and family; and somatic16 

restorative care practices. The past experiences of the participants are diverse, but all are 

struggling to align the explicit storytelling of Self, their living experiences, and how they 

feel implicitly. This represents the “grasping” tension of our dualistic mindsets seeking a 

grounded Self and experiential alignment (Varela et al., 2016). The portrait becomes a 

living meditation mandala of the enactment of Self, a proof of presence and essence 

(Brilliant, 1991; Freeland, 2007; Nuñez, 2009; Siegel, 2016). 

 
15 See Definition of Key Terms, p. xx. 
16 Ibid. 
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Statement of Potential Significance 

This research has the potential to have significance across three different 

dimensions: personal, practical, and academic. Personally, both the co-researchers and I 

will benefit from the deep reflection on our experiences and being in dialogue in a shared 

space. The phenomenon of becoming aware of enacting Self is an intensely personal, 

emotional, and revelatory experience. This study followed the qualitative, heuristic 

inquiry process, which is a form of collaborative phenomenological inquiry that nurtures 

rich dialogue among the primary researcher and the co-researchers that explores deep 

perceptions, beliefs, values, and emotions and often has a transformative impact on those 

involved (Moustakas, 1994; Sultan, 2019). Dialogue is a collaborative experience, “a way 

of thinking and reflecting together” (Isaacs, 1999, p. 9). This study provided a safe space 

for personal reflection regarding shared experiences and may, in itself, foster a deeper 

integration of Self and capacity for embodied praxis. 

The purpose of this study is to illuminate the living experience of women 

becoming aware as they enact Self. This research also has the potential to affect different 

areas of practice. Though the focus is on the phenomenological, through the women’s 

stories we learned about fresh actions or contextual markers that could be applied by 

others in their own journeys. This study could have an impact on tools and applications in 

practices such as: coaching, mindfulness practices, change experience, talent 

engagement, and leader development, especially for women and members of other 

marginalized communities. What is missing from the current models of leadership and 

authenticity is a social context frame that situates women in a space which permits self-

reflective authenticity and not socially projected authenticity (Ford & Harding, 2011). 
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Varela (1976) suggested that changing the logic used to talk about dualities, 

changing the metaphors used in scientific ideas, and changing cultural conceptions about 

transformative experiences and their accessibility and permissibility (Vörös & Bitbol, 

2017) are necessary to reconcile our understandings of a true “whole” Self (Damasio, 

2012). From an academic perspective, it is hoped that this study will nurture and co-

create shared dialogue (Isaacs, 1999) among multiple scholarly communities regarding: 

adult and leader development, the cognitive sciences, and the metaphysical/spiritual. 

Embracing Self through an unfolding of embodied action has the potential to be a daily 

participative dynamic interaction, releasing our reliance on dualistic thinking, 

frameworks, metaphors, language, and grounded realities that impede actualization of an 

integrated Self.  

This study is not an attempt to disprove theories of social construction on which 

leadership, learning, adult development, or the foundational models of sensemaking and 

transformation may rest, but to build unity in shared awareness, understanding, and/or 

coherence around the dynamic generative process of Self. I suggest that we consider how 

these theories and models might be enriched through integrating their epistemological 

questions into a broader holistic enactive dynamic conversation with/in a living, 

relational ontology. This study has the potential to continue to expand the philosophical 

dialogue on sensemaking and transformation, particularly with respect to adult/leader 

development for women, and to advance our understanding and approach to knowing, 

being, and doing as co-emerging processes in motion. Exploring a cultural shift in how 

we think about the dynamic of Self and living experience may affect our broader 

perceptions of authenticity and what it means to experience it. 
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Theoretical Foundations 

Historically, the cognitive sciences have both questioned the existence of 

consciousness and considered it lacking in value for research purposes, but in recent 

decades there has been a resurgence of interest (Damasio, 1999; Depraz et al., 2003; 

Jackendoff, 1987). Some functional-leaning cognitive scientists and neuroscientists apply 

a positivist mentality to isolate the process of Self or consciousness and believe it should 

be gender, experience, and culture agnostic (Mashour et al., 2020; Northoff et al., 2006; 

Safron, 2022). Cognitive scientists and neuroscientists who embrace embodied cognition 

tend to look at Self not as a thing to develop or achieve but rather a process (Damasio, 

2012), a synergy of embodied processes (Varela et al., 2016), a complex, autopoietic 

system (Maturana & Varela, 1991), or a pattern of processes creating a cluster 

(Gallagher, 2013).  

This study is built on affirmations of Self, consciousness, and the mind taken by 

scholars that follow the more multi-disciplinary metaphysical approaches of embodied 

cognition, incorporating cognitive sciences, neurobiology, affective sciences, philosophy, 

and Buddhism (Damasio, 2012; Depraz et al., 2003; Jackendoff, 1987; Siegel, 2016; 

Varela et al., 2016). A shared perspective amongst these scholars is the idea of body as a 

Self-organizing system that is co-emerging with the world to survive (nurture) and 

maintain homeostasis (integration, stability, and balance). If Self has historically been 

considered from outside-in, we must now consider how to approach creating dialogue 

that focuses on integrating Self inside-out and we are dynamically co-emerging. This 

study will address the individual experience level of analysis, while also acknowledging 

the relational dynamic with and embedded within the world around us. 
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Varela et al. (2016) suggest that “in reflection we find ourselves in a circle” and 

“we are in a world that seems to be there before reflection begins, but that world is not 

separate from us” (p. 3). The multiple phases of enaction suggest a fundamental 

circularity reifying the dynamic principles inherent within the disciplines and 

philosophies from which it draws and which can be visualized as holonic unfolding as the 

awareness moment transcends and simultaneously includes the last (Wilber,1995). 

Exploring the deep recursive nature of the interrelations of being, knowing, and doing is 

at the core of the second phase of enaction called groundlessness. The embodied action 

within groundlessness suggests a biological, constitutive, ontological approach to 

sensemaking and not a cognitive rationalization, as traditional approaches of social 

construction have described it (Di Paolo & Thompson, 2014; Di Paolo & De Jaegher, 

2022; Maiese, 2017; Mezirow, 2000).  

I designed a conceptual model to depict groundlessness. The model, shown in 

Figure 1, demonstrates the bound Self and the process of becoming aware which 

encompasses multiple elements in motion simultaneously and is based on the principles 

of enaction and self-organizing systems (Damasio, 2012; Depraz et al., 2003; Varela et 

al., 2016). The model depicts our embodied world on a horizontal plane. Our Self, bound 

in fixed awareness by the external forces and perspectives of experiences from the 

embodied world, is represented by a grey, static vertical plane with a recursive, fixed 

arrow indicating constant external forces, and awareness is in a fixed horizontal state.  
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Individuals who are able to transcend any element of the becoming aware epoché 

are moving closer to the experience groundlessness. The process of becoming aware, is 

represented by an epoché of three elements that are non-linear, recursive, and 

interdependent: (1) suspension of prejudices and mindsets from the embodied world, (2) 

redirection of focus from external perceptions to our internalized feelings, (3) letting go 

and embracing both our feelings and our experiences (Depraz et al., 2003). Suspension is 

reflected by the upward arrows indicating setting aside biases and expectations. 

Redirection is reflected by arrows directing away from external forces to Self. Letting go 

encompasses embracing the experiences and affective experiences of Self reflected in the 

interlocking open circles that represent our emergent feelings and experience. The arrows 

between each phase of becoming aware echo holonic movement of self-preservation, 

Figure 1 

Conceptual Framework: Groundless as a Process of Becoming Aware 
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communion, transcendence, and dissolution (Wilber, 1997, 2000). The balance of 

feelings and experiences in the enacted Self becomes a trusted “eye” or knower, in 

motion, co-emerging. As we explore in more depth our own feelings and experiences, we 

begin to find balance and the process of integration (Damasio, 2012) and this allows us to 

experience groundlessness as we enact Self. 

This conceptual framework is a synthesis of core elements of our understanding 

of enaction, awareness, and integration of a whole, true Self (Damasio, 2012; Depraz et 

al., 2003; Varela et al., 2016). This conceptual framework is not intended to represent a 

new theory or a model to be tested. My efforts are an attempt to provide a visualization of 

the common lexicon used for this study and a navigational tool for the dialogue within 

the phenomenological experiences. 

Bitbol and Siegel (2016) claim “subjectivity may just be the ‘prime’ of the mind,” 

the fundamental energy flow of the body (p. 33). The act of becoming aware is basic to 

human nature and has been approached through reflecting, reduction, or mindfulness, 

depending on the context (Depraz et al., 2003; Siegel, 2016; Varela et al., 2016). Siegel 

(2016) suggests that in our youth we cultivate the ESSENCE of our Self: (ES) emotional 

spark or intensity, (SE) social engagement, (N) power of novelty seeking, and (CE) 

creative exploration (p.10-11). These can erode as we mature but are vital in our 

adulthood and our ability to nurture a healthy Self and “learning to use the power of the 

adolescent mind” empowers learning into adulthood and changes our relationship with 

learning and change (Siegel, 2015, p. 13). This study will leverage this conceptual 

framework to explore the living experience of women who approach Self-discovery 

through a novel, creative, emotional, and social “push” of portrait photography. 
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Summary of Methodology 

I proposed a heuristic inquiry to illuminate the living experiences of women 

becoming aware as they embrace their Self. In this study, I was in dialogue with eight 

women who sought a novel space of Self-discovery to better understand who they really 

are. I selected co-researchers using purposive sampling from a cohort of female clients of 

a specific photographer, all of whom had completed a unique portrait session within a 

given period (within 12-24 months of their interview, preferably). I selected heuristic 

inquiry because it is a form of phenomenology that is designed specifically for exploring 

everyday human experience. It allows for autobiographical perspectives of the researcher 

and encourages creativity and embodied inquiry (Sultan, 2019). 

Potential co-researchers were solicited with the assistance and consent of the 

portrait photographer. All co-researchers were women over the age of 21. Attempts were 

made to maximize the diversity of the cohort with regard to age, race, education, and 

socio-economic background by having interested parties complete a short intake 

screening that gathered selected demographic data. I used a modified version of 

Seidman’s (2013) three-interview model and invited co-researchers to attend two 

interviews that lasted between 90 and 180 minutes each. I also used phenomenological 

interview methods, which included open-ended questions from Vermersch’s (2009) 

explicitation interview technique to explore consciousness, creating comfortable space, 

focusing on the subjective experience, and reinforcing the co-creative, collaborative 

nature of our dialogue (Farrell, 2020; Høffding & Martiny, 2016). Both interviews used a 

semi-structured protocol with a prepared interview question plan encouraging unique 

follow-up questions based on co-researchers’ responses. Rigor and trustworthiness of the 
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study were maintained through the detailed research plan and by applying heuristic 

inquiry evaluation strategies (e.g., thick description, member checking, peer debriefing, 

and reflexivity) aligned with traditional qualitative research trustworthiness criteria 

(credibility, transferability, dependability, confirmability) (Sultan, 2019). 

Limitations and Delimitations 

In this study, my co-researchers were adult women who sought a novel space of 

Self-discovery to better understand who they really were. There were two initial potential 

limitations identified based on the heuristic nature of this inquiry. First, the subjective 

nature of a heuristic inquiry can often limit generalizability of data (Sultan, 2019). The 

uniqueness of the co-researchers’ experience further limits potential generalizability, as 

there are few individuals who have participated in or experienced the MPP. This does not 

diminish the value of sharing these experiences. Indeed, this study deepens our 

understanding of individuals’ experience. Second, though indications were strong that I 

would have multiple volunteers to participate, the pool of potential co-researchers was 

not large and had limited diversity. This limited my study in two ways. First, there was 

minimal diversity among the co-researchers. Analysis provided in Chapter 4 will assess 

the impact of co-researcher diversity on the study. Second, not all of the volunteers were 

geographically co-located, requiring video interviews for some of the co-researchers. 

However, video interviews ultimately did not diminish the quality of the data collected. 

Though it is common in qualitative research, I did not label my own subjectivity 

as the researcher as a limitation for this study. As this is a heuristic inquiry, my 

subjectivity is a virtue (Sultan, 2019). That said, I needed to balance my input that is 

central to the methodology with the effect my experience, perspective, and values may 
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have on the research (Moustakas, 1990). I employed different strategies of reflection such 

as: ongoing Self-reflection (I preferred audio journaling); consistent reflexivity (noticing 

and documenting how or when my personal experiences shaped the research process); 

being transparent about my own autobiographical experience with the research topic; and 

involving co-researchers in some aspect of analysis of the data (Moustakas, 1990; Sultan, 

2019). 

Chapter Summary 

In this chapter, I explored a brief overview of the social, cultural, and 

philosophical influences that have historically shaped how women understand, interact 

with, and enact Self. Historically, the mind-body split that led to socially pervasive 

dualistic mindsets has created socio-cultural factors that leave us focused on the 

externalized Self or the Self-as-object to aid in sensemaking for the conscious mind.  

The result is an over-privileged Self-as-object and under-developed Self-as-knower that 

malnourishes our internalized voice and affective intuition (Damasio, 2012). This 

unhealthy imbalance can create tension and cognitive dissonance as we grasp for a sense 

of Self that either does not exist or is not attainable (Varela et al., 2016). 

Modern cognitive sciences embrace an affective, dialogic, biological, embodied 

understanding of Self and consciousness (Damasio, 1999; Isaacs, 1999; Maturana & 

Varela, 1991; Siegel, 2016; Varela et al., 2016). With this enactive understanding of Self 

as a natural process, dynamically in motion with everyone and everything around us, 

rather than a static thing or state of being, it may be possible to revitalize the natural 

balance within. Chapter 2 expands on the enactive approach to Self and how Self has 

been studied across disciplines. I will also consider the role of embodied mindfulness and 



50 
 

associated practices in reconciling the process of Self. As I explore practices that may 

nurture groundlessness in the process of becoming aware, I will specifically look at 

expanding our understanding of embodied arts including photography, specifically 

portraiture. Chapter 3 will describe the methodology utilized for this study, why it was 

selected, and the methods I employed in order to illuminate the living experience of 

women becoming aware as they enact Self. In Chapter 4, I will explain my findings, and 

in Chapter 5, I will share my reflections regarding the study, propose conclusions, and 

discuss implications and recommendations for future research.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

 

 

Most of us think of ourselves as thinking creatures that feel, 

but we are actually feeling creatures that think.  

– Jill Bolte Taylor, My Stroke of Insight 

 

In this chapter, I explore literature which was foundational for this study and new 

areas which I hope will be a springboard for understanding. For the purposes of this 

research, I will be considering literature that helps me to articulate a coherent position in 

the following three areas: 1) defining concepts of Self within the scope of this study; 2) 

advancing the enactive approach and relational ontologies as an approach to Self and 3) 

exploring embodied mindfulness, and practices which I will expand to embodied arts 

including photography. This chapter will provide contextualizing literature across 

disciplines serving to both frame the study and establish a shared understanding of the 

dialectic. The key terms defined in Chapter 1 may be reiterated or expanded upon in this 

chapter. While I have attempted to provide a thorough review of literature relevant to this 

study, the breadth and depth of literature associated with these topics precludes 

incorporating the full spectrum of scholars and theories that may be associated with these 

concepts or this study and influential in their field. 

To better understand generally how the concept of Self has been treated across 

disciplines, this literature review will initially provide an overview of the concept across 

different academic disciplines, focusing on psychology, adult learning, leader 

development, cognitive science, and neuroscience. This overview will help to explain 

how the treatment of Self historically has been influenced by and has reinforced a 

dichotomous worldview and how an enactive lens may expand or complement the 

existing perspective. Second, I will explore the enaction approach and how it might be 
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leveraged as an approach to Self. Enaction as a concept has been applied in many fields, 

including robotics and artificial intelligence (Dong et al., 2025; Pee et al., 2019; Vernon, 

2010). For this study, I will limit my discussion to applications in the social sciences.  

The scholarly discussion of enaction has splintered into different schools of 

thought. Generally, they can be identified as autopoietic, sensorimotor, and radical 

enaction. I will primarily focus on autopoietic enaction, as it is most closely aligned with 

the biological positioning of this research. I will provide a brief introduction to 

sensorimotor and radical enaction, but both are beyond the scope of this study and will 

not be addressed in detail. The literature review will examine both critiques of enaction 

and how it might expand non-dichotomous thinking through groundlessness. Finally, I 

will delve into the literature on embodied mindfulness and associated practices. This 

literature review will examine how the arts, specifically photography and portraiture, may 

complement mindfulness praxis. 

The concept of Self is a widely researched topic that has been examined through 

many different lenses. Searches in popular databases for “concept of Self” resulted in 

over three million results in ProQuest and over one million in JSTOR. A search for 

“enaction” in ProQuest brought up over 3000 results, and a search in JSTOR yielded over 

16,000. To identify content that was applicable to my study, I employed various 

advanced search attributes to narrow the scope of returns. For example, I limited the 

search to the abstract and title, limited my search to peer-reviewed journal articles and 

articles published no more than 10 years and sometimes as few as 5 years ago. Within the 

field of Self, for example, I searched for “Self,” “Consciousness,” and “women” 
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(ProQuest 152, JSTOR 3 results). I then reviewed the results to assess what articles might 

be applicable to the study.  

The nature and language of this enaction research is complex and ambiguous. To 

increase the scope of my literature review, I primarily applied both backward and forward 

snowballing techniques, which result in the identification of a broader range of relevant 

literature (Noy, 2008). Backward snowballing involves reviewing the references of 

source material to identify primary references that might be relevant to my research. 

Forward snowballing identifies new articles that cite the original source material in 

possibly relevant databases. The works of several seminal scholars drew me into this 

topic and served as source material for the snowballing technique (Damasio, 2012; 

Damasio, 1999; Isaacs, 1999; Maturana & Varela, 1991; Siegel, 2015, 2016; Varela, 

1976, 1987; Varela et al., 2016).  

To identify current enaction literature, I also searched through specialized peer 

reviewed journals such as Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, Constructivist 

Foundations (Constructivist.info), and the Constructivist E-Paper Archive (CEPA.info). 

The latter is a research tool/multidisciplinary database for peer reviewed, scholarly 

literature on topics such as autopoiesis, enaction, and cognitive sciences. The CEPA 

archive has almost 9000 publications and 5000 authors linked on these topics to facilitate 

directed research. I also used topic recommendation alerts in academia.edu based on the 

parameters of peer reviewed journals, within the last ten years, using the keywords 

enaction, embodied, consciousness, and Self. 
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Concepts of Self 

Over the course of the 20th and into the 21st century, conceptions of Self have 

been diverse and sometimes conflicting, yet historically have been fairly consistent in 

their privilege to context and knowledge relative to culture, history, or experience 

(Cooper & Burrell, 2015, p. xxiv; Gannon & Davies, 2007). The lack of a unified concept 

of Self is not just a theoretical puzzle, but a practical one that is rapidly becoming more 

pressing with the increasing awareness of cognition as an embodied and social or 

interactive process and not just an aspect of our brain (De Jaegher et al., 2010; Kyselo, 

2014). Research based on the embodied Self and biological foundations of Self and 

consciousness (Gallese, 2014; Legrand, 2006) is beginning to impact how we consider 

maladaptive presentations of Self and other disorders not as neurological disorders but as 

dysfunctional perceptions or sensorimotor issues (Kyselo, 2014). Embodied mindfulness 

has also entered the workplace, as organizations are increasingly open to utilize it due to 

its salutary effects on individual productivity (Holm, 2022). Despite advancements, the 

movement to embrace the embodied mind and a dynamic interconnected process of Self 

continues to have critics (Churchland, 2013; Churchland, 1983; Feinberg & Keenan, 

2005) that maintain the historically dualistic perspective that Self is just in the brain. 

Postmodern (primarily male) scholars have focused on the dichotomous, 

fragmented, or decentralized nature of Self (Lyotard, 1994); consciousness shaped by 

power and knowledge (Foucault) (McNay, 2013); deconstructed Self (Derrida) (Cooper 

& Burrell, 1988); and shifting individual dialogue from passive to agentic in 

organizations (Giddens, 2023). As scholars were decentralizing the social systems and 

creating space for a more natural or biological approach to individual growth (Buckley, 
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1968; Uhl-Bien et al., 2007; Varela, 1976), postmodern thought still clung to traditional 

dichotomous thinking through paradox (e.g., global village) and a social constructivist 

perspective that human activity is a reaction to or interpretation of the environment 

(Cooper & Burrell, 2015). Varela’s (1976) introduction of self-referential systems in 

complex adaptive systems (Buckley, 1968) was a precursor for the notion of complex 

adaptive leadership (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). Late and postmodern scholars began 

reorienting the dialogue of the individual from passive to agentic beings, actively in 

dialogue, shaping Self and organizations (Giddens, 2023; Isaacs, 1999). 

Critical theory continues to see the Self from an epistemological perspective, 

focusing on the reflexive relationship of knower and known (Kondrat, 1999), but begins 

to deconstruct social hierarchies and assign more agentic properties to Self, such as: 

Habermas’s expansion on Husserl’s lifeworld (Ashworth, 2003), the Self as a 

performative act (Butler, 2009; Gannon & Davies, 2007), or the disruption of linguistic 

binary constructs (Gannon & Davies, 2007, p. 67). Critical theory scholars questioned 

traditional concepts of male/female, emotional/rational, mind/body, order/chaos, 

goals/process, dualistic, whole, and attached/detached, which challenged the duality of 

traditional Western thought in an attempt to disrupt the hold this language had on our 

thoughts and identity (Gannon & Davies, 2007). To reframe the dualistic mindset, we 

must first change the language and metaphors (Varela, 1976). 

In Psychology 

 It may not come as a surprise that psychology has historically taken a more 

practical attitude to explaining Self, though through the years schools of psychology have 

diversified. Early American schools of psychology adopted a functional approach and 
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considered the development of Self a survival mechanism occurring in response to the 

environment (Damasio, 1999; LeDoux, 1998). Introspection was seen as “fallible” since 

emotions/feelings were simple biological reactions to environmental stimuli (LeDoux, 

1998; Siegel, 2016). Despite this stark interpretation, the idea of Self as a continuous 

evocation of experiences, thoughts, and feelings or “stream of consciousness” influenced 

much of 20th century thought as well as 21st century sociology (Damasio, 2012; Siegel, 

2016). 

In the 20th century, core concepts of Self emerged in both psychology and popular 

culture, influencing modern coaching and psychologically based tools and assessments. 

James (1958), Dewey (1938), and Mead (1934/2015) were among the first to consider 

Self from the duality of I and Me/Other. Though they each affirmed that the intent was 

not to create a dichotomy, ultimately their treatment reinforces the duality. As 

contemporaries, they informed each other’s understanding, but each had unique 

perspectives. Mead (1934/2015) believed our sense of Self was primarily derived through 

social interactions. Dewey (1938) saw our Self as something we could continuously 

advance through practical experiences, habits, and problem-solving. James (1958) 

highlighted the role of reflection in our ability to adapt and grow. His perspective of Self 

suggested it included the physical body, possessions, relationships, roles we play, and our 

beliefs, values, and ideas (Damasio, 2012; Damasio, 1999).  

Winnicott (2018) later suggested that internalized images of people, places, and 

experiences constitute our true Self, whereas a false Self was based on childhood 

fantasies we created of the same. Conversely, Jung (2020) believed we were born as a 

whole Self, that life experience, primarily childhood, damaged that psyche, and that only 
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deep reflection and self-actualization could work to make repairs. Rogers (1995) 

suggested a trinity of perspectives: Self -image (how you see your Self), your ideal Self 

(who you want to be), and Self-esteem (your valuing and acceptance of Self). Our well-

being and the alignment of all three are influenced by our perception of Self in relation to 

others. Skinner popularized the idea that the consequences of our actions drive future 

behavior, suggesting Self is a collection of learned behaviors (Delprato & Midgley, 

1992). This concept came to permeate not just psychology but learning and leadership 

development and become a cultural understanding (Delprato & Midgley, 1992; Varela et 

al., 2016).  

Though these reductionist approaches continue to be found in psychology, 

examples of more ontologically driven theories have emerged. The state of being and 

introspection are prioritized by existential psychology, which addresses our agentic role 

in meaning making, decisions, and living authentically (Koole et al., 2006; Koole et al., 

2019; May & Yalom, 2005; May, 1961), and critical psychology focuses on power 

dynamics and cultural relativism to a certain extent (Chirkov, 2009; Fox et al., 2009; 

Parker, 1999). The late 20th century and early 21st century have seen quantum principles 

applied across disciplines including psychology. Quantum theory is ontological in nature, 

as it is based on questions of nature, being, reality, and existence (Bohm, 2012). 

Principles of quantum physics affirm the role of consciousness and our individual 

choices, whereas interpretation through classical physics took a more deterministic view 

or at least considered our awareness or sense of Self as outside our control (Schwartz et 

al., 2005).  
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Quantum physics has also provided modeling frameworks that allow for cognitive 

states to simultaneously share properties, relations, or behaviors, in ways our traditional 

views did not provide for (Bruza et al., 2015; Pothos & Busemeyer, 2013; Schwartz et al., 

2005). Aerts (2014) suggested that we have traditionally considered macroscopic entities 

(people and any other object that can be seen) as bounded entities, as they occupy space 

and persist through time. Quantum physics provides conceptual models that might 

interpret human cognition and the generative dynamic of interrelated concepts that would 

unbind their fixed state. The behaviorist approach still common in psychology has 

traditionally attempted to deconstruct the concept of Self, but quantum theories seek to 

model the behavior of the system or process as a whole (Surov, 2021).  

Kabat-Zinn’s (2015) original study on mindfulness based stress reduction 

(MBSR) was intended to show physical and psychological benefits of the practice of 

mindfulness. Mindfulness is “the awareness that comes from systematically paying 

attention, on purpose, in the present moment, and non-judgmentally to whatever is closest 

to home in your experience: namely this very moment in which you are alive—pleasant, 

difficult, or not even on the radar screen—and to the body sensations, thoughts, and 

feelings that you may be experiencing in any moment” (Kabat-Zinn, 2002, p. 1). The 

Embodied Mind attempted to reconciled disparate perspectives of Self and cognition 

across cognitive sciences, religion (Buddhism specifically), and philosophy 

(phenomenology specifically) (Varela et al., 2016). 

In Adult Development and Learning 

Learning is a process-oriented activity. According to Fenwick (2000, p. 53), 

“Knowing and learning are defined as engaging in changing processes of human 
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activity.” However, how that learning is experienced and the effectiveness of the learning 

process are variable. The existence of tacit knowledge and reflection on the origin of that 

knowledge or the implications of that understanding have raised persistent 

epistemological questions. Fenwick (2000) suggested that learners “construct, through 

reflection, a personal understanding of relevant structures of meaning derived from his or 

her action in the world” (p. 248). 

Learning and adult development theories have evolved significantly over the 20th 

and 21st centuries. Most emphasize a level of reflection and critical thinking triggered by 

crises or dilemmas associated with personal growth, and consistently apply 

epistemological, dualistic approaches despite other differences. Piaget’s and Erikson’s 

are seminal models of development, each presenting stages of development rooted in 

early childhood and psychosocial development (Erikson, 1994; Huitt & Hummel, 2003). 

Both were ultimately criticized for a lack of consideration of gender or cultural diversity 

or individual developmental patterns. Despite criticism, both Erikson and Piaget 

considered individuals active learners, but saw learning as based on interactions with the 

environment, suggesting that it is through exploration and experimentation that we 

progress through stages of development (Erikson, 1994; Ginsburg & Opper, 2016; Huitt 

& Hummel, 2003; Knight, 2017). 

Mezirow’s (2000) transformational learning model is a seminal 21st century 

model of learning that centers on critical reflection on our assumptions or beliefs, 

typically triggered by a “disorienting dilemma.” The frame of reference which acts as a 

filter for our habits of mind and general perspective-taking requires dialogue with others 

to validate and refine our perspectives (Mezirow, 2000). Transformational learning 
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expands on sensemaking by adding the component of awareness of Self through tacit 

assumptions (Mezirow, 2000). This model depicts transformation as occurring through an 

epistemic shift and learning through a more rational cognitivist lens focusing on 

externalized context and results. Kegan (2000) suggests that information learning 

changes “what we know,” whereas transformational learning changes “how we know” 

(emphasis mine). There is limited research exploring the living experience of who is 

knowing as they become aware. Yet scholars acknowledge links between enacting Self, 

sense-making, and emergent transformative experiences (Di Paolo & De Jaegher, 2022; 

Maiese, 2017; Vörös & Bitbol, 2017). 

These concepts of transformation and development are based on long-standing 

functional assumptions that have reiterated a mind-body split in learning. This is an 

externalized understanding of transformation, but considering transformational learning 

through an enactive lens presents a more embodied and internalized conceptualization of 

how we might evolve on a biological level (Maiese, 2017). From an enactive perspective, 

transformation does not merely happen to us; we are both in and of the dynamic process 

which creates greater space for intentionality and sensemaking (Maiese, 2017). Embodied 

transformation occurring because of an enactive process results in a pronounced shift in 

consciousness, making us more open to new emotions, ideas, and habits and generally 

“changing the probability of a living being’s behavioral options” through reframed 

affective patterns (Maiese, 2017, p. 210). 

During the mid-20th century, there was an agentic movement toward Self-guided 

(Morris, 2019) and experiential learning (Morris, 2020), practical humanistic learning 

approaches that focused on the personal relevance of experiences, situated in time and 
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place, for individual development and the constituted Self as other (Kolb & Kolb, 2017; 

Morris, 2020). In the 1960s and ’70s, the geopolitical landscape of the civil rights and 

equal rights movements saw a push for a more humanistic, high-agentic approach to 

learning in self-directed models. Scholars suggested that it was the responsibility of the 

learner to take the initiative and identify their needs, and the outcomes of learning 

became the domain of the individual learner (Morris, 2019).  

Self-guided learning made way for experiential learning, a practical learning 

approach that focuses on firsthand, personal relevance of experiences, situated in time 

and place, for individual development (Morris, 2020). The application of Kolb's 

experiential learning theory has expanded across education and into industrial fields such 

as medicine and management and academic fields such as psychology. Despite its wide 

use, experiential learning still focuses on the development of skills and/or the constituted 

Self as an other (e.g., how to become a nurse or advanced leader, or an individual 

engaging in outdoor activities to build social skills/relationships) but does lend itself to 

wide interpretation (Kolb & Kolb, 2017; Morris, 2020). 

Fenwick (2000) explored five perspectives on experiential learning: 

constructivist, psychoanalytic, situated cognition, critical cultural theory, and enactivist, 

considering the context, the individual or Self, and the educator’s role. Fenwick (2000) 

points out that the sort of experiential learning derived from Kolb’s constructivist view 

does not adequately address the subjective desire to learn and experience. Sensemaking is 

an internalized element of learning and context should not be considered separately. The 

significance of learning in a “domain beyond consciousness” (Fenwick, 2000, p. 254) 

suggests that individuals should exhibit agentic behavior, even subconsciously. The 
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enactivist approach is relevant to both the individual Self and the context (Fenwick, 

2000). This co-emergence, as noted, is the balance of the self-organizing system growing 

in a stabilized, healthy, adaptive process.  

Learning and adult development continues to evolve with a more enactive 

perspective and co-emergent understanding. Wenger (2009) describes the four key 

components of his social theory of learning as: community, practice, meaning, and 

identity. These elements are so interconnected that he claims that any one of the elements 

could be interchanged with learning as the core and dynamically they would still support 

each other. Each of the components allows for an interpretation of a specific aspect of 

learning. Practice is learning by doing. This could become the repetition that Dewey 

(1938) warned could become uneducative in the wrong environment, but Wenger (1998) 

and Schön (1992) consider the shared experience and resources among practitioners 

imperative to our ultimate development of Self. Community is the concept of learning as 

belonging. In ever-evolving organizational structures, the competency to navigate and 

learn “the social configurations in which…our enterprises are defined” (Wenger, 2009, p. 

210) is critical to development. If meaning-making is learning by way of experience, then 

the ability to process and utilize the information collected from those experiences is 

critical for development. Wenger (1998) claims that meaning involves two key processes: 

participation and reification. Meaning making is not passive observation by the Self, but 

a dynamic and active engagement in the learning process.  

Mindset theory (Dweck, 2006; Dweck & Yeager, 2019) entered popular culture, 

in part, because of its novel and accessible approach to Self-perception, suggesting that 

our potential is far greater than we often imagine it to be, that we are held back primarily 
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by Self-imposed limitations. It continued to leverage dualistic, epistemological 

approaches to development. However, it represented a novel and emergent way of 

incorporating Self into developmental schemes. Despite the evolution of learning and 

adult development theories over the 20th and 21st centuries, most continue to consistently 

apply epistemological, dualistic frameworks despite other nuanced differences, and 

emphasize reflection and critical thinking triggered by crisis or dilemmas associated with 

personal growth (Erikson, 1994; Kegan & Lahey, 2016; Mälkki, 2010; Mezirow, 2000; 

Morris, 2019). Cetina (2014) suggested “in our cultures, human beings have long been 

seen as ‘thinkers,’ but what if we see them instead as processors of information?” (p.58). 

This shift in perspective moves reason from explicit to implicit, which in turn “frees our 

minds to be innovative” (Cetina, 2014, p. 58). According to Mezirow (2000), “as there 

are no fixed truths or totally definitive knowledge, and because circumstances change, the 

human condition may be best understood as a continuous effort to negotiate contested 

meanings” (p. 3). 

In Empirical Studies 

Studies which consider Self as a variable of adult development are focused on 

how an individual’s Self-awareness affects their performance as a leader. Quantitative 

studies often focus on the Self vs. “other” ratings of assessments popular in corporate 

environments (Bratton et al., 2011; Sala, 2003). Sala (2003) targeted leadership level as a 

contributing factor, while Bratton et al. (2011) measured the effects of over- and under- 

estimates of emotional intelligence. There has been at least one study which expanded the 

awareness question to the macro perspective and questioned the impact of leader self-

awareness on organizational change initiatives—results indicated a correlation between a 
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leader’s level of self-awareness and the success of an organization’s change initiative 

(Higgs & Rowland, 2010). 

Other studies consider Self from a personality trait perspective. Fletcher and 

Baldry (2000) conducted a quantitative study also using self- and other-rating but looking 

at personality measures to assess what personality traits might align with self-awareness 

or lack of awareness. Horowitz and van Eeden (2015) chose a qualitative approach, as 

they assessed the “‘being’ aspect of a leader” (p. 1) The study explored significant 

experiences which the authors believed awakened leaders to their self-reflection.  

Some researchers have regarded Self as a tool or a capability that could be 

leveraged or developed for improved performance. Interestingly, many of their studies 

are of military students (Harms et al., 2011; Olivares et al., 2007). Harms et al. (2011) 

conducted a quantitative study in which cadets were subjected to rigorous feedback, 

encouraged to reflect on it, and exposed to regular character assessments. The Olivares et 

al. (2007) study used mixed methods. Questionnaires were used to elicit personal 

accounts of leadership experiences, and they were analyzed for relationships among the 

variables.  

Other research outside the scope of leadership development has examined Self or 

Self-awareness and the role it may play from a biological perspective. Several studies 

were conducted in an effort to ascertain how aware or unaware an individual is of Self 

(Clare, 2002; Juengst et al., 2012; Ownsworth et al., 2007). The first is an interpretive-

phenomenological study of dementia patients (Clare, 2002) and the second is a 

quantitative study of 84 brain injury outpatients who were tracked over 12 months 

(Juengst et al., 2012). Ownsworth et al. (2007) mapped the “typologies of individuals 
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according to neuropsychological and psychological factors related to awareness deficits” 

(p. 129), whereas Clare (2002) wanted to represent unawareness as an “adaptive 

psychosocial response to contextual factors” as opposed to a neurobiological symptom (p. 

296). Clare (2002) and Ownsworth et al. (2007) concluded that environment and Self-

awareness were interrelated, but they also concluded that interrelated psychosocial or 

environmental context was a dominant contributing factor to awareness of Self, relying 

on a traditional mind/body dichotomous understanding of cognition. The studies also 

focused on those already struggling with a sense of Self and potentially more vulnerable 

to contextual influences.  

 In Cognitive Science and Neuroscience 

Cognitive science and neuroscience tend to look at Self not as a thing to develop 

or achieve but rather a process (Damasio, 2012), a synergy of embodied processes 

(Varela et al., 2016), a complex, self-organizing system (Maturana & Varela, 1991; 

Siegel, 2016), or a pattern of processes creating a cluster (Eisenberg et al., 2010; Lewis, 

2010) Though this research by design does not engage in the discourse of consciousness 

(per se), some cognitive scientists take a more metaphysical approach and may include 

perspectives on consciousness or the mind when discussing the Self (Damasio, 2012; 

Siegel, 2016; Varela et al., 2016). The act of becoming aware is basic to human nature 

and has been approached through reflecting, reduction, or mindfulness depending on the 

context (Depraz et al., 2003). 

As previously noted, Damasio (2012) affirms the Self as a real and justified 

process using the dichotomy: Self-as-object and Self-as- knower. He suggests the Self-

as-knower is an underdeveloped aspect and our reliance on the Self-as-object has made 
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for an unreliable internal narrator. This dichotomous approach to Self is mitigated when 

Damasio (2012) clarifies that the turning point for Self is when the two are stacked, 

creating an integrated process. Panksepp (2004) suggests that our sense of Self emerges 

through affective processes—emotions constitute energy that flows and drive Self-

knowledge (Damasio, 2012; Siegel, 2016). This constitutive, ontological approach to 

selfhood and identity reiterates the perspective of Siegel (2016) and Damasio (1999) that 

consciousness is dynamic, with parallel elements of affect, relationships, and 

embodiment contributing to the Self as a process.  

Focusing on a post-intentional concept that accepts that we are both being and 

becoming with intentionality, the way we are connected to the world suggests an enactive 

embodiment (Vagle, 2018). If traditional transcendental intentionality signifies a “direct 

connection consciousness,” transcendental horizons suggest a predetermined state of 

being and hermeneutical intentionality is interested in the essences of the being (Vagle, 

2018; Van Manen, 2016). Intentionality is not our judgment or constitution of an object 

but our bodily, noncognitive disposition in relation to and of the experience (Merleau-

Ponty, 2013). Merlau-Ponty (2013) suggested reflecting through the lens of an embodied 

understanding of perception and suggested that the intersubjectivity of experience brings 

us closer to consciousness. It is through reflection that the experience and intentionality 

become knowable (Van Manen, 2016). Understanding consciousness and one’s 

relationship with reality differently, intentionality in the hermeneutic tradition is “neither 

in consciousness nor in the world [but a] link people have to the world” (Vagle, 2018, p. 

28). Consciousness is the medium through which we affectively relate to experiences in 

the world.  
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Panksepp’s (2004) philosophy of Self is ontologically driven, as he is focused on 

the intrinsic processes which emerge as the fundamental basis of selfhood and identity. 

He views affective consciousness through a biological lens similar to origins of enaction 

which is based on autopoiesis, or the idea of biological self-organization, emergence, or 

dynamic reorganization to nurture living (Maturana & Varela, 1987, 1991; Varela et al., 

2016). His focus, however, is mostly on homeostasis, or our biological attempts to 

maintain a status quo through affective regulation.  

Panksepp (2004) attempted to provide a path for understanding the emergence of 

Self through affect in the processes of mind and mindfulness through common vernacular 

language applying a structured taxonomy (p. 50-52). He suggested that our sense of Self 

emerges through rich affective processing (Northoff et al., 2006; Panksepp, 2004). 

Similarly, Damasio (1999) argued that our emotions are the indicators of knowing Self, 

and Siegel (2016) maintained that our affective inter-relationship is a form of information 

or energy. Table 1 provides a detailed comparison of Damasio’s, Panksepp’s, and 

Siegel’s elements of consciousness.  
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Table 1 

Elements of Consciousness 

Damasio Panksepp Siegel 
Protoself – the brain’s 
primordial feelings 

Primordial self – primal 
emotional circuits 
constituting an affective 
schema 

Mind – information as energy 
flow 

Core self – unfolds information 
as images into actions with 
others 

Affective consciousness – 
is inherently inter-related and 
social and trigger the valence 
of affective experiences 

Relationships – sharing of 
energy and information 

Autobiographical self – self-
referential knowing pertaining to 
the past and the anticipated 
future 

Homeostatic process – 
biologically driven to detect 
imbalances and employ 
embodied sensory, 
perceptual or memories for 
sensemaking 

Embodied brain – relational 
aspect of the brain for energy 
and information flow for 
emergent human experience 

(Damasio, 2012; Panksepp, 2004; Siegel, 2016) 

Panksepp’s (2004) understanding of affective neuroscience and the role emotions 

play in our cognition and ultimately our behavior has implications for cognitive 

approaches to learning, development, and change. Whereas Jung (2020) saw childhood 

experiences as disruptive experiences to the psyche that we must ultimately learn to 

overcome, Siegel (2015) considers youth an affective, generative space of creative 

freedom that we can lose as our institutional learning enculturates us. In fact, this 

youthful ESSENCE is vital to ongoing learning in adulthood and to maintaining a healthy 

sense of Self (see Table 2). 
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Table 2 

Siegel’s ESSENCE of Adolescence: Four vital dimensions to cultivate Self 

ES 
Emotional 

Spark 

Honoring these important internal sensations that are more intense 
during adolescence but serve to create meaning and vitality throughout 
our lives. 

SE 
Social 

Engagement 
The important connections we have with others that support our journeys 
through life with meaningful, mutually rewarding relationships."  

N Novelty 
How we seek out and create new experiences that engage us fully, 
stimulating our senses, emotions, thinking, and bodies in new and 
challenging ways. 

CE 
Creative 

Exploration 
The creative thinking, abstract reasoning, and expanded consciousness 
create a gateway to seeing the world through new lenses.  

(Siegel, 2015, p. 11) 

This model is an example of how Self might emerge through groundlessnes as it 

is enacted from inside-out in an affective, dynamic, youthful (adolescent), energetic 

mindfulness. According to Siegel (2015), “Learning to use the power of the emerging 

adolescent mind well is as important for us as adolescents as is it is for us as adults” 

[emphasis mine] and “can help us have a positive experience as it [the mind] emerges 

during this period of intense change” (p. 13). 

Not unlike other cognitive neuroscientists such as Siegel, Maturana, Varela 

(neurobiology), and Panksepp (affective neuroscience), neurobiologist Walter Freeman 

(2000) adopted a multidisciplinary approach to understanding the mind, self, and 

consciousness as he drew from history, philosophy, and the cognitive neurosciences. 

Freeman considered the biology of Self, focusing largely on intentionality to deconstruct 

the determinism of traditional philosophical understanding. He suggested that 

intentionality is the “process by which meanings grow and operate” (p. 17) and “intention 

is the mechanism by which the potential organism is realized” (p. 28). Freeman affirmed 

the Self as a process to stretch and grow and argued that we use our physical 
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manifestation as a tool to push our own boundaries. Freeman noted that the word 

“internal” is derived from the Latin word tendere, which means both to stretch and, more 

importantly, to change (p. 26), reinforcing the vital nature of nurturing our Self-as-

knower, or internalized Self, to foster our autopoietic processing and manifest our 

symbolic representation. 

Freeman (2000) asserted that we are biologically designed for intentional 

sensemaking. Intentionality is actually a preconscious process involving feelings and 

precognitive alertness in response to triggers, and movement into awareness (Freeman, 

2000). If we are not deliberate in how we process our experiences, our own body may 

take over and unwittingly hijack our biological meaning-making process, potentially 

distorting our own narrative (Damasio, 1999; Freeman, 2000). Because intentionality 

precedes consciousness, it must also then precede our dichotomous and dualistic 

subject/object thinking. Similarly, he noted that Piaget’s early stages of psychomotor 

development had this suspended judgment, but as development advanced it was lost 

(Freeman, 2000; Huitt & Hummel, 2003); Isaacs (1999) suggested that despite the 

concept of dialogue being ancient, many of us no longer have the knowledge or 

understanding of what it means to build robust, healthy internal or interpersonal 

narratives. 

  Isaacs (1999) defined dialogue as a “shared inquiry, a way of thinking and 

reflecting together” (p. 9). Isaacs (1999) posited that dialogue is a collaborative 

channeling of our collective energy toward a common unified awareness and 

understanding, which he suggested has four core practices and principles that are needed 

and are depicted in Figure 2 below: (1) listening – actively paying attention, (2) 
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respecting – valuing others’ perspectives, (3) suspending – setting aside our own 

assumptions (at least temporarily), and (4) voicing – expressing our honest feelings and 

thoughts freely. These practices are interrelated with four principles: (1) participation – 

collaborative and active engagement in dialogue that encourages our capacity for 

listening and voicing; (2) cohering – unity through shared understanding, which is 

primarily reinforced by respecting and suspending; (3) awareness – consciousness of our 

feelings thought, and assumptions, which is needed for listening; and (4) unfolding – 

being open to new ideas and perspectives, fostering ongoing voicing and suspending 

(Isaacs, 1999). 

Figure 2 

Isaacs’ Practices and Principles of Dialogue 

 

Isaacs may refer to them as principles, but from a neurobiological perspective, awareness, 

cohering, unfolding, and participating are processes within the complex system or 

process of Self that can be seen in groundlessness. Isaacs’ principles align closely with 

Kabat-Zinn’s (2002) definition of mindfulness: 

Mindfulness is “the awareness that comes from systematically paying attention, 

on purpose, in the present moment, and non-judgmentally to whatever is closest to 
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home in your experience: namely this very moment in which you are alive—

pleasant, difficult, or not even on the radar screen—and to the body sensations, 

thoughts, and feelings that you may be experiencing in any moment. (p. 1) 

Depraz et al. (2003) suggested that becoming aware was a basic human act and is known 

by multiple aliases: reflecting (psychological), reduction (phenomenological), and 

mindfulness (Buddhist meditation). Embedding in the reflective act or becoming aware 

constitutes the cycle of epoché, which is accomplished by three phases: suspension, 

redirection, and letting go (see Figure 3).  

Figure 3 

Three Principle Phases of Epoché 

 
(Depraz et al., 2003) 

In the pursuit of Self, we must be willing and able to suspend our assumptions and 

prejudices. This speaks to reframing our reliance on dichotomous language, constructs, 

and our privileged Self-as-object (Damasio, 2012; Varela, 1976). In doing so, we hold 

space for redirecting our attention to our internal Self and the feelings and emotions that 

reinforce the Self-as-knower (Damasio, 2012). This fundamental shift in attention is not 

as easy as flipping a switch. Depraz et al. (2003) described it as accepting and listening or 

moving from “looking for something” to “letting something come to you” or “be 
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revealed” (p. 31). The inherent challenge is to be comfortable in our own inner silence 

and not grasp at the first thing that emerges. As Freeman (2000) warned, without 

intentionality, our emotions can overtake our internal narrative. So you must change not 

only the direction of attention but the quality of attention as well (Depraz et al., 2003). 

Our redirection then gives way to our letting go or accepting of our Self as we nurture an 

integrated balance of our feelings and experiences (Depraz et al., 2003). 

Some neuroscientists and philosophers have argued that consciousness is nothing 

more than neural states and posit a reductionist view of the pursuit of cognitive 

understanding or Self, as it will have no place in scientific understanding with advances 

in neuroscience (Sarıhan, 2017). Attempts to empirically test these reductionist 

perspectives have been inconclusive, primarily because the current questions about the 

nature of mind/body and cognition relationships are philosophical rather than 

scientifically motivated (Gallagher, 2017; Sarıhan, 2017).  

Enaction as an Approach to Self 

The enactive approach suggests that “the human mind emerges from self-

organizing processes that tightly interconnect the brain, body, and environment at 

multiple levels” (Thompson, 2010, p. 37). This relational, agentic approach to reality also 

impacts our interpretation of sensemaking and its purpose. The concept of enaction 

suggests an ontological approach to sensemaking and not a cognitive rationalization, as 

the more traditional constructivist approach has described (Di Paolo & Thompson, 2014; 

Di Paolo & De Jaegher, 2022; Maiese, 2017; Mezirow, 2000). Table 3 shows the five 

core concepts of enaction. Over the last 30 years, the focus has primarily been on the 

practice of mindfulness within enaction. The concept of enaction is suggested as a 
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paradigmatic shift from an understanding of cognition as sensemaking to cognizing 

significance through enaction (Meling, 2021). In The Embodied Mind, Varela et al. 

(2016) attempted to unite ideas across the disciplines of cognitive science, Buddhism, and 

phenomenology with core concepts of enaction. 

Table 3 

Five Core Ideas of Enaction 

Core Concept Description 

1. Autonomy 
Living beings are autonomous agents that actively generate and maintain 
themselves, and also enact or bring forth their own cognitive domain 

2. Embodiment 

The nervous system is an autonomous and dynamic system. It actively 
generates and maintains its own coherent and meaningful patterns of 
activity, does not process information in a computationalist sense, but 
creates meaning 

3. Sensemaking 
Cognitive structures and process emerge from recurrent sensorimotor 
patterns of perception and action. There is continuous interaction be an 
organism and the environment; it is a dynamic and mutual relationship. 

4. Co-emergence 
A cognitive being’s world is not a prespecified, external realm, 
represented internally by its brain, but a relational domain enacted by that 
being’s agency and mode of coupling with the environment 

5. Experience 
Experience is central to any understanding of the mind and needs to be 
investigated in a careful phenomenological manner. 

(Thompson, 2010; Varela et al., 2016) 

The enactive approach contradicts the traditional perceptions of reality as 

something to be defined and suggests individuals bring forth the world and reality, 

emerging and growing with it. As a relational, agentic approach to reality, it also impacts 

our interpretation of sensemaking and its purpose. Enaction suggests an ontological 

approach to sensemaking and not a cognitive rationalization as the more traditional 

constructivist approach has described (Di Paolo & Thompson, 2014; Di Paolo & De 

Jaegher, 2022; Maiese, 2017; Mezirow, 2000). Though allowing for more affective 

elements of sensemaking, Weick (1995) ultimately saw sensemaking epistemologically 
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“as a mindset to focus on process” for outcomes (p. 13). Outcomes may not be an 

uncommon motivation for some; regardless, the experience is ultimately rooted in human 

nature and our ability to connect and identify what matters (Di Paolo & De Jaegher, 

2022). 

Philosophical Underpinnings 

The original intent of enaction was a conceptual and philosophical call to action 

to change our way of thinking (Varela, 1976). Yet the novel elements of enaction are 

often diluted or overlooked to the point of relegation to a naturalized epistemology 

(Vörös & Bitbol, 2017). The novel aspect of the enaction conceptual model is its shift in 

approach to science and knowledge, integrating epistemology, ontology, and ethics 

(Varela et al., 2016; Vörös & Bitbol, 2017). The social constructivist theories of learning, 

adult development, or leadership, or the foundational models of sensemaking and 

transformation, may be enriched through integrating their epistemological questions into 

a broader holistic enactive dynamic conversation and relational ontology. Through first 

person living experiences of enacting Self, we hold space for the irreducible individual 

experience of Self and becoming as we emerge with the world around us.  

The concept of enaction suggests an ontological approach to sensemaking and not 

a cognitive rationalization as the traditional constructivist approach has described (Di 

Paolo & Thompson, 2014; Di Paolo & De Jaegher, 2022; Maiese, 2017; Mezirow, 2000). 

This biological view of sensemaking as an essential part of our being, rather than just a 

mental process or rationalization, enables us to embrace the essence of our existence and 

our intrinsic, inseparable connection with the world. According to Varela et al. (2016), 

“in reflection we find ourselves in a circle: we are in a world that seems to be there before 
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reflection begins, but that world is not separate from us” (p. 3). This suggests a 

fundamental circularity reifying the dynamic principles inherent within the Self and the 

deeply recursive nature of the interrelations of being, knowing, and doing. Enaction 

provides a path of mindful awareness, while acknowledging emotional and mental rigor. 

The generative dynamic of enaction is an interaction of knowing, being, and doing (Di 

Paolo & De Jaegher, 2022; Maiese, 2017; Varela et al., 2016). 

Non-dichotomous Mindsets 

Varela et al. (2016) suggested that a false sense of Self begins with a living body 

having dualistic senses which have been developed through our external perceptions 

(Self-as-object) of the world and then judged (deemed) good/bad, right/wrong, or 

valuable/worthless. If enaction is our movement of becoming, the first phase in enacting 

Self is paying attention to our Self, or mindfulness. The practice of mindfulness helps to 

suspend our Self-judging perceptions and start to redirect our attention inward (Depraz et 

al., 2003). This creates space for the second phase of enaction, being aware of Self. The 

heightened awareness of our being in this phase of enaction is called groundlessness. 

Emptiness or groundlessness here relates to not being bound to a fixed or finite 

state of being, and therefore freely becoming (Varela et al., 2016). Phrases such as 

emptiness or groundlessness can be unsettling at first, as they may appear to suggest a 

lack of existence, but in fact they are closely aligned with philosophies of Self derived 

from understandings of modern quantum theories of entanglement (our essence is 

indefinite and always interrelated with others and our context regardless of how far apart 

they may become/appear) and superposition (our being exists in multiple states 

simultaneously) (Bohm, 2005, 2012). When applying these concepts to Self, awareness, 
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and development, there is an agentic, emancipatory quality to the perception that we are 

not limited to a predefined, linear continuum of growth. Bohm (2005) proposed the 

implicate order, a vision of reality which seems to indicate that consciousness or Self is 

distributed—non-localized—and that Self is dynamic and interconnected, not static. 

Relational ontologies are based on the idea of intra-connected Self, constituted in the co-

emergence of actions with other things (Barad, 2003; Barad, 2014). This more ephemeral, 

relational, and temporal understanding of Self is further expanded to the universe by 

other scholars who posit that the universe also has a distributed consciousness which is 

interrelated to our consciousness or Self (Bohm, 2012; Clayton, 2004; Tamdgidi, 2020; 

Varela et al., 2016; Zohar & Marshall, 1990). 

Enaction Theorizing 

 When enaction was introduced as a concept, scholars of the time (with few 

exceptions) had “virtually nothing to say about what it means to be human in everyday, 

lived situations” (Varela et al., 2016, p. lxi). Over the last almost four decades, the 

concept of enaction has amplified discussion of human nature and the nature of cognition 

across the cognitive and neuroscience communities and has broadened the discussion to 

include embodied cognition, social perception, dynamic interaction, emotion, and 

consciousness (Cuffari et al., 2015; Torrance, 2005; Velmans, 2007). Since enaction’s 

introduction in the early 1990s, there are three generally recognized groups in enaction 

theorizing: autopoiesis, sensorimotor, and radical enaction. Each group of enaction 

scholars can be further classified by areas of discussion or specialty. As previously 

indicated, I will provide only brief summaries of sensorimotor or radical enaction, as they 

are not material to this study.  
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 Sensorimotor enaction gives less attention to most of the tenets of enaction and 

emphasizes the role of perception in cognition. Scholars suggest we enact perception by 

interacting with the world (Ward et al., 2017). Sensorimotor enaction has explored the 

habits and patterns of our activities or behaviors while affirming a strong platform for 

autonomy (Barandiaran, 2017; O’Regan et al., 2005; Ryan & Cohen, 2001). Attempts to 

predict cognition are increasing in cognitive sciences. If perception and cognition are a 

dynamic interactive process of inputs (sensory) and outputs (behaviors/actions), scholars 

believe they may be able to predict cognition based on both past experiences and current 

actions (Allen & Friston, 2018). 

 Radical enaction, also referred to as radical enactive cognition, does not align 

with the more biological aspects of enaction. Radical enaction claims to be attempting to 

improve and unite the enactive camps by eliminating the representational elements or 

remnants of traditional constructivist theories from the approach (Ward et al., 2017). 

Radical enaction rejects the enactive construct of cognition that is situated as a relational 

embodied process within our environment and also in need of internalized manipulation, 

and suggests no mental representation or content is needed (Silva et al., 2015). Our 

enaction and cognition are solely derived from our interactions with Self and the living 

world. 

Autopoietic enaction, or autopoiesis, can be seen as the process or “mechanism 

that makes living beings autonomous systems” (Maturana & Varela, 1987). In other 

words, living beings are self-organizing, self-creating systems. Two decades before The 

Embodied Mind, in 1972, Maturana and Varela proposed this biological process of 

cognition that suggested that all living organisms are self-organizing or autopoietic. This 
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tenet of autonomy and agentic self-referencing would become a cornerstone of enaction, 

though autopoiesis is not explicitly mentioned in the original edition of The Embodied 

Mind. However, it is explicitly described through the concepts of enaction and 

autopoiesis addressed in later publications (Torrance, 2005; Varela et al., 2016). This 

strand of enaction focuses on the biological dynamic of cognition “which seems to imply 

a view of nature as the metaphysical ground of the conscious mind” (Pace Giannotta, 

2021, p. 209).  

In fact, autopoietic enaction affirms the co-emergent tenet of enaction which 

suggests that the mind and the world do not exist independently of each other. Rather, the 

mind and world are empty by nature or present and co-emerging together (Pace 

Giannotta, 2021; Varela et al., 2016). Autopoietic enaction theorizing has focused on 

building frameworks for autonomy and sensemaking or participatory sensemaking (De 

Jaegher & Di Paolo, 2007, 2008; Di Paolo, 2005; Di Paolo & De Jaegher, 2022) and 

interactive, social, or relational ontology (Gallagher, 2013; Gallagher & Lindgren, 2015; 

Kyselo, 2014). As a scholarly community, autopoietic enactive theorists have advanced 

concepts of agency and the dialectic of knowing and being, suggesting that our living 

experiences (being) and our search for or processing of experiences (knowing) are always 

intertwined (Bitbol, 2007; Di Paolo, 2005, 2021; Vörös & Bitbol, 2017). Theories 

encompassing enaction and embodied mindfulness have advanced concepts such as 

embodied movement (Leyva, 2022), embodied learning (Aguayo et al., 2023), mood as 

an embodied action (Manley, 2009), enacting a moral Self (Weichold, 2017), broader 

concepts of embodied cognition theory (Borghi & Caruana, 2015), and 

metarepresentational consciousness (Cleeremans et al., 2020). 
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Empirical Studies of Enaction  

Many studies of enaction focus on the areas of artificial intelligence (Sandini et 

al., 2007), Bayesian/sensory perception (Colditz, 2020), perception (Lutz et al., 2002), 

participatory sensemaking (Davis et al., 2016), embodied knowing and transformational 

learning through narrative inquiry (Burnett, 2017), neuroimaging of consciousness 

(Roberts et al., 2022), and embodied enaction computational frameworks (Allen & 

Friston, 2018). Scholars have considered the phenomenological experience of awareness 

through the agency of introspection (SØrensen, 2005) and self-awareness in the context 

of maladaptive psychological and physiological trauma (Cooper & Fairburn, 1987). 

There is limited research on the general concept of enaction related to Self and 

consciousness. The qualitative research conducted so far shows many researchers’ 

modeling of concepts of enaction in their research (Demšar, 2017). Focusing on our 

individual consciousness and exploring new concepts of understanding our existence 

through the concept of enaction provide opportunities for novel and innovative inquiries. 

Kyselo applied enaction to Self in the cases of understanding the maladaptive 

neurological syndromes of lock-in-syndrome, a condition involving complete paralysis of 

voluntary muscles (2013), and schizophrenia (2015). In both cases, she suggested that 

current approaches to understanding these conditions were inherently dehumanizing and 

did not consider the autonomous and social nature (Thompson, 2010) of the Self. She 

proposed integrating more first-person perspectives and emphasizing embodied, social 

interactions to process the nature of the conditions. 

Some attempts have been made to clarify the dynamic nature of the enactive 

phenomena or sub-systems within the process of Self. Manley (2009) explored the 
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embodied interactions of affective phenomena (mood) and Self. After all participants 

acknowledged embodied affective experiences, Manley concluded that a dynamic 

interaction existed between affect and cognition (Damasio, 2012; Freeman, 2000; 

Panksepp, 2004). Our learning is both individual and social (Damasio, 2012; Isaacs, 

1999; Maturana & Varela, 1991). Finally, our affect has valence and influences our 

interactions (Panksepp, 2004) and our emotional vulnerability for awareness (Depraz et 

al., 2003). 

 Power (2011) explored our biological, affective, and perceptual elements of 

sensemaking, which she suggested were dynamic, nonlinear, and present-moment 

processes. Power concluded that present-moment sensemaking emerged from self-

organizing (autopoiesis) (Varela et al., 2016), decision making, and embodied wisdom. 

Embodied wisdom, depicted in Figure 4 below, is defined as the sensemaking capabilities 

manifested through our physical sensorimotor expressions that are inherently embedded 

in our environment’s psycho-social and cultural context (Power, 2011). This defined 

decision making by its creative, novel, and social tendencies (ESSENCE) (Siegel, 2015) 

and embodied wisdom as an inner knowing (Damasio, 2012) or pre-sensing (Freeman, 

2000). 
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Figure 4 

Embodied Wisdom 

 
(Power, 2011, p. 207) 

 Enaction is movement into context, and studies have explored enacting Self and 

its co-emergence in assorted contexts (Varela et al., 2016). Koya et al. (2016) conducted 

a mixed methods study to explore the relationship between the embodied, behavioral, and 

social aspects of leadership. The study affirmed the enactive dynamic demonstrative 

physiological results and phenomenological correlations with the social and affective 

environment within the workplace. Similarly, Gesbert et al. (2017) applied the enactive 

approach to looking at the embodied Self in the context of a team dynamic and the 

influence of collective, competitive behavior on enacting Self. Though Gesbert’s (2017) 

approach borders on participatory sensemaking in enaction, despite the focus on the 

social context, the agentic and autonomous nature of the embodied mind was reinforced 

(Di Paolo & De Jaegher, 2022). Zorn (2011) proposed reframing educational 

responsibilities, ethics, and justice through an embodied, enactive lens which she 

suggested would mitigate the imposter syndrome, increase participatory sensemaking, 

and redefine affective behaviors and social habits. Zorn demonstrates how individual 

enactment may influence the social context or environment collectively. 
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 Though each of these studies were novel, they shared common commitments to 

the dynamic concepts of enaction. By exploring embodied understanding of knowing, 

being, and doing (Di Paolo & De Jaegher, 2022), each study demonstrated value in 

defining Self as an affective, open-ended, dynamically co-emerging, dialogical process 

(Isaacs, 1999; Siegel, 2016; Taylor, 2022; Taylor, 1991). The qualitative research 

focusing on the enaction of Self emphasizes the contribution this study may provide to 

the enaction community dialogue. 

Critique of Enaction 

Most of the critique of enaction comes from within the cognitive science 

community itself and often is from scholars who advocate for enaction as an approach to 

consciousness in general but are theorizing to advance the concept and/or debate the 

nuances of theorizing. Enaction attempts to reject or mitigate modern tendencies such as 

dualism, determinism, and reductionism, but the philosophical and methodological 

approach often differs by scholar (De Jesus, 2023). One of the most prominent critiques 

of enaction is of its inherent ambiguity and complexity (Nesi et al., 2024). Clarity and 

rethinking the explication of enactive principles and concepts has been suggested to bring 

cohesiveness to the community (Gallagher, 2017). Scholars and proponents of enaction 

acknowledge that despite its philosophical/theoretical influences, one of the most 

significant reasons enaction has not gained more notable integration into public discourse 

is the general lack of details or guidelines to build methodologies (Kordeš, 2017; Kordeš 

& Demšar, 2023). Eastern principles of meditation prominently contributed to The 

Embodied Mind but were not prescribed as a solution to enaction’s embodied 

mindfulness (Varela et al., 2016).  
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A commentary, not necessarily a critique, on the nature of enactive practice and 

methods suggests that cognitive scientists interested in enaction bear a responsibility for 

explaining the nature of consciousness as enaction by applying and modeling enacting 

concepts in their own scientific pursuits (Demšar, 2017). As an example, Arandia and Di 

Paolo (2021) proposed an alternative to the traditional dualistic placebo empirical model 

based on embodied enactive processes of sensemaking, agency, and autonomy. Similarly, 

my intent is for this research to embody the principles of enaction. 

Early critique of enaction came from scholars who still saw the mind or 

consciousness as an information processor (Fodor, 1983). As radical enaction has 

emerged and pushed a more strident embodied, non-representational position, other 

scholars have attempted to clarify their position (Hutto, 2005; Shani, 2021). Critiques of 

these representational theories suggest that they fail to fully acknowledge the embodied 

first-person nature of consciousness (Zahavi, 2021). Some scholars have argued that 

enaction may focus too heavily on embodiment/interaction and not give enough attention 

to cognitive processes and internal representations (Colombetti, 2010; Gallagher, 2023). 

Kyselo (2014) suggested that the role of social interaction is too ambiguous and threatens 

agency/autonomy in enactive concepts like participatory sense-making (Cuffari et al., 

2015; De Jaegher & Di Paolo, 2007). It has been noted that there exists a coupling-

constitution fallacy, and scholars warn we may inadvertently conflate causal objects or 

processes in our inter-relational process of Self which creates the potential to move from 

interaction to inclusion (Clark, 2010). 
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Moving into Groundlessness 

What is unique to enaction is that it called out the foundational mindset in which 

modern science was mired by highlighting the need for “an ultimate ground, whether in 

the Self or in the world” (Meling, 2021, p. 2). The alternative posited by enaction is 

groundlessness. In a framework of co-emergence and embodied sensemaking, it then 

demands Self, cognition, and the living world all must be simultaneously groundless (De 

Jaegher & Di Paolo, 2007; Meling, 2021; Thompson, 2010).  

Moving into a space of groundlessness can be challenging. We are meant to 

experience a “world without foundations” (Varela et al., 2016, p. 218). Sometimes we are 

stuck and moving into this space can be difficult, especially if the perceptions of a false 

Self are being reiterated externally. Sometimes moving into awareness requires a little 

push, or a jump start (Depraz et al., 2003). The classic scenario we are familiar with is the 

crisis/dilemma from transformational learning and adult development (Kegan & Lahey, 

2016; Mezirow, 2000), but this model also comes with potential reflection inhibitions 

(Gelter, 2003). The push could also be an “aesthetic surprise,” something that has a 

positive affective impact. The push could be a result of being in dialogue with or having 

someone coach or role model the behavior, or you actively practicing deep reflection 

(though this is notably harder). We can be encouraged to suspend our judgments and 

redirect our attention inward by any one, or combination of these energy generating 

events that move us closer to our own awareness of being (Depraz et al., 2003).  

Groundlessness suggests a generative process of being aware. Through this 

process, we nurture embodied reconciliation of our innermost feelings of Self and living 

experience (Damasio, 2012; Meling, 2021; Varela et al., 2016). Groundlessness has the 
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potential and is meant to be a daily experience, not a philosophical abstract or crisis 

redemption. If we successfully suspend our judgments, redirect our minds, and embrace 

our co-emergent Self, this generative process of being becomes our commonsense 

worldview; however, our reliance on dualistic worldviews, frameworks, metaphors, 

language, and a fixed or bound Self in biased realities impedes our integration of Self and 

abilities to transcend into groundlessness (Varela, 1976; Varela et al., 2016; Vörös & 

Bitbol, 2017). To know groundlessness, we will need to let go of intentional thought, 

prejudices, preferences, and agendas and be open to freely experiencing Self and the 

world (Meling, 2021; Varela et al., 2016). 

Embodied Mindfulness, Practices, and Portraiture 

Mindfulness practices are “skillful ways of enacting certain kinds of embodied 

states and behaviors,” not internalized observations (Varela et al., 2016, p. xxiv). This 

disrupts the traditional understanding of cognition being brain bound and emphasizes the 

biological phenomenology of mindfulness. In embodied cognition, the body constitutes 

cognition—constitutes here in the phenomenological understanding of bringing forth 

awareness (Thompson, 2010)—and that cognition is derived from the body as a whole, 

not only the brain (Varela et al., 2016). 

The pursuit of a “whole,” “true,” “authentic” Self has historically created 

tension and an emotional state of dysphoria, pushing us to seek diverse interventions to 

help navigate the path to a holistic sense of Self. Counseling and clinical therapies 

provide robust remediation for individuals who struggle with the negative effects of self-

awareness (Silvia & O'Brien, 2004). The self-help business is a global market of tools 

and resources spanning career, health, lifestyle, and spirituality (Illouz, 2008). Non-
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traditional spiritual approaches such as the Native American sweat lodge and Eastern 

application of meditation and other somatic practices have been used for both medicinal 

and introspective purposes to seek vision and clarity of Self and have elevated 

appreciation of mindfulness in modern psychotherapy (Pepping et al., 2016; Schiff & 

Moore, 2006; Smith, 2005).  

Practices 

Mindfulness practices are known to increase self-development and self-liberation, 

contributing a deeper connection to self-identity (Milton, 2011; Pepping et al., 2016; 

Ryan, 2015). Mindfulness or meditation practices have demonstrated enactive production 

of reflective narratives in qualitative studies, indicating scholarly (scientific) benefit and 

suggesting mindfulness practices in research may provide more rigorous 

phenomenological narratives (Roberts, 2019). Arts-based interventions, including self-

portraits, are prevalent in the lexicon of self-awareness and psychotherapies, providing 

vehicles for expression of Self (Cheney, 2011; Kozinets et al., 2017; Nuñez, 2009). Leary 

(2003) highlights the importance of awareness of Self and the use of symbolism in self-

representation: 

Organisms capable of symbolic self-awareness can create a mental representation 

of itself. Thus allowing it to think about its own characteristics and behaviors. 

This representation may be visual (i.e., I can see myself in my own mind) or 

descriptive (i.e., can define, label, and otherwise characterize myself). Symbolic 

self-awareness allows animals with Self [emphasis mine] to evaluate these mental 

representations of themselves. (p. 774) 
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Arts-based interventions are common. Studies of embodied Self and awareness through 

movement and participatory dance (Ehrman-Shapiro, 2018; Witek et al., 2017) and 

improvisational dance (Kronsted, 2021) have served to demonstrate agentic symbolic 

representations of Self. The enactive and embodied relationship with music has also been 

discussed through music learning (Schiavio & Van Der Schyff, 2018; Van Der Schyff, 

2015) and affective response to music (Belfi & Loui, 2020).  

Leveraging embodied symbolic representation of creative interventions (music, 

imagery, dance, role play, and movement) helps individuals to find embodied 

interconnections, empowers our conscious sensemaking, and promotes integration and 

transformational experiences (Dieterich-Hartwell & Koch, 2017). There is increased 

opportunity to apply research methods that unfold the embodied first-person experience 

situated in the photographic practices (Flockhart, 2023) and expanding our understanding 

of thinking, being, and doing (Di Paolo & De Jaegher, 2022). 

Portraiture 

As early as 1853, three million daguerreotypes were produced each year, 

primarily for individuals and families (Tagg, 1988). Though the modern relationship 

between casual, social photography and images of Self is complicated, the digital 

storytelling of photography as an art and contributions to a biographical identity is 

indisputable (Freeland, 2007; Trimboli, 2020; Vivienne & Burgess, 2013). 

The context and catalyst for this study is what I have defined as a meaningful 

portrait process (MPP), which involves using photography and other means to bring 

participants on a journey of self-discovery and yield an embodied visual essence of Self. 

The experience is rooted in the art of portraiture through photography, and includes 
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elements of mindfulness and interpersonal reflection, interviews with the participant, 

their friends and family, and somatic restorative care practices. The portrait becomes a 

living meditation of the enactment, a proof of presence and essence (Brilliant, 1991; 

Freeland, 2007; Nuñez, 2009). 

Portraiture is a philosophical art form deeply rooted in self-narrative, intertwining 

images of subjects and ontological reflections of Self and other (Freeland, 2007; Roberts, 

2011). Portraits can be in many art mediums, including photography, but not all 

photographs of individuals can be considered portraits. Portraits, as an art form, transcend 

capturing an object. In the truest form of the art, portraits embody a subject’s sense of 

Self, revealing likeness, but also proof of presence, psychological characterizations, and 

an evocation of essence (Freeland, 2007; Johnstone & Imber, 2021).  

The power of a portrait is only as good as the subject’s ability to enact Self 

(Brilliant, 1991). Arts-based research can leverage photography and storytelling to 

explore ways of seeing lived experiences, well-being, and interrelatedness in the context 

of Self (Holm et al., 2018; O’Neill et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2017). When considering 

photography as an intervention, the focus is often on the individual creating awareness of 

Self through the externalized context, environment, or interpretations of Self through our 

own Self-portraits (Saita & Tramontano, 2018). 

Schmidt et al. (2019) recommends four photographic interventions to amplify 

self-reflection for counselors-in-training: (1) photograph objects that represent an 

uncomfortable emotion, (2) photograph familiar objects from different angles 

(perspectives), (3) choose a role different than your own and take a photograph from the 

perspective of that role, and (4) photograph an experience or aspect of your community 
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and narrate it. As an aspect of each, Schmidt et al. (2019) encouraged corresponding 

dialogue for sensemaking. Nuñez (2009) shifted the focus to self-portraits, allowing the 

Self to be front and center, suggesting that this mechanism is empowering, allows for 

emotional renewal, enacts our humanity, allows for grace, and “can start a dialogue 

between our thinking mind and our gut” (p. 51). Photographs have been used in 

community sensemaking and transformative educational experiences (Clover, 2006) and 

as a case study to understand human cognition and our cognitive plasticity through 

embodied enactions with our environment (Woodward, 2019). 

Though these can be powerful techniques for self-reflection and building 

awareness of Self, I was not able to find an example of portraiture being used as an 

intervention where an individual is empowered to fully enact Self, and the photographer 

captures the enaction and the photograph becomes a mechanism for introspection. 

Clinical therapy does make use of mirror therapy (Moseley et al., 2008; Rothgangel et al., 

2011) and self-portraiture (painting or drawing typically) (Becerra et al., 2022; Muri, 

2007). This study is not inclusive of personal photography (Van House, 2011), the 

modern phenomenon of selfies (Kozinets et al., 2017), or the digital storytelling found in 

video or film (Trimboli, 2020). 

Summary of the Chapter 

In this chapter I explored literature which was foundational to this study and new 

areas which I hope will be a springboard for understanding. I focused on three key areas: 

1) defining concepts of Self within the scope of this study, 2) advancing the enactive 

approach and relational ontologies as an approach to Self, and 3) exploring embodied 

mindfulness practices, which I expanded to embodied arts including photography. This 
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chapter discussed literature that contextualized and framed this study across disciplines 

and established a shared understanding of concepts.  

Chapter 3 describes the methodology identified for this research study, why it was 

selected, and the methods I will employ in order to illuminate the living experience of 

women becoming aware as they enact Self. In Chapter 4, I present my findings. In 

Chapter 5, I share my reflections on the study, propose conclusions, and discuss 

implications and recommendations for potential future research.  
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Chapter 3: Methods 

 

Come let's speak of our souls  

let's even hide from our ears and eyes  

– Mawlana Jalal-al-Din Rumi  

 

In this chapter, I describe the general methodology chosen for this study and why 

it was selected. As discussed in Chapter 1, the problem addressed by this study is the lack 

of understanding of the living experiences of women becoming aware as we embrace 

Self. This study is not about personal issues of Self (dysfunctions of the Self or 

maladaptive behaviors), but in how we have traditionally looked at our relationship and 

dialogue with Self and consequently the praxis of dynamic co-emergence. Models, tools, 

and assessments have focused on epistemological questions of transformative outcomes, 

generalizability, and scalability and not necessarily on the constitutive, ontological 

understanding of the individual as the knower or the holistic process of being and 

therefore reinforcing the Self-as-object bias. The purpose of the study is to illuminate the 

living experiences of women who sought a novel space of Self-discovery to better 

understand who they really are. Research reveals a predisposition toward dualistic 

mindsets that have divided and imbalanced the Self, privileged the Self-as-object, created 

dissonance, and reinforced biased tools and assessments (Damasio, 2012; Varela et al., 

2016). This study is aimed at further exploring this topic through addressing the 

following phenomenological research question: What is the living experience of women 

becoming aware as they enact Self? 

Heuristic Inquiry Approach 

I proposed a heuristic inquiry to illuminate the living experiences of women 

becoming aware as they enact Self. In this study, I was in dialogue with women who 
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sought a novel space of Self-discovery to better understand who they really are. I selected 

heuristic inquiry because it is a phenomenologically related method that is designed 

specifically for exploring everyday human experience (Moustakas, 1990). Heuristic 

inquiry methods are the study of “living experiences (i.e., interrelated, interconnected, 

continuing experiences) rather than the study of lived experiences” (Sultan, 2019, p. 4), 

in other words, experiences we are enacting, not static, fixed experiences. This distinction 

is a vital acknowledgement of the co-emergent nature of our reality. Heuristic inquiry 

allows for dynamic exchange of perspectives between the principal researcher and co-

researchers and encourages creativity and embodied inquiry (Sultan, 2019).  

Phenomenology, as both a philosophy and a methodology, has particularly 

informed heuristic inquiry methods which adopt this tradition of oneness with the 

experience, and allows the researcher to parallel the phenomenon in an organic shared 

experience with participants as co-researchers (Brisola & Cury, 2016; Moustakas, 1994). 

As a method, heuristic inquiry distinguishes itself from phenomenology in multiple areas. 

Bracketing and epoché as phenomenological reduction are essential in the 

phenomenology process, as they allow the researcher to suspend, distance, or reduce bias, 

assumptions, or preconceived understandings of the phenomenon (Moustakas, 1990). 

However, heuristic inquiry invites the researcher to self-search and be in relation with the 

phenomenon rather than imposing a distance (Mihalache, 2019). In that same vein, 

heuristic inquiry requires the researcher to have personal experience with the 

phenomenon, which is not required of phenomenological methods, and encourages Self-

reflection throughout the study, not just in preparation for bracketing (Mihalache, 2019; 

Moustakas, 1990). Most importantly, according to Moustakas (1990), phenomenology is 
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more epistemologically driven to understand the essence of the phenomenon whereas 

heuristic inquiry emphasizes an ontological understanding by amplifying the individual 

within the experience. 

Assumptions and World View 

Enaction is a dynamic co-emergence where an “organism both initiates and is 

shaped by the environment” (Varela et al., 2016, p. 174), and our “intention is the 

mechanism by which the potential of the organism is realized” (Freeman, 2000, p. 26). 

When we enact Self, we are co-emerging with everything around us to dynamically make 

meaning of our Self and our environment. The origins of enaction draw upon the 

phenomenological philosophies of Husserl and Merleau-Ponty, so it is no surprise that 

phenomenology has enactive elements naturally embedded within (Gallagher, 2018). 

Merleau-Ponty, influenced by Husserl, explicitly articulated concepts of embodiment and 

agency, drawing parallels to what we consider more broadly social sensemaking and 

social cognition based on dynamic embodied interactions (Gallagher, 2018). Merleau-

Ponty suggested that reflecting through the lens of an embodied understanding of 

perception and the intersubjectivity of experience brings us closer to consciousness 

(Merleau-Ponty, 2013). Intentionality is not our judgment or constitution of an object but 

our bodily, noncognitive disposition in relation to and of the experience (Merleau-Ponty, 

2013). Intentionality is our cognitive, dynamic sensemaking process (Freeman, 2000). 

If our enaction is rooted in the oneness of mind and body, then the dualistic 

thinking that would separate the biological/spiritual elements must be rejected. Accepting 

a dynamic that embodies both biological and spiritual elements and accepting that they 

are both of the same being and of the same experience is fundamental to becoming aware 
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and embracing Self (Depraz et al., 2003; Varela et al., 2016). Varela et al. (2016) suggest 

that we, as agents/perceivers, bring forth a world and co-emerge with the world as we 

experience it. Our own “intentionality precedes consciousness, and the dichotomy 

between subject and object disappears” in our enaction (Freeman, 2000, p. 119). The 

concept of a biological, autopoietic, autonomous, agentic Self interacting in a social 

environment feels complex but is remarkably simple. It is a natural human process—a 

matter of letting go to naturally allow the becoming we tend to resist (Damasio, 2012; 

Depraz et al., 2003; Maturana & Varela, 1991; Siegel, 2016; Varela et al., 2016). 

Embodiment as Knowing  

Traditionally in the academic research format, the researcher employs a 

“subjectivity statement” to locate the researcher epistemically within the inquiry. 

Historically, objectivity in our research has been considered the ideal state for a 

researcher, celebrated in positivist-dominated research perspectives, and continues to be 

prevalent in most forms of qualitative research (Robson & McCartan, 2016). However, 

adopting a subject/object position is counter to the very premise of the enactive 

conceptual philosophy on which this study is based. I am applying the lens of 

embodiment as a more relevant construct for conveying my how my being, knowing, and 

doing shapes this study. The heuristic nature of this study incorporates rich opportunities 

for my own reflection as both the researcher and as an individual who shares the same 

living experience (e.g., the MPP). Vagle (2018) encourages researchers to “slow down 

and think deeply” when embarking on phenomenological studies, as becoming familiar 

with or getting to know the phenomenon requires patience, consideration, and deep 

reflection (p. 63).  
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Vagle (2018), in his argument for a post-intentionality approach to 

phenomenology, suggests that using the term “subjectivity” limits our thinking and 

embraces embodiment as a substitute for subjectivity. Embodiment as a position of 

perception was first introduced in the work of Merleau-Ponty (1965, 2013) and 

reintroduced by Ihde (2003) with a Foucauldian social/power dynamic influence. When 

the dualistic mindset invades the embodied approach and forces rationalizations about the 

power dynamic, subject/object manifestations of Self and social/environment persist. The 

nature of this study is to shift from dualistic mindsets that drive subject/object thinking to 

a space for an ontologically relational approach. To do that, I must be aware of the 

language, metaphors, and frameworks employed and live the experience of enaction with 

my co-researchers in and with the study. 

If traditional transcendental intentionality signifies a “direct connection 

consciousness,” transcendental horizons suggest a predetermined state of being, and 

hermeneutical intentionality is interested in the essences of the being and our 

sensemaking (Freeman, 2000; Vagle, 2018; Van Manen, 2016). Focusing on a post-

intentional concept that accepts that we are both being and becoming with intentionality, 

the way we are connected to the world suggests an enactive embodiment (Vagle, 2018).  

Embodiment holds space for me exploring and growing as a researcher and 

enacting my own living experience in relation to my co-researchers and their enaction of 

Self. This embodied mindset minimizes the artificial barrier which obfuscates the natural 

interaction of experiences and is aligned with the relational ontological approach of the 

study. Embodiment suggests I am enacting dynamically with the study. 
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As a human being and a woman, I have concepts of Self and living experience. 

More importantly, I participated in the same MPP phenomenon as the study co-

researchers. I embarked on this journey and executed this study because I had a profound 

opportunity to connect with my Self and enact Self in a way that I had never experienced. 

I defined this experience as transformative, not because I became a different person, but 

because my awareness of my Self emerged transformed. The externally defined 

conditioning I was living within and accepting as my own agency speaks to the 

imbalance of my own Self-as-object and Self-as-knower (Damasio, 2012). My own 

experience in finding a balance and the effect it had on my understanding of my emerging 

Self and my connecting with others and the world around me was a key component of the 

heuristic inquiry. I was curious how others experienced this phenomenon.  

The 50 years of living experience that contributed to my constitutive Self and 

shaped my emerging reality are critical to this study. I must be willing to simultaneously 

embody the phenomenon and suspend my biases and assumptions so that I might listen 

deeply and reflexively and embark on both deep and broad immersion into the 

phenomenon. As a scholar, I am curious and willing to engage in the reflection and 

inquiry this study demands to expand our understandings of Self, enaction, and reality.  

While bracketing is a well-known and respected aspect of phenomenological and 

other qualitative research (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Van Manen, 2016), the purpose 

bracketing serves in heuristic inquiry is different. In heuristic inquiry, bracketing is not 

intended to “abstract the researcher from research but instead to enhance researcher 

awareness as to how to approach the research question” (Sultan, 2019, p. 18). I am as 

susceptible as others to the fixed, dualistic thinking enaction is challenging. As I 
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practiced “letting go,” being with my Self, and co-emerging with this research to embody 

the dynamic of enaction (Depraz et al., 2003; Varela et al., 2016), I continuously reflected 

on how my own biases were driving the research. I maintained awareness of how and 

when I embodied aspects of the phenomenon, and where and how that may have been 

interjected into the study. 

I used various techniques to pause and reflect at each stage of my progress, 

exploring the nature of my embodiment. My primary method of reflection was ongoing 

journaling. Additionally, I met with my committee chair and members regularly to 

discuss my thought process and address potential blind spots or biases. I also involved 

co-researchers in the data collection and analysis phases to gain their perspectives 

through iterative member-checks. 

Heuristic Inquiry Methodology 

I proposed a heuristic inquiry to illuminate the living experiences of women 

becoming aware as they enact Self. In this study, I was in dialogue with women who 

sought a novel space of Self-discovery to better understand who they really are. The aim 

of heuristic inquiry is to gain clarity regarding our everyday experiences, and it 

simultaneously reflects philosophy, perspective, and methodology. The research is driven 

by ontological questions of being and becoming, asserting new frames of knowing not 

based on a dichotomous subject/object mindset. The heuristic inquiry methods are the 

study of “living experiences (i.e., interrelated, interconnected, continuing experiences) 

rather than the study of lived experiences” (Sultan, 2019, p. 4). This distinction is a vital 

acknowledgement of the co-emergent nature of our reality versus the iterative event 

structure that characterizes other phenomenological approaches.  
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I initially considered traditional forms of phenomenology as my method of 

inquiry. Phenomenology, specifically hermeneutics, explores lived experience with a 

reflective interpretive appreciation for the meaning found in the essence as it was lived, 

always grounded in a reality of the lifeworld (Van Manen, 2016). Despite this attention to 

the state of being, phenomenology can be interpreted as still being rooted in non-

dynamic, dualistic thinking, presuming the world is a grounded reality in which we find 

meaning.  

Heuristic inquiry does not presume to separate the experience from those who 

experience it or objectify the experience through the lens of the researcher. Heuristic 

inquiry, in fact, explores subjective experience and the interrelationship and interaction of 

Self and experience (Moustakas, 1990; Sultan, 2019). Moustakas (1990) describes 

heuristic research as a personal discovery, “devotion and commitment to pursue a 

question that is strongly connected to one’s own identity and selfhood” (p. 40). This not 

only aligns with the nature of this study but is based on non-dichotomous assumptions of 

Self and other, as well as Self and experience. The enactive approach suggests that the 

essences of being and knowing are emergent and interrelated (Varela et al., 2016).  

I also considered transpersonal phenomenology, which integrates concepts of 

phenomenology with transpersonal psychology, attempts to understand the individual 

experience beyond the affective or physical state, and considers spiritual and 

metaphysical dimensions (Anderson, 2018). Transpersonal phenomenology is often used 

to understand metaphysical or altered states of consciousness, and though groundlessness 

may seem foreign or an altered state in this place of learning, Varela et al. (2016) 
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suggested that it is a real, living, day-to-day experience. Consequently, heuristic inquiry 

continued to stand out as the most notable method. 

Heuristic inquiry is marked by the deep and transformative nature of the shared 

experiences between the researcher and the co-researchers (Moustakas, 1990; Sultan, 

2019). Merleau-Ponty’s existential phenomenology, which informed enaction, is marked 

by a recognition that human experience is embodied and through the study of the essence 

we are re-awakened to the experiences in the world (Van Manen, 2016). Heuristic inquiry 

fosters a research design that empowers researchers to amplify our own self-awareness 

interrelated to those who participate in the research (Sultan, 2019). Experiences can be 

communicated through reflection, memos, interviews, or any other personal expression 

such as art, journals, poems, songs, or personal documents.  

The first heuristic inquiry, Loneliness, was conducted by Clark Moustakas in 1961 

when he used his personal experiences to explore the phenomenon of loneliness 

(Moustakas, 1990). Moustakas (1990) suggested that heuristic inquiry was “becoming 

one with what one is seeking to know, [and] one may enter into dialogue with the 

phenomenon, allowing the phenomenon to speak directly, to one’s own experience, to be 

questioned by it” (p.16). Moustakas identified six core phases that guide the process in 

heuristic inquiry: (1) initial engagement, (2) immersion, (3) incubation, (4) illumination, 

(5) explication, and (6) creative synthesis. These six phases marked the structure of my 

research approach, as described in Table 4. These phases are cumulative and often 

overlap as researchers often circle back to a previous phase such as incubation and never 

really leave immersion. 
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Table 4 

The Six Phases of Heuristic Inquiry 

(Sultan, 2019, p. 95) 

These six phases work in concert with seven processes outlined for the researcher 

to invite deeper reflection and connection of the research to the inquiry (Moustakas, 

1990; Sultan, 2019). The seven processes are: (1) identifying with the focus of the 

inquiry, (2) self-dialogue, (3) tacit knowledge, (4) intuition, (5) indwelling, (6) focusing, 

and (7) the internal frame of reference. Individually, these processes are each deep 

reflexive tools structured to engage the researcher mentally, emotionally, and physically 

with the nature of the experience. Table 5 shows the seven processes that guide 

researchers to deeper comprehension of our topic and allow us to become one with and 

living our phenomenon (Moustakas, 1990; Sultan, 2019). These are not sequential 

processes, but interrelated, interconnected, recursive, and cumulative practices that 

incrementally and iteratively deepen our understanding of the phenomenon as we 

navigate the six phases of the heuristic inquiry research process. 

PHASE DESCRIPTION 

INITIAL 
ENGAGEMENT 

Researcher’s first contact with the topic of intense interest and/or a research 
question and or with various other phases of the study. 

IMMERSION 
Researcher’s full commitment to living the question or topic, in all 
dimensions of life, as the question becomes the primary focus of the 
researcher’s attention. 

INCUBATION 
Researcher’s temporary and deliberate withdrawal from the research 
question or topic to allow seeds of new knowledge to sprout. 

ILLUMINATION 
Researcher’s awareness (usually intuitive) of previously undisclosed 
information related to the research question, often coupled with altered 
perception of the topic. 

EXPLICATION 
Researcher’s exploration of emergent themes and fine-tuning of themes in 
preparation for the creative synthesis. 

CREATIVE 
SYNTHESIS 

Researcher’s integration of the multiple themes of the topic into a cohesive 
whole, usually using some forms of creative interpretation. 
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Table 5 

The Seven Processes of Heuristic Inquiry 

(Sultan, 2019, pp. 81–92) 

King (2024) depicted the relationship of the researcher, the seven processes, and 

the six phases in Figure 5 below (p. 38). King noted that the processes are skills that 

researchers carry with them throughout each phase of the heuristic process referred to as 

a labyrinth by Sultan (2019) due to the non-linear, exploratory, and complex nature of the 

research.  

PROCESS DESCRIPTION 

IDENTIFYING 
WITH FOCUS 

OF INQUIRY 

In other research this is associated with defining the research topic, question, or 
problem. This is an “autobiographical experience for all members of the research 
team including the primary researcher” (Moustakas, 1990). As the researcher, in this 
phase we must be prepared to immerse ourselves in an existentially to recognize the 
true focus. 

SELF 
DIALOGUE 

Being in communication with yourself, with the phenomenon, about the 
phenomenon. This highly-reflective and continuous process allows us to “engage 
and reengage our perceptual, emotional, cognitive and sensory experience of all 
facets of the phenomenon” maintaining our wonder and curiosity. Provides a holistic 
understanding of the phenomenon through self-exploration and self-awareness 

TACIT 
KNOWLEDGE 

“Revelatory meaning making process” that is understood but we don’t always have 
the awareness or language to articulate how we know. Often associated with 
embodied knowing as we explore through physical sensory experiences and 
reactions 

INTUITION 

“The bridge between explicit and tacit” and “the realm of the between” (Moustakas, 
1990, p. 23). Leveraging clues we access from our subjective and objective 
experiences, observation, and perception to generate transformative ideas or shifts 
in thinking.  

INDWELLING 
Recursive process that leverages tacit knowledge, intuition, and explicit 
understanding to gain a deeper, holistic understanding of the phenomenon. Requires 
commitment to deep a reflective state of self-dialogue. 

FOCUSING 

This process seeks clarity by inviting the researcher to pause and clearing asway 
perceived notions of the phenomenon, looking beyond the research plan or process, 
and considering what may still be unknown and allowing it to emerge. This process is 
intended “to create and maintain openness and acceptance” in the researchers 
mindset and in the research. 

INTERNAL 
FRAME OF 

REFERENCE 

Serves as a balance of understanding to maintain your perception of your experience 
of the phenomenon and that of the co-researchers. Maintaining an internal frame of 
reference serves as the catalyst to engage iteratively and recursively in each of the 
other processes while maintaining an integrity of the research. 
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Figure 5 

King's Depiction of The Processes and Phases of Heuristic Inquiry 

 

As a collective, the seven processes are designed to be recursive, complementing both 

each other and the six phases of inquiry to create a cumulative effect of rich, dynamic, 

informed, intentional perspective-taking (Moustakas, 1990; Polanyi, 1966, 2009; Sultan, 

2019). These processes are iterative, recursive, and ongoing, and were found throughout 

each phase of the study. The phases also have a non-linear aspect, as previously noted; 

they are interconnected and flow into one another and back again as we seek our truth 

and find our way to a deeper understanding of the research topic. To conduct heuristic 

inquiry, we must have a high tolerance for the unknown and uncertainty, as it is a 

“research approach that honors the power of imagination while challenging the very 

concept of certainty” (Sultan, 2019, p. 80). 

The first phase of heuristic inquiry, initial engagement, is the moment a researcher 

first encounters the topic or realizes there is a topic to be explored that we may have 
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encountered before throughout our life. Not dissimilar to other research inquiry, this 

phase is marked by curiosity and wonder (Sultan, 2019). What sets heuristic inquiry, and 

therefore the heuristic inquiry researcher, apart from other forms of research is that this 

interest is not in an external, objective problem or curiosity. This research is literally a 

subjective self-exploration and journey toward self-awareness (Moustakas, 1990; Sultan, 

2019). 

 This phase was deeply reflected in my experience. I journaled and sought to 

articulate the embodied nature of my own experience that I intuitively related to but did 

not initially have the words to describe. To begin to address this topic through research, I 

first had to work through initial meaning making of my own to be able to formulate 

questions and contextualize the experience. Engaging in Self-dialogue and sharing my 

experience with others challenged my thinking and encouraged my personal exploration, 

curiosity, and Self-exploration. 

The second phase of this form of research is immersion. My research has been 

conducted over a span of multiple years, during which time I was also working full-time, 

researching, and reflecting on how to engage the topic. I was living the research through 

the act of my research and through my interaction with the photos I have from the MPP. 

The lines between my own personal reflections and journaling and reflections for this 

research blurred over time. Moving forward in dialogue not just with myself but also with 

my co-researchers opened a new level of immersion and reflection. 

The third phase of heuristic inquiry is incubation, which is designed to give the 

researcher space to step away from the work so that he or she might gain perspective and 

make meaning of their own reflections. Incubation was particularly important in the 
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process of defining the research topic and processing the literature associated with the 

study. Experiential topics can become overwhelming in both scope and 

interconnectedness in human living (Moustakas, 1990). Incubation provided space for 

indwelling, to embrace the unknown, let go of the uncertainty, and determine what 

questions matter most in this study. As the study progressed through data collection and 

analysis in later phases of illumination and explication, intentionally engaging in 

incubation was critical for processing the novel information and perspectives as they 

emerged. Incubation continued to allow for new awareness and understanding to surface 

subconsciously. 

In the fourth phase, illumination, the research transitions from subconscious, tacit 

knowledge to conscious, explicit knowledge (Sultan, 2019). This transition was achieved 

through intentional analysis of the data and processing of reflection memos and journals. 

Illumination works in conjunction with data analysis through the review of audio files or 

transcripts to identify the essential nature of the content through words, phrases, symbols, 

nonverbals, implicit/tacit meanings, or unanticipated themes (Sultan, 2019). 

 Explication is the fifth phase of heuristic inquiry and serves as a meaning making 

bridge for the researcher to process the new knowledge and perspectives that emerged in 

illumination. The researcher applies the latest information and creates the appropriate 

context for the final creative synthesis. Individual depictions for each of the co-

researchers were created that articulate the core themes illuminated in the interviews. 

From those individual depictions, a composite depiction was crafted representing a 

holistic understanding of the phenomenon. Two exemplar portraits evolved from the co-

researchers that characterized the collective themes within the study.  
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 The final phase of heuristic inquiry is creative synthesis. This phase does not align 

with traditional qualitative research analysis, which is intended to be objective in nature 

(Creswell, 2014). The creative synthesis is a personal, creative endeavor by the 

researcher to express a personal understanding of the experience. It may be conveyed in 

many different creative ways (e.g., drawings, paintings, narrative, poem, photographs, 

collage, mandala, audio, or video) and is intended to reflect the essence of the research, 

inspiration of the themes, and realizations (Sultan, 2019). These phases and processes of 

heuristic inquiry serve to implement rigor unique to the research plan of this style of 

qualitative study. 

Participant Selection 

 Selecting the sample population, the location, and the setting is as fundamental as 

the phenomenon of interest in understanding the nature of the research and the overall 

design (Marshall & Rossman, 2016). Depending on the nature of a study, different 

strategies can be implemented to select the most appropriate population. In heuristic 

inquiry, it is critical to establish that all co-researchers share the phenomenon the research 

addresses. This is a criterion sampling strategy that helps researchers maintain research 

integrity, as co-researchers will be the most knowledgeable about the phenomenon being 

studied (Creswell, 2013). Sample size in qualitative studies varies greatly from one to 

hundreds, yet what is most important to consider is whether the sample size provides 

sufficient opportunity for thematic analysis (Creswell, 2013; Peoples, 2020) and 

sufficient co-researchers to reflect the diversity of the population (Seidman, 2013). 

Heuristic inquiry can be conducted with just one participant, the researcher, but the 

research result will be “richer, deeper, and more profound” with more participants sharing 
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their experiences and contributing to the holistic understanding of the phenomenon as an 

experience (Mihalache, 2019, p. 47). Up to 14 participants are considered adequate for 

heuristic inquiry. This is the point, called saturation, at which additional co-researchers no 

longer add informational value to the research (Creswell, 2014; Moustakas, 1990). As I 

articulated in my participant plan, I intended to be flexible, as the needs of the study or 

population availability varied as the research progressed (Creswell, 2013; Marshall & 

Rossman, 2016). In this study, I was in dialogue with eight women who sought a novel 

space of Self-discovery to better understand who they really were. 

I selected co-researchers using voluntary, criterion-based, purposive sampling 

from a cohort of female clients of a specific photographer, all of whom participated in a 

meaningful portrait process (MPP) between 2022-2024. The inclusion criteria I used to 

determine the eligibility of each volunteer are listed in Table 6 (Creswell & Poth, 2016). 

For the purposes of this study, all co-researchers were volunteers who identify as women, 

are over 21 years old, participated in the MPP between 2022-2024, and were willing to 

discuss their experience in a recorded interview. This study did not include co-

researchers from any vulnerable populations as defined by the Belmond Report HHS 45 

CFR 46 (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 2021). 
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Table 6 

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria for Participation 

Inclusion Criteria Exclusion Criteria 

 Identifies as a woman  Does not identify as a woman 

 Is 21 years of age or older  Is under 21 years of age 

 Has participated in the meaningful portrait 
process (MPP) 

 Has not participated in the MPP 

 Participated in the MPP between 2022-2024 
 Participated in the MPP before 2022 or after 

September 2024 
 Is willing to engage in dialogue about 

experiences and feelings that shape her 
understanding of who she is 

 Is not willing to engage in dialogue about 
experiences and feelings that shape her 
understanding of who she is 

 Is willing and able to have their interview 
recorded 

 Is not willing or able to have their interview 
recorded 

 Freely consents to participate  Does not consent to participate 

The initial cohort of co-researchers was selected based on the order in which they 

volunteered and whether they met the inclusion criteria. The following demographic data 

was collected in a participant intake form: 

• City and state of residence 

• Current age 

• Country of origin 

• Race/ethnicity 

• Highest degree of education with specialization 

• Marital status 

Demographic data such as education, ethnicity, and marital status are examples of 

characteristics that can be essential to building a community of co-researchers (Sultan, 

2019). I also attempted to ascertain the familiarity the potential co-researchers had with 
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embodied awareness-based practices and their current reflectivity through the following 

fixed-choice questions: 

1. Have you ever experienced cognitive dissonance? (As defined by this study, 

definition provided on form) 

2. Do you believe you have ever had a transformative experience?  

3. Have you ever practiced or participated in any of the following: mindfulness 

exercises (e.g., sensory, breathing), yoga, meditation, 

coaching/counseling/therapy?  

Allowable responses included: Yes, No, and Maybe, I am not certain. These 

questions were not inclusion criteria, nor were they used to determine participation. 

Rather, they were initially used to establish a baseline for the awareness, reflexivity, and 

openness to embodied experiences a potential co-researcher may have. This information, 

including the demographic data, contributed to the participants’ individual depictions and 

the composite depictions that emerged in the explication and creative synthesis process, 

to be described in more detail in this chapter under Data Analysis Plan and in Chapter 4.  

Recruitment & Ethics 

The selection process and research plan described for this study include defined 

participant recruitment and selection and informed consent to minimize undue influence 

or coercion and ensure commitment of participants to the process (CITI Program, 2025). 

Recruitment was conducted using a purposeful selection of co-researchers who were best 

suited to address the research question based on certain criteria, as a narrower range of 

sampling is appropriate for qualitative, phenomenologically driven research methods 

such as heuristic inquiry (Creswell, 2014; Creswell & Poth, 2016). The pool of potential 
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co-researchers for this study was limited to clients of a photographer who is known to 

provide the MPP that is the common phenomenon of the study. The photographer 

supported the study and facilitated introductions of potential co-researchers from the 

studio client list, promoted recruitment for the study in the studio newsletter, and 

generally encouraged participation. In collaboration with the photographer, we identified 

a pool of more than 25 clients who met the study criteria and the photographer’s criteria. 

The clients participated in the MPP between 2022 and 2024, all identified as women, and 

all were over the age of 21. The photographer required the list of potential volunteers to 

be further limited to individuals who had previously indicated a willingness to be 

externally acknowledged as a client to maintain client confidentiality. Final co-researcher 

participation was voluntary, confidential, and not advertised within the photographer’s 

social media community. Table 7 shows the steps of recruitment. 

Table 7 

Steps of Study Recruitment 

Steps  Responsible 

Design recruitment email template and flyer Researcher 

Share recruitment email template and flyer with photographer Researcher 

Discuss and confirm criteria with photographer to identify 
eligible clients 

Researcher 
Photographer 

Send recruitment email with flyer to eligible clients who meet 
criteria 

Photographer 

Respond to photographer via email Volunteer (Co-Researchers) 

Forward volunteer emails to researcher Photographer 

Send email with intake form link to volunteers Researcher 

Review volunteers’ intake form responses for inclusion criteria Researcher 

Send interview scheduling link and informed consent form for 
review to first eight volunteers who meet inclusion criteria 

Researcher 
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To further maintain confidentiality of the study, I created a unique email and 

cloud storage location for participant materials associated with this study. I mitigated 

ethical considerations of confidentiality, privacy, and anonymity through multiple 

measures. Co-researchers selected or were provided pseudonyms. Neither the name of the 

photography studio, the photographer, nor the photographic event were used in 

conjunction with the co-researchers in this study. Once co-researchers were selected and 

pseudonyms assigned, any documentation with their real identities was kept 

electronically separated on a password protected computer and only accessible by me, the 

researcher.  

I provided the photographer an email template and recruitment attachment 

(Appendix A) to share with potential co-researchers. Potential co-researchers had the 

opportunity to either reach out to me directly using my contact information on the 

recruitment attachment or have the photographer facilitate a virtual introduction via 

email. Individuals who indicated they were interested in participating were sent a “thank 

you” email and asked to complete the intake form (Appendix B). Once an individual 

completed the intake form indicating they were volunteering for the study, I assessed 

whether they met the inclusion criteria. The first eight volunteers who met the inclusion 

criteria were sent an email with the following elements: (1) a thank you to the co-

researcher for their willingness to participate, (2) a scheduling link asking them to 

schedule an interview within the next 14 days at their convenience, and (3) a PDF version 

of the informed consent form (Appendix C) with information to review prior to their 

scheduled interview and an invitation to reach out to me (the researcher) if they had any 

questions.  
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Interviews were set up using the scheduler link and blocked for two hours. Co-

researchers had the choice of conducting the interview using a video conferencing 

platform or meeting in person. Five of the interviews were conducted in person and 

recorded using an audio device. Three interviews were conducted via the video 

conferencing platform Zoom and recorded. Two of the three participants who chose video 

conferencing agreed to record with their video on.  

The scheduling platform automatically sent the following selected email prompts: 

• Confirmation email after the interview was scheduled  

• A reminder email one day before the interview 

• A follow-up “thank you” email after the first interview prompting the co-

researcher to schedule the second interview in 7-10 days 

• A “thank you for participating” email after the second interview. 

The study had 16 volunteers in total. An email was sent to volunteers not initially 

selected thanking them and indicating they were added to a waiting list in the event that a 

previously identified co-researcher was not able to complete the study. In the event a 

previously identified co-researcher discontinued participation in the study, a volunteer 

from the waitlist would be selected who met the inclusion criteria and matched the 

original participants’ demographic profile as closely as possible. If no demographic 

match were possible, the next volunteer on the list would be selected. 

Two volunteers failed to see their commitment through as co-researchers. New 

co-researchers were selected from the volunteer waiting list. One replacement co-

researcher volunteer was identified using demographic data who had a similar profile as 

the original co-researcher. No additional volunteers had a similar demographic profile to 
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that of the second co-researcher who dropped out, so the next volunteer in order of 

submission was selected. 

The self-reported demographic data, as shown below in Table 8, was collected 

from each co-researcher in the initial intake form (Appendix B). For comparison 

purposes the table shows my own self-reported responses as well. The co-researchers all 

currently live in the South Central region of the United States (U.S.) but originated from 

various parts of the U.S. and Thailand. Five of the eight co-researchers are a part of 

Generation X, ranging in age from 51-55. Three co-researchers are considered Xennials, 

being born in transitional years between Generation X and millennials. Their ages were 

46-48. One baby boomer participated in the study, and her age was 67. Two of the co-

researchers identified as black/African American, one identified as Asian, four identified 

as white/Caucasian, and one did not self-identify, but presented as white/Caucasian. Six 

of the co-researchers had completed college degrees, of whom four have advanced 

degrees; the other two had completed some college courses. Seven of the co-researchers 

are or have been married, of those: one is widowed, one is divorced and remarried, and 

one had her marriage annulled. Six co-researchers have children and seven indicated a 

religious affiliation. 
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Table 8 

Co-Researcher Basic Demographic Data 

CO-
RESEARCHER 

RENEE AYANA TESS MIKA DEE CHARLIE JERRICA OLIVIA RESEARCHER 

AGE 67 51 46 55 54 47 48 52 51 

GENERATION* Baby Boomer Gen X Xennial Gen X Gen X Xennial Xennial Gen X Gen X 

RACE 
Did not 

respond  
Asian 

Black 
African 

American 

Black 
African 

American 

White 
Caucasian 

White 
Caucasian 

White 
Caucasian 

White 
Caucasian 

White 
Caucasian 

HIGHEST 
LEVEL OF 

EDUCATION 
Doctorate  

Junior 
College 

Some college 
(Healthcare 

Admin; 
Bachelor of 

Science) 

Doctorate in 
Management  

Master of Arts 
in Literature 

Bachelor of 
Arts Degree 

Bachelor of 
Science in 

Nursing 

Master of Art 
Degree 

Doctorate 

MARITAL  
STATUS 

Married, 
2nd marriage  

Married Divorced 
Single - 

Marriage 
Annulled 

Widowed Married 
Single,  

long-term 
relationship 

Married Divorced 

CHILDREN Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No No Yes No 

RELIGIOUS No Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes No 

MEANINGFUL 
PORTRAIT 
PROCESS 

2022 2022 2023 2023 2024 2023 2023 2023 2021 

*Generation based on age, not self-reported 
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Data Collection 

It was vital that the data collection plan for this study mirror emergent elements of 

enaction in that it might be enacted in the environment of the co-researchers and their 

experience. In a heuristic inquiry, data collection is not merely asking questions; it 

involves immersion in the topic through dialogue both with others and your Self (Sultan, 

2019). To ensure I was in the proper frame of mind and body for interviews, I aspired to 

engage in twenty minutes of transcendental meditation within an hour of each interview to 

heighten my own awareness and senses, focus my attention, and clear my mind of external 

clutter. The interviews were recorded to mitigate the need for notetaking. I had a pen and 

paper available if the need arose, but my intention was to create a conversation and 

environment such that the co-researcher might forget she was being interviewed.  

To provide initial structure to the dialogue of our interviews, I used a modified 

version of Seidman’s (2013) three-interview model and invited co-researchers to attend 

two interviews that lasted between 90 and 180 minutes each. Both interviews used a semi-

structured protocol with a prepared interview question plan encouraging unique follow-up 

questions based on co-researchers’ responses. Table 9 shows the foundational questions 

for each semi-structured interview, the intent of each question and how it aligns to the 

theoretical construct. The first interview focused on the biographical narrative of the co-

researcher and their experience with the MPP. The second interview focused on their 

sensemaking, epoché, and reflections on awareness since the MPP. All interviews were 

digitally recorded, and every effort was made to have interviews in person. When an in-

person session was not possible, a video conferencing platform (e.g., Zoom) was used. All 
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interview recordings were transcribed professionally and stored in a separate, secure 

location. Recordings were deleted at the end of the study. 

Table 9 

Interview Question Guide 

Proposed Question Purpose or Intent 
Theoretical 
Alignment 

Interview One 

When you consider this journey, 
what is the most significant part of 
your experience you want me to 
know about? 

The priority of the co-researcher will 
be revealed, allowing me, the 
researcher, to better understand 
their positionality. At least one of 
the remaining questions will be 
answered in this response and 
based on their response, one of the 
following questions will not be 
asked. 

(Damasio, 2012; 
Depraz et al., 2003; 

Isaacs, 1999; Siegel, 
2015, 2016; Varela et 

al., 2016) 

Tell me a story from your past that 
you feel defined you. 

Explores self-concept, relation to 
Self-as-object 

(Damasio, 2012) 

What led you to have your photos 
taken? 

Explores and potentially establishes 
reflective goals of experience, 
dissonance, privilege of Self-as-
object, through autobiographical 
narrative. 

(Damasio, 2012; 
Siegel, 2015, 2016) 

Tell me about having your photo 
taken. What stood out and why? 

Explores potential for epoché and 
becoming aware (suspension, 
redirection, and letting go) 

(Depraz et al., 2003) 

Think back over your experience, 
what questions emerged from your 
experience? 

Explores dialogical awareness and 
reflection regarding dissonance. 

(Isaacs, 1999; Siegel, 
2015, 2016) 

Interview Two 

When you look at your portraits, tell 
me about who you see and what you 
feel. 

Explores the embodiment of self-as 
knower. 

(Damasio, 2012) 

When you think about yourself, your 
relationships, or even how you 
engage with the world around you, 
what stands out to you since you 
received the photos? 

Explores potential for articulating 
embodied enaction. 
 

(Varela et al., 2016) 

Thinking back over our interview 
and your reflections, what has 
been revealed to you about 
yourself? 

Explores becoming aware 
(suspension, redirection, and 
letting go) and transformative 
impact. 

(Depraz et al., 2003; 
Varela et al., 2016) 



117 
 

The interviews followed a semi-structured protocol to maintain a level of 

consistency and rigor in the data collection process, though the interviews in heuristic 

inquiry are more relational than transactional by nature. Sultan (2019) suggested that the 

exchange between researcher and co-researchers was a form of embodied relational 

interviewing defined by the holistic and interconnected exchange of emotion, sensation, 

intuition, memories, and perception. The interviews are intended to be an open dialogue. I 

leveraged phenomenological interview methods to foster the co-creative, enactive 

environment within our dialogue. The phenomenological interview method advanced by 

Høffding and Martiny (2016) reinforces creating comfortable space, focusing on 

subjective experience, and the co-creative, collaborative nature of the interview, while 

also applying the tenets of Vermersch’s (2009) explicitation interview technique to 

explore consciousness. Whereas traditional explicitation interviewing techniques assume 

the nature of the interview is recollection, phenomenological interview methods expand 

the principles and contextualize the techniques in an enactive frame of dynamic co-

creation and sensemaking between the principal researcher and the co-researcher 

(Høffding & Martiny, 2016; Vörös & Bitbol, 2017).  

To nurture the appropriate atmosphere, I made every effort to create a comfortable 

environment for co-researchers. The intake form asked if there was anything I should 

know that would make them more comfortable. I discussed locations and times for our 

discussions with each co-researcher to ensure privacy, comfort, and their ability to focus. I 

reiterated before each discussion that they could stop at any time and refrain from 

answering any question if they felt uncomfortable, and that there was no “right” answer to 

any of the questions. 
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I built rapport by creating space for open conversation at the onset of the interview 

time. I introduced embodied actions into our dialogue through a mindfulness practice 

which uses breath work and sensory exploration to connect our senses to our environment. 

I established the co-researcher as a partner by asking what she wanted to achieve from our 

time spent together and giving her the power to navigate the discussion by asking what 

significant aspect of her experience she wanted to share first.  

Implementing these steps mitigated subconscious concerns regarding power 

differentials, intimidation, or threat and reinforced elements of embodied relational 

interviewing such as equity, empathy, and compassion (Sultan, 2019). In dialogue with co-

researchers, I intermittently contributed aspects of my personal experience to reinforce a 

shared experience and collaborative, reflexive exploration of the phenomenon (Moustakas, 

1990; Sultan, 2019). At the conclusion of each interview, I took a moment to either draw, 

write, or audio record a memo so as to not lose my explicit or subconscious thoughts. 

Audio memos were my preferred format of documentation.  

Table 10 shows the quantity of raw data transcript pages created per interview and 

whether the interview was conducted in-person or via video conference. The consistency 

of interview duration across formats and the potential for fluctuation by co-researcher 

shown in Table 10 suggests that the format had no discernable impact on the duration of 

the interviews for co-researchers. Based on observations and post-interview notes, the 

variations indicated are more likely attributed to co-researcher mood, enthusiasm about 

the process, and/or capacity or capability to reflect about the questions in each phase. 
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Table 10 

Co-Researcher Interview Format and Volume of Raw Data 

  Raw Data – Transcript Pages 
Co-Researcher Interview 1st Interview 2nd Interview 

Renee In person 35 35 

Ayana Video Conference 27 22 

Tess In person 50 63 

Mika Video Conference 26 22 

Dee Video Conference 49 42 

Charlie In person 38 36 

Jerrica In person 35 26 

Olivia In person 45 55 

Average Number of Pages per Transcript 38 38 

   

Data Analysis Plan 

 Intentionality is central to exploring any human experience research and is the 

process by which we untangle the layers of our meaning (Sultan, 2019) and “the process 

by which meanings grow and operate” (Freeman, 2000, p. 17). Since conceiving of this 

study, it has been my intention to honor the vision of Varela (1976), who suggested that 

the logic we use must be modified to address the mind-body dissonance we experience 

from the dynamic interaction of Self and experience. In order to change the logic, we must 

change the language, metaphors, and cultural conceptions about transformative 

experiences and their accessibility and permissibility (Vörös & Bitbol, 2017). To that end, 

conceptual adaptations within the heuristic inquiry method of this study were in service to 

this vision and aligned with the constitutive ontological lens of this study. Practical 

adaptations were largely driven by the temporal constraints experienced during 

illumination and explication. 
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Optimally, in heuristic inquiry, data collection and analysis are conducted in an 

iterative cycle where (1) collected data from one co-researcher is reviewed for emergent 

words and themes, (2) the concepts are organized, and then (3) more data is collected from 

subsequent co-researchers. Data collection and analysis typically span months in a 

heuristic research study. This study had approximately 12 weeks allocated to collect and 

analyze the data. Given the pace of this study, maintaining a pure recursive data collection 

and analysis process for each individual co-researcher was not feasible. However, the 

fundamentals of heuristic inquiry were honored in an adapted analysis protocol. 

Interviews were conducted, with reflective journaling, immersion into the data 

collected, and intentional incubation between interviews to maintain perspective (Sultan, 

2019). This reflective state of indwelling contributed to a deeper understanding of the data 

that would be leveraged for explication in the individual depictions, compositive 

depiction, and creative synthesis in Chapter 4. My military and executive coaching 

experience with interviewing, qualitative analysis, and processing my affective and 

somatic responses after intense dialogue enabled me to adapt to a fast-paced, streamlined, 

iterative process. I was able to bracket and compartmentalize each co-researcher’s 

experience as appropriate, while still engaging in reflective indwelling on the holistic 

emerging experience. 

Sultan (2019) advocates for an “embodied relational transcription” of data 

collected, which involves the researcher manually transcribing, verbatim, each dialogue 

(p. 142). This process further amplifies the dialogical relationship of the researcher with 

her co-researchers. Sultan (2019) describes the interaction with the data as “embodied” 

and suggests the researcher “channels” the narrative experience (p. 143). In the embodied 
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relational transcription process, the researcher connects with the data on a deeper level by 

listening to the transcripts and working with the data iteratively and reflecting on nuances 

such as “pitch, pace, interruptions, laughter, pausing, breathing, and silence” (p.143).  

The data collection and analysis timeline for this study did not allow traditional 

embodied relational transcription. The interviews were transcribed using verbatim AI with 

technology claiming 99% accuracy to maximize the transcription efficiency. However, 

because participants in the interviews were both female voices, the AI technology often 

struggled to differentiate speakers. Consequently, I engaged in a modified embodied 

transcription process. I listened to each transcript with the initial intent to correct any AI 

errors and assign speakers. Concurrently, I was able to engage in the suggested reflexive 

process to explore more deeply the nature of the dialogue and also considered how my 

own experience was impacting my perception of the interview and determined what biases 

and assumptions may need to be bracketed. Each co-researcher had an opportunity to 

conduct a member-check on both interview transcripts and to review the content for 

accuracy and edits as appropriate. Co-researchers also had the opportunity to member-

check their individual depictions which were based on the transcripts and to review them 

for accuracy and edits. For two co-researchers, I identified additional reflective questions 

to inform my understanding of their individual experience and reached out for 

clarification. Table 11 shows the data collection and analysis timeline with heuristic 

phases and how I was able to create modified indwelling with a structured recursive 

pattern of traditional heuristic process to create adequate space for immersion in the data, 

incubation with data to temporarily withdraw, and my own reflexivity to fit the time. 
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Table 11 

Data Collection and Analysis with Heuristic Inquiry Phases 

Week Data Collection Activity Heuristic Inquiry  
Phase or Action 

1 
 First Interview conducted 
 Audio Journaling after interviews 
 Initial transcription reflection completed 

 Immersion 
 Reflection 
 Illumination 

2 

 6 Initial interviews conducted  
 Written and Audio Journaling after interviews  
 AI transcripts received.  
 Initial transcript reflections for week 2 started 

 Illumination 
 Reflection 
 Illumination  
 Immersion, Incubation 

3 

 1 Initial interview, 4 second interviews conducted 
 Written and Audio Journaling after interviews  
 AI transcripts received.  
 Initial transcript reflections for week 2 completed 
 Initial transcript reflections for week 3 started 
 Listened to and noted potential themes/notes in transcript of week 1 

data 

 Immersion 
 Reflection 
 Illumination 
 Illumination 
 Immersion, Incubation 
 Reflection, Explication 
 

4 

 3 second interviews conducted 
 Written and Audio Journaling after interviews  
 Transcripts received.  
 Initial transcript reflections for week 3 completed 
 Initial transcript reflections for week 4 started 
 Listened to and noted potential themes/notes in transcript of week 2 

data 

 Immersion 
 Reflection 
 Illumination 
 Illumination 
 Immersion, Incubation 
 Reflection, Explication  

5 

 Initial transcript reflections for week 4 completed 
 Started using Atlas.ti to improve organization of notes  
 Listened to and noted potential themes/notes in transcript of week 3 

data 

 Immersion/Incubation 
 Immersion 
 Reflection, Explication 

6 
 Continued using Atlas.ti 
 Listened to and noted potential themes/notes in transcript of week 4 

data 

 Immersion 
 Reflection, Explication 

7 
 Stepped away from emerging themes in transcripts 
 Started Individual depictions in order of interviews 

 Incubation 
 Immersion, Explication 

8 
 Continued Individual depictions 
 Started identifying unique, tacit concepts emerging for each co-

researcher 

 Immersion, Explication 
 Illumination/Explication 

9 

 Continued Individual depictions 
 Refined tacit concepts emerging for each co-researcher into shared 

experiences to be defined as Resonances in this study 
 Identified emerging themes for awareness-based experiences 

 Illumination, Explication 
 Explication, Creative 

Synthesis 
 Incubation, Illumination 

10 
 Further refined emerging tacit concepts called Resonances and 

awareness-based experiences 
 Finished Individual depictions 

 Explication, Creative 
Synthesis 

 Illumination, Explication 

11 
 Returned to Atlas.ti and individual transcripts notes to identify key 

themes 
 Notes indicated significant use of metaphors 

 Incubation, Illumination, 
Explication 

 Incubation, Illumination 

12 
 Refined metaphor themes across transcripts 
 Completed 4 Composite Depiction frameworks 

 Explication 
 Explication 
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I initiated a modified version of heuristic indwelling, which is a recursive process 

that allows the researcher to leverage different types of knowledge to support reflection. 

After the initial interview, which had a gap of over a week before the second interview, I 

achieved incubation by conducting one set of interviews each week. During this time, I 

did not fully focus on the transcripts for that week. Instead, I set aside the transcripts for 

an individual interview for 3-5 days, concentrated on other interviews and transcript 

review and note taking, and then revisited the transcripts later in the week or the following 

week. This iterative approach to indwelling allowed for a tight data collection timeline 

while maintaining the necessary space for incubation, illumination, and reflection as 

required by heuristic inquiry. 

Once the interviews were completed and transcribed, I focused on building a 

deeper understanding of the data and the research topic by repeatedly reading and listening 

to transcripts. This process generated notes that would ultimately guide my understanding 

of the composite depiction. I formally explored and analyzed the data starting with the 

words and concepts that emerged from my reflections between interviews. In this phase of 

heuristic inquiry, the intent was to become aware of, cluster, and identify patterns of 

behaviors and words for potential themes. Heuristic inquiry does not traditionally use 

either open coding or a priori codes to avoid hierarchical interpretations or critical 

analysis, nor does heuristic inquiry prioritize themes, relying instead on intuitive theming 

(Sultan, 2019). I maintained this tradition and considered meaning and emergent patterns 

and concepts within my reflections and the experiences of the co-researchers (Mihalache, 

2019; Moustakas, 1990).  



124 
 

I started my analysis by documenting my notes directly in the Word documents of 

the transcripts but quickly moved to Atlas.ti as a databasing mechanism to facilitate 

organization, as the volume of notations was becoming overwhelming and difficult to 

manage. Concepts were emergent, often intuitive notes to the experience and were not 

prioritized. I used these to identify preliminary: (1) words, (2) phrases, (3) symbolic 

language, (4) non-verbal cues, (5) implicit/tacit meanings, and/or (6) unanticipated 

subjects in the data (Sultan, 2019).  

Over 900 unique words and notes emerged in just the multiple rounds of 

documentation which were intuitively aligned with 37 broader emerging themes that 

captured the essence of the phenomenon of becoming aware as we enact Self. These were 

then ultimately further refined into eight explicit themes after a period of indwelling to 

write the individual depictions. To support multiple rounds of intensive data immersion, I 

reflectively asked myself questions such as 

• How does this inform our living experience? 

• How does this relate to my own experience? 

• What is actively happening with respect to the individual co-researchers 

and Self?  

• How was the experience emerging, connecting and/or disrupting? 

Once the preliminary list of 37 potential themes was made, I transitioned to a 

phase of incubation and indwelling for thematic reflection and shifted my attention to 

illuminating the individual depictions. This is an adaptation of the heuristic inquiry 

method. I intentionally made this shift before I finalized the eight core themes to prevent 

the potential themes from influencing or biasing my interpretation of the individual 
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narrative for each co-researcher. I wanted to avoid a reductionist approach to the 

individual depictions and to arrive at the most constitutive understanding of each 

experience. My goal was to bracket the explicit reflections and see what emerged 

intuitively for each co-researcher by immersing myself deeply in their implicit individual 

narrative. 

Individual Depictions 

To construct the individual depictions, I immersed myself in dialogue between my 

co-researchers and myself to build on and iterate the knowledge and understanding of the 

research to better illuminate their experiences, make sense of mine, and explicate the 

experience holistically as a phenomenon. Each co-researcher has an individual depiction 

that captures the emerging aspects within their experience. As I wrote the Enacting Self 

section of each individual depiction, I grouped each individual co-researcher’s experiences 

as they emerged and asked, “What are they experiencing as they enact Self?” And “What 

are they doing as they enact Self?” These questions allowed me to look beyond the words 

being spoken to consider the impact on and state of enaction.  

The subheadings within the Enacting Self section of the individual depiction 

started as unique descriptors for each co-researcher. As I progressed in writing the 

individual depictions, I tracked the subheadings applied to each co-researcher and started 

to notice a pattern. A pattern of exact or similar subheadings was repeating across 

individual depictions. After completing all individual depictions, I reviewed the 

subheadings and considered similarly worded or thematically aligned subheadings to 

determine whether a universal subheading could be applied. There were originally 16 

subheadings across all individual depictions that I synthesized into the 10 common 
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subheadings that are the basis for the variations in resonance to be defined later in this 

chapter and explained in more detail in Chapter 5. Where the core themes are the co-

researchers’ explicit articulation of their experience, the variations in resonance derived 

from the individual depictions are my interpretations of the co-researchers’ implicit 

experiences. 

In the individual depictions (located in Appendix F-M), direct quotations are 

intentionally presented in the original spoken form of the co-researcher to preserve the 

authenticity and integrity of her dialogue. Any deviations from standard spelling, 

grammar, syntax, or usage reflect the co-researcher’s vernacular and are purposefully 

retained to convey the accuracy and nuance of their expression. The individual depictions 

were shared with each co-researcher, who had two weeks to review the depictions and 

make changes or suggestions to improve clarity and veracity of the content. The complete 

list of tacit themes, defined as variations in resonance later in this chapter, were also 

shared with co-researchers, and each was encouraged to review her content and assess the 

accuracy of the themes identified by the researcher. If the co-researcher had 

recommendations for additional or different theme alignment, she was encouraged to note 

the recommendations in her review or reach out to me for further discussion. One co-

researcher suggested one of her quotes should be associated with letting go, and in the 

final edit the resonance the comment is embedded in is aligned with letting go. 

Composite Depictions 

In heuristic inquiry composite depiction is used to created deep and broad 

understanding of the co-researcher experience and demonstrate the shared meaning of co-

researchers. Approaching this study with a constitutive ontology has methodological 
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implications beyond adaptations to process; instead of measuring awareness this study 

seeks to explore what emerging constitutive enaction (e.g., naming, acknowledging, 

valuing) looks like. Typically, in a heuristic inquiry a composite depiction would explore 

themes holistically. In this study the composite depiction, shared in detail in Chapter 4, is 

constructed in four distinct frameworks that serve as different lenses to amplify the 

essence of the phenomenon and identify patterns and attributes to discern this enaction. As 

the purpose of this study is to explore the nuances within the experience of becoming 

aware, it was important to tease apart as many dimensions within the experience as 

possible. Traditionally in heuristic inquiry, methods and implicit and explicit themes are 

considered holistically along with symbolic language and other contextual elements in 

composite depictions. I have intentionally deconstructed these dimensions to amplify the 

constitutive attributes that may emerge from each. 

Two of the frameworks I apply in the composite depiction are more traditionally 

aligned with heuristic inquiry. (1) The most traditional framework explores the explicit 

core themes that emerged from the explicit words used by co-researchers based on their 

experiences. This framework provided the context for how co-researchers describe the 

experience. (2) Another more traditional framework explores the symbolic language, 

mostly metaphors, employed by co-researchers to express their complex or abstract 

concepts and make them more accessible or real. This framework provided the context for 

how co-researchers talk about the experience and is a hybrid of explicit and implicit 

knowledge. Heuristic inquiry values tacit and intuitive knowledge and the mode of 

knowing symbolic language and imagery provides (Mihalache, 2019; Moustakas, 1990). 
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Considering symbolism in composite depiction is common in heuristic inquiry, though 

traditionally the analysis would be imbedded in the broader core themes.  

The final two frameworks maintain heuristic principles of exploring tacit 

knowledge and the embodied, relational, experiential awareness of the phenomenon while 

elaborating on heuristic analysis practices. (3) I leveraged the embodied awareness-based 

questions self-reported by co-researchers on the intake form as a lens to explore the co-

researchers’ tacit knowledge about their experiences of dissonance, perceptions of 

transformation, and previous relationships with Self-exploration. This framework 

provided context for the living experience of co-researchers and amplified the potential 

blind spots in their awareness of Self and is reflective of my interpretation of how these 

experiences influenced their narrative. 

While quoting Polanyi, who said, “we can know more than we can tell,” 

Moustakas (1990) advocated for our intuitive deep exploration of the tacit knowledge of 

co-researchers that they may not be able to explicitly share. (4) In the final framework, I 

expand that tacit or implicit essence of the phenomenon using the emerging experiences 

from the Enacting Self section of the individual depictions. These emergent, tacit 

experiences were used to bring to life and make visible the embodied nature of the co-

researchers’ Self-organizing or the biological act of Self(ing) and are defined as variations 

in resonances. This framework provided the context for what was happening in the 

experience for co-researchers based on my interpretation of the implicit experiences of the 

co-researchers. From these four frameworks, I curated a composite depiction to inform our 

understanding of the experience of women becoming aware as they enact Self. The core 
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theme and variations in resonance were further aligned with the experience of becoming 

aware through the principal element of epoché.  

Defining Resonance 

In Chapter 1, I suggested that the outcome of this study would be our 

understanding of the core constitutive elements of the living experience and how we may 

nurture praxis. Through the rich reflective process of heuristic inquiry, I recognized that 

the presumption of creating a taxonomy for Self-awareness was my own socio-culturally 

reinforced dualistic thinking. Instead of elements that might suggest a process of 

awareness, I will highlight constitutive attributes of becoming aware as co-researchers 

enact self. These attributes will inform the essence of becoming aware and illuminate the 

nature of the experience for future praxis. 

Enaction is co-emergence where an “organism both initiates and is shaped by the 

environment” (Varela et al., 2016, p. 174). When we enact Self, we are co-emerging with 

everything around us to dynamically make meaning of our Self and our environment. 

Research has revealed a predisposition toward dualistic mindsets that have divided and 

imbalanced the Self, privileged the Self-as-object, created dissonance, and reinforced 

biased tools and assessments (Damasio, 2012; Varela et al., 2016). As this study unfolded, 

I sought to reinforce the vital nature of nurturing our Self-as-knower, or the internalized 

Self, to foster our autopoietic processing and the balance of integrating our internal voice 

with our experiences (Damasio, 2012; Depraz et al., 2003).  

To emphasize that autopoietic essence and promote the integrated balance of Self, 

I considered other language for my analysis in the composite depiction of the tacit 

knowledge that would more accurately reflect the emergent nature of the shared 
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experiences of the co-researchers becoming aware as they are enacting Self. Instead of 

elements of a concept, in Chapter 5, I present the 10 variations in resonances which 

emerged from the diverse tacit experiences of the co-researchers as they are self-

organizing in their living experience. The variations of each resonance reflect the unique 

dynamic of internal and external forces for each co-researcher co-emerging and enacting 

Self. 

Resonance originates from the Latin term resonantia, which means “echo,” and 

specifically refers to “when the frequency of an external oscillation or vibration matches 

an object’s natural frequency” (Johnson, 2019). It also is defined as “a quality of evoking 

response” (https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/resonance). In academic 

dialogue, the concept of resonance is not just metaphorical; scholars often treat resonance 

as a constitutive dynamic in healing, memory, and relational attunement across fields of 

such as clinical therapy, psychology, and phenomenology (Jaiswal, 2025; Müller et al., 

2023; Righetti, 2024). Resonance is described as a response to dissonance that is an 

embodied, dynamic mode of interaction, where we feel touched or moved, creating a 

psychological, social, and cognitive connection with the world (Rosa, 2018). Rosa (2018) 

suggested that resonance has an affective and transformative quality that can lead to 

progressive Self-awareness but is also unpredictable due to the temporal and dynamic 

nature of the iteration.  

Exemplary Portraits 

 In heuristic inquiry, exemplary portraits are intended to be representative profiles 

of two to three co-researchers whose experiences “characterize the universal themes of the 

study” (Sultan, 2019, p. 99). Moustakas (1990) suggested that the exemplary portrait is an 

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/resonance
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opportunity to highlight the unique characteristics of a co-researcher within the gestalt of 

the overall research cohort. This would suggest that bringing into focus the attributes of 

two to three co-researchers’ experiences of becoming aware should reveal the collective or 

integrated experience. 

 I am intentionally adapting the heuristic methodological approach, by excluding 

exemplar portraits in this study. Though in some studies exemplar portraits can bring 

abstract themes clarity and provide more depth and nuance to rich, layered, and complex 

narratives by delivering compelling examples of emergent themes, for the purposes of this 

study, the risk of potential reductionist interpretation of the experiences outweighs the 

narrative gains. Exemplars in small qualitative cohort studies risk over-identification with 

particular themes, selective representation which unintentionally marginalizes other voices 

or reduces the diversity of the experience, provides limited analytical rigor, and offers no 

additional generalizable transference (Djuraskovic & Arthur, 2010; Moustakas, 1990; 

Sela-Smith, 2002; Tudor, 2023).  

 The purpose of this study is to explore the experience of becoming aware as co-

researchers enact Self. Approaching this study with a constitutive ontology has always 

suggested that the experiences would be unique and focus would be on the attributes of 

constitutive enaction (e.g., naming, acknowledging, or valuing) holistically. Additionally, 

the constitutive ontology that underscores this study shifts the lens of awareness to an 

individual experience defined by an emergent, relational, and potentially symbolic 

experience with environmental or institutional contexts (Reddekop, 2014; Storberg-

Walker, 2022). Ultimately, each co-researcher is an exemplar in their own experience, and 

it is the constitutive enaction of each individual that informs the gestalt of the cohort. 
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Creative Synthesis 

The final aspect of the data analysis is the creative synthesis to capture the 

researcher’s understanding of the essence and nature of the phenomenon as well as the 

experiences of the co-researchers (Sultan, 2019). This synthesis can take on any creative 

form that is representative of the experience and in heuristic inquiry tradition. I dwelled in 

the unknown and considered with curiosity and wonder what the most engaging and 

honest representation might be of this study. The heuristic inquiry process forces the 

researcher to be deeply immersed in the words and experiences of the co-researchers. The 

creative synthesis is a representation of the integration of experiences this study evokes for 

me as a researcher and the indelible effect the study will have on who I know my Self to 

be. Chapter 4 reveals the creative synthesis derived from my deep reflections on this 

study. 

Trustworthiness 

Guba and Lincoln (1982) asserted that qualitative research differs from 

quantitative research at an axiomatic level, and consequently the expectations for the 

nature of the inquiry’s trustworthiness vary. In qualitative research, particularly the 

naturalistic approach of phenomenology where the individual experience of a 

phenomenon is the topic of exploration, there can be no expectation of generalization 

(Guba 1981). Quantitative research, rational inquiry, is in search of a definitive truth or 

reality whereas qualitative research, or a naturalistic inquiry approach, accepts reality as 

intangible and unique to the experience (Guba & Lincoln, 1982).  

The type of rigor required for trustworthiness in qualitative research therefore 

differs from that required in quantitative research. Qualitative inquiry must be concerned 
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with criteria such as credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability instead 

of validity, reliability, and objectivity (Guba 1981). Similarly, Creswell (2013) identified 

negative case analysis; member checks; external audits; triangulation; prolonged 

engagement; peer review; rich, thick description; and clarification of researcher bias as the 

methods to verify researcher trustworthiness and suggested at least two were needed in a 

study.  

In heuristic inquiry, the validity and rigor of the research depend on the 

researcher's commitment to conducting “exhaustive self-searching” and explicating the 

data to portray “vividly and accurately the meanings and essence of the experience” as an 

interpretation of the research (Moustakas, 1990, p. 32), which contributes to the credibility 

of the study (Sultan, 2019). Ethical and rigorous heuristic inquiry research employs 

evaluation strategies identified in Table 12 that align with traditional criteria to give 

structure and consistency to the heuristic process (Sultan, 2019). Memos and journaling 

with thick, rich descriptions of frameworks, context, findings, and processes were used to 

provide an ongoing account and support credibility of the inquiry (Sultan, 2019).  



134 
 

Table 12 

Trustworthiness Evaluation Strategies Relevant to Heuristic Inquiry 

Evaluation 
Strategy Heuristic Perspective Description 

Related 
Evaluation 

Criteria 

Prolonged 
engagement 

Extensive immersion in and dwelling with the 
phenomenon and with relevant individuals and sites 
(content and context), allowing for humanistic and 
exploratory unfolding of the research process and 
development of a detailed, credible, and multifaceted 
manuscript describing the process and findings 

Credibility 
Transferability 

Thick 
description 

Clear articulation and communication of the research 
process and findings, including multiple perspectives on 
process and content to enhance transparency 

Credibility 
Transferability 
Dependability 
Confirmability 

Negative / 
alternative 

explanations 

Presentation of alternative or contradictory perspectives 
on identified themes and alignment with the social 
constructivist concept of multiple realities 

Credibility 
Confirmability 

Member 
checking 

Ongoing relational collaboration with co-researchers to 
enhance authenticity and equity mitigate power 
differentials and determine accuracy of findings 
including theme interpretation and articulation and 
meaning making 

Credibility 
Confirmability 

Peer 
debriefing 

Inclusion of an impartial outsider to enrich dialogical 
interaction and explore implicit aspects of this study the 
researcher may be overlooking (or over or under 
emphasizing), facilitate awareness of biases and 
assumptions, and assess emergent themes from 
broader perspectives (including other disciplines and 
universal foci) 

Credibility 
Confirmability 

External audit 
/ review 

Inclusion of a researcher unfamiliar with the study 
charged with examining and vetting the research 
process, evaluating the accuracy of the portrayal of the 
findings, and promoting movement from the personal to 
the universal 

Credibility 
Dependability 
Confirmability 

Triangulation 

The use of multiple sources of information or 
perspectives (e.g., data collection methods, data 
sources, theories) to enhance credibility, justify findings, 
and affirm multiple realities 

Credibility 
Transferability 
Dependability 
Confirmability 

Reflexivity 

Introspection, clarification, and acknowledgment of 
researcher’s biases, values, beliefs, attitudes, 
perspectives, and roles as informed by personal 
experience 

Credibility 
Dependability 
Confirmability 

(Sultan, 2019, p. 183) 
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To further establish credibility of the data collected in this study, I took steps to 

demonstrate that the findings reflected the co-researchers’ true and accurate experiences 

through thick, rich descriptions and member checks (Sultan, 2019). Guba (1981) 

suggested that member checks are the “single most important action” for heuristic inquiry 

researchers (p. 85). Inclusion of the co-researchers in the process is representative of the 

heuristic inquiry process (Moustakas, 1990). All co-researchers were provided the 

opportunity to review the transcription of their interview and ensure the transcription 

matched their statements and experiences. Additionally, participants had the opportunity 

to review the individual depictions.  

This study utilized criterion-based, purposive sampling of individuals who shared a 

similar experience. I anticipated that the rich descriptions of their experiences and the 

diverse context of the MPP shared in this study would reveal the extent to which this 

phenomenon is transferable to other settings or populations, though that was not the 

primary intent of this research. The intent was to illuminate the living experience of 

women as they become aware of and better understand who they really are. To establish 

dependability, I maintained a robust record of the research process, including interview 

schedules, and explication such as notetaking, theming, and analysis processes sufficient 

to allow for peer review of the research (Sultan, 2019).  

Guba and Lincoln (1982) suggested that qualitative research is always value-bound 

through the framing of the research, paradigm selection, theorization, inquiry, and 

interpretation. Establishing strong reflexivity practices that convey authenticity of 

intentions and motivations is essential for the overall trustworthiness of the study 

(Creswell, 2013). I used journaling and memos to engage in ongoing reflexive practices to 
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maintain awareness of my positionality and perspective on the experience I share with the 

co-researchers. In the social interaction dynamics of the enactive approach, the 

environment, my agency, self-awareness, and self-constitution contribute to the fully 

realized and embodied experience (Froese & Di Paolo, 2011). The phenomenological 

process is dependent on a highly reflexive state throughout the process. 

I anticipated that sufficiency would be reached with co-researchers, further 

contributing to the trustworthiness of the data. As the data was analyzed and emergent 

themes identified, intermittent reviews by my dissertation chair provided assurance of data 

quality. External reviews assessed the quality of the process and the data collection and 

analysis, and provided feedback for improvement, as necessary. 

Delimitations and Limitations 

Limitations are uncontrollable challenges a researcher encounters and addresses at 

the conclusion of the study, whereas delimitations are what is excluded initially to ensure 

the focus or manageability of the research study (Coker, 2022). There were two initial 

potential delimitations identified based on the heuristic nature of this inquiry. First, the 

subjective nature of a heuristic inquiry can often limit generalizability of findings (Sultan, 

2019). The uniqueness of this experience further limits potential generalizability, as there 

are few individuals who have participated in or experienced the MPP. In this study, my 

co-researchers were adult women who sought a novel space of Self-discovery to better 

understand who they really were. This does not diminish the value of sharing these 

experiences. Conversely, this study deepens our understanding of the individual 

experience. Second, though indications were strong that I would have multiple volunteers 

to participate, the pool of potential co-researchers was not large and had limited diversity. 
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This limited my study in two ways. First, there was minimal diversity among co-

researchers. Analysis provided in Chapter 4 will determine the impact of co-researcher 

diversity on the study. Second, not all of the volunteers were geographically co-located, 

requiring video interviews for a sizable minority of the co-researchers. Video interviews 

ultimately did not diminish the quality of the data collected. 

Though it is common in qualitative research, I did not label my own subjectivity as 

the researcher as a delimitation for this study. As this was a heuristic inquiry, my 

subjectivity is a virtue (Sultan, 2019). That said, I did balance my input that is central to 

the methodology with the effect my experience, perspective, values, and understanding 

may have had on the research (Moustakas, 1990). I employed different strategies of 

reflection such as: ongoing self-reflection (I preferred audio journaling), consistent 

reflexivity (noticing and documenting how or when my personal experiences shape the 

research process), being transparent about my own autobiographical experience with the 

research topic and involving co-researchers in some aspect of analysis of the data 

(Moustakas, 1990; Sultan, 2019). 

A known limitation that I faced was managing time. Like many modern graduate 

students, I am a professional who works full-time in a role that is both mentally 

demanding and time-consuming. Additionally, due to external constraints, my dissertation 

chair and I agreed to a condensed timeline to complete this study. What would normally be 

completed in 12-18 months was completed in about 8 months. This resulted in adaptations 

to the methodology as noted in this chapter. 
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Summary of Methodology 

In this chapter, I described the general methodology for this study, why it was 

selected, and the specific methods I employed. I proposed a heuristic inquiry to illuminate 

the experiences of women becoming aware as they embrace Self. I explained that heuristic 

inquiry was selected because it is a phenomenologically related method that is designed 

specifically for exploring everyday human experience (Moustakas, 1990). Heuristic 

inquiry methods are the study of “living experiences (i.e., interrelate, interconnected, 

continuing experiences) rather than the study of lived experiences” (Sultan, 2019, p. 4), in 

other words, experiences we are enacting, not static, fixed experiences. This distinction is 

a vital acknowledgement of the co-emergent nature of our reality. Heuristic inquiry allows 

for autobiographical perspectives of the researcher and encourages creativity and 

embodied inquiry (Sultan, 2019).  
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Chapter 4: Explication in Dialogue 
 
 

I used to be like a bird imprisoned in a cage, contenting myself with seeds 

dropped down to me by the hands of Destiny. But today I feel like a free 

bird who sees the beauty of the fields and prairies and wishes to fly in the 

spacious sky, mingling its affections, its fancy, and its hopes with the ether. 

 – Khalil Gibran, Self Portrait 

Enaction is co-emergence where an “organism both initiates and is shaped by the 

environment” (Varela et al., 2016, p. 174). When we enact Self, we are co-emerging with 

everything around us to dynamically make meaning of our Self and our environment. 

Research revealed a predisposition toward dualistic mindsets that have divided and 

imbalanced the Self, privileged the Self-as-object, created dissonance, and reinforced 

biased tools and assessments (Damasio, 2012; Varela et al., 2016). As this study unfolded, 

I sought to explore the vital nature of nurturing our Self-as-knower, or the internalized 

Self, to foster the autopoietic essence of enaction and the balance of integrating our 

internal voice with our experiences (Damasio, 2012; Depraz et al., 2003).  

In course of this study, I sought to illuminate the living experience of women 

becoming aware as they enact Self. This journey of Self exploration established a space of 

shared dialogue that was deeply personal and yet still contributed to building a bridge of 

knowledge around a fundamental understanding of co-emergence of Self. In Chapter 1, I 

suggested that the outcome of this study would be our understanding of the core 

constitutive elements of the living experience and how we may nurture praxis. Heuristic 

inquiry calls for the creation of individual depictions which use thick, rich descriptions 

from the co-researchers’ own words (Moustakas, 1990). These detailed descriptions can 

be found in Appendix F-M. The first section of this chapter will have introductions to each 

co-researcher based on those depictions. Following the synopsis of individual depictions, a 
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composite depiction will be constructed that reflects the holistic experience through the 

lens of four frameworks that provide different dimensions of the co-research experience. 

The totality of the composite depictions will be captured through self-reported reflections, 

themes, metaphors, and variations in resonance that express the living experience of the 

co-researchers becoming aware as they enact Self. The closing section of this chapter will 

present the analysis of constitutive attributes and the summary of findings from the 

synthesis of the four frameworks.. 

Individual Depictions: The Living Experiences of Women 

In this study, all participants had a shared experience: the meaningful portrait 

process (MPP). A photographer created the MPP to bring participants on a journey of 

Self-discovery and yield an embodied visual essence of Self. The past experiences of the 

participants were diverse, but all were struggling to align the explicit storytelling of Self, 

their living experiences, and how they feel implicitly. This represents the “grasping” 

tension of our dualistic mindsets seeking a grounded Self and experiential alignment 

(Varela et al., 2016). The portrait became a living meditation, or mandala of the enactment 

of Self, a proof of presence and essence (Brilliant, 1991; Freeland, 2007; Nuñez, 2009; 

Siegel, 2016). 

In this study, heuristic inquiry methods were used to engage eight co-researchers in 

dialogue and gain a deeper perspective on their living experience of becoming aware as 

they enact Self. One aspect of heuristic inquiry is the creation of thick, rich individual 

depictions which use co-researchers’ own language to articulate their experiences 

(Moustakas, 1990). The following are introductions to each co-researcher’s living 
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experience based on the individual depictions. The full-length individual depictions can be 

found in Appendix F-M.  

Please note, for the remainder of this chapter, direct quotations of co-researchers 

will be used extensively. Direct quotations are intentionally presented in the original 

spoken form of the co-researcher to preserve the authenticity and integrity of their 

dialogue. Any deviations from standard spelling, grammar, syntax, or usage reflect the co-

researcher’s vernacular and are purposefully retained to convey the accuracy and nuance 

of their expression. These linguistic features should be interpreted as deliberate 

representations the dialogue, rather than editorial oversights or errors. 

Renee  

Renee is a 67-year-old cisgender woman. She did not respond to the race/ethnicity 

question during intake but presents as being white/Caucasian. Renee was raised in the 

South Central region of the U.S. in a small rural community after moving from a Midwest 

city as a teen. Renee currently lives in a large urban city in the South Central region of the 

U.S. with her husband, where she is a professor at a prestigious private university. 

Renee is the only daughter and youngest sibling in her family. When Renee was 

young, her father was diagnosed with a terminal brain tumor and almost died. After a 

protracted illness, he recovered, but the experience altered the family dynamics. When 

Renee was in high school, one of her brothers died, leaving the family further fractured in 

many ways.  

According to Renee, she demonstrated caregiving tendencies from an early age: “I 

was always there to make sure everything was done, and everybody was okay for 

everybody else. That was my job most of my life.” Renee believed it was her 
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responsibility to help hold the family together and create joy for her family: “…it wasn't a 

joy that came from my, well, from my heart. I had to make myself seem joyful. So I 

became really good at acting.” Renee continued this tendency of hiding her own feelings 

and caring for others even in the wake of her divorce from her first husband and the 

abusive environment created for her and her young son. 

Despite feeling limited by early career choices because of social norms (“You're 

either gonna be a wife or a teacher or a nurse. Well, my sister-in-law was already a 

nurse”), Renee eventually went on to receive a doctorate in leadership development and 

had a successful career. Her commitment to achieving success in the male-dominant 

corporate environment contributed to what she now sees as a “loss of her feminine side” 

or “setting aside” of her femininity. Over the years Renee began to favor more tailored, 

even masculine cuts to align with her environment. “I'm always, um, simple colors, 

nothing too flashy, slacks, comfy shoes.” This led to trends of what she described as “Self-

editing” in other aspects of her life, such as not being emotionally demonstrative or 

building close relationships. Through the MPP, Renee wanted an opportunity to see 

herself again.  

Ayana  

Ayana is a 51-year-old cisgender woman who identifies as Asian. Ayana was 

raised in the Northwest region of the U.S. and claims Thailand as her place of origin. 

Ayana currently lives in a major suburb of a large metropolitan area of the South Central 

region of the U.S. with her children, who are in high school and college, and her husband. 

Ayana’s knowledge of her early life is built on the fractured memories of a child, 

stories passed on to her, and a few recently acquired government documents. Her parents 
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met when her mother’s village was bombed in the Vietnam War. Her mother died when 

she was an infant. Ayana’s family traveled to a refugee camp in Thailand after the war 

ended to find her father and were eventually resettled to the Northwest United States when 

Ayana was approximately 5 years old. 

Ayana’s father was prone to violence with “demons of his own.” She was told her 

father abused her mother repeatedly, including when pregnant with Ayana. She 

experienced multiple traumatic events with her father. She nearly died as a baby when he 

threw her against a wall, and her stomach was slashed open. He forced her to chop a nut 

with a machete at the age of six and she sliced her finger tip. She was beaten often and 

repeatedly until child protective services intervened and she was placed with a sponsor 

family. 

 Ayana’s sponsor family was generally indifferent to her. Her junior year in high 

school, with only two days’ notice, the sponsor family decided to send her across the 

country to the Southeast region of the U.S. to live with her sister. Ayana left all her 

personal belongings behind and moved with just a suitcase to finish high school. Despite 

being accepted to multiple prestigious colleges, Ayana did not tell anyone. She did not 

feel she or her family could afford the expense, and she feared being a greater burden to 

her sister. Ayana decided to attend community college in the Northwest.  

While working through college, Ayana needed money for books and asked her 

sponsor for $75. Her sponsor refused. Ayana decided to sell some of the belongings she 

left when she moved to her sister’s. “It didn't take me very long,” she related, “to discover 

that while I was gone, they got rid of all my possessions. And so I don't have a surviving 

photo of me beyond high school.” While in college, Ayana started working for a small 
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start-up technology company. Despite not finishing college, almost three decades later she 

is still with the company that is now one of the largest technology companies in the world.  

Ayana feels she has been fighting her entire life, for her life, for love, for 

acceptance, and to just be. Ayana has the scars to attest to her battle-filled life journey: “A 

lot of the, the physical scars were done by someone who was supposed to protect me.” 

Most of her physical scars have emotional or mental counterparts that run just as deep. 

Ayana saw her MPP as “an affirmation of just my whole life story.” She is “exhausted” 

and feels like she can “let my guard down for the first time.”  

Tess  

Tess is a 46-year-old cisgender woman who identifies as Black/African American. 

She was raised in the Northwest region of the U.S. in a rural community. Tess is divorced 

with three children and currently lives alone in a rapidly growing small town outside of a 

major metropolitan area in the South Central region of the U.S. 

Tess grew up in a large, loving family but always felt a little like the “black sheep” 

of the family. When she became a single mother at age 20, Tess’s relationship with her 

parents became strained.  

Tess grew up with feelings of “rejection” and “being unworthy” that she never 

discussed with her father, who was a local minister of a community church. Tess realized 

she had been viewing her father and God through the same lens, which had contributed to 

excessive feelings of judgment. Tess amplified that judgment with her own self-doubt and 

insecurities about a wide range of concerns. Tess saw being a single mother as a 

“consequence” or “punishment” for her choices. Her shame at being a single mother 

shaped how she saw herself as “a woman, as a daughter, as a sister, as a friend in 
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relationships.” She was forced to confront these biases when her own daughter became 

pregnant at a young age. 

Tess struggled through the loss of multiple significant figures in her life: her 

mother and father, her ex-husband, and her godmother. This time of change became a 

“catalyst” for Tess and “catapulted me into a space where I really started looking more 

inwardly.” As Tess started to consider being in a romantic relationship again, she realized 

she wanted things to be different: “There's gotta be something different that has to happen. 

So that's what was the catalyst for me to say, if it's gonna be different than it has to start 

with you.” 

Mika  

Mika is a 55-year-old cisgender woman who identifies as Black/African American. 

She was raised on the West coast of the U.S. Mika has one child and currently lives alone 

in a suburban community within a large metropolitan area in the South Central region of 

the U.S. 

Mika experienced a turbulent family dynamic with multiple painful events. Her 

father died before she was born and her mother had to work long, late hours, leaving her 

responsible for her siblings at an early age. Both Mika and her mother experienced abuse 

from one of her mother’s long-term partners. Mika has lost many close members of her 

family, and despite her efforts she has not been able to maintain a close family dynamic.  

In her mid-twenties, Mika became pregnant and decided to raise her son on her 

own. She pursued a leadership program through work that forced her to move often. One 

of her siblings moved to help her care for her young son. Eventually Mika married, but the 

marriage ended in an annulment when it was discovered her husband was a bigamist.  
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Faith is a significant aspect of Mika’s life. As a young woman, Mika “accepted 

Christ publicly.” This marked a meaningful change for Mika, as she chose to put her 

“whole trusting in God for everything.” Mika wanted “to make sure my son had a 

different upbringing than I did, and that was more founded in faith.” Mika had a desire to 

“do life differently.” Mika saw her MPP as “healing” and “redemptive.” They are a 

testament that she is “still fighting” and she has the “joy, grace, mercy” of her faith. 

Dee  

Dee is a 54-year-old cisgender woman who identifies as white/Caucasian. She was 

raised in a small rural town in the South Central region of the U.S. Dee is widowed and 

currently lives in a major city in a large metroplex in the South Central region of the U.S. 

with her daughter. 

Dee was raised in a loving family that struggled with unresolved trauma from her 

mother’s childhood and her father’s alcoholism. Dee grew up a rule follower and 

described herself as the “goody two shoes” of her siblings, which often caused strains in 

her relationships. Dee went to college and was married right after college.  

Dee’s marriage was unhealthy from the start due to the emotional abuse and 

gaslighting she suffered from her husband. For over two decades, she attempted to 

maintain a “perfect family” façade, but she felt trapped and unable to pursue her dreams of 

writing. Despite the ongoing abuse, Dee felt like she had “been trained” to “get married” 

and create “the perfect life” and as the wife it was up to her “to keep it together.” Dee was 

widowed in her mid-40s and grieved not for the loss of her husband but for the “life we 

should have had.” She also felt “peaceful.” 
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As Dee started reconnecting with her family and friends, “I think my brother saw 

that I was closed off all those years.” Her brother told her when she was married, he “did 

not see the joy that he used to see” in her. Dee had built a “façade” and “there was no 

inner joy.” Now Dee is pursuing a career in writing and in a healthy long-term 

relationship. When Dee reflects on her life, she feels like she “was a lucky one. My 

husband happened to get sick and die.” She admits when her husband died it was like “my 

life opened up.” Dee shares that therapy “helped” her “to start thinking about myself.” She 

goes on to explain, “my whole life has been trying to find that connection with myself.” 

When she was married, that connection was not allowed. 

Charlie  

Charlie is a 47-year-old cisgender woman who identifies as white/Caucasian. 

Charlie was raised in the Northwestern region of the U.S. in a major metropolitan area. 

She currently lives in a mid-sized city that is part of a larger metroplex in the South 

Central region of the U.S. with her husband. 

Charlie grew up in a “dysfunctional” family. Her mother suffered from 

undisclosed childhood traumas which caused her to be “disconnected and depressed,” and 

her father was “very verbal[ly] abusive.” Charlie experienced varying forms and degrees 

of “neglect” from both of her parents throughout her life. Charlie’s younger brother 

struggled with healthy lifestyle choices as he got older and died in an automobile accident 

when he was young. 

Charlie was sexually exploited by her father’s step-father starting at the age of 

eight. The abuse continued to escalate into more explicit acts until Charlie was 12. Charlie 

was raised going to a fundamentalist Baptist church that she described as “very strict.” On 
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some level, she knew what was happening “was wrong,” but she had been groomed to 

believe it was what she wanted. “I was shameful of that,” she said, “So ashamed.” 

Charlie finally stood up to her predator when she was 12 and demanded the abuse 

stop. As a young girl, the danger her young brother might be in never occurred to her: “He 

turned to my brother. [He] was the target. I had no idea.” It would be years later that she 

would learn that her abuser also exploited her younger brother. Again, at just 16, Charlie 

confronted her abuser and demanded that he admit his crime. Her abuser confessed to her 

parents. Her parents were “shocked,” “embarrassed,” and “shameful” “that they had let it 

happen.” 

At just 16, Charlie had carried this secret for 8 years and sought counseling on her 

own through her church. Charlie eventually married but continued to “fight memories” 

after she was married and sought help to protect her relationship and because “we both 

deserve better.” Charlie explored different therapies and learned her trauma was embodied 

and “impacts our body and health.” She approached the MPP to explore her true Self and 

admitted a desire to “quit lying to herself” that she was strong. 

Jerrica  

Jerica is a 48-year-old cisgender woman who identifies as white/Caucasian. Jerica 

was born and primarily raised in the Western Region of the United States until she moved 

to the Midwest region as a young adult. She currently lives in a large city in a 

metropolitan area of the South Central region of the U.S. with her boyfriend. 

Jerrica’s parents divorced when she was still in school, and she has an older sister. 

Jerrica grew up in the church and going to bible study, and that is where she met her 

lifelong friends. As Jerrica got older, she noticed that her church was making irrational 
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demands of her, and situations would come up that made her feel as if she “wasn’t good 

enough.” There was something about the church, “something was wrong, but at the time I 

couldn’t put my finger on it.” She just knew “a church shouldn’t make you feel bad about 

yourself.”  

Eventually, Jerrica decided to change churches, and through her new church 

participated in a mission trip that solidified her desire to become a nurse. Her friends from 

her previous church made her doubt her ability to pursue nursing and her intelligence to 

succeed. Years later Jerrica decided to move from her Midwest community with the 

encouragement of some of her lifelong friends that had moved years before. Jerrica 

believed her friends would be supportive because of their past relationship: “I was more of 

a sister to her than her own sisters were.” 

As Jerrica transitioned into her new life, made new friends, and even met a new 

boyfriend, her relationship with her lifelong friends became strained. “I was growing,” but 

“they weren’t growing.” Jerrica felt “there was a lot of judgment” coming from her 

friends.” It was as if “they didn’t think I was worthy.” Jerrica’s friends continued to gossip 

behind her back and judged her relationship. The idea of being betrayed by and losing 

lifelong friends made her feel “sick to my stomach.” 

Jerrica is typically “fine in the background.” Before having her photos taken, 

Jerrica remembers feeling “stressed” by the events of life. She also felt a general sense of 

“unhappiness” and like she was “stuck.” She admitted “I knew something needed to 

change.” Jerrica knew it wasn’t her relationship, but that she “needed to take some form of 

action.” 
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Olivia  

Oliva is a 52-year-old cisgender woman who identifies as white/Caucasian. She 

was raised in the Northeast region of the U.S. Olivia currently lives in a mid-size city in a 

major metropolitan area in the South Central region of the U.S. with her husband with 

whom she has one child. 

Olivia never realized how “dysfunctional” her family was until she was older. Her 

parents were active in the church and community and well-liked by her friends growing 

up, but mother grew up in a home with an alcoholic father, and her father routinely 

refused promotions at work “because he didn’t think he could do it.” She was never close 

to her older brother. Home was not always safe for Oliva; a foster child her parent took in 

when she was young assaulted her.  

When Olivia was in college, her parents were in a car accident. Her father was 

killed, and her mother suffered a traumatic brain injury. Olivia returned home and took 

care of her mother for several years. Olivia was raised to be “safe and practical” and to 

take “calculated risks.” In some ways she transitioned her “caregiver role” from her 

mother to her husband and child. 

Olivia’s lifelong career aspiration was to live abroad and perform humanitarian 

and mission work. For almost three decades, Olivia worked with the same organization in 

different roles. Her career was a “joy and blessing,” but it was also a trajectory created by 

a “traumatic experience” and not what she originally desired for her Self. In many ways, it 

was “the only stable thing” in her life. Olivia is currently pursuing a second career as a 

professional coach. 
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Olivia is on a “journey” and sees her Self “evolving” and “discovering this new 

person” that she is. She questions whether she had “the right environment to thrive” over 

the years. Olivia discovered the MPP when she paid for the portraits for a friend: “I think 

sometimes the act of doing something for somebody else helps you discover your own life 

purpose or helps you get some momentum.” 

These introductions to the individual depictions offer an overview of the living 

experiences that form the basis of our deeper understanding of the phenomenon that will 

be explored through the composite depiction. The following section highlights the explicit 

themes that emerged across the individual experiences of the co-researchers and 

contributed to the unified understanding of the co-researchers’ living experiences. 

Composite Depiction: Exploring Our Emerging Self 

The intent of the illumination phase of heuristic inquiry is to conduct a vertical and 

horizontal review of the data to gain both a deep and broad understanding of the 

experience concurrently (Sultan, 2019). Heuristic inquiry is not a method concerned with 

the functional qualitative assessment focused on the frequency of data emerging or 

measuring a process, but rather on the scope of what is emerging in the data (Sultan, 

2019). While traditional empirical research tends to presuppose a cause and effect 

relationship in data analysis, heuristic inquiry encourages the researcher to explore the 

nature and meaning of the phenomenon through deep immersion and indwelling and 

creative expression of the living experience. Even phenomenology “ends with the essence 

of experience,” whereas the intent of heuristic inquiry is to retain “the essence of the 

person in experience” (Douglass & Moustakas, 1985, p. 43). 
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Consequently, there is no explicit priority or value assigned to experiences shared 

more frequently than others, nor are experiences prioritized, grouped, or ranked based on 

frequency. The themes, grouping, and concepts that emerge from the frameworks within 

the composite depiction are derived from a form of inductive, iterative coding. As the 

researcher, I moved back and forth between the data, descriptions, and themes, 

continuously refining my understanding of the co-researchers’ experiences as new insights 

emerged (Moustakas, 2014). This gradual and iterative process of cycling through the data 

minimizes the potential for inappropriate salience bias (Hammersley & Gomm, 1997). 

When new concepts or themes emerged, as the researcher, I had the opportunity to revisit 

data iteratively to confirm the validity of the concept or theme. Though frequency was not 

the principal or sole analytical variable in determining themes or concepts, it did 

contribute to identifying patterns and emphasizing potential elements within the 

frameworks. 

Any indication of the number of co-researchers that shared an experience is for 

clarity of the experience, not a value statement. Instead, the composite depiction uses the 

deep and broad understanding of the co-researcher experience to construct frameworks 

that identify constitutive enaction attributes and patterns and amplify the essence of the 

living experience of each co-researcher within phenomenon. For this study, I will present 

four frameworks within the composite depiction to explore the phenomenon of becoming 

aware as we enact Self that navigate historical awareness-based practices, explicit 

language, symbolic language, and pre-verbal tacit understanding. 

The first framework is through the lens of the embodied, awareness-based 

experiences that co-researchers self-reported during intake. In this framework, we look at 
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their intake responses aligned with their experiences shared in dialogue. Though this 

approach to heuristic analysis is non-traditional, it is supported by this framework, which 

allows us to consider the co-researchers’ historical practice with embodied self-organizing 

and their explicit understanding of their own awareness, and is the context for the living 

experience. This framework will serve as a sort of baseline for the co-researchers to 

facilitate differentiating aspects of living experiences as we explore the deeper meaning 

and nature of becoming aware as they enact Self. 

The second framework is the first to take the wide or horizontal approach to the 

data as it looks across all co-researchers to illuminate the explicit themes that emerged 

from my immersion with the phenomenon and through illumination of the data. These 

core themes are the “unifying representation… illuminated through each of the individual 

portraits” (Sultan, 2019, p. 153). This framework serves as the context for how we 

describe the experience of becoming aware. The core themes represent elements 

unambiguously expressed and shared by co-researchers across the spectrum of affective, 

perceptual, cognitive, and existential experiences with their Self, others, and their 

environment. These core themes offer insight into what was explicit in the understanding 

and prominent for the co-researchers in the experience of becoming aware as they are 

enacting Self. The core themes are aligned with the constitutive meaning and nature of the 

experience as well as the elements of epoché from becoming aware (Depraz et al., 2003). 

The third framework will be the symbolic language, primarily metaphors, 

employed by co-researchers to express their complex or abstract concepts of their living 

experience and make them more accessible or real. This framework also takes a wide or 

horizontal approach to understanding the nature of the experience for the co-researchers. 
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The metaphors are linguistic tools co-researchers use to connect to concepts they either 

cannot adequately express or prefer not to express with direct or practical language. This 

framework reflects the context of how co-researchers talk about the experience of 

becoming aware as they enact Self. These metaphors are explicit choices they make to 

express their understanding of a concept. I have elevated this framework to explore the 

nature and meaning of their tacit experience by grouping the metaphors into themes that 

explore the phenomenon of becoming aware as we enact Self. The metaphor themes are 

further synthesized by constitutive meaning and nature to explore the attributes of the 

enaction. 

The fourth and final framework of the composite depiction looks deeply at the 

living experiences of the co-researchers to explore not what they said, but the tacit or 

implicit essence of the phenomenon in their experience. This framework is used to capture 

the pre-verbal aspect of the dynamic self-organizing nature of the phenomenon in what I 

have defined as variations in resonance and provides the context for what is happening in 

the experience of becoming aware. Resonances are the embodied manifestations that co-

researchers experience in the co-emergent process of self-organizing. Resonances are 

dynamic, natural, and embodied interactions that the co-researchers express through deep 

reflective processing of their ongoing, co-emergent, affective, and transformational living 

experience of becoming aware as they enact Self. Each resonance is considered in 

alignment with the model of becoming aware offered by Depraz et al. (2003) which 

presents the independent and recursive principles of epoché as suspension, redirection, 

and letting go. Resonances are also synthesized by constitutive meaning and nature to 

explore the attributes of the enaction.  
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Each of the four frameworks within the composite depiction provides a unique lens 

into the nature and meaning of the living experience of the co-researchers becoming aware 

as they enact Self. The frameworks are designed to gradually navigate the living 

experience of co-researchers from the most explicit to the most implicit of sense-making. 

Walking this path we will explore the meaning and nature of becoming aware as we enact 

self. The core themes and variations in resonance will inform the experience of becoming 

aware directly. The metaphors will shed light on how the experience was framed. The 

embodied awareness-based experiences will help to contextualize the experience and 

provide points for further reflection. Aligning the core themes and variations in resonance 

will reveal the experience of becoming aware as co-researchers enact Self. 

Once the data is inductively analyzed to identify the themes, concepts, and 

resonances within each of the frameworks, each framework will then be evaluated for the 

constitutive attributes that emerged. A hybrid analytical process will be used that 

incorporates a similar inductive, iterative analysis of the findings and overlays a deductive 

component by considering the elements of epoché from becoming aware (Depraz et al., 

2003). 

Embodied Awareness-Based Experiences 

The embodied awareness-based experience questions were initially intended to 

provide some insight into the co-researcher’s potential interest in embodied exploration 

and comfort with Self-reflection through their history of Self exploration and Self 

reflexivity and awareness of impact and outcomes. This data was going to provide a 

profile for the individual and potential context for experiences of becoming aware.  
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As the primary researcher, I reflected on the questions and responded positively to 

each. Though not an avid yoga practitioner, I have engaged in the practice off-and on. I 

practice transcendental meditation and leveraged the practice in the course of this study. I 

also incorporate other mindfulness practices in my personal and professional life and used 

them in this study. I have participated in coaching, counseling and therapy and I am a 

certified executive coach and mediator. I have experienced dissonance as defined in this 

study, particularly around my guilt after my mother’s death, my relief in her passing and 

my loss of identify in her absence. I have also engaged in multiple transformative 

experiences, the MPP associated with this study being one of them.  

Co-researchers self-reported their embodied, awareness-based experiences 

represented in Table 13 which highlights the general familiarity the co-researcher had with 

embodied, mindfulness practices, reflectivity, and their openness to exploring concepts of 

Self. Their responses to these questions were based on fixed yes/no options and the option 

of maybe provided for experiencing dissonance and transformation. No additional 

qualitative data collection was conducted on these topics to understand the depth, recency, 

or exact nature of each experience. 
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Table 13 

Self-Reported Embodied Awareness-based Experiences 

 EMBODIED AWARENESS-BASED EXPERIENCES 

Co-
Researchers 

Meditation 
Mindfulness 

Exercises 
Yoga 

Coaching 
Therapy 

Counseling 

Experienced 
Cognitive 

Dissonance 

Engaged  
in a 

Transformative 
Event 

Renee Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Ayana   Yes  
Maybe, I’m not 

sure 
Maybe, I’m not 

sure 

Tess    Yes Yes Yes 

Mika Yes Yes  Yes Yes 
Maybe, I’m not 

sure 

Dee Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

Charlie    Yes Yes Yes 

Jerrica Yes Yes Yes Yes 
Maybe, I’m not 

sure 
Yes 

Olivia Yes  Yes Yes 
Maybe, I’m not 

sure 
Yes 

Researcher Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes Yes 

 

As I became immersed with the living experiences through the data, I recognized 

an opportunity to reflect on the patterns, responses, and the Self-awareness co-researchers 

expressed in their intake and what they shared in their interviews. In a study on Self-

awareness and enactment these practices may inform the co-researchers meaning making. 

Table 14 shows an overview of the co-researchers previous and current embodied 

practices and Self-reflection and relates these to the Self-organizing experiences of 

becoming aware as they enact Self. The gaps in experience or inconsistency in the self-

reporting and sense-making noted in Table 14 are not intended to judge the co-
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researchers’ experience. In fact, the inconsistencies and gaps may be further support for 

the transformative experience of becoming aware as co-researchers enacted Self. 

Table 14 

Comparative Depiction of Intake and Interview Responses 

Co-
Researcher 

Meditation, 
Mindfulness, or 

Yoga 

Coaching, 
Counseling, 

Therapy Dissonance Transformation 
Intake Intrvw Intake Intrvw Intake Intrvw Intake Intrvw 

Renee All X X X X X X X 
Ayana Yoga    Unk X Unk X 
Tess   X X X X X X 
Mika Me/Mi X X  X X Unk X 
Dee All X X X X X X X 

Charlie   X X X X X X 
Jerrica All  X X Unk X X X 
Olivia Me/Yoga X X X Unk X X X 

(Legend: Intrvw-Interview, Me-Meditation, Mi-Mindfulness, Unk- “Maybe, I’m sure”) 

Meditation, Mindfulness or Yoga 

Only four co-researchers had previously practiced mindfulness exercises. As a part 

of our dialogical practice, I engaged all co-researchers in mindfulness exercises at the start 

of our interviews. This exercise evoked a sensory and breathing technique to promote 

focus, improve concentration, reduce stress, and improve emotional connection for both 

the co-researcher and myself. 

Six of the co-researchers indicated they practiced meditation and/or yoga. One co-

researcher is an advanced yoga practitioner and described her portraits in the context of 

the energy she exchanged with her portrait as she practiced yoga: 

But there are times that I'll walk into my office 'cause that's where they [photos] 

are, and I'll just stop for a minute, and I'll look at one of them or all of them. And I 

do my yoga in my bedroom where I'm flying [describing one of her photos]. I'll lay 

on the floor, and the light will catch it. And I just grin. I just grin because the 
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energy comes from me. I'm creating the energy. I might get more of it by being 

outside or engaging with someone who we trade this energy. Right? I know I 

always talk about energy, but I, I've always felt that way. 

Four of the co-researchers compared their connection and reflective interactions 

with their portraits to “meditation practice” and meditative “listening prayer” that help 

them be more “present” and “in the moment.” As an example, Dee shared this description 

of her portraits: 

It’s the connection to just, to everything. I think it's like a, it's like a practice in a 

way, right? Because it's, um, at least it is for me, you know, like a meditation 

practice or a yoga practice. To be still, and to kind of reclaim my energy. Um, and 

that, that portrait, it is kind of grounding to me. Um, which is kind of like, it's 

holding space for me <laugh> in a way. So I can take a deep breath. I can like 

ground myself, I can find my center for a second. 

This reflection on the MPP being analogous to meditation or other mindfulness practice 

moved me in the moment each time I heard a co-researcher comment on it. In my own 

journaling and my attempts to explain the nature of the relationship that the experience 

generates with the portraits, I often referred to my interaction as a “meditation” and the 

portraits as a “mandala,” which is commonly known as a tool for meditation that 

represents the vastness of the universe and the enlightened mind. Studies have linked 

mandalas to stress reduction similar to other art therapies (Becerra et al., 2022), and co-

researchers noted seeking out their portraits when they were “having a bad day.” This 

resonates with my own experience; I often find myself in deep meditation as I reflect on 
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my portrait. As will be shared in more detail later in the chapter, these reflections are not 

focused on the objective content of the portraits, but the affective energy exchange. 

Coaching, Counseling or Therapy 

Seven of the co-researchers indicated they participated in some form of coaching, 

counseling, or therapy in the past. This is an important aspect of this study, as it indicates 

a history of Self exploration. Though this study was not focused on women with 

experiences of trauma, many of the co-researchers volunteered significant traumatic 

events, including family illness, death, and emotional, sexual, and physical abuse. These 

experiences contextualized the profound nature of the connection to, and awareness of 

Self evoked as a result of, the MPP. The MPP was not intended or positioned as a 

substitute for mental healthcare, but six co-researchers related their MPP to therapy and 

several shared their perspective on how the MPP complemented or juxtaposed their 

experiences with counseling, therapy, or coaching. For example, Charlie shared how the 

portraits were different than her therapeutic history because of their embodied and 

groundless nature, as they reflected her enacted Self that was empowered and free from 

bias and judgment. 

Well, you have the experience of the day, which was powerful, right? Just totally 

transformative. But now from a photos perspective, I have something to look at 

every single day and remind me of how I truly see myself on the other side of all 

this. And also, what a moment to just be so proud of [Charlie] for all that she has 

done. This is hard work. A lot of people don't want to do this work, and you're in it 

and you're doing it. And this is the real [Charlie] unattached to the trauma, 

unattached to the shame, unattached to all of that, right? This is pure and utter 
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freedom and joy beaming out of your face. And I get to look at that every day. And 

you feel that when you look at it. 

Of all the co-researchers who previously participated in coaching, counseling, or therapy, 

only Mika did not overtly draw a connection to the MPP experience, though she did 

describe the experience as “healing.”  

Dissonance 

Five co-researchers indicated they had previously experienced cognitive 

dissonance as defined in this study, but in the course of the study, all of the co-researchers 

shared examples of cognitive dissonance in their living experiences. Some of those 

examples include: 

• Renee and Charlie both expressed a double bind of feeling the need to display 

performative strength and invulnerability even when they wanted to be 

vulnerable or truly felt that way. Both described themselves as “actors” or 

“having a mask” and having to pretend to be “tough as nails.” 

• Dee, Ayana, and Jerrica all shared dissonance created from the conflicting 

messages of acceptance and rejection from relationships in their lives. Each 

had someone close them abuse their trust emotionally, physically, or 

psychologically, and that manipulation of trust has challenged their ability to 

trust themselves and led them to question their value or wonder how well they 

know their own Self. Ayana questioned her own value after a neglectful 

episode with her sponsor family: “I was just like so angry at God. Or it's like, 

why? I just, I just don't understand. Like, I'm a nobody. I don't have anything to 

offer people. I'm not, I'm a nobody.” Dee expressed the contradictory 
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expectations of love set by her late husband, “from him and his side of the 

family, a lot of, oh, unconditional love, unconditional love, but there are all 

these conditions [from him].” Jerrica struggled with her deep convictions and 

faith and a community that was not aligning with her expectations, “I knew 

something was wrong, but at the time I couldn't put my finger on it. I just knew 

like, okay, something's wrong and you know, a church shouldn't be making 

you feel like bad about yourself.” 

• Tess, Mika, and Olivia expressed dissonance in the reality of their journey 

versus the expectations they had for their life. Each had hopes or expectations 

of what their life would look like driven by faith, family, or career and they 

struggled to process the reality of their current journey. Both Tess and Mika 

expressed their dismay at being a “single mother” at an early age and Olivia 

aspired to travel “doing humanitarian work” that was curtailed by her parents’ 

tragic accident. 

Of the three who were not aware of their cognitive dissonance, all had actively 

participated in some form of embodied awareness-based activity, and two had also 

reported participating in some form of coaching, counseling, or therapy. This suggests 

varying depths of Self-reflection across co-researcher experiences prior to the study. 

Transformative Experience 

 Six of the co-researchers indicated that they previously engaged in a 

transformative experience, and two indicated they were not certain despite all co-

researchers being former participants in the MPP. In dialogue with the co-researchers, two 

described the journey explicitly as “transformative” and others discussed the life changing 
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effects or used metaphors to describe significant transformations through the MPP 

journey.  

• Charlie: “At the time I was standing on the edge of something transformative, 

though I didn't yet realize it.” 

• Jerrica: “I really do believe it to be a very transformative experience. And 

sometimes it's hard to put into words.” 

• Tess: “I'm telling you, once you do it and get on the other side, yeah. It 

changes your life. It changes how you move through life. And so I think that's, 

it's changing. It's changing my, my perspective around me.” 

• Renee: “I feel, I feel more whole. I'm also aware that I can get very excited 

about things and go a hundred miles an hour, put a hundred percent in it. And 

I'm being more mindful of this new me.” 

• Olivia: “I can say, yeah, that's, that's me. And I've grown, I'm growing into 

what I'm, what I see, you know.” 

• Dee: “I don't know how else to say it, but it's a good reminder to me that, that I 

have a role in the universe as well, and I'm not a minor character in somebody 

else's story. I am my own main character and my own story.” 

Both Ayana and Mika reported in the intake form that they were uncertain if they had 

experienced a transformative experience, but in the course of their interviews described 

the MPP as: 

•  Ayana: “I was just living such a skewed life. Whereas if that window had been 

cleaned, maybe I would've fought for better promotions. And yeah, it literally, 

I, I felt like there was a light switch had gone off.” 
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• Mika: “I can say I think the pictures in a lot of ways were healing. Um, and 

redemptive is probably the two words I would use.” 

Summary of Embodied Awareness-Based Experiences 

The co-researchers’ ability to acknowledge the transformation juxtaposed with 

their ability to express the transformation supports the value in and our need to reflexively 

process what we may have a tacit understanding of but have not been able to “sense the 

wholeness” of and know our Self (Moustakas, 1990, p. 20). The fact that all co-

researchers experienced tacit, emotional, cognitive, or behavioral shifts in their 

understanding of Self, which will be reflected in the self-organizing patterns discussed in 

future frameworks in this chapter, demonstrates the power of amplifying Self-as-knower 

(Damasio, 2012).  

 My original data analysis plan did not include a comparison of intake response and 

interview meaning making. However, the majority of my co-researchers alluded either 

explicitly or implicitly to awareness-based practices. This raises the value of the practice 

of introspection in the experience of becoming aware. The inconsistencies some co-

researchers noted in the Self-reporting data reinforces the difficulty many may have with 

reflexive practice (Gelter, 2003) and why deeper conversations about Self may encourage 

the praxis of becoming aware and enacting Self. These and other future implications and 

research questions will be discussed in more detail in Chapter 5. 

Core Themes 

 In heuristic inquiry, illuminating the core themes that capture the nature of the 

phenomenon is fundamental. These themes represent the essential nature of the explicit 

experience, and the concepts shared or elevated by co-researchers in their dialogue serve 
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as a key step to addressing the research question of this study: what are the living 

experiences of women becoming aware as they enact self? This section will begin with a 

brief review of how the core themes emerged, followed by a discussion on each core 

theme. 

Identifying themes in heuristic inquiry is different than other qualitative research 

methods. Heuristic inquiry demands researchers “identity nonhierarchical themes” that 

support the understanding of the “essential nature of the phenomenon” (Sultan, 2019, p. 

9). Through multiple iterations of immersion, incubation, and illumination, core themes 

emerged that articulate the experience of co-researchers becoming aware as they enact 

Self. I identified themes that transcended the living experience of all co-researchers.  

In the illumination phase, I identified eight non-hierarchical core themes: (1) 

journey, (2) permission, (3) freedom, (4) confidence, (5) connection, (6) relationships, (7) 

whole self, and (8) joy. Within each core theme there are multiple sub-themes which 

demonstrate the depth and rich meaning embedded in each theme. The core themes are 

presented in this dissertation in a logical association pattern to maximize flow and 

comprehension.  

The mind map depicted in Figure 6 reflects the core themes expressed as co-

researchers made sense of their own experience with the MPP and the sub-themes that 

reflect tangible, environmental, social influences as well as the prominent affective, 

behavioral, and cognitive contributions of each theme. The order of the themes within the 

mind map was intentionally randomized at first and then focused on maximizing visual 

aesthetic. The dotted line connecting each core theme represents the interconnected nature 
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of all core themes which ultimately contributed to the phenomenon of becoming aware as 

they enacted Self for the co-researchers.  

Figure 6 

Mind Map of Core Themes Expressed in Co-Researcher Dialogue 
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Journey 

 It is not a surprise that the co-researchers spoke in terms of a journey; the MPP 

was originally defined as a journey of self-discovery. Co-researchers spoke of being 

“proud” to be on this journey and their commitment to “do the hard work.” Tess described 

her awareness of Self before and after the MPP as a “beautiful journey and I don’t know if 

I would’ve called it beautiful before.” Charlie points out that though each person enters 

the experience at different points on the journey, “we all walk out of there just feeling 

better about ourselves, feeling better about how we got to that room, proud of what we just 

did, and just the vulnerability and the whole experience.”  

Ayana depicts her own journey as one of “discovery” and “courage” and she sees 

her MPP as an “affirmation” of her life story and her “journey of surviving.” Olivia 

describes her journey to a deeper awareness as a “crazy journey of growth.” Dee shared 

that the experience gives “people permission to actually love themselves, to actually 

acknowledge their path, their journey…where they are right now… no matter how far 

they've come or how far they think they have to go.” 

Co-researchers expressed becoming aware as they enacted self as a process that 

required dedication and focus and suggested that it was “hard work.” As might be 

anticipated, the process involved Self-discovery where co-researchers became more aware 

of who they are and their paths. This process evokes a sense of pride in Self for many and 

an “affirmation” of what has been overcome in the process of becoming aware and 

enacting Self. This process is recursive and provide co-researchers with a deeper 

connection with and sense of Self. This Self-acknowledgement enhances their agentic 

empowerment to love and appreciate who they are becoming. The theme of journey is a 
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process that is recursive and involves affirmation and embodiment. The co-researchers 

suggest that the concept of journey is ongoing and cyclical and includes iterative 

affirmations with physical manifestations of the experience. 

Permission 

All of the co-researchers spoke of the permission they experienced through the 

MPP. In the moment of the MPP multiple co-researchers expressed the environment of 

“joy,” “fun music,” “pampering,” and “non-judgment” created as a space of “100% 

permission” to be “uninhibited.” Others spoke of the permission being internal. Renee 

acknowledges now that she is giving herself “much more permission to just be.” She 

shares her insight, “I didn’t give myself permission to be happy. That’s a weird thing to 

say.” Renee sees things in her life that she is “doing differently” because she has given 

“myself permission to be you, be you, this is me.” For Tess, it was a “permission moment” 

that even shifted her faith and how she believes God sees her. She now believes “it’s okay 

for me to be free and it’s okay for me to be a single mom. I can give myself permission to 

be in these spaces.”  

Dee sees it as participants giving “permission to relax into themselves” and be 

more open to the world around them. Olivia described having the photos in her home as “a 

permission slip” as they reminded her of the embodied expression of who she wants to be 

and can be. Olivia realized that she needed to actually give herself “permission to laugh 

and heal” and this experience gave her the space for that. For Ayana, the MPP experience 

gave her permission to not only see the beauty in her scars and but to also share her story 

with her family, especially her daughter, for whom the experience “really bonded her” 

with a deeper understanding of her mother’s experiences.  
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Co-researchers credited the “joyful” and “non-judgmental” environment with 

providing them the sense of agentic empowerment to be uninhibited. This permission 

created opportunity for affective transformations where co-researchers saw themselves 

allowing themselves to relax into their “true” Self and be happy or joyful. This 

empowerment was derived in part from the context of the experience and transpersonal 

expressions of faith and spirituality. The impact transcended the moment of the MPP as 

participants suggest an embodied relationship with the portraits beyond the initial 

experience. This supports the concept of becoming aware as a biological process that 

transcends a temporal moment. The theme of permission is described by co-researchers as 

emerging and marked by a strong sense of embodied empowerment. This suggests that the 

concept of permission to become our Self is something that we must cultivate and is an 

ongoing process that will lead to living experiences of embodied empowerment and 

physical expressions of Self. 

Freedom 

For many of the co-researchers, this permission they gave themselves or found was 

often associated with a sense of freedom. Tess recalls in the moment deciding, “I’m gonna 

just be free ‘cause God was bringing me to a place of freedom in him.” For Tess, the MPP 

was a moment of “culmination” that marked “freedom and resilience.” Mika recalled the 

freedom she experienced in the moment as well: “I stopped thinking about what the 

camera was gonna say, look like. I stopped thinking of that and just kind of let myself just 

worship that throughout the experience honestly.” Charlie recalls what she wanted to see 

in her photos was “courage and freedom” and when she saw her portraits for the first time 



170 
 

she cried. She admits she cried because “it resonated with me. That is what freedom looks 

like on the other side of this.”  

Jerrica uses her photos as a reminder to “keep that joy and ways I could feel that 

freedom that I had, that freedom to express myself…freely.” Olivia found it “freeing” to 

see herself able to respond differently in situations since her MPP. She has “previously 

found myself defensive,” but now her awareness allows her to respond with more 

perspective. Dee found freedom and comfort in “making my own choices” and “defining 

myself” after years of being defined by others. 

For many co-researchers, the permission they are giving themselves is associated 

with a sense of freedom. Co-researchers felt free to express themselves unbound by 

expectations (real or perceived) of faith, family, gender, and other socially constructed 

norms. Co-researchers translated this moment of agentic empowerment in a number of 

separate ways. For some it was affective in nature, demonstrating resilience and courage, 

and expressing joy in living. For others this freedom was more aligned to the principles of 

becoming aware as co-researchers, which suggested they were able to let go to be present 

and experience the moment as their Self and be present to emotionally and mentally 

process situations or redirect their focus inward and define themselves after years of being 

defined by others (Depraz et al., 2003). The theme of freedom for co-researchers is 

associated with letting go and embodied empowerment that suggests emerging into 

freedom involves releasing past constraints, embracing our agency, and embodying the 

moment freely and completely. 
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Confidence 

Within this freedom, co-researchers often discussed the emergence of confidence 

in themselves or from others, or the resurgence of confidence that may have been 

dormant. When speaking about the confidence that she found through the MPP, Ayana 

explains, “I know my experience is definitely heavy, but it, you know, on the flip side of 

that, it's just like the most rewarding thing I've ever, you know, done for myself.” She 

continues to explain, “I had inner strength more than I realized.” Jerrica recalls the feeling 

of having her “confidence slip” away because of toxic relationships, troubles at work, and 

the ambiguity of a new relationship. She says, “I just needed to feel that confidence.” 

Olivia grappled with the confidence she saw in her portrait, “I think I was surprised. Like 

whoa, there’s the ability to be [confident]. Maybe I was in that moment.” She circles back 

to the permission the photos give her to “let go” and “own” her “story.”  

As a result of the experience, Tess realized she found herself asking why she was 

not demonstrating that confidence in all areas of her life, “I need to be uninhibited, like 

what are, where are the other areas where I need to champion myself, to say, come on 

Tess, you can do this.” She finds that now “there is a confidence that precedes” her. Tess 

believes “in order to feel seen, you need to feel confident about what is being seen.” Tess 

finally feels seen and particularly “confident in the love that Christ has” for her.  

Charlie found confidence to “tell my story,” finding that it “was safe and you 

didn’t die.” This new confidence in speaking out has included deeper therapy to help her 

heal, public speaking engagements, and a new role as a board member for a group serving 

victims of women. Mika and Renee both found more confidence in their body image and 

actions. Renee proclaimed, “I don’t care what my body is or isn’t right now, get a one- 
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piece frigging suit and go down there [the pool] girl and just do your thing. I’m gonna go 

into the gym and do my yoga.” For Renee, it’s these “little connecting points.”  

Co-researchers articulated an emergence or resurgence of confidence that may 

have been dormant as they became aware and enacted Self. This confidence ranged from 

physical confidence in Self to more existential confidence in their identity and even 

spiritual understanding. Co-researchers described a deeper awareness of their inner Self 

and the extent to which social constructs and interpersonal dynamics had eroded their 

confidence. This intensified sense of confidence was transformative for co-researchers, as 

it sparked holistic confidence in Self, identity, faith, body image, relationships, 

professional growth. Many co-researchers acknowledged the MPP as a catalyst for their 

confidence to be vulnerable and honest about their experiences in a way they never had 

before, emphasizing the sense of empowerment, inner strength, and acceptance of Self. 

The theme of confidence is described by co-researchers as both emerging and resurging, 

leading to an inner strength and sense of embodied empowerment. This suggests that 

confidence can be connected to our balance of internal and external Self and overall sense 

of agency. 

Connection 

For some co-researchers, the connections were the physical manifestations of their 

experience with family, friends, or activities that represented who they are. For others, the 

connections were more metaphysical, transpersonal connections with their past Self and 

future Self. In the course of this study, Renee realized the connections she made as a result 

of her MPP: 
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Like getting back to swimming, I’m gonna go see my sister, I’m gonna go a 

[spend] a week away ‘cause I miss hiking and nature. I’m rejuvenating all the 

happy things that always gave me joy that I stopped doing.  

Tess states she is being more “intentional” about her connections as a result of the 

MPP and “not spending a lot of energy on her appearance,” which might seem antithetical 

to an experience focused on photographs. Tess was able to let go of her preoccupation 

with her appearance and is now “trying to be intentional about really connecting” with 

others and building those conversations in the moment. For Jerrica, the MPP experience 

strengthened her relationship through the deeper conversations they shared during and 

since the MPP. She explains that where before she may have doubted the stability of the 

relationship, now, she is “confident” that “we are in this together.” 

 Dee expressed a more metaphysical connection to her photos and the MPP 

experience, comparing them to her “meditation practice.” She explains that the portraits 

help her with a “connection to just everything.” Dee once felt alone and isolated, and the 

process of the MPP helped her “really see more and more the interconnectedness of 

everybody” and “the ripple effect of how your actions can affect one person.” Ayana sees 

her photos as creating a bridge connecting her past Self and her present Self: 

It is a bridge and connection of it all. It's beautiful. It’s just like this connection, the 

bridge to a sense of like inner peace and, and confidence to just say that, yeah, my 

life was a shit. I wouldn't wish my life like anybody in the beginning, let's be 

honest. But at the end of that, it's like, oh my gosh, I've got amazing kids a life and 

all the things that we're able to build and help but give back to the community. 
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Charlie had an embodied connection with her photos and explained, “I don’t know 

if it is more about what does it say about me versus just having an emotional connection 

with the photos in this moment.” For Charlie it is the overwhelming feeling of “pure joy 

and freedom” she sees in herself. Olivia shared that she, too, feels a “release” or 

“connection” when she sees the photos. She explains that looking at the photos is “just 

another way to connect with you” and equates it to “when I journal, I’m connecting with 

myself.” 

 Co-researchers describe both physical connections with their environment, 

activities, family, and friends as well as more metaphysical connections with who they 

once were and who they see themselves becoming. These connections are embodied and 

provide a catalyst for transcending into being more present. The nature of connections is 

described as transformative, intentional, and reinforcing confidence, interconnectedness, 

and inner peace. The theme of connection highlights the transformative aspect that 

contributes to the process of becoming aware as we enact self, emphasizing the power of 

emerging and resurging connections on inner peace and empowerment. The theme of 

connection is both emergent and resurgent, leading to embodied empowerment and inner 

peace, which suggests that as we are becoming more aware and building connections with 

others, there is a recursive impact on our agency. 

Relationships 

Unlike the other themes, Relationships focused primarily on the impact of 

relationships and the role they played for co-researchers in their living experience leading 

up to the MPP. For some co-researchers, there are opportunities for reconnection or 

reconciliation; for most, is it is a deep appreciation for the interconnected nature of our 
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existence. The experience of multiple co-researchers suggests that family dynamics, or 

lack of healthy dynamics, contributed to what would evolve into a stifled or obstructed 

Self-awareness.  

Co-researchers had parents with “unresolved trauma” and “alcoholism,” and 

“absent” or “abusive” behaviors that were associated with cycles of abuse, unhealthy 

relationships, single motherhood, and general insecurities. Mika’s father died early, and 

her mother was in an abusive relationship that impacted Mika for years. Ayana never 

knew her mother who died when she was an infant, and her father was the source of most 

of her early childhood trauma. Despite the physical, emotional, and mental scars that dealt, 

Ayana graciously admits that as a soldier in the Vietnam war, “he had his own demons.” 

After suffering neglect from her sponsor family, Ayana reflects on her constant search for 

a “mother figure.” Both Dee’s and Charlie’s mothers had undetermined, untreated prior 

mental health issues and they found themselves in cycles of abuse. 

Renee and Olivia both had loving parents, but Renee’s father experienced a near 

terminal diagnosis when she was young and was hospitalized for almost two years. 

Similarly, Olivia’s parents were in a car accident when she was in college. Her father died 

and her mother suffered a traumatic brain injury. These experiences shifted the trajectory 

of their lives. For both Renee and Olivia, their experiences evoked a “caretaker” mentality 

where they would “do for others.” Renee saw it as her “job” to “make sure everything was 

done and everybody was okay…that was my job most of my life.” She felt her “job” was 

to “create joy” for her family. Olivia acknowledges it has been a journey to realize that her 

“identity is not because of trauma and the accident and all the caregiver role.” 
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Tess had deeply, loving, and religious parents. Her father was a minister. Tess 

believed she was a “disappointment” to her parents when she became a single mother. She 

“filtered” how she saw herself “through the lens of a single mother,” and found herself 

lacking and undeserving. She saw her role as a single mother as form of “punishment” for 

her actions that she must bear. Mika also bore the weight of being a single mother and 

never really believed she was a “good mom.” For Tess, there was no comparison to her 

mother; “in my mind, she’s perfect.” It was that perfection that would become a source of 

insecurity for Tess as she became a mother.  

As a young, divorced mother, Renee struggled to fight community backlash and 

“curated experiences” that would make her be seen as a “good mom.” Renee has long 

lived in contrast to social expectations. Her mother was a “classic,” “traditional” mother 

who dreamt of dressing her in ribbons, while Renee only wanted to spend time with her 

older brother outdoors. Dee, on the other hand, made a life out of being the perfect mother 

and wife. Dee felt she had been “trained” to be a wife and mother that “took care of 

everything.” She claims her life took on a “performative” nature and her “identity” was 

“tied to who we’re taking care of.” 

 Children played a vital role for the co-researchers and their awareness of Self. 

When asked when the last time was that she acknowledged her Self, Renee responded that 

it had been 40 years, “when I picked up my one-year-old son and walked out of a house 

that I owned and found a place to live for a while without most of my belongings.” Tess 

had to “work through the lies” she had been telling herself about being a single mother. 

When her oldest daughter became pregnant, Tess felt like she was “reliving” telling her 

own mother. Tess knew her daughter needed her to “give her grace.” For Mika, 
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“everything is worth it” for her son. Despite all the “heartbreak” and everything else she 

has been through, she is “grateful” she has her son and, in her opinion, “God gave him to 

me for a reason.”  

Through the MPP, Ayana found a “beauty in my scars” and her story that gave her 

confidence to share her story with her children, something she had never done before. 

Ayana admitted “it really bonded” her and her daughter when her daughter was able to see 

herself in photos of her grandmother. “That was the first time she’s seen a photo of her 

grandma,” as Ayana had never been comfortable exploring that part of her Self, much less 

taking those steps with her family. Jerrica struggled with judgment from whom she 

believed to be her life-long friends for not following the same marriage and family 

trajectory. The toxic atmosphere exposed her to harsh gossip that suggested she “get her 

own family” and judging her lifestyle as “not Christian enough” or not “worthy” of a 

relationship and family. 

Co-researchers also noted that the MPP had an impact on how they interacted with 

their spouses or partners, often changing the dynamic and nature of communication. Co-

researchers described the words shared by their spouses or partners as “affirmations,” and 

stated that they were able to be “vulnerable” spouses and partners in a way that they had 

not been previously, which “strengthened” their relationships. Ayana found that though 

her “marriage is not perfect,” “the path, like our tone, is softer” after having experienced 

the MPP. Renee recognized that she was “better at articulating and talking about” what 

she wanted or why she was doing something. She realized she was more aware of giving 

context for her spouse, which has resulted in more open conversations and a “healthier 

relationship” because Renee is “opening up and sharing why I am the way I am.”  
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Olivia discovered that in being more “true” to her Self, she was actually 

encouraging her spouse to be his “authentic self.” She recalls hearing the “loving and 

casual” words of affirmation shared in her MPP and how she “felt really supported by 

him” when for years their relationship had been more defined by setting boundaries for 

each other. Jerrica found that the process of the MPP brought her closer to her partner. She 

shared that the MPP helped her in “accepting his love” and knowing her “value” in the 

relationship and recognizing “how much he loves me,” when previously she had struggled 

with insecurities regarding her relationship. Tess leverage the MMP to bring her closer to 

her Self in preparation for a strong, healthy relationship and noted she is “in a space in my 

life now for the first time ready to be in a relationship that I know is going to be very 

different than any other relationship I’ve ever been in.” Tess shared that she has “done the 

work,” and that when “thinks of a future Self” it is with a “clean slate.” She was confident 

that she will show up “where it counts” and “when it needs to matter” and she wants to 

“be true and honest” to her Self in those spaces. 

Friends also contributed to the MPP journey. Many co-researchers shared how the 

words of affirmation spoken to them by their friends and family created a unique 

embodied experience. Dee explained,  

It just re-confirms it every time you look at that and you can't help but think about 

those words that were spoken, right? That your friends said, or that your family 

said, or the experiences you had during that moment. It's like, it's not just portraits 

on the wall, it's that whole experience comes with you every time you look at that 

set of photos. Right. That's kind of how I felt about it, is that it's like, I still 

remember that moment…what were we talking about in that moment.  
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Dee shared that her siblings became more like friends as they grew up. For years, her 

abusive marriage strained their relationship. For Dee, hearing her sister’s words “of how 

she looked up” to her and “how she was proud” of Dee was “pretty special.” Dee never 

felt pretty, so having her siblings say, “my sister is beautiful” allow Dee to “see myself 

from a different perspective.”  

 Charlie appreciated the words spoken to her by her friends. She believes her 

friends “called a spade a spade” and says to her friends, “you see me, you see the good, 

you see my faults, or faults may be the wrong word, but my insecurities.” With her 

friends, Charlie said she “feels seen and heard in their words.” Hearing the actual words 

“moved her” and made her “emotional.” Olivia reflects on the words shared by her friends 

and family as “deposits” she “hasn’t received yet.” She was “taken back” by what some of 

her friends and family shared. Olivia admitted she was “overwhelmed listening” to the 

words such as “contagious,” “joy,” “loyalty,” “good friend.” 

 Tess remarked that “these are not conversations we typically have.” She explained 

that our friends and family are “the people who are bonded to you” and “rooting for you,” 

“they care about you” and “love you,” but we do not always have the deep conversations 

about our love and appreciation. Tess shared that to hear “how they feel and how they see 

us,” to hear they saw her as an “overcomer,” made her feel validated and seen. Having 

these deeper conversations has become important to Tess and she admits that she is now 

trying “to be very intentional to share that with the ones that I love.” 

 Co-researchers indicated that relationships played a significant role in their living 

experience of becoming aware as they enacted Self. As previously noted, relationships 

with family and friends were often pivotal opportunities for reconciliations or 
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reconnection. Regardless of the context, for all co-researchers, their relationships 

conveyed a deep appreciation for the interconnected nature of our environment and the 

impact healthy relationships have on our understanding of Self. Relationships served as 

transformational and rejuvenating connections to facilitate increased joy in living.  

Co-researchers recognized the value of intentional and meaningful connections 

with family and friends that are present in the moment, which aligns with letting go in the 

principles of becoming aware (Depraz et al., 2003). Overall, co-researchers highlight the 

power of relationships in the process of becoming aware as they enact self, suggesting the 

emergence and resurgence of key relationships can impact transformation, inner peace, 

and our sense of empowerment. The theme of relationships suggests that they are 

transformative and that healthy relationships can encourage embodied empowerment and 

inner peace. This suggests that our relationships play a significant role in our becoming 

aware, potential for agency, and balance of internal and external Self.  

Whole Self 

Many co-researchers described “holistic,” “whole,” “true” and “authentic” Self as 

an emerging awareness from the process or experience of the MPP. Renee tried to explain 

that it was “the holistic wellbeing,” not just the photos: “I’m not out there going, oh, I’m 

gonna be happy if I get a picture.” She shared, “it’s not about the physical, it’s all internal. 

It’s all the energy…to have the energy come from myself within, that’s legitimate.” Renee 

admitted, “I feel more whole.” Charlie sees the result as her seeing “myself as my true self 

on the other side of this.” She points out she wanted that “result” so set out to “find me a 

solution” and she “made a solution.” 
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Olivia sees the MPP experience as a “reminder” of who she is and an “affirmation” 

of what she knew to be true, as it was “ingrained” in her. She admits she “knew that that 

was true of me” but that we do not always trust or believe what we know to be true of 

ourselves or maybe “not what I wanted to convey to others.” Tess concurs, stating that 

“out of trauma and hard times we just figure out how to be strong” but that we still need to 

have that “acknowledgement.” Tess shared that “coming out of that experience” gave her 

“freedom” and that she “finally felt like I was in a space in a place where I felt free to be 

my authentic and genuine self.” For Tess that has “been part of the journey, finding out 

my authentic Self.” Jerrica felt a “freedom” as well. She felt “the freedom to express 

myself” and the “joy” and “freedom of being accepted for who I am” and “being 

authentically myself.” Jerrica described it as an “inner joy and peace” at being her Self.  

Mika was less concerned about how she saw herself, “but what is God showing me 

in those pictures of me? What is it that I’m reflecting? Dee seemingly felt that broader 

connection as well, noting it was “not about everybody else” but a “good reminder” to her 

of her “role in the universe” and that she is “not a minor character in somebody else’s 

story” but her own “main character.” Charlie felt like the experience “captured the secret 

of what I want to let out”: She wanted to be “seen” by people for her “joyful and happy 

and free” Self, as she had had to “pretend to be strong” for so long—there was a “façade” 

hiding who she really was. Now she shared “I truly see myself.” 

Charlie warned that participating in the MPP requires a level of vulnerability from 

the outset and that participants first must “appreciate the value” of the experience and the 

“worth” of the process. She cautioned that if participants are not willing to be vulnerable 

and just go through the process to “pretend” and “don’t acknowledge your story or reason 
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for you to be in the room” then in the end they will “get some great photos you can hang 

on your walls” but “that’s it”; participants will not have had any transformative 

experience, deeper understanding of who they are, or the benefit of receiving the 

affirmations of Self. Tess affirmed, “if you are walking through space with a concern 

about how it may be perceived or how it may look, there’s a good chance that you’re not 

being authentic to who you are.” Renee added that the journey to awareness “can’t just be 

intentional” but you also have to be willing to be open and “have fun with this.” She 

explained that she saw the journey as something to “take pleasure in” and a moment that 

will make you “smile” is what makes it a powerful experience. Olivia defined being 

authentic as “being true to what I believe and what I’m seeing and telling you” and 

asserted that “authenticity grows as we just become more Self-aware.” 

Co-researchers describe a sense of holistic well-being and “energy” emerging from 

the MPP, suggesting a biological and metaphysical experience. They articulated an 

emergence or resurgence in what they understand is their true Self with an increase in 

confidence and trust in that internalized knowledge. Co-researchers found a sense of 

freedom and existential awakening associated with being and becoming their “true” or 

“authentic” Self. They acknowledged the value of being vulnerable and appreciating Self 

in the moment for continuous and intentional growth. Overall, they considered the MPP to 

be a liberating experience of becoming aware and enacting self and the sense of purpose 

without expectations it provides individuals. The theme of whole self is emergent and 

resurgent, indicating a dynamic and cyclical nature. The ongoing concept of becoming 

aware of our “whole Self” leads to an increased sense of purpose without the constraints 

of external expectations. 
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Joy 

 Joy has been referenced in other themes, but it is a stand-alone aspect of the 

experience that co-researchers connected with their MPP journey. From their externalized 

expressions of joy in the moment of the MPP to being more joyful as a result of the 

experience and being able to feel more joy, co-researchers all noted that the affect was 

“real” and “pure.” Some co-researchers noted that the MPP reawakened their capacity for 

joy and built in them a quiet sense of joy. 

Ayana described having her photos taken as giving her a “sense of joy” that made 

her “feel good.” Charlie reflected on what she saw in her portrait, “just the joy, pure joy. 

Not fake joy, but I am in the presence of joy.” She admitted it is not a portrait you would 

normally select, “my eyes are nearly, probably almost closed” because of her big smile, 

but for her “it looked natural.” Olivia seemed to agree about her portrait: “I saw joy I 

hadn’t seen before.” She admitted, “I don’t usually let anybody see that part [of me]. 

Playful. Joy.” Renee reflected on her portraits and what she saw in them: “Seeing the 

pictures just was the screaming horn at me [that] says, Renee, you have so much energy 

and when you are joyful, girlfriend, you, you light everything up.” Renee approached her 

inner joy in the most joyful way, as a game. She shared her epiphany: “I realized it’s a 

game for me, the joyful, fun part of me, if I can picture something and its ultimate form in 

the end of it, then why don’t I see how close I can get to that.”  

The photographer named Jerrica’s portrait “radiating joy.” Jerrica acknowledged 

the MPP helped her on her journey “finding joy and confidence.” Jerrica shared that on 

days she may be “struggling,” she can look at the photos, and “seeing that joy in them” 

helps reinforce her “confidence” in her Self. Olivia shared the impact the MPP had on her: 
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“I feel like it’s unlocked this element of play that was probably locked a lot rooted in my 

childhood. Even my husband has made comments. ‘I can see you’re more joyful now.’” 

Renee has realized a “desire for more joy” and “intentionality around joy” and “nurturing” 

herself. Renee is having “so much fun” being joyful. She brought more joy into her life by 

“being creative in the biggest joyful way.” She explained that her “to-do list” was a 

“responsibility” in the past and now her “to-do list is about creating joy in my home.”  

Renee felt like she had actually “lost the feminine side, the joyful side” of her 

Self.” In her youth, she learned how to become an “actor” to put on a show for others, but 

when she was alone “I would go back to this person who was wounded.” Now when she 

sees her portraits, “it just makes me so joyful”; she knows now she can “keep going no 

matter what.” Olivia recognized the need to curate a space of joy. She found photos of her 

family and added them around her MPP photo and explained, “I need this joyful space 

with these meaningful relationships.” 

Ayana described how her portraits replaced “the ugliness and the scariness” and 

the “sadness” that she experiences when she looks at her scars “with joy” and the real 

knowledge that she “wasn’t broken.” Similarly, Tess recounted looking at her Self through 

the portraits and transcending from an emotional space when she “was in the thick of it” 

and having it “replaced with joy” seeing her Self now. Dee shared that she feels “like a 

completely different” person in a “different lifetime” when she sees her portraits because 

“there’s so much joy in those portraits” and “it’s really fun to see that.” She feels 

“gratitude and a lot of joy” when she reflects on her MPP and the portraits. 

Mika described the process as “healing” and explained that she is still emerging 

through the process, “still fighting through” and finding “the joy, grace and mercy coming 
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through.” Jerrica reflected on how she could “keep that joy” after her MPP and “ways I 

could still feel that freedom to express myself.” Renee acknowledges that for many years 

she “didn’t have the real joy that came from self-generated joy,” and that means now she 

is “really intentional and active about having fun” and making sure “the energy comes 

from myself within.” Renee admits she has enabled others in her life who became 

“dependent” on her “for that joy” and now she is setting boundaries and letting them know 

“I am not you source of happiness.” 

Co-researchers noted a sense of “real” and “pure” joy participating in the MPP and 

that as a result it awakened or reawakened their capacity for joy and built a stronger sense 

of ongoing joy within them. They indicated that they were more intentional with being 

joyful and incorporating joy within their living experiences by finding acts, people, and 

environments that brought them joy and through which they could convey joy. They 

suggested that joy is rejuvenating and is a natural or “authentic” state and should be 

nurtured within our living experiences. They also found increased confidence in their joy 

that allowed for intentional and Self-generated joy to maintain their ongoing happiness. 

The theme of joy suggests that joy is awakened and reawakened by healthy environments 

and intentional, curated attention. This suggests that joy in our Self is a state that is self-

generated and requires intentional effort, and our capacity to self-generate joy can be 

impacted by the environment in which we are living. 

Summary of Core Themes 

The core themes were derived by inductively and iteratively analyzing the data 

from the interviews with the co-researchers. Frequency was used to identify patterns but 

was not a principal variable for identifying themes. Some themes are shared by all co-
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researchers, and all themes are shared by a majority of the co-researchers, but that was not 

confirmed until after the themes were identified to maintain the heuristic relevance for 

each co-researcher and as a salience bias check (Hammersley & Gomm, 1997). Table 15 

indicates the core themes and their alignment to each co-researcher experience.  

Table 15 

Core Themes Aligned to Co-Researcher Experiences 

THEME RENEE AYANA TESS MIKA DEE CHARLIE JERRICA OLIVIA 

Journey X X X  X X  X 

Permission X X X X X X X X 

Freedom X  X X X X X X 

Confidence X X X X  X X X 

Connection X X X  X X X X 

Relationship X X X X X X X X 

Whole-Self X  X X X X X X 

Joy X X X X X X X X 

 

Themes of permission, relationship, and joy appear to be universally shared by this 

group of co-researchers. As this transcends age, race, and ethnic background, it may 

suggest a core human experience of autopoietic enaction within becoming aware and may 

be indicative of a broader relevance. Other themes, such as journey, freedom, or 

confidence, had variations which suggest they are less universally shared and could signal 

individual differences or context-specific relevance related to age, personal history, or 

cultural background. As an example, only Ayana did not indicate a theme of freedom. As 
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the only Asian American co-researcher, this could have been culturally driven or 

contextually driven. This is unclear from the current data. 

Renee, Tess, and Charlie are the only three co-researchers whose experiences 

aligned with all the identified themes. These three co-researchers are diverse in age, 

marital status, ethnic background, and contextual experience. Renee was the oldest at 67 

years old, while Tess and Charlie are the youngest at 46 and 47 years old, respectively. 

Tess is one of two African American co-researchers, Charlie was among the 

white/Caucasian co-researchers, and Renee did not respond but presented as 

white/Caucasian. Each of the three had differing educational levels. Renee has a doctorate, 

Charlie a bachelor’s degree, and Tess completed some college. Each of these three co-

researchers has been married. Both Tess and Renee have been divorced, and Renee was 

remarried. Tess and Renee have children, but Charlie does not. Tess and Charlie both 

share strong religious backgrounds, but Renee does not. 

That Renee, Tess, and Charlie all share each of the core themes as a part of their 

experience despite unique demographic and social contextual backgrounds suggests that 

the breadth of these explicit themes does not necessarily hinge on a demographic profile 

or contextual experience. When considered through the lens of the co-researchers’ 

personal experience, the explicit core themes reflect potentially universal aspects of 

personal transformation and Self-actualization. 

Using the core themes from the co-researchers’ experiences, a hybrid 

inductive/deductive analytical approach was used to further identify the meaning and 

nature of each core theme. The results were summarized and sub-divided into three 

constitutive attribute categories: (1) dynamic, (2) agency, and (3) internal (see Table 16 
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below). Additionally, each core theme is aligned with the concept of becoming aware and 

the principles of epoché (1) suspension, (2) redirection, and (3) letting go (Depraz et al., 

2003). 

Table 16 

Constitutive Attributes of Core Themes 

 Constitutive Attributes 

Core Themes Dynamic Agency Internal 
Becoming Aware 

Epoché* 

Journey 
PROCESS 

RECURSIVE 
AFFIRMATION 

EMBODIED 
SELF 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENT 

INCLUSIVE OF 
EPOCHE 

Permission EMERGENT EMPOWERMENT EMBODIED SUSPENSION 

Freedom RELEASE EMPOWERMENT EMBODIED 
LETTING-GO 

REDIRECTION 

Confidence 
EMERGENT 

RESURGENT 
EMPOWERMENT 

 INNER STRENGTH SUSPENSION 

Connection 
EMERGENT 

RESURGENT EMPOWERMENT INNER PEACE 
REDIRECTION 
LETTING GO 

Relationships TRANSFORMATION EMPOWERMENT INNER PEACE SUSPENSION 

Whole Self 
EMERGENT 

RESURGENT 
PURPOSE 

LIBERATION 
INTERNAL 

KNOWLEDGE 
REDIRECTION 

REDIRECTION 

Joy 
AWAKENED 

REAWAKENED 
INTENTIONAL SELF GENERATED LETTING GO 

*(Depraz et al., 2003) 

The core themes illustrate the transformative nature of becoming aware, suggesting 

that the internalized process is both cyclical and dynamic. As an example, permission is 

emergent, embodied, and involves suspension, suggesting a pause for reflection and 

reframing previous biases or expectations. This internalized nature also emphasizes the 
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embodied and self-generated nature and the self-acknowledgement, inner strength, and 

peace outcomes.  

It is important to reiterate and distinguish two related but distinct constructs central 

to the findings of this study. In the context of this study, “somatic” refers to the first-

person, living experience of the body as a subject originally conceptualized by Thomass 

Hanna, and is the cultivation of internal bodily awareness and agency through sensing and 

movement (Sánchez Sánchez, 2023). Embodiment, in contrast, is a phenomenological and 

cognitive understanding of Self and consciousness that arises through the body’s 

interaction with its environment (Merleau-Ponty, 2013; Varela et al., 2016). Somatics 

foregrounds experiential practice, whereas embodiment reflects the ontological and 

epistemological condition of being and becoming through the body (Di Paolo, 2021; 

Meling, 2021; Sánchez Sánchez, 2023). In the findings of this study, these constructs 

intersect. Somatic awareness operationalizes the living experience through which 

embodiment is experienced and expressed. 

The dynamic nature of becoming aware has a significant embodied or biological 

component. It suggests that the interconnection of a co-emerging or resurging sense of 

permission, freedom, and confidence can lead to a better balance between the Self-as-

object and Self-as-knower. This balance allows co-researchers to place more trust in their 

inner Self (Damasio, 2012). The agentic nature of the constitutive attributes supports and 

reinforces the affirmation, empowerment, and liberation of the Self, while highlighting the 

importance of intentionality for agency. 

The core themes suggest that the experience of becoming aware as we enact self 

has a strong impact on the co-researchers’ sense of empowerment and agency as seen 
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particularly across permission, freedom, whole Self, confidence, relationships, and 

connections and that the impact is recursive as the dynamic process unfolds. Several of the 

themes align with concepts from becoming aware and the principles of epoché: 

suspension, redirection, and letting go (Depraz et al., 2003). Themes of confidence, 

permission, and relationships suggest an aspect of setting aside biases and expectations 

and moving forward beyond those preconceived notions, which aligns with the principle 

of suspension. The themes of freedom, connection, and whole self suggest an increased 

focus on the internal Self, making connections with our self and needs and freely 

embracing what those are, which aligns with the principle of redirection. The themes of 

joy and freedom suggest being present and living and experiencing in the moment freely 

and joyfully, which aligns with the principle of letting go. The theme of journey 

transcends the principles and reflects the dynamic, interconnected, and recursive nature of 

the epoché. 

Metaphors 

Individuals often use linguistic devices to express complex or abstract concepts to 

assist in making them more accessible or real. Using figurative language such as 

metaphors, similes, or idioms can add emotional depth or connection in the dialogue. In 

this section, I will note the most significant linguistic devices used by the co-researchers. 

The collective group is referred to as metaphors for ease and flow of discussion, though in 

application some may have been used as similes or idioms. The use of symbolic language 

such as metaphors is an important linguistic device to consider and more deeply 

understand how co-researchers process their own experiences. As the emerging themes in 

this section often rely on bodily metaphors and expressions, it is worthwhile to restate that 
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somatic experience is felt bodily awareness (Sánchez Sánchez, 2023), and this forms the 

foundation from which many co-researchers speak. At the same time, the metaphors 

reflect an embodied awareness where perception and experience cannot be separated from 

what is felt in the body (Di Paolo, 2021; Gallagher, 2023; Merleau-Ponty, 1965).  

As I sat with the data and became more immersed in the language used by my co-

researchers, I discovered that many of the co-researchers used similar symbolic language 

to capture the meaning and nature of their experience, and these metaphors were often 

repeated throughout their interviews. I began notating the symbolic language and 

conducting iterative reviews of the transcripts to identify the most prominent metaphors 

for each co-researcher who spoke to the nature of her experience of becoming aware as 

she enacted Self. The themes in this section are not inclusive of all symbolic language in 

the interview but include specific language that conveyed meaning or nature to the living 

experience of the phenomenon. 

As this is not a narrative inquiry or linguistic study, the metaphors will not be 

deconstructed as orientational, structural, or ontological metaphors of expression (Lakoff 

& Johnson, 2003). Whether the co-researcher was attempting to map a cognitive concept 

across domains, such as Olivia expressing the impact of hearing validating comments 

(“words were deposits”) or ontologically defining an abstract concept in terms of a known 

concept, as Dee does when she explains that her sense of Self as a “main character” is not 

the focus of the study. Rather, the focus will be on the themes emerging with the language 

and the co-researchers’ expression of the essence of the experience and the thematic 

nature within their dialogue. Consequently, in this section I will use the framework of 
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metaphors to explore another aspect of the composite experience of the co-researchers 

becoming aware as they enact Self. 

 As with the approach used with the core theme, inductive, iterative inter-coding 

was used to identify the themes associated with the metaphors. There is no hierarchical 

order to the list of metaphor themes. Table 17 lists the metaphors grouped by theme used 

by each co-researcher. The nine metaphor theme groups are: (1) being suppressed; (2) 

being emancipated; (3) identity; (4) Self-discovery; (5) being renewed; (6) embodied, 

emotional, physical hurt; (7) being strong and resilient; (8) transcending; and (9) being 

present. Certain co-researchers have more examples of metaphors than others. This is not 

indicative of the quality or nature of their experience of becoming aware or enacting Self, 

but of how that co-researcher expresses her Self. Some people speak more literally and 

others with more figurative language. Additionally, heuristic inquiry does not involve 

quantifying the frequency of an experience but understanding what and how the 

experience emerges (Sultan, 2019).  
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Table 17 

Metaphors Used by Co-Researchers Grouped by Theme 

Metaphor Theme Metaphor Theme 
Metaphor Co-Researcher Metaphor Co-Researcher 

Being Suppressed Being Emancipated 

Mask 
Walking crooked 

Actress 
Drinking the Kool-Aid 

Black sheep 

Renee 
Renee 
Charlie 
Charlie 

Tess 

Flying 
Shedding layers 

Leap of faith 
Permission slip 

Getting dirty 

Renee 
Tess 

Jerrica 
Olivia 
Olivia 

Identity Self-Discovery 
Protector 

Voice being heard 
Main character 

Own critic 
Rage against the machine 

Home rises up to me 
Runner 

Ayana 
Jerrica 

Dee 
Tess 
Tess 
Tess 

Olivia 

Room of mirrors 
Journey a path 
Crazy journey 

Discovery of new person 
Journey of discovery 

Light switch 
Windows cleaned 

Falling off the wagon 
Healing Journey 

Holding up a mirror 
Wake-up call 

Blind 

Renee 
Tess 

Olivia 
Olivia 
Ayana 
Ayana 
Ayana 

Charlie 
Charlie 
Jerrica 
Jerrica 
Olivia 

Being Renewed 

Rise from ashes 
Baptism of new me 

Breath for the first time 

Dee 
Olivia 
Ayana 

Embodied, Emotional, Physical Hurt Being Strong & Resilient 

Riddled with scars 
Eggshells 

Knot in my stomach 
Trash 

Vitamin for happiness 
Pushing through a barrier 
Body protecting my mind 

Hit by a Mac truck 

Ayana 
Dee 

Jerrica 
Ayana 
Renee 
Tess 

Charlie 
Charlie 

Warrior 
Fortifying Territory 

Battle wounds 
Tough as nails 

Trauma is my superpower 
Archangel 

Energy 
Take on the world 

Mika 
Tess 

Charlie 
Charlie 
Charlie 
Ayana 
Renee 
Jerrica 

Transcending Being Present 
Trust in God 

God’s covering 
Seeing through God’s eye 

Connection to the universe 
Bridge 

Treasure chest 
Putting on a summer dress 

Mika 
Mika 
Mika 
Dee 

Ayana 
Olivia 
Renee 

Anchor 
Meditation 

Practice/Mantra 
Free up space/real estate 

Deposits 
Grounded 

Renee 
Dee 
Mika 
Tess 

Olivia 
Multiple 
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Being Suppressed 

In the theme group of being suppressed, Renee, Charlie, and Tess use metaphors to 

express how they intentionally limited or othered their own Self, perceived a sense of 

disconnection from others, and/or refused to be susceptible to unhealthy influences. 

 Renee described her Self as a “flat mask” or “wearing a mask” to describe how she 

protected her vulnerabilities and hid her emotions from family, friends, and colleagues 

over the years. This “masking” created an imbalance in how she was able to show up that 

she described as “walking crooked.” She explained she felt like she had to change who she 

was before entering a room and “never felt balanced” because of it. 

Charlie used the metaphor of an “actress” to explain the façade of invulnerability 

and strength she put on for years, despite not always feeling that way: “While I am strong 

and all those things inside, I'm not.” When she challenged the lies, she was telling herself 

about her own mental health. She admonished herself to “quit drinking the Kool-aid,” a 

reference to cult members who have historically died by blindly drinking poisoned punch. 

Tess described herself as the black sheep of the family. This common metaphor is 

used to describe someone who deviates from the norm and often causes frustration or 

inconvenience. In a deeply religious family, despite her faith and love for her family 

Tess’s rebellious nature caused her to feel “shame” and to feel that she was 

“disappointing” her parents. 

The experiences expressed through these metaphors suggest a profound sense of 

suppression that is often created by self-limiting constructs, disconnections from others, 

and the pressures of social expectations. This suppression leads to feelings of imbalance, 

disconnection, and even shame. This sensation of suppression impedes the co-researchers’ 
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confidence and trust in their inner strength and trust in who they are or are becoming. This 

metaphor theme has overarching somatic and existential constitutive attributes. 

Being Emancipated 

 The concept of freedom or embracing a sense of freedom traversed the experiences 

of multiple co-researchers. Four co-researchers—Renee, Tess, Jerrica, and Olivia—used 

metaphors to express their understanding of this concept that is most often perceptions of 

boundaries or Self-imposed limitations. 

Renee frequently used the metaphor of “flying” to represent freedom and liberation 

such as when she described her journey here, “You've always gotten better at flying, but 

you flew in a different direction and it wasn't from you, it was for everybody else. So, and 

I remind myself, I've done that a few times.” Tess described her process of letting go of 

the weight of expectations and perceived judgments of others as “shedding layers,” 

signifying her journey toward feeling freer and more comfortable in her own skin. Jerrica 

used the common metaphor of a “leap of faith” to describe her decision-making process 

leading to making a change in her life. Olivia shared that she saw one of her portraits as a 

“permission slip” that “allows her voice to be heard” and permission to live her life as she 

wants. Her portrait with her hands and body covered in paint also served as a reminder 

that she can “get dirty” or in other words, she has permission to not be perfect, to let life 

be messy. 

As was seen in the core themes, the concept of freedom is expressed in metaphor 

across the living experiences of multiple co-researchers. Freedom is seen as a liberating 

and transformative act that often takes courage just to engage in becoming Self. The 

metaphors used highlight the emotional and mental challenges co-researchers experience 
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in becoming aware as they enact Self. As seen through the metaphors of emancipation, the 

experience is dynamic and impacts Self-awareness through increased Self-acceptance, and 

embodied empowerment and liberation. This metaphor theme has overarching somatic, 

existential, and aspirational constitutive attributes.  

Identity 

 As co-researchers shared their experiences, they often needed a way to articulate 

who they are and their journey from how they may have perceived their sense of Self to 

how they identify their Self now. Four co-researchers—Jerrica, Dee, Tess, and Olivia—

used metaphors to capture their sense of identity.  

Dee described herself as the "main character" in her own story, emphasizing her sense 

of importance and individuality as she moves forward in her life. Olivia resonated with the 

idea of her being a “runner,” as she has been constantly chased or been running to 

something during her life. 

Jerrica contrasted her childhood desire for her "voice to be heard" with her current 

situation, where she feels her voice is finally being acknowledged through the portraits 

and as a result of the MPP. Despite her lack of nurturing role models, Ayana sees herself 

as a “protector,” particularly in her role as a mother. Tess described herself as her “own 

worst critic,” especially when she considered her struggles with her appearance and body 

image issues. When expressing how she showed up in her relationship with her parents 

Tess stated she would “rage against the machine.” This is a metaphor that emerged in the 

late 20th century in the punk rock industry to indicate the ideology that rebelled against 

social and political systems that were perceived as conservative and oppressive. As Tess 

navigated her journey and indicated she wanted a “home to rise up to me,” suggesting that 
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her environment should be present with her and help her be at peace and feel balanced. 

Tess noted it is a concept attributed to Oprah Winfrey. 

The metaphors of identity highlight a sense of Self-discovery and the capacity to 

articulate how co-researchers see their past and current Self. These metaphors also express 

the emotional and mental challenges a co-researcher experiences in establishing Self 

through the process of becoming aware as they enact Self. The experience of articulating 

Self impacts Self-awareness by increased Self-acknowledgement, agentic presence, and 

emotional liberation to define Self. This metaphor theme has overarching somatic and 

existential constitutive attributes. 

Self-Discovery 

 As the intent of the MPP was defined as a journey of self-discovery, it is 

unsurprising that the participants had multiple metaphors to express their sense of 

discovery. All the co-researchers, excluding Mika, used a metaphor to articulate the nature 

of their experience for both their life and the MPP. Tess, Olivia, Ayana, and Charlie all 

used some form of a journey metaphor. Ayana describes her life as a "journey of 

discovery," indicating the long and arduous process of self-realization and healing, where 

Tess equated her life to “a journey, a path.” Olivia described her life and transformation as 

a “crazy journey of growth” through the MPP and said that the MPP led to a “discovery of 

a new person” within herself that was always there but she did not have the right 

environment to thrive. She described herself as having lived her life “blind,” and through 

the experience she is now able to see her Self and her life more clearly.  

Charlie found the MPP experience to be a “healing journey,” and despite her 

traumas, she saw her ability to survive and thrive as “not falling off the wagon.” Though 
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this idiom is more often used to describe someone who failed to abstain from alcohol or 

addictions in general, here Charlie used it as a metaphor for not being consumed by the 

toxic lifestyle and relationships that trauma victims often experience. Ayana used the 

metaphor of "windows being cleaned" to describe her newfound clarity and sense of Self 

through the MPP, especially after seeing her photographs. In fact, she referred to the 

moment of sudden clarity and realization as feeling like a “light switch had gone off” 

when she saw her photos. Jerrica described the realization that her friends were not 

growing with her as a "wake-up call," suggesting a sudden realization or awareness that 

prompted a change in her awareness of Self. Both Jerrica and Renee used mirror 

metaphors to explain how they processed their new awareness of Self. Jerrica described 

her reflective process as “holding up a mirror” to ask questions and see her Self reflected 

back. Renee reflected on how her fractured sense of Self was like a “room of mirrors” 

casting different reflections, with some even blacked out, suggesting she had failed to give 

“value” to that aspect of her Self. Through the process she is now whole, “it’s one big 

round mirror. I can look around [and] there’s no seams in the mirrors anymore.” 

The metaphors of self-discovery suggest living experiences that were deeply 

introspective and transformative for the co-researchers. These experiences of Self-

discovery impact self-awareness by providing the co-researchers with a richer 

understanding of who they are becoming and their path of personal growth. The 

metaphors used highlight the transformative nature of Self-discovery and emphasize the 

value of Self-reflection, agency, and connections to our inner Self. This metaphor theme 

has overarching existential and aspirational constitutive attributes. 
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Being Renewed 

 For three of the co-researchers, Dee, Olivia, and Ayana, in their experience there 

was a sense of renewal, and metaphors to describe that were mythological, religious, and 

biological. Dee used the metaphor “rise from the ashes” to describe her journey of 

overcoming trauma and finding herself, likening her experience to a mythological phoenix 

rising from the ashes. Olivia described her experience with the MPP and seeing her 

portraits as "like a baptism of a new me," suggesting a transformative and cleansing 

experience. When Ayana first saw her photos, she likened her experience of self-

acceptance to taking a “breath for the first time,” symbolizing rebirth and a new 

beginning.  

The metaphors of renewal capture the dynamic transformation that the co-

researchers experienced in becoming aware as they enacted Self. These metaphors suggest 

that transformation can lead to a deeper sense of Self-awareness which allows co-

researchers to recognize and embrace Self. This transformation can also foster inner 

connections. a stronger sense of personal growth, and acceptance. This metaphor theme 

has overarching somatic, existential, and aspirational constitutive attributes. 

Embodied, Emotional, Physical Hurt 

 In the metaphors involving bodily feelings, co-researchers are describing their 

emotional state, embodied reactions, or the physical impact that their living experiences 

created. Six co-researchers—Ayana, Dee, Jerrica, Renee, Tess, and Charlie—all express 

varied embodied, emotional, or physical experiences through metaphor. 

Renee described the momentary pleasure she found creating a joyful experience 

for others as a “vitamin” because her feeling of joy was a temporary boost that “never 
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lasted long.” Dee used the common metaphor “walking on eggshells” to describe the 

constant heightened tension and anxiety she felt in her marriage. Jerrica defined the 

physical sensation of stress and anxiety she experienced with the common idiomatic 

metaphor, "knot in my stomach," vividly conveying the embodied discomfort and tension 

she felt while dealing with a toxic relationship with her friends. Though Ayana does have 

physical scars, she used the metaphor of her body being "riddled with scars" to convey 

both the physical and emotional damage she has endured throughout a lifetime of neglect 

and abuse. She also described feeling like “trash,” which suggested a deep sense of 

worthlessness as a result of her experiences with neglect.  

Tess repeatedly used the metaphor of “barriers” to explain the division or obstacles 

she experienced in her life. These barriers included both internal mindset assumptions and 

biases and external social expectations or perceptions. She described needing to “push 

through barriers” to reconnect with her father with whom she had become estranged and 

also her own “self-limiting beliefs” about being a single mother, the type of life she could 

have, and also her body image insecurities.  

Charlie uses the metaphor of her “body protecting her mind” to explain her mental 

and physical fortitude and escaping the trauma cycle that often leads to other forms of 

addiction or unhealthy lifestyle choices, stating that “my self-defense was my body.” 

Charlie suggested that by “controlling” all aspects of her body and life she was able to 

protect her mind from feeling vulnerable and succumbing to the trauma of the past. 

Charlie described the aftereffects of an intense therapy episode of sharing her experience 

and hearing the stories of others as feeling like “I got hit by a Mack truck.” Charlie recalls 
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being physically ill for days with pneumonia after the event. She believed her “body 

purged at a cellular level” the emotional trauma she had experienced. 

Co-researchers used these metaphors to describe their emotional state, embodied 

reactions, or the physical impact of their living experiences. The experiences are varied, 

but all suggest a profound impact on Self-awareness. Co-researchers articulate complex 

emotions and physical sensations, highlighting the deeply embodied nature of the 

transformative experience of becoming aware. These metaphors articulate internal 

emotional states and make them more comprehensible, allowing co-researchers to 

communicate their feelings and demonstrating enhanced Self-awareness and growth. This 

metaphor theme has an overarching somatic constitutive attribute. 

Being Strong and Resilient 

 Strength and resiliency of mind, body, and character was a common theme 

amongst co-researchers, as many shared traumatic experiences or challenges they 

struggled with in the course of their life. Given the theme of strength and resiliency, it is 

not surprising that the metaphors tend to have a more aggressive tone focusing on combat, 

heroics, or indomitable tools. Five co-researchers—Mika, Tess, Charlie, Ayana, Renee, 

and Jerrica—used metaphors to define these experiences. 

Mika used the “warrior” metaphor to highlight her inner strength and resilience, 

emphasizing her ability to endure and overcome challenges. Tess reflected on her journey 

of overcoming various challenges and obstacles in her life and acknowledging her strength 

and resilience. Dee refers to her emotional “battle wounds” as symbolic scars of beauty, 

strength, and resilience. Tess described the work she has done on her Self and in her life to 

create the environment she wants around her as “fortifying my territory,” suggesting that 
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she is creating an infrastructure both in her Self and her environment in a way that 

together they might work as a shield or protective enclosure as she navigates her future.  

Jerrica described the courage she felt after the MPP and in looking at her photos as 

“I can take on the world,” suggesting she felt invincible as a result of the experience, in 

contrast to her previous struggles with uncertainty and insecurity. Ayana was described as 

an “archangel” by her husband to explain her inner strength and warrior mentality in 

living her life and protecting her family. Renee often used “energy” and the intrapersonal 

exchange as a metaphor for life or freedom and the ebb and flow of her strength and 

resilience: “I just grin because the energy comes from me. I’m creating the energy.”  

Charlie explained her need to learn to protect herself by creating a façade that 

made people believe she was invulnerable. She described this external representation 

using the common idiomatic expression “tough as nails,” which commonly references 

physical durability, resilience, and invulnerability to adversity. Charlie also describes her 

trauma as a “superpower.” This refers to fictional superheroes who often have beyond 

human strength, or other senses that are advanced. Many superhero origin stories include a 

traumatic accident or conflict. Charlie’s metaphor suggested that her traumatic 

background has given her heightened mental and physical strength and perhaps other 

advanced developed mental or emotional capabilities. 

The metaphors used in the theme being strong and resilient focus on the inner 

strength and ability of co-researchers to overcome challenges in their living experiences. 

The nature of the metaphors does suggest a perception of battle to transform, or 

experience becoming aware and enact Self. Co-researchers describe a sense of Self-

awareness that embodies courage, invincibility, and the ability to protect Self and others. 
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This Self-awareness helps co-researchers build a stronger sense of confidence and agency. 

Co-researchers feel empowered to co-emerge with an environment confidently. This 

metaphor theme has an overarching aspirational constitutive attribute. 

Transcending 

 Though the co-researchers all embarked on a journey of Self-discovery, some 

indicated a transformation that seemed to transcend, or rise above and beyond, the 

experience of others as described in the metaphors in this theme. Five co-researchers: 

Mika, Dee, Ayana, Olivia, and Renee described how their transformation rose beyond the 

physical boundaries we know. 

Mika described her historical lack of confidence in her Self and used the metaphor 

of "putting my trust in God" to describe her reliance on faith throughout her life and in 

making the decision to participate in the MPP. She explained when she looks at her 

portraits, she does not see the trauma or the heartache she has suffered, she calls this aura 

"God's covering." Mika expressed her desire to see herself "the way God sees me," 

indicating her wish to view herself with the same love and acceptance that she believes 

God has for her. 

Dee reflected on her sense of Self and importance and used the metaphor of being 

“connected to the universe” and as "tiny as we wanna be" in the universe, comparing 

herself to an atom versus the sun. She suggested she once believed she was tiny, but that it 

is all relative, she can be anything she wants to be. 

Ayana compared her photographs to a “bridge” that connected her to “a sense of 

inner peace and confidence” and the realization that her life was not all bad and she could 
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see “beauty” in her Self. For Renee, the choice to wear a favorite summer dress in her 

portraits became a metaphor for her transcendence, joy, and freedom: 

I had that dress on and, but I forgot all of it because I got lost in the fun that I was 

having. And the physicality that I realized now the degree to which I was doing. 

And so in some ways, did the clothing make any difference? I don't know. But the 

cool thing is, is when I see my photos in that dress, it makes me smile that much 

more. 

Olivia had a physical treasure chest she used as a prop in one of her photographs that also 

metaphorically was a “treasure chest” of all her memories she wanted to “lay down” or let 

go of such as her parents’ accident, her lost career, and the family embezzlement and 

transcend those experiences. 

The metaphors for transcending used by the co-researchers indicate the profound 

and often metaphysical nature of the transformation of becoming aware as we enact Self. 

The transformation described by co-researchers transcends the physical boundaries and 

suggests a heightened sense of Self-awareness. These transformative experiences allow 

co-researchers to express how they see their Self, especially the new perspectives, 

emerging value, acceptance, and confidence. The metaphors used by co-researchers 

describe the nature of the transformation and how it leads to a deeper understanding of 

Self. This metaphor theme has overarching existential and aspirational constitutive 

attributes. 

Being Present 

As an aspect of greater awareness, co-researchers expressed a sense of being in the 

moment or present. Though enaction uses the term “groundlessness” to explain our 
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empowerment and freedom in those moments, a common metaphor is “grounded,” 

suggesting being connected with a strong sense of Self. Four co-researchers used this 

metaphor specifically: Mika, Dee, Jerrica, and Olivia to express their experience. Five co-

researchers, Renee, Dee, Mika, Tess, and Olivia, used other metaphors to describe their 

sense of being present. 

Dee likened looking at her portraits every day to a thought process such as a 

“meditation practice” and suggested it helped her “find whatever moment in any way that 

I can find.” She described it as "grounding" and "holding space" for herself. Mika also 

described interacting with her photos daily as a “mandate” and “mantra for the day.” It 

was a “daily reminder” that helped get her day started. Tess said of her new awareness and 

sense of Self that “mentally it frees up space” and “real estate,” suggesting a greater sense 

of clarity and capacity of being and continuous emergence with her awareness. Olivia 

described the validation she felt from words shared by family and friends as “deposits that 

I haven’t received yet,” suggesting the words served as a currency to enrich her sense of 

Self. Renee often used the metaphor of an “anchor” to express her sense of being present 

or being connected: “my anchor was nature,” “anchor in those feelings,” or “I’ve never 

anchored in my age.” 

Summary of Metaphors 

As individuals use language differently, I did not assess how the metaphors’ 

themes aligned to each co-researcher, as this could bias the perception of the theme. 

Symbolic language such as metaphors, similes, and analogies are often used to help make 

sense of complex concepts. The focus of understanding in this section should not be on 

who was using the language, but why the language was used within the context of 
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becoming aware of and enacting Self. As an example, co-researchers use metaphors to 

describe their sense of being present, which is an aspect of their deeper awareness of Self. 

Co-researchers expressed this state as being in the moment or in the present. While 

groundlessness is used in this study to explain the empowered state of being free and 

present in the moment (Varela et al., 2016), co-researchers relied on the more common 

language of “grounded” to express this sensation and their connection to Self. Co-

researchers indicate that the experience of being present impacts their Self-awareness by 

deepening their inner connections, providing clarity and capacity to process experiences, 

and an emerging sense of Self and agency. This metaphor theme has an overarching 

somatic constitutive attribute. 

Based on the metaphor themes, I synthesized the themes into three constitutive 

attribute categories: (1) somatic – referring to the living experience rooted in the embodied 

sensation, presence, and awareness; (2) existential – referring to the tension and unfolding 

of Self and the transformation and ontological awakening; and (3) aspirational – referring 

to the flourishing, freedom, resilience, growth, and elevation of Self beyond the current 

state. Table 18 shows the alignment of the metaphor themes with these constitutive 

attributes.  
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Table 18 

Constitutive Attributes of Metaphor Themes 

Metaphor Theme SOMATIC EXISTENTIAL ASPIRATIONAL 
Being Suppressed X X  
Being Emancipated X X X 
Identity X X  
Being Renewed X X X 
Self-Discovery  X X 
Embodied, Emotional, Physical Hurt X   
Being Strong & Resilient   X 
Transcending  X X 
Being Present X   

 

Six of the nine metaphor themes align with two or more constitutive attributes. The 

constitutive attribute somatic aligns with six metaphor themes and existential and 

aspirational align with five metaphor themes each. This robust integration suggests that 

the constitutive attributes are potentially deeply rooted aspects of the experience of 

becoming aware as we enact Self. Being emancipated and being renewed are two 

metaphor themes that seem to incorporate all three constitutive attributes. This is 

consistent with the persistent theme of permission, liberation, and transformation within 

the MPP experience. 

Similar to the meaning and nature of the explicit core themes, the metaphors and 

symbolic language that inform these themes indicate a process of embodied 

transformation that is imbued with empowerment, and emerging Self-awareness. These 

nine metaphor themes reinforce the dynamic and cyclical nature of the transformative 

experience of becoming aware as co-researchers enact Self. The metaphor themes 

highlight the internal and external constructs that both obstruct and support the process of 

becoming aware. Co-researchers suggest profound transformative outcomes as they 
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navigate becoming aware. The metaphors express complex concepts and often tacit 

knowledge that co-researchers might struggle to acknowledge with direct inquiry. These 

metaphor themes serve as an intermediate interpretation of the nature and meaning of the 

experience between the explicit core themes and the tacit variations in resonance. The core 

themes and metaphor themes underscore that the autopoietic process of becoming aware, 

whether expressed explicitly or metaphorically, spans the biological (body), the cognitive 

(mind), and the metaphysical (spirit), and is a constant cyclical dynamic.  

Variations in Resonance  

This final framework reveals the most tacit knowledge of the co-researchers’ 

shared experiences, the form of resonances. The resonances discussed in this chapter are 

evocations of embodied responses shared by the co-researchers and manifestations of the 

dynamic, natural, and embodied interactions that the coresearchers expressed through 

deep reflective processing of their ongoing, co-emergent, affective, and transformational 

living experience. In phenomenological terms, these resonances can be understood as 

embodied enactments of somatic awareness or the direct experiential manifestation of the 

enactive body (Varela et al., 2016). Somatic experience establishes the more abstract 

concept of embodiment within the praxis. The resonances individually are not reflective of 

awareness or enaction but serve to further illuminate the meaning and nature of the 

phenomenon.  

The resonances interact with each other in unique variations for each co-

researcher. This unique experience is the evocation of becoming aware. The variations of 

each resonance echo the vibrant internal and external influences each co-researcher 

experienced as they are co-emerging holistically with the world and enacting Self. The 



209 
 

variations in resonance emphasize our autopoietic essence of our Self-organizing and 

amplify the integrated balance of Self. that more accurately reflects the emergent nature of 

the shared experiences of the co-researchers becoming aware as they enacted Self. 

The frameworks previously identified in the illumination process were the 

historical baseline of self-exploration and awareness-based practices, explicit core themes, 

and the symbolic language used by the co-researchers to express complex aspects of the 

transformative experience manifested in external influences and their mental and 

emotional sensemaking. When the metaphors are the linguistic devices used by co-

researchers to express their meaning making and make abstract or intangible concepts 

more accessible, the variations in resonance are the tacit or implicit understanding of co-

researchers becoming aware as they enact Self.  

Similar to the approach to core themes, a hierarchy to the resonances would be 

counter-intuitive in a heuristic inquiry (Sultan, 2019), particularly considering that this 

study explored the enaction of Self, which is defined as co-emergent, dynamic, and 

complex. The resonance variations which emerged in this study defy rank, as they are 

interdependent, interconnected, uniquely vital to each individual’s living experience, and 

dynamic in their recursive and concurrent behavior. As they are interconnected and 

interdependent, threads of one resonance variation may appear in the narrative description 

of another.  

The resonances were defined intuitively through inductive, iterative inter-coding as 

I wrote the individual depictions. As each co-researcher’s narrative unfolded and I 

attempted to categorize the meaning and nature of “enacting Self,” categorical titles were 

assigned. After completing the individual depictions, I noticed the similarity across several 
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subheadings. I synthesized the subheadings, and the final ten resonances were defined as: 

(1) being valued, (2) being worthy, (3) defining her Self, (4) embodying her Self, (5) 

freeing her Self, (6) knowing her Self, (7) laying down a path, (8) loving her Self, (9) 

seeing her Self, and (10) sharing her Self.  

I used a generative AI tool to conceptualize a representation of the variations in 

resonance that reflected their dynamic, interconnected, and recursive nature around the 

experience of co-researchers becoming aware as they enact Self. Our living experiences 

are complicated and rarely uniformly arranged. It is in our reflection on the connections 

that we find other aspects of awareness. Figure 7 depicts this deep interconnectedness in 

the image generated to reflect the dynamic relationship of the variations in resonances. 

Figure 7 

Depiction of Dynamic, Interconnected and Recursive Resonances 

 
(Image created using Microsoft Copilot, 2025) 
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The variations in resonance are presented in alphabetical order in this section to 

mitigate the presumption of a hierarchy or value interpretation. Some are grouped together 

or may refer to other variations in resonance if there is a strong connection. One of the 

defining aspects of how co-researchers shared their experiences is the unique approach 

each co-researcher took in communicating her story. Consequently, though some 

resonances were common across responses to questions, there were no defining patterns in 

the flow of the dialogue or how co-researchers responded to questions. Table 19 does 

highlight common resonances associated with the primary questions asked. 
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Table 19 

Common Variations in Resonance Aligned to Interview Questions 

Question 
Common  

Variations in Resonance 
Theoretical 
Alignment 

Interview One 

When you consider this journey, what is the 
most significant part of your experience you 
want me to know about? 

Defining Her Self 
Being Worthy 
Being Valued 

(Damasio, 2012; 
Depraz et al., 2003; 

Isaacs, 1999; Siegel, 
2015, 2016; Varela et 

al., 2016) 

Tell me a story from your past that you feel 
defined you. 

Defining Her Self 
Being Worthy 
Being Valued 

(Damasio, 2012; 
Siegel, 2015) 

What led you to have your photos taken? 
Knowing Her Self 

Seeing Her Self 
Loving Her Self 

(Damasio, 2012; 
Siegel, 2015, 2016) 

Tell me about having your photo taken. 
What stood out and why? 

Freeing Her Self 
Being Worthy 
Being Valued 

(Depraz et al., 2003) 

Think back over your experience, what 
questions emerged from your experience? 

Laying Down a Path 
Sharing Her Self 
Loving Her Self 

(Isaacs, 1999; Siegel, 
2015, 2016) 

Interview Two 

When you look at your portraits, tell me 
about who you see and what you feel. 

Embodying Her Self 
Freeing Her Self  

Knowing Her Self 
Seeing Her Self 

(Damasio, 2012; 
Siegel, 2015) 

When you think about yourself, your 
relationships, or even how you engage with 
the world around you, what stands out to 
you since you received the photos? 

Freeing Her Self  
Laying Down a Path 

Sharing Her Self 
Being Valued 

(Siegel, 2015; Varela et 
al., 2016) 

Thinking back over our interview and your 
reflections, what has been revealed to you 
about yourself? 

Freeing Her Self 
Knowing Her Self 

Laying Down a Path 
Loving Her Self 

(Depraz et al., 2003; 
Varela et al., 2016) 

 

In each resonance, where applicable, tacit meaning was interpreted using concepts 

in the conceptual framework of becoming aware and the experience of groundlessness, the 
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second phase of enaction after mindfulness or paying attention. Groundlessness is 

experienced in the process of becoming aware, which is depicted by the epoché that 

consists of three dynamic, interdependent, non-linear elements: (1) Suspension of 

prejudices and mindsets from the embodied world. (2) Redirection of focus from external 

perceptions toward our internalized feelings (Depraz et al., 2003). As we explore in more 

depth our own feelings and experiences, we begin to find balance and the process of 

integration (Damasio, 2012). (3) Let-go and embrace both our feelings and experiences. 

With the balance found through the three phases, the enacted Self becomes a trusted “eye” 

or knower, in motion, co-emerging. Each of the variations in resonance represent 

autopoietic response of our dynamic interaction as co-researchers are self-organizing and 

co-emerging with the world (Depraz et al., 2003). 

Being Valued and Being Worthy 

 Worth and value are often defined in terms of each other. Value is defined as the 

monetary worth of something, relative worth, utility, importance, or finally something of 

intrinsic value (https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/value). Worth, conversely, 

is defined as monetary value, the value measured by its qualities or esteem, and finally 

moral or personal value, merit, or excellence. (https://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/worth). The concept of being worthy suggests an inherent merit an 

individual deserves based on their actions, behaviors, or essence, whereas being valued is 

a more externalized recognition and appreciation for that worth. An individual may be 

inherently worthy and not feel that worth themselves, nor feel valued by others. Worth is 

an intrinsic expression and value is given.  
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The resonances of being valued and being worthy both reflect variations of 

suspension of prejudices and mindsets from the embodied world (Depraz et al., 2003). 

Two co-researchers, Tess and Mika, expressed both challenges and revelations with the 

concepts of being valued and worthy and their understanding of how they were valued by 

others. Four co-researchers in addition to Tess and Mika—Ayana, Charlie, Jerrica, and 

Olivia—shared reflections on being worthy and how the MPP functioned as a “catalyst” 

for adjusting their assumptions of their own worth. The internalized expectations of 

socially constructed archetypes for motherhood, femininity, or beauty made co-researchers 

question their worthiness. Co-researchers described the intentionality of choosing to 

“invest” in themselves by participating in the MPP as an indicator and acknowledgment of 

their own worth.  

The internalized expectations derived from socio-cultural stereotypes and family 

values created dissonance for co-researchers Tess and Mika. Both are African American 

women who became single mothers and struggled with the perceived stigma. Tess shared 

that much of her Self-awareness was through “the lens of being a single mom” where 

“there’s always another need before yours.” She’s always felt like an outsider or “black 

sheep” in her family, and motherhood amplified those feelings of being “unworthy.” She 

admitted she “didn’t feel worthy to have anything.” Tess credits her decision and 

commitment to financially invest in her Self as part of her new awareness. She believes a 

willing to invest in our Self says, “I am worthy for experiences” and suggests that the 

investment in Self must “be intentional” and a “conscious decision.” In her opinion, we 

must “consciously” speak our worth. Tess asserted, “I am worth this investment both 
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financially, mentally, physically, spiritually, whatever else it's gonna yield for me. I'm 

worth that this is the return, and I have value, and I have value. I have value.” 

For Mika, her insecurity about being a single mother was coupled with struggles 

with body image that made her question her worth. Mika claimed that making the decision 

to invest in the photographs was significant to her because she does not “spend money like 

that on myself. I’m sure there’s 50 million other things I could have done with the 

money.” Spending the money and having full-body photos was a “leap of faith” for Mika 

demonstrating her willingness to embrace herself.  

Mika admitted she did not “feel worthy” because of “mistakes” she made in life, 

such as becoming a single parent, having other failed relationships, having changes in 

careers. Mika saw a pattern of “bad choices, bad decisions” that were “compounding” in 

her life. Mika had also battled with her self-image and weight loss since the birth of her 

son. Even on the day of the photographs, Mika struggled with her body image. She shared 

that her hair was in a transitional stage, and she had only just started her weight loss 

journey. Mika admits that “I just start feeling like there’s so much stuff I could have done 

better. It just was me not forgiving me.” Ultimately, Mika recalled, she knew “God also 

has a plan for perfect. Or what his idea is” and she stopped judging herself. 

Other co-researchers experienced significant dissonance associated with their 

sense of worth and value caused by childhood abuse. Ayana and Charlie were both hurt by 

people who should have been responsible for caring for them when they were young 

children. As a child, Ayana did not have supportive, caring parental role-models. Ayana 

was physically abused by her father and emotionally neglected by her sponsor-family, 

which led to long existential doubt about her worth and value. Ayana acknowledged that 
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her struggle with her worth started in early childhood when she did not even feel worthy 

of her own name: 

So, my traditional Thai name is Thong Waan17 given to me by my mother. 

“Thong” means gold, “Waan” means sweet. So, you put it together, it means sweet 

golden one. So, growing up, I didn't felt [sic] like I des- deserve that name. I didn't 

feel gold or something. Precious. 

Ayana recalled that when she was young, only five or six and feeling overwhelmed 

with guilt, shame, and the abuse of her father, she emotionally and physically 

disconnected from her birth name when she nearly drowned in a community pool: 

I slowly went towards the deep side as it got deeper and deeper and deeper. And 

remember just kind of just letting go and my body sinking, you know, chest getting 

tight, things getting dark and or opening my eyes. Actually, I saw light with my 

eyes closed. I could feel the light in the water. And I opened my eyes and, and just 

somebody had reached in the water and pulled me out of the water. I remember 

from that moment on, I was physically saved, but Thong Waan remained at the 

bottom of the pool. And that's the day where I decided to never go by the name 

Thong Waan ever again, because I didn't feel I was something special. 

After participating in the MPP, Ayana is now embracing her heritage and finally feels 

worthy of her Thai name and believes through the process Thong Waan was “reborn.”  

Charlie was forced to process her sexual abuse as child in the context of a 

conservative Christian family which challenged her sense of Self despite her perseverance. 

She admitted that the experience of having her photos taken was “a much bigger deal than 

 
17 A pseudonymous Thai name with a similar meaning is used to further protect the anonymity of the co-
researcher. 
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I ever though it was. I have a visual to remind me of it and remind me of who I really am.” 

She shared, “I didn’t get to have a childhood of wonder,” and the experience has made her 

see not just her worth, but the value in sharing her experience. Charlie credited her MPP 

with helping her become more comfortable telling her story.  

For other co-researchers, the resonances of being valued or being worthy were 

driven less by social context or triggering events and more by an integrated shift in 

perception, more of an embodied emotional response to their internalized Self. Jerrica 

states, “I think that's kinda what I learned…really learning my worth. What I deserve in a 

friend. What I deserve in a partner.” She recalls considering the cost and debating “should 

I do this?” Jerrica then realized “Yah, I’m gonna do this. Invest in myself.” She 

appreciated the feeling of “being accepted for who I am” when she is “being authentically 

myself.” It gives her “inner joy and peace.”  

Renee, on the other hand, described herself as “reticent” to participate in the photo 

experience and claims she had been “disappointed in herself” and feeling “selfish” 

because “it [the photos] would have no other meaning except to me.” She ultimately 

decided to do the photos because she wanted to “see myself again.”  

Olivia acknowledges “I’m worth the investment.” She shares that she feels “an 

element of satisfaction and pride” because she chose that and she is “still choosing the 

action. She sees it as “I set myself up for success.” 

Based on the co-researchers’ experience, being worthy or valued can significantly 

influence one’s Self-awareness. The experience of feeling worthy or valued is extremely 

personal and can be influenced by a number of factors, including social constructs and 

expectations, personal insecurities, and our past traumas and experiences. The resonances 
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of being worthy and being valued suggest that a path to Self-awareness involves 

intentional actions and conscious acknowledgement of one’s Self-worth for those who 

suffer from these uncertainties, validation of inner value, and regard for Self care. The 

variation in resonances of being worthy and being valued have an overarching affirming 

(Self) constitutive attribute. 

Defining Her Self 

 The MPP provided a space for co-researchers to reflect on and articulate who they 

are without judgment. The resonance of defining her Self is a variation that can reflect the 

two elements of the epoché of becoming aware (1) redirecting attention from external 

perceptions and forces to our own internal experience and voice and (2) suspending our 

own prejudices and mindsets from the embodied world (Depraz et al, 2003). Six of the co-

researchers—Renee, Tess, Dee, Charlie, Jerrica, and Olivia—shared how the experience 

furthered their self-referential understanding, providing great clarity and a deepened 

connection to their identity. Embedded in the articulation of Self is also the acceptance of 

who that is and sense of healing for some co-researchers. 

For some co-researchers, defining her Self reflected their ownership of descriptions 

which they previously disavowed or saw as negative. Renee states that when she looks at 

the photos, she sees a woman who is “brave” and “daring,” and those are not words that 

she would have traditionally used for herself. However, although Renee describes events 

that might be considered brave or daring, she hesitated to acknowledge these qualities in 

herself. For example, she is fascinated with flying and admits to dreams of jumping from a 

plane, and she taught herself to do trick slalom skiing as a teen but did not characterize 

that as brave or daring.  



219 
 

Tess saw being a single mother as a “punishment” or “consequence” in many 

ways. She recognizes now that she believed it was her responsibility to take care of herself 

and her children without any help from her parents, family, friends, or others as a 

consequence of her actions. She thought, “this is what you get.” Tess realized because she 

did not feel “worthy,” she did not feel “entitled” to many things such as owning a home. 

The photos helped break through that mindset and started the freeing process of 

“uncovering of lies.” Now she is learning to accept who she was and is, without judgment. 

For other co-researchers, this resonance was a claiming of Self and identity when 

external circumstances prevented their expression. Olivia’s life was interrupted in college 

when her parents were in a car accident and her father died and her mother suffered a 

traumatic brain injury. She spent years caring for her mother and in a career she did not 

anticipate. Olivia realized that her “identity is not” tied to her role. She admitted that “I 

carried the identity because of trauma and the accident.” As a child, Olivia always 

“wanted my voice to be heard” but it never seemed to be. As she sees her Self evolving, 

she thinks “my voice is being heard now” but she also realizes “I’m having to develop 

some more skills.” Olivia recalls that she learned at an early age to “retreat inwardly.” She 

did not “give myself permission” to be. She realizes now that she “should be shooting 

higher. I’m that type.” She describes herself as a “goal setter and achiever.” 

Dee found her identity curbed by an abusive marriage, which forced her to define 

herself through her role as a wife and mother. Dee stated she was “very introverted” and 

maybe a “little weird,” by which she meant into science fiction, mythology, and fantasy. 

Dee shared that therapy “helped” her “to start thinking about myself.” She went on to 

explain, “my whole life has been trying to find that connection with myself.” When she 
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was married, that connection was not allowed. “I decided last year at some point, it's like, 

I need to figure out what my identity is and where I fit in all of this,” she said. She was 

raised to define her Self through others and what they needed of her or from her. Dee saw 

her own identity as “always tied to whoever” and inhibited her ability to discover and 

express her Self. She shared, “I never felt like I had that room to be who I was when I was, 

you know, somebody's husband, somebody's mom...” Dee found “almost kind of like 

permission” in the process “to relax into” her Self. She explained that this was:  

Something that's been building for a long time, and then the experience is 

something that, that it, for me, it, like, it gave me permission in a way. Like, not 

that I needed permission, but it's like that, that moment of, um, when you know 

that somebody else sees you, right? 

It was important for Dee to establish a clear vision for who she saw her Self as and 

captured that essence in the moment when the portraits were made. Dee sees this as an 

opportunity to create her own narrative and discover where the journey is going. She is not 

concerned with the destination so much as the agency to own the journey. 

After surviving childhood abuse, Charlie spent years convincing others she was 

okay to the point she was no longer certain how to be her Self. Charlie knew who she was 

but hid it for many years. She described herself as an “actress” and claimed, “I had to 

learn how to protect myself. And I have done such an incredibly good job of fooling 

everybody.” She described an internal “struggle.” This dissonance stems from her 

awareness that she is “strong”; it is the only way she could have survived her abuse and 

trauma without wanting to be or feeling strong all the time. She admits she needed to “quit 

lying to herself” that she was okay. She admitted she is learning to be less of an actress. 



221 
 

She shared, “I think I'm entering into this space of, look, I'm going to be honest with 

myself more so than I ever have been. When I feel the big feelings, I'm not going to ignore 

them.” Charlie acknowledges her younger Self, who she was and who she is today:  

I'm proud of you for standing up for yourself. I'm sad that you were even in this 

predicament in the first place. You shouldn't have been. I, but you're brave. You're 

courageous. Integrity won, and you stand on the legs of integrity, and that's huge. 

And that is who I am today. You're not alone. Don't be afraid. I'm here for you. 

As a reserved introvert, Jerrica spent many years allowing friends and family to 

define her sense of Self. Jerrica admitted that she is typically “fine in the background.” 

Her decision to do the MPP was “exciting” and “outside her comfort zone.” She 

acknowledged it was difficult to “be the center of attention.” Jerrica believes you can hear 

from you family that you are “beautiful” or from your boyfriend that you are “sexy” or 

“gorgeous,” but “sometimes you don’t really believe it because they have to say it.” She 

shared, “before, I probably wouldn't have wanted my pictures taken, 'cause I think 

sometimes you're… I have to be a certain way.” The portraits provided a unique 

opportunity for Jerrica. They were “an opportunity to express yourself.” She wanted to 

express “confidence.” Jerrica realized that the toxic relationship with her friends had 

caused her “confidence to slip.” She realized that it was not who she was or how she 

wanted to show up. 

The resonance of defining her Self explores the concept of becoming aware of 

one’s identity. This experience is essentially an intentional process of redirecting attention 

from external perceptions and forces to our own internal voice and suspending the biases 

and mindsets we have experienced and embodied. Setting aside those external 
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expectations allows co-researchers to reflect and express who they are without Self- 

judgment, which leads to a deeper connection to Self and a sense of healing or balance 

with the Self-as-knower and Self-as-object (Damasio, 2012). The variation in resonances 

of defining her Self has an overarching realizing (Self) constitutive attribute. 

Embodying Her Self 

 The resonance of embodying her Self is one of the variations that reflects the 

process of letting go and fully embracing and trusting our inner experiences and emotions 

in the epoché of Becoming Aware (Depraz, 2003). Two co-researchers, Renee and 

Charlie, expressed their embodied Self focused on the internalized Self-discovery and 

state of well-being it enables. They also shared how their ability to embody their Self 

strengthened their connections and relationships.  

Charlie’s sense of Self-discovery revolved around her ability to connect with her 

emotions and embody them. She believed that the emotions stemming from her childhood 

trauma negatively impacted her relationships with emotions and many of her relationships 

as a young woman. Charlie recalls the stress, confusion, and anxiety of falling in love with 

her husband. She acknowledges her love for him now but remembered the questions that 

plagued her early in their relationship. 

When we were dating and we started getting a little closer to the serious, I was 

like, I don't know. Is this, is he the one? Do I love? Love him. There’s “I love 

you,” and then “I love you.” And I'd never experienced that love before. So I didn't 

know what I was looking for. 

Charlie shared that as a result of the MPP, she is getting more comfortable sitting 

with her emotions and experiencing them. She described being emotional as “teary eyed, 
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stuffy nose, temperature rising in my body, that's emotional for me. Maybe sometimes a 

fast-beating heart, just depending on what it is, sweating.” When Charlie reflected about 

being present with her emotions she shared, 

It would be so easy to dismiss it, think about something else, and go, instead, I 

recognize, I wonder why I'm thinking about this right now. What does this mean? 

And I don't have to sit in it for an hour but just sitting in it and just getting curious 

and recognizing when these moments happen, not by accident. So that's powerful 

and that's scary to someone who doesn't want to think about their feelings 

For Charlie, the MPP experience revealed that she has “held on to so much,” that her 

“body has held on to so much more than you ever realize internally.” It also revealed to 

her “that you’re not alone.” She realized that “I’m not the only one who sits in this level of 

shame.” She admitted “I just couldn’t believe it.” Charlie believed that her essence is “a 

happy, joyful…freedom in that photo that I don’t see of myself every day because I’m just 

doing life.” In her portraits, she continued, “you were able to strip all that away, isolate a 

moment.”  

For Renee, this resonance is a more physical embodiment. She notices that the 

joyful physicality that is demonstrated in her photos is an unconscious extension of her 

yoga practice, standing on her toes, arms extended, hands flexed.  

The one photo where I'm, my arms are down by my side and I'm looking up and 

I'm laughing so hard had I had no idea that I was doing that with my hands. And if 

you wanna think yoga, like the energy literally is flying out of my hands. I can, I 

can feel that when I'm practicing my yoga. 
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Since her MPP, Rene observes that she began engaging with her environment with 

a more intentional and joyful mindset and made significant changes. Renee began 

embracing her natural energy and stopped relying on caffeine. She started practicing yoga 

in her community gym where others might see her instead of just in the privacy of her 

home. Renee picked up swimming again, which she had not done in years and refused to 

be intimidated by her body in a swimsuit. Renee planned trips with friends and family to 

do activities she enjoyed such as hiking or visiting her sister-in-law’s concert. Trips she 

would have considered too “selfish” or “irresponsible” in the past. She made choices to do 

for others that were genuine. 

There's an elderly couple who are just the sweetest and he loves to dance. When I 

saw him last time, 'cause his wife is now fading, I got him dancing with me in 

front of everybody at a dinner. It was lovely. And it felt so good. It's like I needed 

it 'cause I adore him, and he needed it. 'cause his wife can't dance anymore. It was 

lovely. It was wonderful. It just made my evening, just made my heart sing, you 

know? So it's like if I'm gonna make people happy or make them smile or laugh 

and it has to come from the real me versus the one who only felt that it was my 

job. If that makes sense. 

Renee is engaging with life with a more positive mindset and taking joy in small tasks and 

opportunities, where before she may have considered them “chores.” This cognitive shift 

has dynamically shifted her perspective in other domains of her life, noted in other 

resonances such as sharing her Self where she is more open and joyful in her connections 

and relationships. 
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Co-researchers indicate embodying her Self has a profound impact on becoming 

aware by enabling them to connect with emotions, recognize moments of affective 

significance, and engage with their environment constructively. The resonance of 

embodying her Self suggests that this aspect of the self-organizing process, the Self-

discovery and physical embodiment, strengthens our connections and relationships which 

leads to a higher state of holistic well-being and a more joyful and intentional engagement 

with our living experience. The variation in resonances of embodying her Self has an 

overarching honoring (Self) constitutive attribute. 

Freeing Her Self 

 The resonance of freeing her Self is another one of the variations that reflects two 

of the elements of the epoché of Becoming Aware: (1) the process of suspension of our 

biases and expectations and also (2) letting go to be present and experience the moment in 

the fullest and allowing an emotional, mental and embodied freedom to be our Self 

(Depraz, 2003). For some of the co-researchers this also includes a spiritual reconciliation. 

Five of the co-researchers: Renee, Ayana, Tess, Mika, and Olivia expressed a sense of 

emancipation from both internal and external elements. 

Mika believed her embodied transformation and release was physically visible in 

the photos taken the day of her MPP, “I'm pretty sure if you look at a progression from 

the, the first click to the last click, you can see a progression.” She remembered that she 

“stopped thinking about what the camera was gonna say, look like. I stopped thinking of 

that and just, kind of let myself just worship that throughout the experience honestly.” 

Mika reflected on what she saw emerge in the portraits and she shared that it was a her, 
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but more “relaxed and calmer and at ease.” Mika attributed “seeing something happen” 

that was “out of your control” and she attributed it to God, and this gave her “peace.” 

Olivia considered her MPP experience as a “baptism of a new me.” She needed “to 

walk through the healing” because she was “so broken going into” the process. Olivia 

realized, “I needed the permission to laugh and heal through laughter.” Olivia admitted 

that initially she struggled with the transformation of the experience, “I don’t think I was 

ready to handle what was shown to me at that time.” She believed there were other aspects 

of her Self or “pieces to see” first, such as her “confidence” and her “playfulness.” Certain 

photos represented her “taking that step and moving forward and feeling free” and able to 

let go of her assumptions of her Self. Oliva reflected, “I don’t’ think at the time of the 

shoot I was there yet. 

In each of her photos, Olivia saw symbols of “moving forward.” The movement 

forward was “getting closer to that Self, Self-love, and Self-acceptance.” Olivia 

acknowledged “the closer” she can get to “operating in that” and “being true to that, the 

less I'm going to feel actually inhibited or the less I'm going to feel, how do I word this, 

that I'm not in the right spot? More meaningful.” Olivia described her Self as “more 

authentic” and that she has been “deepening that connection with yourself.” Olivia 

explained this “connection” is what “gets you to the right spaces and places.” She 

described it as “walking at your purpose, but you’re walking more in line with who you 

are, more comfortable in your skin.” 

Ayana experienced a sense of healing in her MPP. She shared that the first time 

she saw her portrait, she cried for the first time in a long time, “I hadn't cried, you know, 

from, it's so silly to say, but I mean, I rarely cried when our dad abused us and hit us.” 
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Even through repeated rejection growing up, Ayana had a “will to survive” and she shared 

her belief that the MPP made up for multiple losses in her life:  

I just cried. I just felt like I, God had redeemed my lost photos in the attic. Like, 

these were the ones I was meant to have, and it was okay. That's what I felt. We 

found my lost photos and they were restored to me and that I wasn't trash. They 

weren’t as ugly as I thought they were. It is just a sense of peace. I felt like God 

had mended what was broken and just made it better. 

Tess and Renee experienced a sense of freedom and empowerment in the MPP by 

letting go of externalized expectations that were creating a limited vision of who they 

were. Tess expressed surprise that she ever held these “limiting beliefs” about herself. She 

reflected and asked herself, “Why did you think that this wasn't possible this whole time? 

What's been stopping you and whatever's stopping you, let's look at those barriers and 

remove that.” Tess thought of the MPP as God “bringing me to a place of freedom in him, 

like I had never experienced before.” She believed her experience was a moment to “mark 

freedom and resilience.” She shared that “I gave my Self permission to actually be and 

feel free.” Tess described the origins of her new sense of Self, “I think where the freedom 

stemmed from is I finally felt like I was in a space, in a place, where I felt free to be my 

authentic and genuine Self. And I think that's what the pictures captured.”  

Renee remembered the moment the shift occurred, and she really was able to let go 

and be present in that moment. It was when she decided she would put on a sundress she 

brought. As she shared this moment, her voice went high like a young girl, and she started 

to giggle. The dress was a favorite she had owned for decades, but rarely worn and 

different from the tailored attire she typically wore. After putting on the dress, Renee 
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recalled a silliness emerged that she had not allowed her Self to express in years, “I didn't 

even realize how goofy I was being until I saw some of the photos and I'm like, oh my 

God, I remember her.” Renee claimed she lost track of time and was not fully aware of her 

actions. She was just present in the moment, enjoying being. 

I became physical in that dress. That's when I did my flying leap. And it's a dress, 

so it flows, which is what I love. And so having that dress on mm-hmm. I flowed 

with my dress. I, I just moved without even thinking about it. But the cool thing is, 

is when I see my photos in that dress, it makes me smile that much more because 

that's the photo that reminded me of the feminine me. 

Renee wears the dress more often now, sometimes just to run errands. She takes more joy 

in dressing in ways that bring her joy and sometimes that includes more feminine clothing 

Ayana found an inner strength through the MPP, “more than I realized,” she 

admitted. Her husband described her as an “archangel” because of her strength and 

willingness to fight for her Self and her family. Ayana started to let go of her perceptions 

of her scars and found through the photos that “beauty isn’t just perfection. Beauty is 

riddled with scars and battle wounds internally and externally.” 

As Tess let go of some of her Self-limiting biases or assumptions, she admitted to 

asking “What or where are the other areas of my life that I've been holding back on that I 

need to release?” Were there “other areas that I need to give myself permission to just 

move forward?” She wondered, “Where are the areas that I still maybe walk or live in 

bondage, but I really am free?” This was an emerging mindset for Tess and somewhat 

“outside her comfort zone,” she shared, as she does not normally “challenge my thought 
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process.” She considered what other limitations she has put on her Self and how she has 

missed out. Tess realized there may be other areas “where I need to champion my Self.” 

Co-researchers suggest that the resonance of freeing her Self involves emotional, 

mental, and embodied freedom which can lead to a greater sense of emancipation from 

both internal and external expectations. The concept of freeing her Self has a significant 

impact on the process of becoming aware. Co-researchers indicate a deeper connection 

with Self, greater love, and acceptance of Self, all of which brings a sense of inner peace. 

This sense of balance between the Self-as-object and Self-as-knower allows co-

researchers to set aside limiting beliefs and assumptions creating a more authentic and 

meaningful sense of Self. The variation in resonances of freeing her Self has an 

overarching honoring (Self) constitutive attribute. 

Knowing Her Self 

 The concept of knowing is to become “aware of through observation, inquiry or 

information” or “develop a relationship with” (Oxford English Dictionary, 2025) and in 

this resonance co-researchers reflect on and demonstrate their emerging awareness of Self 

through the MPP, which for some marks a culmination of the epoché and for others is just 

the beginning of their journey to a deeper awareness of Self. Five of the co-researchers, 

Renee, Ayana, Dee, Charlie, and Jerrica, shared an emerging awareness of Self. 

Dee and Jerrica found empowerment in their emerging agency and Self-

empowerment. Dee embraced a newfound presence as what she called “the main 

character” in her life. For her, acknowledging this agency and her own significance was a 

new and freeing experience:  
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I experience the things that I want to experience, whether it's going on a trip, some 

kind of project or thing around the house or whatever, and doing it the way I 

wanna do it, and not the way somebody else dictates it to me. That feeling of more 

freedom. It is definitely a freedom associated with that, right. But I think it's partly 

that it's like, um, defining myself the way I want to be defined, right? 

Dee shared that she is now aware “that I have a role in the universe as well, and I'm not a 

minor character in somebody else's story.” Dee suggested that “sometimes moms get 

shunted down to supporting roles” and that “more people should realize that they are their 

own main character,” but “not in a selfish way.”  

Jerrica found a sense of joy in her Self through the MPP and wants to “keep that 

joy.” She acknowledged that she desired to “feel that free to be able to express myself.” 

Jerrica wanted to continue “creating joy” at home and at work. Jerrica admitted she was 

on a journey to “kind of seek the truth for myself” of “what did I feel about myself” and 

“what my identity was.” She openly asked, “what did I believe about myself?” She 

recalled seeing the photos and how they helped her realize “I do have the strength” and 

“confidence and joy in myself.” Her portraits helped her “advocate for myself.” 

Ayana and Renee emphasized their sense of discovery through the MPP. Ayanna shared 

that she was uncertain at first, but her faith carried her forward: 

I think God knew that I was ready. I wasn't sure what it was about. I wasn't sure 

how I was gonna feel to be that vulnerable. I remember I would look at photos, and 

I just didn't see beauty in them. And I was, even when I get compliments, I was 

like, okay, you're crazy. I just, you know, just saw what I saw. I just saw the scars. 

I didn't see a pretty person. I just didn't wanna look at the mirror a lot of times 
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Ayana did not anticipate such a transformative experience: 

I wasn't expecting to feel different about them. I had a new understanding of, an 

appreciation of my scars, seeing them up there. It was like I woke up. There's a 

difference of looking at your scars in the mirror and looking at your scars standing 

out and seeing it for what it is that it wasn't. The ugliness and the scariness in that, 

you know, it rather than sadness, her photos replaced with joy rather than being 

defeated or broken. It was a story of surviv[al]. Like, I was beaten but I wasn't 

broken. I survived and had a new sense of purpose from the scars. 

Renee also discovered she hid much of her Self from others. She described herself as an 

“actor”: 

What people see, have seen from most of my adulthood is the Renee who's nice 

and she gets everything done. When I'm back home in my little burrow, it was a 

very different Renee, it was a flat Renee. If I would've been a mask, it would've 

been a flat. 

Renee explained the dissonance she experienced not being comfortable being her Self for 

so many years, “I didn't balance that, then I was constantly crooked” and “I had to change 

my shape. I had to change being able to walk into that room or have dinner at that table or 

be around others with a smile. And so I always felt, I never felt balanced.” Renee admitted 

that she was not aware of the extent to which she was contorting her Self until the MPP, as 

her understanding of Self had become “normalized.” She realized she allowed aspects of 

her Self to slip away as if they “ceased to be important,” but the truth was she was not 

“giving value to it.”  
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 Renee shared that she occasionally reaffirms her agency by interacting with the 

portraits: 

I will walk into my bedroom to look at the one where I'm in this kind of, I don't 

even know how to, leaping position and sit down on the end of my bed and go, 

okay, you still know how to fly. In fact, you're better at flying now. You're better at 

flying now. You've always gotten better at flying, but you flew in a different 

direction, and it wasn't from you, it was for everybody else. So, and I remind 

myself, I've done that a few times. Yep. Which is interesting. 

Renee noted a difference in her presence with others, for example, her interactions with 

her students, with whom she feels more relaxed and able to be her Self. 

Similar to other co-researchers, Charlie explored what she knew and understood of 

her Self in the context of significant traumatic experiences as a child. In conjunction with 

tools she had gained through rigorous therapy, Charlie was prepared to dive deeper into 

her emotions and be present with what was emerging of who I was both today and as a 

young girl. She reflected on the “strength” and “bravery” she showed as a young girl and 

noted her amazement and curiosity about knowing her Self better:  

Girl, and that's where I get to this place of curiosity. Where did that come from? 

Where did that come from? Not just once, but twice within the realm of this story 

or this experience or whatever. I know it is mind boggling. 

Charlie considered her “strength” of will and her “trauma” as a “superpower” in her Self 

now. “I just think my body just was like, look, Charlie, this is how we’re going to protect 

you.” Charlie feels empowered through her story: 
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I am strong, I am fierce, I am all the things that make me who I am in a good way. 

You know what I mean? Within reason. And so I don't know, I just think that 

young girl just looked at like, look, I have no choice other than to survive, and this 

is the road I'm going to take. 

Charlie reflected on the nature of child abuse and that it often is trusted adults who are the 

perpetrators. She pondered that those exploited may feel “more agency than you will ever 

know, but you’re too afraid. You’re too ashamed of the other side of that conversation and 

equation to ever say anything.” Charlie shared that she found it cathartic to share her story 

with others and hear others tell their stories: “There is this sense of healing when the 

minds are sitting with one another” and “you are able to sit and listen and get curious and 

be kind and share as deep as you want to go.” Charlie shared that when she is able to 

create these connections, “healing happens in the brain. You are rewiring those neurons.” 

Similar to defining her Self, the resonance of knowing her Self is associated with a 

sense of identity. In the resonance of knowing her Self, co-researchers consider the 

concept of becoming aware through observation, inquiry, and reflection and by developing 

a deeper relationship with Self. This process of Self-discovery in this resonance can be 

both iterative and recursive as it leads to embodied empowerment, increased agency, inner 

strength, joy, and healing. Co-researchers indicate that in knowing her Self they are able to 

define her Self in their own terms, embrace their value and create meaningful connections 

with others. The variation in resonances of knowing her Self has an overarching realizing 

(Self) constitutive attribute. 
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Laying Down a Path 

The Embodied Mind concludes with the metaphor of laying down a path for 

walking, which is representative of a recursive relationship of experience and cognition 

that propels us to a state of awareness beyond Self (Varela et al., 2016). This recursive 

dynamic is also the “embodied mechanism of codependence between mind and world” 

that is the “embodied metaphor of groundlessness” (Varela et al., 2016, p. 236). 

Groundlessness is an “empowered state of letting go” of Self or “challenging the idea of 

such a self” (Varela et al., 2016, p. 243) and “letting go of ego-centered habits” that allow 

for “spontaneous and self-sustaining” presence (Varela et al., 2016, p. 250). The resonance 

of laying down a path speaks to co-researchers navigating this space of transformation and 

letting go of a predefined Self constituted by others or for others to embrace an 

empowered state of presence. Six of the co-researchers—Ayana, Tess, Mika, Dee, Charlie, 

and Olivia—expressed a presence of Self in this resonance. 

Many of the co-researchers noted that the MPP was a journey. For Ayana and 

Charlie, that journey was healing. Ayana admitted she is on a path to seeing her Self in a 

way she never has before, but she is still “processing it all” and sometimes feels 

overwhelmed and “feels like this is not my life.” Ayana still struggles with looking at her 

portraits and admitted, “that’s why it’s important that it hangs up. That I see it.” The 

transformation she felt was an emotional and physical struggle: 

And then that comes along with a moment of you're finally able to breathe, and 

process it all in. And being able to just cry, because I know sometimes those 

moments where I'm alone and at night and you don't know why this sense of 

loneliness comes from, or since a rejection comes, it just comes, you just… you're 
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having a good day and all a sudden you're just... you should be happy. Like, there 

is no reason to be feeling hurt, and it just comes and hits you and blindsides you. 

And, and those are the days where I don't even wanna get out of bed. 

Ayana shared the pride she sees in her photos, “it just shows that…if you’re willing to dig 

deep…and see as raw, as damaged as you think you are…if you show up and you’re 

willing to fight.” 

Charlie is more comfortable embracing the trajectory of her transformation and 

acknowledged she is “stepping into my truth” and “there is freedom on the other side.” 

Charlie described telling her story as “my mission” and saw “visions” of it: 

I vividly see myself on a stage and I'm sharing my story. I don't know who's in the 

audience. I don't know where I'm at. I don't know how many people are there, but 

my story is meant to be told. 

Charles reflects on the experiences she has had, the transformative moments, and 

considers them to be a message to her Self. She admitted she does not know what it 

means, but feels empowered by the vision: 

I have something bigger for you and I'm preparing for you. And this is part of it. 

This is part of the bigger picture that I have for you. And I don't know what that is, 

but it is a story to be told. It is a story that will change lives 

Charlie shares her goal of finding and “seeing her Self” in new and undefined ways: 

I have this imagery of who I see myself as, my true Self, on the other side of all 

this. And I'm like, that's what I want. I want to be able to see myself in a way I've 

never seen myself before. That's what I want. That's what I want. I want to know 

what that looks like. I want to discover that. 
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Charlie saw this commitment to discover who she will be, whoever that may be, as an 

“investment” in her Self. 

The journey for Tess and Mika, both single mothers, has been centered more on 

the confidence and acceptance of Self that allowed them to let-go and move into a more 

present space. Tess shared she is more aware of how she talks about her body and her Self 

now, especially around her daughters: “ 

That's something I wish I would not have done. I wish I would've had a revelation 

around it then, like I have about it now. Um, so I definitely have been more 

mindful and careful about just the way I, I talk about my body.  

Tess revealed that she believes people “consciously or unconsciously treat you 

based on the way that you treat yourself.” She confessed that she “admires” this new 

confidence she has to be “comfortable in my Self and my body” and she is “shedding 

some layers” and letting go of “the weight of expectations,” even the perceived 

“expectations of others that I’ve placed on myself.” Tess found, “there is a confidence that 

precedes me. That you don't, you don't, you don't meet insecurity first. You're meeting a 

confidence.” Not focusing so much on her physical appearance allowed Tess to be more 

“intentional about really connecting in and honing in on conversations” with others. 

Mika found a greater confidence in her Self since she took her photographs. She 

saw “confidence in, in how I look and what I see in myself.” As her awareness of Self 

emerged, she reflected, “what is God showing me in those pictures of me?” Mika affirmed 

“that’s more important to me than anything else”; she wanted to know “what is it that I’m 

reflecting?” 
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I think I underestimate what God has put in me. I don't take a whole lot of stock in 

that at times. So it kind of just reminds me, I have such a purpose and a mission 

that I need to accomplish, and I need to get it done. And so it's an energizing point 

for that, is that you, you have a bigger purpose than you're allowing yourself to do. 

I know God had told me at one time, you have your reach is further than you 

know. There's, there's responsibility behind that reach. I need to take that to heart 

more seriously that there is a responsibility of that I that I've been given. And, I 

have to walk in that purpose. 

Mika has not always been one to “take a lot of stock in my Self” or “always see my Self 

the way others see me.” The confidence in her Self the MPP provided reframed her 

comfort with exploring new facets of her Self as they emerge.  

Whereas other co-researchers have been focused on the presence of Self, Dee and 

Olivia acknowledged their emerging awareness of connections and relationships as their 

awareness of Self evolved. Olivia shared she was on a “journey” and saw her Self 

“evolving” and “discovering this new person” that she is. She asked if she had “the right 

environment to thrive” over the years. Olivia discovered the MPP when she paid for the 

portraits for a friend. “I think sometimes the act of doing something for somebody else 

helps you discover your own like purpose or helps you get some momentum.” 

Dee shared that she saw “the interconnectedness of everybody” and was spending 

more time building up her connections with family and friends. 

The ripple effects of how your actions can affect one person, but then it affects 

other people that you never even know about. Right. Um, so I, I don't know. I 
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think that I think also I've made, um, I've made more reconnections with some 

people, like my high school friends, uh, we've been kind of sort of reconnecting. 

Dee decided to “act more on things that are important, that are not just important to 

me, but to [the] bigger picture” and realized “I just feel like I am just more open about 

these kinds of things and these relationships and acknowledging how I do affect people. 

I've spent my whole life thinking that I didn't affect people.” The MPP for Dee was “a 

culmination” of “finding myself” and understanding “what does that mean” or “what does 

that look like?” Her new perspective was “like getting to a place where I don't judge 

myself for things that happened” and there is less “internal judgment” or “external 

judgment.” 

The resonance of laying down a path is in itself a metaphor for the journey of 

transformation of Self-awareness. Co-researchers acknowledge the recursive relationship 

between their own cognition (knowing) and experience (doing) that drives their emerging 

sense of Self. The impact of this resonance is seen as co-researchers set aside old 

mindsets, biases, and expectations and embrace an emerging embodied presence of Self. 

The resonance of laying down a path is a transformative process of embracing new facets 

of Self, healing, emancipation, self-acceptance and love, and deeper connection with Self 

and others. The variation in resonances of laying down a path has an overarching honoring 

(Self) constitutive attribute. 

Loving Her Self 

 The resonance of loving her Self is closely aligned with the epoché elements of 

suspension and redirection (Depraz et al., 2003) as co-researchers suspend their biases and 

assumptions of Self that have been reinforced over time and redirect their attention from 
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externalized perspectives to their internal awareness. This synergy creates the space for 

co-researchers to embrace Self, acknowledge, validate, and recognize their Self in ways 

they often were not previously able to. Five co-researchers, Renee, Ayana, Tess, Dee, and 

Olivia, expressed greater appreciation for a sense of Self. 

Dee stated that a part of her journey was learning to love what she “sees,” and her 

photos are a reminder “that I am important too” and that “I'm not defined by how I take 

care of other people. I need to also be defined by how I take care of myself.” Dee 

acknowledges that she is learning to love what she sees and what others see in her: 

For me, it was, um, that part of me that said, okay, you are loved, you are loving, 

you are who you need to be. And so evoking all of those emotions around what 

people said, and during that moment 

Dee recognized the importance of her family and friends sharing their validation of who 

they see in her, but she was committed to her own internal recognition, “I wanna do this 

for myself. I want to, um, I really want to love myself in a way that nobody's ever loved 

me before.” 

Mika shared that her portraits are a message from God that lifts a “weight” and 

serve as a “reminder to surrender all” as she is “not alone” and does not “need to own 

everything.” Mika admitted that she interacts with her portraits “like a mandate” or 

“mantra for the day.” Mika admitted that the photographs hit “every aspect of my being” 

and “it’s a reminder to love me.” 

Renee acknowledged that she is more aware of her Self and how she shows up for 

her Self. She described the MPP as an “unfolding” of her Self as she realized the “degree 

to which I censored myself,” but now feels more comfortable expressing her emotions and 
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is reframing her mindset around “joy” and “opportunity.” Renee shared that being aware 

of your Self is “a relief” and it “feels good” because she feels “more peaceful.” Renee 

described her understanding of her Self as “standing in a room of mirrors.” 

You're seeing all these personas. I'm aware of that over time how I just said that 

persona's not important anymore and we're just gonna black that one out. And that 

was the feminine me. Yeah, no. It's not gonna be singular mirrors. It's one big 

round mirror. And I can look around. There's no seams in the mirrors anymore. 

Does that make sense? So in other words, I'm in a room and it's one solid round 

sphere. That's just me. 

The last time Renee felt this way was when she was younger, “because you don't edit 

yourself as a kid.” Renee feels a renewed energy in her life as a result of her photos and 

embodies it in her living experiences: “I feel energy. I have no idea that I can see, I can 

see my energy. In those images. I feel it. I feel more whole. And I'm being more mindful 

of this new me.” 

Ayana described her biases and assumptions of Self being washed away by the 

MPP to reveal her new awareness of Self: 

Why did I think I was so damaged and horrible? Why did it take me? Why I just 

didn't under… it was like someone had cleaned the windows. Like I was, I felt as if 

I had been walking for 48 years with these windows that were just not right. And 

they were just muddied up and I felt like somebody came and washed the windows 

for me and I can see clearly from it. 

With a clarity of Self, Ayana shared her reconnection with her younger, inner Self through 

her portrait as a form of rebirth: “I felt like Thong Waan came out from the bottom of the 
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pool and took her breath for the first time. I felt like I had came [sic] out from underneath 

that pool with Thong Waan.  

Tess also saw in her portraits an “overcomer” or “a woman who has journeyed a 

path” and shared a deeper appreciation for the challenges she faced. For years, she 

believed the challenges she was facing as a single mother was “what I deserved.” As a 

woman of strong faith, Tess shared that her revelation that God loves her “without 

condition” and “without merit” and she affirmed loving her Self without distinction, 

“condition” or “merit.” Tess shared that she loves her Self the way God loves her and that 

love is a primary aspect of the MPP experience.  

Love is the driving force for so many things that we do in life. But if you don't 

believe that you're loved or believe that you should be loved, it drastically shows 

up. It drastically changes how you show up in, in life and in spaces. 

Tess reflected on her past lack of Self love, “I spent a lot of time being so hard on that 

girl” and when she thought of old photos, “I can see the sadness in some of those 

pictures.”  

Olivia also wanted to focus on reconnecting with aspects of her Self she felt she 

had lost. She acknowledged the MPP changed how she is showing for her Self and that 

she is allowing her Self to be more spontaneous and fun. The concept of “fun” or “play” 

was important to her, as it had “been locked up for a very long time.” One of her portraits 

shows her smiling with paint on her hands and clothes and represents “acceptance amid 

being dirty,” not having to maintain a “façade,” and still having “confidence.” Olivia 

defined her experience as a “physical milestone” or a “memorial marker” and “a statement 

for me whether anybody sees it or not.” The MPP helped Olivia curate a new “refreshing” 
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mindset. Olivia realized that in being more authentically her Self, she created a space for 

her spouse to “be more authentic” “because I’m not shutting him down.” For Olivia, 

“being authentic would be being true to what I believe and what I'm seeing and telling you 

the truth of who I am.” Olivia asserted that “authenticity grows as we just become more 

self-aware.” 

The resonance of loving her Self is described by co-researchers as the act of setting 

aside biases and assumptions about our Self, redirecting our attention from external 

perspectives to our internal awareness and accepting the Self we discover. This aspect of 

the self-organizing process allows co-researchers to embrace, acknowledge, and validate 

their “true” Self in ways they may not have previously. Co-researchers suggest that the 

impact of loving her Self is a greater appreciation for Self, a sense of inner peace, a 

renewed sense of energy in living and overall well-being, a greater sense of authenticity, 

and connection to Self. The variation in resonances of loving her Self has an overarching 

realizing (Self) constitutive attribute. 

Seeing Her Self 

The metaphor of being seen has emerged from psychological and social discourse 

(Bretherton, 1992; Houston & Dolan, 2008; Rogers, 1995; Welton, 2002) into popular 

culture to express an individual’s deep need for validation, understanding and/or 

recognition. When we are “seen” our identify and emotions are not just acknowledged, 

they are valued and we feel worthy, which are both variations in resonances for becoming 

aware as we enact Self. In this resonance the concept of being seen is both metaphorical 

and literal. The resonance of seeing her Self is closely aligned with the epoché elements 

both suspension and redirection (Depraz et al., 2003) as co-researchers suspend their 
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biases and assumptions of Self and accept and embrace a focus on who they are. All but 

one co-researcher, Ayana, articulated the power of feeling seen for who they are in the 

experience and their interaction with their actual portraits.  

Ayana’s attention toward her portraits was focused on how she saw her physical 

scars and her ability to see “their beauty” after years of “hiding” them and being able to 

see her own “beauty” and taking away their power. 

I wasn't expecting to feel different about them. I had a new understanding of, an 

appreciation of my scars, seeing them up there. It was like I woke up. There's a 

difference of looking at your scars in the mirror and looking at your scars standing 

out and seeing it for what it is that it wasn't. 

Despite an overall sense of emerging awareness Ayana articulated in the experience as 

having someone “clean the windows” for her, she still admitted that if the photographs 

were not hung prominently in her home, she would not regularly look at them, at least not 

yet. She admitted to being on a “journey” and she realized how much she “wanted to just 

be muted and not be seen.” In saying that, she recognized that the dissonance of that 

statement was at odds with her “desire and willingness to live” and her “quiet defiance” to 

feeling unworthy. 

In comparison, the lure of Self is what finally compelled Renee to participate in the 

MPP. “I would love to be able to see myself again,” she acknowledged. Renee reflected 

on what she saw of her Self in the photos, “I didn't realize the degree to which I, I didn't 

give myself permission to truly be happy.” Renee connects with her portraits viscerally 

now and embodies the feeling of laughter, “energy,” and “joy” she sees in the photos. 
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“They light up” she says of the photos. When she first saw them, she described it as “an 

electrical shock” and explained sharing space with her Self in the portraits: 

It just keeps me grinning… And then the next day I wake up and I go, oh, there, 

I'm… there's me. Here's an interesting thing. I'm always aware that I am there to 

this day. It's, it's not like you've put a vase someplace and it's part of the decor. 

And at some point, you forget you have that vase. I'm aware that I am there pretty 

much every day. 

Renee wants the photos to say “this is who you are. This is me. Remember me. I'm always 

here.” For Renee, this is a “powerful thing” because she claims she “set me aside a lot.” 

For Jerrica, seeing her Self was an emotional experience and she cried: “It was 

really hard for me to wrap my head around. That’s me. That’s what I look like.” She could 

not reconcile that with “that’s how other people see me.” Jerrica asked the portraits, “Who 

is this person, this stranger. I don’t know who the heck this person is.” She then realized, 

“Yeah, that is me.” 

Jerrica shared that if she is “having a bad day,” her partner “makes me look at the 

photos” and reminds her “look at how confident you are, look at how beautiful you are.” 

Some days where I might not feel as confident or like I have the strength or 

depending what's going on. Um, really being able to look at those photos and being 

okay, that, that is me. I can show up like that. I really need to show up for myself 

like that if there’s a situation where I need to advocate for myself or somebody 

else. 

Tess shared she interacts daily with her photographs and admitted she also 

sometimes seeks them out when she doesn’t “feel as courageous or strong” or when she is 
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“questioning my own, like maybe imposter syndrome. I’m questioning my own self or 

self-worth.” Tess engages the photographs to reconnect: “I think looking at those pictures 

is a reminder that you're where you're supposed to be. You've done hard things before, and 

you can do hard things again.” Tess shared the embodied experience she has with the 

photographs:  

It’s always a bringing me back to that moment in space. It either can bring me back 

to remembering how I was feeling when I was taking the photos. But also, it's 

more so just bringing me to the emotions of what it took to even get to that place. 

What led up to even being here, to even being arriving to this moment? 

Tess admitted that sometimes as she reflects on the photographs, she is “sitting with the 

weight of thinking about different experiences that I've gone through in life.” Tess 

described the photos as an “unfolding” of her past challenges; “It feels like it's the 

culmination of everything up to this point.” She expressed a deep desire to “connect with” 

and “remember those emotions” to continue to process. 

Tess feels that her journey has helped her “feel seen by men,” but “seen by them in 

a different way.” Ironically now it is “less of how I feel like I look and more of how I 

present.” Tess declares, “I think that translates into a beauty.” Tess no longer has a fixed 

image of what she should look like, and she admits that also “frees up space” and 

“capacity and real estate in my brain to connect in ways that are not related to how I see 

myself physically.” Tess describes it as a “mental, spiritual type of awakening.” She 

realized that all these years she has been holding her Self in comparison to her mother, 

which contributed to many of her insecurities: “I feel like He [God] was trying to get me 

to see is that she was a good mom and she was a good, perfect mom for your mom, but 
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she's not you.” Tess realized that her mother continues to be with her and now she sees 

that for many years she “undervalued” her Self and shared that she now has the ability to 

sit “with the weight of that moment and just really connecting with…who I’m meant to 

be, who I’ve always meant to be.”  

Mika also found the photographs were capable of “strengthening and encouraging” 

in moments of need. She expressed her enjoyment at looking and saying, “oh that’s me” 

and “look what you’ve been through.” Mika admits she likes that. Mika shares that she 

wanted “a photo that captured a me I didn’t see in the mirror.” She admitted when she 

looks in the mirror, “I'm much harder on myself, and so the photos help me to not be so 

hard on me.” 

Mika explains that we do not always “look like what you’ve been through.” Mika 

shares that she “doesn’t look like” what she’s been through in her photographs. She sees it 

as “God’s covering.” Mika admits that when people call her “strong” it can be a “trigger” 

for her. “There’s times I don’t want to be strong,” she reveals. 

Mika recalls wanting to do the MPP because “I loved the story that was told 

through the picture.” She wondered, “What story would my pictures tell?” Mika admitted 

wanting to know “what would you see behind?” She recalls a photograph from her 

childhood when she was being abused. “I can see the sadness in my eyes. I can see the, uh, 

pain. And I always look at that and say, why couldn't anyone else see that? Or why didn't 

they acknowledge it or address it?” Mika acknowledges, “when I look at my pictures that I 

did in a photo shoot, I want to be seen, not just the surface, but deeply.” 

Dee was among the co-researchers who was apprehensive about having her 

photograph taken and described it as “nerve-wracking at first.” The environment created 
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by the photographers quickly changed that and Dee found herself having “so much fun 

doing it.” Dee explained that the MPP “was a way of giving people permission to actually 

love themselves, acknowledge their path, their journey, where they are right now, no 

matter how far they've come or how far they think they have to go.” Finding that safe 

space was important for Dee: “It is like, there's, there's no judgment.” 

Dee sees her Self as having “been through a lot and managed to come out on the 

other side.” Dee sees joy in her portraits which is so different from her previous life: “It's 

fun to see that person and realize that <laugh> like the person I feel like I am sometimes is 

a completely different lifetime from what I came from, right?” Dee is “grateful” for the 

life she has and being able to see it in her photos. 

Charlie remembers the moments when she first saw her photos: “It was so 

emotional.” She could not stop crying.  

I don't think my husband would've picked it, which is fun. It's not his photo. It was 

probably the one I cried the most when I saw it because it resonated with me. That 

is what freedom looks like on the other side of this. It was just so plain as day. Just 

the joy, pure joy. Not fake joy, but I am in the presence of joy. I mean, the biggest 

smile. My eyes are nearly probably almost closed because I'm smiling so big. But 

it was just this moment of it looked natural. 

Charlie explains what she sees in her portraits: 

It was just the courage and the freedom, and that is the word that the first thing I 

said when I saw my photo was, I'm free. I'm free from all of it. I mean, I see it 

physically in the photo, freedom in my face, in my expression, which is powerful. 
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When Charlie looks at her portraits, “sometimes it’ll take my breath away.” Charlie sees 

the “beautiful” and “courageous” person in the photo “that’s coming out to share her story 

and do the hard work of healing.” Charlie also desires to have “more of those moments.” 

She wants to know how to “create those moments of joy and freedom.”  

Charlie feels “free from the shame, free from all of the stuff I’ve carried in secret. 

I’m free.” Charlie is comfortable with her portraits hanging on her walls. She asserted, “I 

can choose whoever’s standing in front of those photos. I can choose what I share.” 

Charlie acknowledges that her therapy has been a significant contributor to her 

transformation. The role of the portraits she shares is that she has “something to look at 

every single day and remind me of how I truly see myself on the other side of all this.” 

Olivia reflected on the concept seeing her Self and shared that even looking in a 

mirror daily, “we don’t see ourselves.” Olivia looks at her photos on a “regular basis.” 

One is hung near her vanity where she puts on her makeup. “There is power in that,” she 

said. It is a pose and photo that shows she is “confident.” Olivia believes looking at it 

daily “has really just given voice to this confidence I didn’t have.” Similarly, her photo 

with the paint “unlocked this element of play that was probably locked” and “rooted in my 

childhood.” 

When Olivia looks at her photos, she sees distinct aspects of her Self. She sees 

“ambition and focus.” She sees someone who is “agile” and who “can change things up.” 

She sees someone who is “fun” and “spunky” and full of “joy.” She sees the “opposing” 

attributes that create the complexity of her personality. Olivia shared that she has been on 

her “journey” for years, but her photos were something that “pushes you a little” and gives 

“more momentum” to the transformation. Olivia considered her photos to be a 
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“permission slip” to “look what you can do.” As a result, Olivia acknowledged, she was 

doing things that bring her joy and was longer going to “limit myself.” 

It may seem as if the context of this study being the MPP and all the participants 

receiving a set of portraits as a part of their experience would dictate the resonance of 

seeing her Self playing a significant role in the process of becoming aware. However, as 

the co-researchers noted, the portraits transcended an objectification of the physical form. 

In the resonance seeing her Self, co-researchers described how it facilitated the process of 

becoming aware by validating their sense of identity, helping them to embrace emotions, 

and recognize their worth/value. In the process of seeing her Self, co-researchers found a 

deeper connection with Self and were able to move past challenges inhibiting intentional 

self-organizing. The variation in resonances of seeing her Self has an overarching realizing 

(Self) constitutive attribute. 

Sharing Her Self 

Becoming aware is an epoché primarily focused on the internal dialogue that 

allows for deeper connections and relationships (Depraz et al., 2003). An element of that 

dialogue is our ability to voice our internalized feelings honestly as we participate in 

dialogue with others (Isaacs, 1999) and build important social connections with others to 

support our journey to and of Self (Siegel, 2016). Elements of this resonance may be 

presented as secondary elements of other variations such as in loving her Self and being 

valued and being worthy. As Ayana began to accept her worth/value, Self, and her 

journey, she realized the importance and value of sharing her past with her children. 

Though this is an example of sharing her Self, it was not the primary resonance in those 

variations. Two co-researchers, Renee and Charlie, demonstrated sharing her Self as a 
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resonance in enacting Self, which reflects patterns of personal growth, Self-expression as 

a whole, vulnerable Self, healing, and building strong, healthy connections.  

In her journey of personal growth, Renee admitted to being increasingly more 

comfortable demonstrating her new energy openly and engaging people: “I don't wanna be 

hidden anymore. And I guess a huge part of that is to, because of this experience.” She 

worked to revive her relationship with family and friends she valued. She also saw this in 

her marriage, where Renee noticed that her desire to curate a healthier, more loving, more 

equitable and balanced relationship has shifted some of the traditional dynamics that had 

been in place for years. She empathized with her spouse of decades who is now adjusting 

and learning how she now expresses her Self and her desire to be more freely joyful: 

It's like all of a sudden, he's seeing this person who… all of a sudden gets up in her 

socks and starts dancing across the floor. And I'm like, come on, dance. I'll just 

start dancing to the music and I'm like, yeah, this is me. This is legit me. This is 

what I do in my head. But now I'm bringing it back out.  

Renee is demonstrating more grace and patience when in dialogue with others and also is 

more comfortable setting boundaries that maintain a healthy emotional balance for her:  

So it's like, it's like, roll off my shoulders. You have problems and I'm happy to 

hear your problems. I can't solve your problems for you anymore. Not in the cards. 

'cause I'm not capable of giving you the help that you literally need-need. But in 

the past, I would do that. 

For Charlie, the resonance began at the MPP. She recalls the moment at the photo 

shoot when she, the make-up artist, the photographer, and the lighting technician all 

acknowledged they shared experiences of trauma and abuse.  
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So, the four of us are standing in this room and we all share the same trauma, 

different stories, different circumstances, but we all share that same story. And I 

was like, this is a God thing. This is unbelievable. 

Charlie now recognizes the superficiality of some of her conversations and seeks more 

depth. 

It's just completely changed my perspective. Again, not that we're sitting around, 

but we can only just talk about the surface stuff for so long with one another. And I 

recognize when I'm doing it, and I recognize when I want to go deeper, 

Charlie believes to experience the transformative impact of the MPP you have to 

first be in a position to “be honest” and “vulnerable.” If not, 

If you are pretending that it never happened or that everything's really okay when 

it's not or whatever, I don't think you will appreciate and truly really be vulnerable 

in that room enough to understand and experience it at its fullest. Sure. You are 

probably going to get some great photos that you can hang on your wall regardless. 

Charlie reconciles the portraits and her confidence: “It's less about those photos give me 

confidence to tell my story. And it's more about, here's yet another moment where you 

shared your story and it was safe, and you didn't die.” 

Co-researchers suggest the process of sharing her Self and engaging in honest 

dialogue with others plays a significant role in the self-organizing process of becoming 

aware and contributes in large part to our sense of personal growth. When co-researchers 

engage in sharing her Self they are able to recognize their worth, demonstrate a new 

energy (vitality) for living, and increase the depth of their interpersonal connections. The 

resonance of sharing her Self is described by co-researchers as honest Self-expression 
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where they are able to voice internalized thoughts and feelings with others. This process of 

building a trusted voice and vulnerability with others is a path to deeper connections with 

Self and others. The variation in resonances of sharing her Self has an overarching 

honoring (Self) constitutive attribute. 

Summary of Resonances 

The resonances underscore the implicit or tacit knowing that is emerging within 

the experience of becoming aware as co-researchers enact Self. These resonances interact 

in different patterns as a part of a cyclical dynamic to (1) amply embodied, autopoietic 

experiences and (2) react to embodied autopoietic experiences. The resonances varied 

greatly across co-researcher experiences. No single resonance is shared by all co-

researchers, which further suggests the diversity of experience and perspective the 

resonances support with respect to Self. There is no discernable pattern across age, 

education, or social-cultural backgrounds. Renee and Tess shared the most resonances (7) 

but they were not the same. Renee and Tess have significantly different demographic and 

contextual experiences.  

Renee was the most senior of the co-researchers and presented as white/Caucasian, 

indicated that she was not religious, and had acquired her doctorate. Tess was the 

youngest co-researcher, identified as African American, had a deep religious background, 

and had some college education. Renee indicated she had participated in all embodied 

awareness-based experiences, whereas Tess had only participated in coaching, counseling, 

or therapy, and both were aware of dissonance and transformative experiences in their life.  

The range of resonances across co-researchers is from four to seven, with half of 

the co-researchers experiencing five resonances (Ayana, Mika, Dee, and Olivia). The 
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relatively even distribution of resonances across the cohort of co-researchers suggests that 

there is no clear separation by demographic identity with the engagement of the 

resonances. All co-researchers, regardless of background, engage with multiple 

resonances, suggesting diverse and broadly shared reflective and Self-affirming 

experiences in the process of becoming aware. The alignment of the resonances across the 

co-researcher experiences is found in Table 20. 

Table 20 

Resonances aligned with Co-Researcher Experiences 

RESONANCES RENEE AYANA TESS MIKA DEE CHARLIE JERRICA OLIVIA 

Being Valued   X X     

Being Worthy  X X X  X X X 

Defining Her Self X  X  X X X X 

Embodying  
Her Self 

X     X   

Freeing Her Self X X X X    X 

Knowing Her Self X X   X X X  

Laying Down  
a Path  X X X X X   

Loving Her Self X X X  X   X 

Seeing Her Self X  X X X X X X 

Sharing Her Self X     X   

 

Some resonances (e.g., seeing her Self, defining her Self, and being worthy) are 

more widely experienced by the co-researchers while others (e.g., embodying her Self, 

being valued) were highly individualized. This suggests that some resonances may be 

more foundational, whereas others could relate to personal life context or even Self-

concept. As an example, embodying her Self is aligned with the epoché element of letting 

go, which was less common in the alignment for becoming aware, whereas suspension and 
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redirection were more common (Depraz et al., 2003). This will be discussed in more detail 

in the next section. 

Based on the emerging resonances, I applied further iterative, inductive analysis to 

identify the constitutive attributes of becoming aware as we enact Self. Using a similar 

process from the core themes and metaphors, I identified three constitutive attributes from 

the resonances: (1) realizing (Self) – referring to the process of awareness, discernment, 

and emotional and cognitive Self-acknowledgement; (2) affirming (Self) – referring to the 

act of validating inner and relational value and cultivating self-respect and care; and (3) 

honoring (Self) – referring to living and expressing individual truth through liberated, 

intentional, and generative enaction. Table 21 shows the alignment of the variations in 

resonance with these constitutive attributes. 

Table 21 

Constitutive Attributes of Variations in Resonance 

Variation in Resonance Realizing Affirming Honoring 

Being Valued  X  
Being Worthy  X  

Defining Her Self X   
Embodying Her Self   X 

Freeing Her Self   X 
Knowing Her Self X   

Laying Down a Path   X 
Loving Her Self  X  
Seeing Her Self X   
Sharing Her Self   X 

 

 The constitutive attributes of the resonances are more than a thematic 

understanding of the resonances. The constitutive attributes are windows into the 

dimensions of our experience of Self and provide context for transformation, identity, and 

embodied knowing. The constitutive attributes suggest a reflexive dynamic of learning 
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and growing. The resonances reflect the tacit, internalized, agentic valuing (honoring, 

affirming) and epistemological (realizing) elements within the process of becoming aware 

as we enact Self. 

Experiencing Becoming Aware 

Though each of the variations in resonance reflects a unique aspect in the self-

organizing process of becoming aware, each resonance involves intentional actions and 

conscious acknowledgement of Self. These actions and our acknowledgment deepen our 

connection to our Self-as-knower or our inner Self, serving to rebalance the Self-as-

object/knower relationship (Damasio, 2012). This balance provides co-researchers with a 

sense of healing, renewed energy (vitality), and joy in their living experience. The self-

organizing process illuminated through the resonances suggests that the process and 

pattern of resonances is unique to the living experience of each individual, reinforcing the 

relational ontology of Self.  

When provided the space to self-organize without the constraints of a socially 

constructed set of expectations, or biases, co-researchers quickly set aside their self-

limiting biases, embraced Self-worth, healed past emotional and mental injuries, overcame 

emotional and mental challenges, and validated their sense of identity, which allowed 

them to deepen connections with both their Self and others. The process of self-organizing 

in becoming aware as we enact self is interdependent, non-linear, ongoing, and cyclical 

with the potential to bring broader well-being of Self and more intentional engagement 

with our living experiences. 

This study is not aimed at gathering evidence for the principles of becoming aware 

(Depraz et al., 2003) but rather accepts them as the foundation of the co-emerging and 
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self-organizing process. However, through the multiple lenses projected in the composite 

depiction—embodied awareness-based experiences, core themes, metaphors, and 

variations in resonances—we might better understand the constitutive attributes that 

inform the actions, self-reflections, and inquiries as individuals navigate the cyclical and 

dynamic process of becoming aware.  

Alignment across Resonances 

All co-researchers experienced variations in resonance that transcended all three 

elements of the epoché of becoming aware—suspension, redirection, and letting go—

except for Jerrica. Table 22 shows the resonances aligned with the principal element of 

epoché from the process of becoming aware (Depraz et al., 2003). It is important to note 

the alignment is not always one-to-one, and the elements overlap multiple variations in 

resonance. Resonances aligned with the indicator of epoché reflect experiences inclusive 

of all elements and the broader gestalt.  

Table 22 

Resonances aligned with Epoche Elements of Becoming Aware 

RESONANCES EPOCHE ALIGNMENT* 

Being Valued Suspension 
Being Worthy Suspension 

Defining Her Self Redirection, Suspension 
Embodying Her Self Letting - Go 

Freeing Her Self Letting -Go, Suspension 
Knowing Her Self Epoché 

Laying Down a Path Letting – Go 
Loving Her Self Redirection, Suspension 
Seeing Her Self Redirection, Suspension 
Sharing Her Self Epoché 

*(Depraz et al., 2003) 

Jerrica experienced the fewest resonances of all co-researchers (4) and did not 

experience a resonance aligned with letting go. Each of her resonances were aligned with 
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suspension and redirection (being worthy, defining her Self, knowing her Self, and seeing 

her Self), which suggests she may still struggle with being present with her Self and 

experiencing her Self and her environment in a healthy co-emerging dynamic. This aligns 

with Jerrica’s admission of lingering Self-doubt and relying on her partner to encourage 

her Self-care and motivation. Jerrica’s explicit theme of confidence was a mix of 

emerging confidence and hesitancy about the scope or depth of that confidence.  

This interpretation should not be seen as a failure or incomplete transformation on 

the part of Jerrica. In fact, it is a beautiful example of the ongoing, recursive, constitutive 

nature of becoming aware. Though other co-researchers were able to either explicitly or 

implicitly express experiences with all three elements, their awareness is no more 

complete than Jerrica’s, as we are all becoming aware as we enact Self. At the time of the 

interview, Jerrica was not able to articulate or suggest through explicit or tacit knowledge 

emerging into letting go, but since those interviews were only a moment in time, we do 

not know when or how she did or will emerge into letting go. 

Table 22 also demonstrates that the most prominent element in the epoché of 

becoming aware (Depraz et al., 2003) for the co-researchers was suspension. Eight of the 

10 variations in resonance are aligned with suspension. Suspension was the most epoché 

alignment for the variations in resonance for each co-researcher, followed by redirection 

and letting go. Co-researchers ranged in resonance from 4-7 each. Eight were aligned with 

suspension, five were aligned with redirection and four were aligned with letting -go. The 

increased attention to the suspension of biases and expectations of Self from both Self-

limiting expectations and external forces suggests the complexity and deeply rooted nature 

of this aspect of becoming aware. 
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Eight of the variations in resonance aligned with the element of suspension from 

the epoché of Becoming aware: being valued, being worthy, defining her Self, freeing her 

Self, knowing her Self, loving her Self, seeing her Self, and sharing her Self. All of these 

resonances have elements of suspending biases and assumptions about the Self and 

releasing our Self from the expectations of our Self and others. The remaining two 

elements of epoché: redirection and letting go both had five and four variations in 

resonance each that were aligned, respectively. For redirection it was defining her Self, 

knowing her Self, loving her Self, and seeing her Self, and sharing her Self. These 

resonances all had aspects of redirecting the focus from external to the internal and 

embracing the Self-as-knower. For letting go the four variations in resonance were 

embodying her Self, freeing her Self, knowing her Self, laying down a path, and sharing 

her Self. These three variations all demonstrated fully embracing and trusting the inner 

experiences and our emotions within the phenomenon of becoming aware.  

Across the elements of the epoché, variations in resonance did overlap; as an 

example, freeing her Self was both in the element of letting go and suspension and 

defining her Self, loving her Self, and seeing her Self were all aligned to both suspension 

and redirection. Knowing her Self and sharing her Self are both aligned with epoché 

holistically, as both are resonances that are interactions beyond the individual elements of 

epoché and inclusive of the holistic experience of becoming aware and directly impacting 

our ability to enact. Knowing her Self could be resonance experienced before or after the 

epoché and sharing her Self a resonance that speaks to our ability to voice our internalized 

feelings honestly as we participate in dialogue with others (Isaacs, 1999), which is critical 

to the success of the epoché. 
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 Two variations in resonance, embodying her Self and sharing her Self, had only 

two co-researchers aligned to each resonance, and it was the same two co-researchers for 

each: Renee and Charlie. Renee and Charlie expressed how they were able to connect with 

deeper inner experiences and fully embrace the emotions of their embodied Self. They 

also shared how their ability to embody their Self strengthened their connections and 

relationships and how this internalized Self-discovery created a state of well-being. This 

deeper connection to their emotions and comfort with being present with those emotions 

may underlie their readiness to engage and expand their connections in a deep, meaningful 

way by expressing their emotions and sharing who they are honestly, which is the 

foundation of the resonance sharing her Self.  

Despite being the only two co-researchers to share two resonances, Renee and 

Charlie have little else in common across their profiles, as previously noted. Renee is the 

most senior co-researcher and Charlie one of the youngest. Renee does not identify as 

religious, and Charlie has a strong faith background. Renee has a doctoral degree; Charlie 

has her bachelor’s degree. Both are currently married, though Renee is divorced and 

remarried. Renee has children and Charlie does not. Renee reported experience with all 

the embodied awareness-based practices, and in fact is an advanced yoga practitioner. 

Charlie reported no experience with embodied awareness-based practices except coaching, 

counseling, and therapy, and also reported experiencing dissonance and transformation 

previously.  

Tess and Mika were the only two co-researchers who aligned with the variation in 

resonance of being valued. Being valued is an externalized recognition and appreciation 

for our worth. They and other co-researchers also aligned with the resonance of being 
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worthy. As Tess and Mika were the only two co-researchers that are aligned with being 

valued, it is worth noting some similarities in their experiences. Tess and Mika were the 

only two African/American co-researchers, and both were young single mothers who had 

issues with healthy relationships. Both have a keen sense of faith and have gone on to be 

successful in their fields. Tess interpreted becoming a single mother as a “consequence” of 

her rebellious nature. Mika saw becoming a single mother as a “grounding” element to 

connect her more deeply in her faith. This reinforces the constitutive nature of becoming 

aware and how parallel experiences with diverse interpretations can still result in the 

manifestation of similar variations in resonance. 

Seeing her Self was the resonance to which most co-researchers aligned. As the 

context of the study was an MPP where participants had photographs taken, the concept of 

“being seen” is not surprising. It is the extent to which participants craved mental and 

emotional recognition for what they know to be true internally and have that reconciled 

with the external that was the essence of the phenomenon. The photographs were 

described as “meditations,” “mantras,” “mirrors,” “anchors,” “bridges,” and “groundings” 

that allowed co-researchers to transcend their physical Self. 

Synthesizing across frameworks 

To further consider the self-organizing process of becoming aware through the lens 

of the frameworks, I will consider both the core themes and variations in resonances 

aligned with the principles of epoché. As expected, the co-researchers navigated and 

shared their journey at their own pace and each in a unique way; there was no unique 

pattern across core themes, metaphors, or resonances. The core themes provide the context 

for how we describe the experience and the variations in resonances the context for what 
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is happening in the self-organizing process of becoming aware. The core themes are the 

explicit knowledge of the co-researchers, and the resonances are the tacit understanding 

interpreted from their dialogue.  

Table 23 depicts the synthesis of the two explicit and tacit knowledge frameworks 

with the elements of becoming aware showing the alignment of core themes and 

resonances across the three elements. The table highlights the redundant alignment across 

elements, themes, and resonances. Similar to the pattern in the variation of resonances, 

there is a slight increase in core themes and resonances aligned with suspension (12), 

followed by redirection (9) and letting go (9), which share the same number of aligned 

core themes and resonances. However, looking at just the core themes, there is an equal 

distribution across epoché elements where some themes are aligned with more than one 

element. As noted previously, the increase in alignment with suspension suggests a greater 

complexity and affective and cognitive attention associated with setting aside biases and 

expectations, whether they be external or self-limiting. The distribution of elements across 

the themes suggests that co-researchers are experiencing these elements concurrently and 

describing them explicitly as holistic, complex experiences. The following synthesis is an 

attempt to summarize what is happening as co-researchers are self-organizing and 

applying the principles of suspension, redirection, and letting go (Damasio, 2012). 
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Table 23 

Framework Synthesis with Principles of Becoming Aware 

 Framework Concept Suspension Redirection Letting -go 
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Journey X X X 
Permission X   

Freedom  X X 
Confidence X   
Connection  X X 

Relationships X   
Whole Self  X  

Joy   X 

R
es

on
an

ce
s 

 
Ta

ci
t K

no
w

le
dg

e 

Being Valued X   
Being Worthy X   

Defining Her Self X X  
Embodying Her Self   X 

Freeing Her Self X  X 
Knowing Her Self X X X 

Laying Down a Path   X 
Loving Her Self X X  
Seeing Her Self X X  
Sharing Her Self X X X 

(Depraz et al., 2003) 

Suspension 

 Across core themes and variations in resonances. the concept of setting aside 

biases or expectations is described as an intentional process that shifts the focus from 

external perceptions and forces to our Self and internal voice. In the core theme and 

resonances aligned across the element of suspension, co-researchers are reflecting on and 

expressing who they are without self-judgment, which leads to a deeper connection to Self 

and a general healing of the imbalance between the Self-as-object and Self-as-knower 

(Damasio, 2012).  

The volume of themes and resonances aligned with suspension does denote the 

complexity and interconnected relationship of self-limiting and externally driven biases 
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and expectations. Successfully navigating this aspect of the epoché may prove to be 

challenging based on the deeply rooted nature of the biases and expectation, number, or 

even how they interconnect with each other. Navigating this aspect of the Self-organizing 

process enables co-researchers to embrace, acknowledge, and validate their “true” Self in 

newly defined ways. This new understanding of Self fosters a greater appreciation for Self 

and provides the co-researchers sense of inner peace and well-being. 

Redirection 

 Co-researchers emphasize the holistic sense of well-being and energy (vitality) that 

emerges from the self-organizing aspect of the themes and variations in resonance that 

align with redirection. Co-researchers describe an increase in confidence and trust in their 

sense of Self that leads to an existential awakening and stronger sense of purpose without 

external expectations. This sense of freedom or emancipation from self-limiting or 

external expectations enables a richer definition and knowing of Self, loving and 

appreciation of Self and deeper feelings of authenticity and embodied empowerment or 

agency. Co-researchers suggest that this confidence in Self increases the likelihood of 

them being vulnerable and engaging in honest dialogue with themselves and others. This 

self-reflexivity and dialogic approach to Self is crucial for ongoing growth. The recursive 

nature of the epoché is evidenced in how suspension and letting go can lead to increased 

capacity for redirection and successfully navigating redirection can increase the 

competency and capability in suspension and letting go. 

Letting-go 

 As co-researchers let go and allow themselves to be present and, in the moment, to 

experience Self, they emphasize the nature of the process of becoming aware. The co-
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researchers suggest that the process of becoming aware to enact Self is intentional and 

cyclical. They describe the dedication and focus needed to attain a deeper understanding 

of Self and the perceive the path of becoming aware. The emerging sense of Self and 

awareness engenders a sense of pride and affirmation, and the recursive nature of the 

process reinforces the connection with Self, deepens Self-love, appreciation, and identity. 

Co-researchers express the sense of freedom in letting go to be one’s Self and the joy in 

giving permission to be ones’ true Self unbound by social expectation. This sense of 

emancipation reinforces agentic empowerment and translates into resilience, courage, and 

joy in living experiences. 

Summary Experiencing Becoming Aware 

 Across all three principle elements of becoming aware, the core themes and 

variations in resonance co-researchers emphasizes key attributes. The process of self-

organizing for becoming aware is most impactful when it is intentional. The co-

researchers emphasize the dedication and focus that goes into the complex reflection of 

the variations in resonance. The process is also recursive in nature. The co-researchers are 

continuously exploring and deepening their understanding, leveraging different variations 

in resonance to expand their understanding of Self. As they engage in ongoing self-

organizing reflection, there is an increase in both awareness and acceptance of Self. They 

noted a reduction in Self-judgment and the perception of external judgment. This sense of 

liberation provided a feeling of healing and renewed joy in living. The co-researchers 

described an inner peace that denotes a balance between the external and internal Self or 

the Self-as-object and Self-as-knower. This balance highlights the freedom or 

emancipation from self-limiting or external expectations they articulated that led to an 
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existential awakening, stronger sense of purpose, agentic empowerment, and deeper 

connection with Self.  

Constitutive Attributes of Becoming Aware 

 Aligning to the elements of epoché of the model of becoming aware (Depraz et al., 

2003) affirms that the experience the co-researchers encountered was reflective of the co-

emerging, dynamic, recursive process of becoming aware. The purpose of this study 

ultimately is to understand what that experience of becoming aware is like as we enact 

self. Explication of the frameworks provided constitutive attributes that illuminated 

distinct aspects of the experience. The framework for embodied awareness-based 

experience provided the context for the living experience holistically and reinforced the 

introspective constitutive attribute. The framework of core themes provided context for 

how we describe the experience of becoming aware. The constitutive attributes that 

emerged from the core themes were dynamic, agentic, and internal. The framework of the 

metaphor themes provided the context for how we talk about the experience of becoming 

aware. The constitutive attributes that emerged from the metaphor themes were somatic, 

existential, and aspirational. The framework of the variations in resonance provided the 

context for what is happening. The constitutive attributes that emerged from the variations 

in resonance were realizing (Self), affirming (Self), and honoring (Self).  

Figure 8 depicts the essence and nature of becoming aware through the constitutive 

attributes of the four lenses. The figure is meant to reflect the dynamic, co-emerging, 

interdependent nature of the experience. The size of the icons is not reflective of 

importance, but the icons might be considered perspective tools to represent the 

continuum of motions and interaction of elements in the experience of becoming aware. 
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That is to say, the size of attribute lens may expand, or contract based on an individual’s 

experience, the dynamic, and impact the attributes have within that experience. Over the 

course of our experience, these attributes are constantly in motion, expanding and 

contracting as they interact with each other, and our Self emerges with the co-emerging 

environment. 

Figure 8 

Constitutive Attributes of Becoming Aware 

 

 The constitutive attributes are not intended to reduce the experience to these 

abstract concepts but rather to clarify the dynamics within the epoché of becoming aware 

as we enact self. As the co-researchers’ individual depictions indicate, experiences are 

unique and the pattern of becoming aware is exceptional in the enacting. The constitutive 

attributes are windows into the dimensions of our experience of Self and provide context 

for transformation, identity, and embodied knowing. When the attributes are considered 

holistically, they offer both epistemic (internal, introspective, and realizing) and 
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ontological (existential, somatic) orientations to Self. Additionally, the co-emerging 

orientation of Self and external forces (dynamic, agentic, and aspirational) and relational-

valuing (honoring, affirming) develops.  

Based on the experiences of the co-researchers in this study, the constitutive 

attributes are foundational within the process of becoming aware. The constitutive 

attributes of the core themes and metaphors are the more explicit manifestations of the 

experience of becoming aware. Dynamic is a characterization of the ever-changing, 

continuous nature of Self. It reflects the ongoing, recursive movement of Self as living and 

not a fixed state or “lived experience.” Core themes identified in Chapter 4 describe 

becoming aware as cyclical, iterative, evolving, and mirroring the living process of 

meaning-making. Our experience and understanding of Self is constantly being shaped 

and reshaped by our internal processing and experiences. Agentic emphasizes the personal 

agency, the felt sense of empowerment, and the ability to take action or initiative in our 

own Self-awareness. The co-researchers described moments of granting permission, 

taking steps into freedom, confidence, and acts of intentionality. This agentic attribute is 

reflective of the ownership co-researchers acknowledged in their transformations. The 

internal attribute focuses on how they reinforced or built the internal voice and 

infrastructure of Self and experiences. It includes Self-reflection, internalized values, and 

the process of turning inward to better know and accept our Self.  

 The constitutive attributes for the metaphors guide how the co-researchers talked 

about their experience of becoming aware. Many metaphors signaled how Self-awareness 

and transformation are enacted as an embodied experience. The somatic attribute denotes 

the living, physical reality, and expression of the emerging Self. The existential attribute 
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addresses the core meaning and purpose of existence, identity, and being. Co-researchers 

were often trying to make sense of questions of values, suffering, life purpose, and how 

their experience of Self was situated in the larger context of life and the world. The 

aspirational attribute highlights how the co-researchers were striving for, moving toward 

their own sense of ideals, growth, and transformation. They conveyed a desire for 

betterment, healing, and expanded freedom of Self. This attribute bridges present living 

experiences with potential states of being. 

The constitutive attributes of the variation in resonance reflect the tacit or 

subconscious experiences. Realizing prompts (ongoing) awareness; affirming denotes 

emerging awareness; and honoring externalizes our internal awareness into authentic 

living. This intentional and cyclical process suggests that we continually move through 

realizing, affirming, and honoring. These implicit attributes are the essence of a balance 

between the Self-as-object and Self-as-knower (Damasio, 2012). Enaction is described as 

the co-emergence of Self and the environment. The dynamic recursive properties of the 

constitutive attributes practically demonstrate enaction as participants realize, affirm, and 

honor Self why dynamically engaging with and transforming their environment. They are, 

in turn, transformed. This deep interconnected relationship validates the complexity and 

co-emergence of Self. Traditional dualistic models and mindsets have privileged and/or 

reinforced separation of Self-as-object, Self-as-knower or internal vs. external. The study 

clearly suggests these dualisms lead to imbalances and dissonance. 

The constitutive attributes of the core themes: dynamic, agentic, and internal in 

conjunction with the attributes of the metaphors: somatic, existential, and aspirational 

form an explicit scaffolding through which the constitutive attributes of realizing, 
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affirming, and honoring are more implicitly experienced and enacted. The constitutive 

attributes shape the process of becoming aware uniquely for each individual. They enable 

embodied and purposeful enaction. Support our ability to reframe dualistic mindsets and 

support ongoing integrated co-emerging Self transformation. 

Constitutive Attributes within a Conceptual Framework 

 Often, scholars attempt to create neat linear paths, or clear recursive patterns in 

models that follow traditional logic and are readily digestible by our minds. Our brains are 

trained in dualistic logic processing: from/to, if/then. One of the methodological purposes 

of this study was to consider new forms of logic and language in our understanding of 

becoming aware as we enact Self (Depraz et al., 2003; Varela, 1976; Varela et al., 2016). 

This study and the complexity of the experiences within it demonstrate that becoming 

aware as we enact Self is a complex endeavor that co-emerges in individual patterns based 

on the person and their context and is constantly, dynamically co-emerging. We find 

commonality across the resonances, themes, and metaphors within the constitutive 

attributes, but how and when those inform the process of becoming aware is specific to 

each individual’s experience.  

When the constitutive attributes of becoming aware are considered in the context 

of the earlier model for explicating groundlessness as a process of becoming aware, there 

is more clarity within the experience. The attributes provide context for the nature and 

meaning of becoming aware within the specific individual experience. Figure 9 shows an 

updated version of the model for the Process of Becoming Aware with the constitutive 

attributes embedded within the process of becoming aware. The variations in resonances 
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most significantly articulate what is happening withing the transformative process: 

realizing (Self), affirming (Self), and/or honoring (Self). 

Figure 9 

Constitutive Attributes within the Process of Becoming Aware 

 

 While holistically the model represents the process of becoming aware as a 

dynamic shift from a bound Self of fixed perspective, shaped by external forces and self-

limiting views toward a more groundless, embodied, and agentic awareness of Self, it is 

the constitutive attributes within the model that bring a dynamic clarity to the fluctuating 

nature of what that experience may be. The constitutive attributes are markers of Self-

awareness signaling a vital aspect within the journey of becoming aware, understanding of 

Self, and greater agency. As an example, co-researchers experiencing permission in the 

resonance of Freeing her Self marked a shift in experiences of authenticity and joy and 

freedom signified in loosening internal and external constraints. In this example, their 

emerging joy is a confirmation of living authentically rather than performatively. 
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 The model suggests that as one moves into groundlessness, introspection and 

somatic or existential experiences may become more pronounced. Feelings and 

experiences are integrated, supporting the emergence of a more authentic and responsive 

Self. The Self is not static but is emerging through dynamic processes of feelings, 

introspection, and existential orientation. Agency is depicted as a dynamic and internally 

cultivated process of awareness that emerges through this refined and integrated sense of 

Self. The model further emphasizes that agency arises as a fluid and interactive dimension 

within the process of becoming aware and suggests that becoming aware is a dynamic and 

individual pattern of constitutive attributes to enable our authenticity. 

Individually, the constitutive attributes are not novel. Each represents concepts 

robustly discussed across fields of cognitive science, neuroscience, psychology and 

clinical therapy, adult development and learning, metaphysics, and even quantum physics. 

What this study has illuminated is the dynamic, interdependent, and individual recursive 

nature of the interaction of these attributes and the themes, metaphors, resonances, or 

embodied experiences that shape them. 

Summary of Explication 

 In course of this study, I sought to illuminate the living experience of women 

becoming aware as they enact Self. This chapter explored four frameworks as lenses 

into the dimensions of becoming aware and amplified both the common themes and 

the core constitutive attributes of the living experience through the individual 

depictions and composite depictions of co-researchers in this study. The composite 

depiction used the deep and broad understanding of the co-researcher experience to 

construct four frameworks that identified patterns and amplified the essence of the 
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phenomenon. The first framework leveraged the embodied, awareness-based 

experiences co-researchers self-reported during intake. The second framework was 

the core themes that emerged from illumination of the explicit experiences of co-

researchers. The third framework was the metaphors employed by co-researchers to 

express their complex or abstract concepts and make them more accessible or real. 

The fourth framework illuminated my interpretation of the tacit or implicit essence of 

the phenomenon through variations in resonance.  

 From this explication of the data, the following six findings emerged: 

• Self as an Embodied, Self-Organizing Process: The findings reaffirm the 

concept of Self experienced as an iterative, embodied, co-emerging process (Di 

Paolo, 2005; Maturana & Varela, 1991; Thompson, 2004). 

• Realizing Authenticity and Wholeness: The findings suggest that in the process 

of becoming aware we are also realizing a greater sense of authenticity and 

wholeness. 

• Affirming Nature of Connection and Relationships: The findings highlight how 

our understanding of Self grows through our relationships, and the power those 

connections have to affirm our integrated Self. 

• Honoring Self with Permission and Agency: A core theme that emerged from 

the co-researchers’ experiences was the concept of consciously granting 

permission to our Self to express and embrace authenticity and pursue joy. It 

suggests that this form of internal authorization is a catalyst of agency, allowing 

co-researchers to transcend external expectations and internalized constraints. 
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• Vitality of Joy: In this study, an unanticipated outcome was the acknowledgement 

of genuine joy emerging within the process of becoming aware as co-researchers 

enacted Self. 

• Creative Catalyst for Self-Awareness: The MPP provided co-researchers with a 

structured journey of Self-discovery. The MPP acted as a novel push into 

groundlessness for the co-researchers with an intentional focus on embodiment, 

creativity, and Self narrative. 

The findings underscore the significance of the MPP as a transformative experience 

for the co-researchers, suggesting that they can reclaim their narratives and embrace 

their authentic Self. The findings also support the intrinsic link between our 

individual experiences, Self-awareness, connections/environment, and empowerment. 

The prominent themes within the frameworks of permission and freedom suggest that 

agency may be a core component of authenticity, and the findings also suggest that 

authenticity is emerging with Self through constitutive attributes. In the next and final 

chapter of this dissertation, Chapter 5, I will discuss the implications of these findings 

in more detail.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion – Our Awareness 

 

 

Let us sing together. Knowing? Nothing we know.  

From hidden sea we came, to unknown sea we go. 

            – Machado, 2004 

 

The purpose of the study was to illuminate the living experience of women who 

sought a novel space of Self-discovery to better understand who they really are. We often 

think about who we are based on or in relationship to our society, culture, or history, and 

that can make it difficult for us to understand ourselves in a real or complete way. This 

journey of Self-exploration established a space of shared dialogue that was deeply 

personal and yet still contributed to building a bridge of knowledge around a fundamental 

understanding of the co-emergence of Self.  

This chapter is organized so as to present the findings and implications of the 

experiences of women becoming aware as they enact Self as clearly as possible. The 

discussion of the findings within this chapter will also illuminate the multifaceted 

implications of these experiences and address theoretical clarity, shifts in how we think 

about Self, novel practice, and adaptations to the role of heuristic inquiry. This chapter 

will explore how insights from the findings advance existing models, expand our language 

and understanding, and propose new frameworks for practice and research. The discussion 

is organized to reflect a holistic integration, weaving together conceptual advances, 

practical recommendations, and methodological adaptations that arose through the study. 

The experience of becoming aware is inherently complex and interconnected. 

Consequently, the findings are as well. This chapter is bound by a linear nature, and we 

are embarking on journey that may at times feel groundless, and that is by design. I am in 
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fact “laying down a path in walking” and embracing the enactive perspective of 

groundlessness that evokes a presence of mind and spirit (Varela et al., 2016). It is my 

hope that with each layer of information presented, the holistic experience will become 

clearer. 

I will start by restating the problem and methodology of the study to 

recontextualize the body of work. Next, I will share a summary of six overarching 

findings of the study and the significance of those findings. After discussing the findings, I 

will discuss the implications of the study through four different lenses. I will consider the 

implications for (1) theoretical concepts, (2) how we think, (3) practice, and (4) heuristic 

inquiry. I will then reflect on final delimitations and limitations of the study and share how 

I embody Self as the primary researcher. I will conclude the chapter with 

recommendations for future research opportunities and sharing the creative synthesis 

generated as a result of my experience with this study. 

Restating the Problem 

I anticipated that a vital outcome of this study would be the understanding of the 

core constitutive ontological attributes within the experience and how those nurture our 

praxis of awareness. Research has revealed a predisposition to dualistic mindsets that 

divide and imbalance our understanding of Self, privileges the Self-as-object, creates 

dissonance, and reinforces biased tools and assessments (Burri, 2018; Damasio, 2012; 

Mathews, 2017; Varela et al., 2016). In this study, I explored this topic through the 

phenomenological research question: What is the living experience of women becoming 

aware as they enact Self?  
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This study was not about personal issues with Self (dysfunctions of the Self or 

maladaptive behaviors), but about how we have traditionally looked at our relationships 

and dialogues with Self and consequently the praxis for dynamic co-emergence. Models, 

tools, and assessments have focused on epistemological questions of transformative 

outcomes, generalizability, and scalability (Carden et al., 2022; Kegan, 2000; Mezirow, 

2000; Schön, 1992; Torbert, 2004) and not necessarily on the constitutive, ontological 

understanding of the individual’s generative dynamic of being, and have therefore 

reinforced the Self-as-object bias.  

The complex adaptive process of Self has been further inhibited by the tensions of 

our competing social narratives, the emergent nature of the world (everything is constantly 

in motion), the unreliability of our own intrapersonal narrator, and our inexperience 

engaging the Self-as-knower perspective in reflexive dialogue (Archer, 2010; Damasio, 

2012; Damasio, 1999; Isaacs, 1999; Maturana & Varela, 1991; Taylor, 2022; Taylor, 

1991). We have long been conditioned to listen to everyone else and focus on our socially 

constructed Self-as-object. Our focus on projecting our external Self has reduced our 

capacity for internal listening or simply paying attention to our inner voice, respecting or 

valuing awareness of a deeper Self, suspending or setting aside judgments, and voicing 

our feelings honestly with our Self (Isaacs, 1999). We have lost much of our competence 

and capacity to be in dialogue with our living Self-as-knower and accepting or enacting 

our co-emerging, integrated Self. 

Restating the Methodology  

To understand this problem, I employed heuristic inquiry to explore the living 

experience of women becoming aware as they enact Self. Through dialogue with women 
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seeking Self-discovery, this study examined emerging or “living experiences” (i.e., 

interrelated, interconnected, continuing experiences) rather than static, fixed, or “lived 

experiences” (Sultan, 2019, p. 4). A conceptual framework was established challenging 

static and dualistic views of identity, and situating Self-awareness as an active, embodied, 

and relational process. The study was conducted using two semi-structured interviews in 

dialogue with co-researchers. The theoretical framework for this research is based on the 

principles of enaction (Varela et al., 2016). The findings were examined for themes that 

may indicate the embodied enactive process or epoché of becoming aware: (1) suspension, 

(2) redirection, and (3) letting go (Depraz et al, 2003).  

Presentation of Findings 

In this chapter, I discuss the findings of this study which reinforce the concept of 

becoming aware as we enact Self as a dynamic, cyclical process grounded in embodied 

practice, community, and our creative engagement. This understanding of Self and 

awareness ultimately advocates for integrative language and models how we might 

embrace the unique patterns that are implicit in enacting Self. There are six unique 

findings. The first finding regards the holistic nature of Self as an embodied, self-

organizing process. The next three findings are associated with the implicit constitutive 

attributes identified within the variations of resonances: realizing, affirming, and honoring 

of Self. The fifth finding regards the embodied, metaphysical nature of becoming aware 

and the vital role the constitutive attributes play in our sense of joy and internal 

empowerment. The sixth and final finding regards the creative context and catalyst the 

meaningful portrait process (MPP) provided co-researchers. 
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Self as an Embodied, Self-Organizing Process 

Based on the study findings, the concept of Self is experienced as an iterative, 

embodied, co-emerging process (Di Paolo, 2005; Maturana & Varela, 1991; Thompson, 

2004). Co-researchers described becoming aware as a dynamic recursive process 

involving reflection, letting go, and re-integration of Self, which unfolded over time in a 

non-linear pattern of constitutive attributes. This understanding of Self is reinforced in 

both explicit themes and metaphors to describe their experiences as well as the implicit 

resonances. 

While most co-researchers indicated that they had previously participated in some 

form of meditation, mindfulness, yoga, or coaching/therapy, their explicit and tacit 

knowing further support embodied Self-organizing. Core themes such as journey, 

confidence, and connection are defined by their recursive and interconnected nature. Co-

researchers suggested that they often internalize these continuous interactions with their 

environments, which aligns with the concept of self-organizing systems (Di Paolo, 2005; 

Maturana & Varela, 1991; Thompson, 2004) 

Co-researchers also used metaphorical language that described their bodily and 

affective sensations, their physical states, and how their sense of Self shifted. Metaphors 

such as wearing a mask, flying, voice being heard, breathe for the first time, and room of 

mirrors all convey various aspects of embodied experiences, internally processed and 

influenced by interconnections with the environment. These and other specific metaphors 

were grouped into broader metaphor themes and categorized by constitutive attributes 

restated in Table 22 as somatic, existential, and aspirational. Somatic themes directly 

related to the felt experience or state. Existential themes suggested an attempt to process a 
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sense of value or purpose, and aspirational themes were metaphors that indicated attempts 

at Self-realization. 

Table 24 

Restated Constitutive Attributes of Metaphor Themes 

Metaphor Theme SOMATIC EXISTENTIAL ASPIRATIONAL 
Being Suppressed X X  
Being Emancipated X X X 
Identity X X  
Being Renewed X X X 
Self-Discovery  X X 
Embodied, Emotional, Physical 
Hurt 

X   

Being Strong & Resilient   X 
Transcending  X X 
Being Present X   

 

 Individual depictions of the co-researchers indicated their embodied experiences 

through behavioral, emotional, and cognitive shifts in understanding of Self. Renee and 

Charlie both shared how they were able to connect more deeply with their “true” Self and 

how that allowed for an honest expression of emotions and expression of Self mentally 

and physically. The co-researchers discussed how embodying their true Self strengthened 

their relationships with others, especially their partners, and how this deeper connection 

made them more comfortable being present in their interactions. This indicates the 

recursive nature of the process of enacting Self. 

These findings reinforce the principles on which this study was based. In 

approaches that embrace enactive and autopoietic stances, scholars argue that we generate 

and maintain Self and continuously enact Self through our co-emergence with our 

environment (Bitbol, 2007; Di Paolo, 2005, 2021; Di Paolo & De Jaegher, 2022; 

Thompson, 2004, 2010; Varela, 1976; Varela et al., 2016). Transformation has been 
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described as a more embodied process with an enactive lens as well, suggesting 

transformation does not happen to us but that we enact transformation from within 

(Maiese, 2017, 2022). 

Damasio (1999, 2012) has continuously advocated for an understanding of Self 

that is rooted in a biological understanding (Protoself, core Self, and auto biographical 

Self) and noted the need for balanced integration of the Self-as-object and Self-as-knower. 

Panksepp (2004) and Siegel (2015) have affective models that also support somatic and 

social engagement and suggest that these are essential to our understanding of Self.  

The findings from this study reaffirm Self as an embodied, self-organizing nature 

process. Research from enactive cognitive science, neurobiology, and psychology 

supports the concept of Self as something more than a representational construct of our 

identity. Across disciplines, scholars are recognizing the process of Self as emerging, self-

organizing, and embodied that has both agency and is influenced through interactions with 

the world. 

Realizing Authenticity and Wholeness 

The findings from this study suggest that in the process of becoming aware we are 

also realizing a greater sense of authenticity and wholeness. Co-researchers noted a deeper 

connection with and understanding of Self and a rejection of more performative aspects of 

their living experience. They described a sense of "returning to" or "discovering" their true 

Self, through embodied practices and experiences and intentional attention to Self and 

Self-care.  

The tension between the internal sense of Self and the external reality shaped by 

social bias creates a deep incongruity in the living experiences of women. This 
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incongruity is further compounded by a dualistic worldview, which separates our 

understanding of Self from imposed societal roles, fostering psychological distress. As a 

result, women face paradoxical expectations that require them to perform “authenticity” 

while conforming to predefined norms, reinforcing systemic gendered pressures (Butler, 

2009; Taylor & Hood, 2011; Varga & Guignon, 2020). Damasio (2012) suggested that 

integrating the Self-as-object and Self-as-knower would help to reconcile this tension. 

The co-researchers demonstrated how socially embedded, implicit gender biases 

created paradoxes that shape women’s living experiences, leading to identity conflicts and 

psychological struggles that reinforce performative social norms on both explicit and 

implicit levels (Ford & Harding, 2011; Guignon, 2004; Newman et al., 2014; Pullen & 

Vachhani, 2021; Qiu, 2023). Tess and Mika both described dissonance associated with 

their experience of being a young, single mother with a strong family of faith. Jerrica 

described dissonance regarding how she was received/perceived both in and out of 

relationships within her community of friends. Through the process of becoming aware, 

co-researchers noted this Self- realization of authenticity and wholeness. Olivia described 

it as a “baptism of a new me.” Tess suggested she was “fortifying her territory.” Renee 

compared her sense of wholeness to shifting her reflection from a series of disconnected, 

often blacked-out mirrors to a single 360 mirror. Dee noted in her new understanding of 

her Self that she understood how she was connected to the universe. 

The co-researchers acknowledged the challenge of pursuing a “whole,” “true,” 

“authentic” Self and the emotional state of dysphoria it can create. One of the core themes 

that was illuminated in the study was the concept of defining/knowing/embodying whole 

Self and adjacent themes of permission, freedom, and confidence that were all 



282 
 

dynamically, recursively interconnected to co-researchers’ sense of authenticity and 

wholeness. Similar themes emerged in the metaphors with being suppressed, being 

emancipated, self-discovery, identity, transcending and being present all relating to the 

dynamic and recursive process of informing authentic and whole Self. 

I interpreted the implicit experiences of the co-researchers through the variations in 

resonances. Realizing Self was one of the constitutive attributes of the resonances, and it 

suggests a process of awareness and cognitive or emotional recognition. The resonances of 

defining, knowing, and seeing her Self all align with the constitutive attribute of realizing 

self. The resonances speak to the co-researchers’ unspoken process of becoming aware 

and enacting (an integrated or whole) Self.  

Table 25 

Restating Constitutive Attributes of Resonances 

Variation in Resonance Realizing Affirming Honoring 

Being Valued  X  
Being Worthy  X  

Defining Her Self X   
Embodying Her Self   X 

Freeing Her Self   X 
Knowing Her Self X   

Laying Down a Path   X 
Loving Her Self  X  
Seeing Her Self X   
Sharing Her Self   X 

 

At each level of data, from explicit to implicit, the data suggests that in the process 

of becoming aware, co-researchers often were also able to realize authenticity or 

wholeness. This sense of authenticity was dynamic and embodied, similar to the nature of 

becoming aware. The greater the authenticity or wholeness of the co-researchers’ 
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experiences, the less bound to performative behaviors or actions and less internal tension 

they experienced. 

Affirming Nature of Connection and Relationships  

Though the purpose of this study was to explore women becoming aware as they 

enact Self, the findings from the study highlight how our understanding of Self grows 

through our relationships, and the power those connections have to affirm our integrated 

Self. This is directly related to the study’s finding of Self as an iterative, embodied, co-

emerging process (Di Paolo, 2005; Maturana & Varela, 1991; Thompson, 2004). The 

influence and interconnection with others and our environment is a core tenet of enactive, 

autopoietic understanding of how Self co-emerges (Di Paolo, 2005; Gallagher, 2018; 

Maturana & Varela, 1991; Thompson, 2004). Our connections with others, our past, and 

our integrated Self affect our understanding of Self (both positively and negatively) 

(Siegel, 2015; Thompson, 2004). The findings suggest that social and familial bonds both 

shape and are shaped within the process of becoming aware.  

As previously noted, the co-researchers noted a change in their interactions as they 

became more authentic with themselves, embracing the Self-as-knower, which in turn 

further developed their connections, indicating the recursive and interdependent nature of 

our emerging Self and our relationships and/or community. Within the individual 

depictions, the co-researchers described emerging experiences that linked a stronger sense 

of Self with their relationships or environment. Olivia suggested that having her portraits 

made was a “permission slip” to be her authentic “true” Self. Ayana indicated that having 

gone through the process allowed her to open up to her family, especially her daughter, 

and build a deeper connection around her family history. Mika engaged the process for a 
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deeper connection to God and to “see what He sees” in her. Renee acknowledged that the 

process helped her to set healthier boundaries, changed her relationship with how she saw 

tasks in her life, and encouraged her to have more open dialogue with her partner. 

The experiences of the co-researchers suggest that connections or relationships can 

be both traditional social connections such as family or friends and more metaphysical 

connections such as to a higher power, the universe or even our Self. According to the co-

researchers, these relationships were defined as mediators, catalysts, or constructs to 

affirm Self. Most co-researchers noted that some form of reflective interaction with others 

(even participating in the study) or with their portrait strengthened their sense of Self and 

acceptance. 

Co-researchers used metaphorical language to convey the embodied link between 

Self and others such as being seen, permission slip, bridge, God’s eye, and voice being 

heard. The value of these embodied relationships was also called out in the explicit 

themes of connection and relationships. These themes influenced the confidence, freedom, 

and acknowledgement of Self for co-researchers both positively and negatively. The 

resonances reflected how co-researchers made sense of this more implicitly in variations 

such as being valued, being worthy, and loving her Self. These resonances culminated in 

the constitutive attribute of affirming Self which suggests a validation of inner and 

relational value and cultivation of Self-regard and care. 

The support of relationships in the findings of the study further suggests an 

understanding of Self that acknowledges how we grow through our relationships, and the 

power those connections have to affirm our integrated Self. This also reaffirms the finding 

of Self as an iterative, embodied, co-emerging process (Di Paolo, 2005; Maturana & 
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Varela, 1991; Thompson, 2004). The finding supports that our connections with others, 

our past, and our integrated Self can affect our understanding of Self both positively and 

negatively (Siegel, 2015; Thompson, 2004).  

Honoring Self with Permission and Agency 

A core theme that emerged from the co-researchers’ experiences was the concept 

of consciously granting permission to our Self to express and embrace authenticity and 

pursue joy. It would suggest that this form of internal authorization was a catalyst of 

agency, allowing co-researchers to transcend external expectations and internalized 

constraints. The embedded sense of freedom enabled co-researchers to broaden their 

experiences, engage where they had previously felt inhibited, and connect more deeply 

and honestly with others. 

Damasio (2012) and Siegel (2015) both advocate for reflective practices that 

integrate embodied awareness with affective processes and suggest that this will lead to a 

deeper understanding and stronger sense of Self. Mezirow (2000) sees agency as playing 

dual roles as both catalyst and outcome for transformation as we critically reflect, 

challenge our assumptions, and then act on the change. Broader understandings of agency 

suggest that our social interactions that are equitable and not shaming, and positive social 

recognition, have a strong influence our sense of identity and autonomy (Honneth, 2004). 

Agency is often defined in relation to our sense of autonomy, how accountable we are to 

our own actions, our ability to express our identity authentically, and whether we have 

freedom of expression within an environment that shapes these dimensions (Anderson, 

2014; Honneth, 2004). Scholars who consider agency through a biological lens connect 

concepts of autopoiesis to attributes of agency (Maturana & Varela, 1987, 1991; Virenque 
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& Mossio, 2024). According to Virenque and Mossio (2024), a biological, autopoietic 

approach to agency includes several defining elements: 

1. Agency is not cognitive or of the mind. It is embodied and extends beyond 

even our corporal boundaries. 

2. Agency is, itself, recursive and self-organizing. Agency exists for the purpose 

of the living being and our actions inform, support, and maintain agency. 

3. Agency is rooted in biological autonomy and relies on the independence of the 

living being. 

4. Agency requires continuous interactions with our environment to be sustained. 

5. Agency is an emerging process that adapts to the environment. 

These elements suggest that an enactive view of agency would be characterized by its 

biological foundation, essential purpose, and dynamic and recursive interactions. 

 The data from the findings support the enactive approach of understanding agency. 

Co-researchers shared experiences that ranged from explicit themes to more subtle 

resonances, suggesting an embodied, dynamic, and interactive interpretation of agency. 

This interpretation of agency was both influencing and influenced by their process of 

becoming aware. 

 Metaphor themes aligned with the existential constitutive attribute are more likely 

to inform a co-researcher’s understanding of agency. Those aligned to the constitutive 

attribute of honoring Self reflect themes of being suppressed, emancipated, renewed, or 

self-discovery, identity, and transcending. Co-researchers used metaphors such as main 

character, own critic, anchor, holding up a mirror, walking crooked, and getting dirty to 

indicate their autonomy, self-identification, and embodied actualization. All core themes 
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are aligned with the constitutive attribute of agency, but in different ways. Permission, 

freedom, confidence, connection, and relationships are primarily defined by the sense of 

empowerment co-researchers felt within their experiences. Journey provided co-

researchers a sense of affirmation and whole self was marked by liberation. 

Co-researchers were able to articulate both their perceptions and actions of 

honoring Self and agency. Renee describes putting more value in what she wants to do 

(e.g., swimming, yoga), taking time for what gives her joy, and taking accountability of 

her relationships and making time for distant connections. Charlie explained a new sense 

of ownership of her past and her narrative and a desire to share that story to influence 

others. Dee suggested that the process of having her portrait made gave her permission to 

relax into her Self. Tess described her journey as healing, and she now sees her Self and 

her relationship with her parents and role as a mother in a different way. 

 As noted in Chapter 4, the variations in resonances identified reflect the implicit or 

tacit interpretations of the co-researchers’ experiences. The enactive principles of agency 

can be found in variations of resonances such as defining her Self, knowing her Self, loving 

her Self, Seeing her Self and sharing her Self. These resonances are also aligned with the 

element of redirection in the epoché of becoming aware (Depraz et al., 2003). Each of 

these resonances represent how co-researchers were making sense of who they were and 

actively initiating the enaction. Olivia realized that her identity was not tied to her role. 

Dee realized that she could define her identity independently of her children or others. 

Renee described herself as brave or daring, qualities she had previously hesitated to 

acknowledge. Tess realized that she had been holding herself back because she had felt 
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unworthy. Redirection is a phase of becoming aware where we shift attention from the 

external force to our internal perceptions of Self for deep reflection (Depraz et al., 2003).  

The findings show that the co-researchers broadened their experiences, engaged 

where they had previously felt inhibited, and connected more deeply and honestly with 

others. In the course of becoming aware, they also experienced an embodied sense of 

agency, which allowed them to transcend external expectations and internalized 

constraints. This new or renewed agency enabled them to feel free, grant permission to 

Self, express and embrace authenticity, and pursue joy.  

Vitality of Joy  

In this study, an unanticipated outcome was the acknowledgement of genuine joy 

emerging within the process of becoming aware as co-researchers enacted Self. They 

repeatedly noted a sense of joy that was both cultivated intentionally and not necessarily 

dependent on external validation. This suggests that becoming more aware may enhance 

our capacity to live life guided by our inner values and affective perceptions.  

Siegel (2015) describes what he calls youthful ESSENCE as a vital form of 

ongoing development for both children and adults. ESSENCE stands for:  

ES – emotional spark, or important internal sensations 

SE – social engagement, or the important connections we have with others 

N – novelty, or how we seek out and create new experiences 

CE – creative exploration or the conceptual thinking and abstract reasoning we 

apply to the world (Siegel, 2015, p.11) 

This model positions the affective experience of the emerging Self front and center. 

Siegel’s (2015) model suggests that with an emerging Self and mindful attention to the 
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ESSENCE of Self there will be an increase in positive affective experiences such as joy. 

Other scholars in neuroscience and cognitive sciences have emphasized the role of affect 

in the embodied enactive Self. Damasio (2012) suggested that positive emotions, such as 

joy, are central to our sense of consciousness and well-being, and that our understanding 

of Self grows deeper with these positive emotions. 

 A recent qualitative study on joy in adults found a connection between authenticity 

and being able to express emotions, such as joy (Roberts & Appiah, 2025). The 14 

participants between the age of 28-59 years old directly connected joy with being able to 

be their true Self, indicated that being present was needed to express joy, described 

expressing joy as both affective and an embodied experience, and suggested agency was 

needed in cultivating joy (Roberts & Appiah, 2025). These findings mirror the findings of 

this study that show the deep connection of joy to authenticity, agency, and the embodied 

interconnected nature of the affect. Siegel (2022) positions positive affect as evidence of 

integrative functioning, which is the relationship between joy and agency demonstrated by 

the co-researchers in this study. 

 The theme of joy was pervasive throughout the experiences of the co-researchers, 

thus constituting a core theme. Of the infinite number of affective descriptions that co-

researchers could have used to describe their living experiences, repeatedly they returned 

to the same phrase—joy. In this case, joy is not a thematic bucket for assorted joyful 

expressions; it simply represents the concept of joy. The expressions of joy permeated all 

aspects of the co-researchers’ narratives. Jerrica named her portraits “radiating joy” and 

explained that she can “see joy in them” and that this helps reinforce her confidence. 

Olivia started curating more photos that made her happy after her experience, explaining 
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she needed “this joyful space with meaning and relationships.” Renee explicitly stated that 

she realized she “needed more joy” in her life and set out to change elements of her life to 

make her feel more joy, such as being more playful, being more active, or having 

conversations with family and friends. Ayana described how she once felt shame or 

sadness when she looked at her scars but now was able to look at them “with joy” and the 

knowledge that she was not broken. Dee shared that sometimes she felt like a different 

person because “there’s so much joy” in her portraits and in her Self now, and for that she 

has immense gratitude. 

The expression of joy by the co-researchers suggests that as we are becoming more 

aware, it may enhance our capacity to feel and express these affects. They acknowledged 

genuine joy emerging within the process of becoming aware and noted that that was both 

intentional and not necessarily dependent on external validation. This deeper 

understanding of the influence becoming aware and enacting Self may have on our affect 

was an unanticipated outcome of the study.  

Creative Catalyst for Self-Awareness 

 The meaningful portrait process (MPP) provided co-researchers with a structured 

journey of Self-discovery. Sometimes moving into awareness requires a little push, or a 

jump start (Depraz et al., 2003). The MPP acted as a novel push into groundlessness for 

the co-researchers with an intentional focus on embodiment, creativity, and Self narrative. 

This dynamic approach helped participants move from externally driven Self perceptions 

or Self-as-object to a deeper, internal Self knowing or Self-as-knower. The portraits 

served as mirrors and allowed the co-researchers to see themselves, integrated and in more 
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affirmative ways. This promoted realization, affirmation, and honoring of their authentic 

Self. 

 Creative art interventions are common and have been known to foster concepts of 

Self and awareness, improve self-concept, and improve emotional regulation, though my 

research did not uncover any current creative art intervention similar to the MPP (Martin 

et al., 2018; Vaisvaser, 2024). Creative, arts-based research has been used in qualitative 

studies to explore lived experiences, well-being, and community interactions (Holm et al., 

2018; O’Neill et al., 2017; Wang et al., 2017). In this study, the MPP served as the shared 

phenomenon of all co-researchers and a form of Self awareness catalyst. As Depraz et al. 

(2003) suggested, sometimes we need a little push. 

 Overall, the MPP process integrated embodied practices which helped the co-

researchers engage in a more present awareness. This embodied approach served as a 

bridge to the mind-body split and fostered a more holistic Self-exploration than can be 

found in traditional reflection. The co-researchers indicated that participating in the MPP 

allowed them to voice, reflect, and suspend biases or judgments. This suggests that 

dialogue as defined by Isaacs (1999) can be creatively structured and both intra- and 

interpersonal.  

 The structured MPP highlighted our social-cultural external forces and internal 

narratives are often in conflict and that feed dissonance, dysphoria, and identity struggles. 

The study findings showed that the MPP allowed the co-researchers to consciously 

suspend, redirect, and let go of these constraints and integrate their understanding of Self. 

These actions aligned with the elements of epoché and enaction (Depraz et al., 2003; 

Varela et al., 2016). A recurring finding from the co-researchers was a sense of liberation 
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from both internal and external judgment. This reduced sense of judgment led to increased 

Self-acceptance and an existential awakening that was vital for more authentic 

engagement with Self and others. 

The findings further showed that the MPP supported a recursive, Self-organizing 

process of becoming aware. Co-researchers emphasized intentionality, dedication, focus, 

and ongoing reflection in their pursuit of Self. This suggests that an arts-based 

intervention with an ontological frame may offer a flexible, person- (Self) centered 

approach to Self-discovery compared to traditional epistemologically prescriptive 

developmental models. 

Significance of Findings 

This study’s findings illustrate that authenticity, agency, and wholeness are 

achievable through recursive, embodied practice in the journey of becoming aware as we 

enact Self. This reinforces and affirms the enactive concepts of Self and agency advocated 

by scholars in neuroscience, cognitive science, and psychology (Damasio, 2012; De 

Jaegher & Di Paolo, 2008; Di Paolo, 2021; Gallagher, 2023; Isaacs, 1999; Meling, 2021; 

Siegel, 2015; Varela et al., 2016) and empowers individuals to see Self-awareness as an 

ongoing, accessible process. 

To further clarify the significance of these findings, Table 26 below shows the 

study’s broader contributions across concepts, maps each core concept to recognized 

literature gaps, and advances practical approaches for agency and embodied Self-

awareness in living experiences. This table serves as a roadmap for understanding the 

study’s multifaceted impact, linking the processes of permission, agency, and joy with 
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Table 26 

Study Contributions to Key Concepts and Practical Domains 

Concept Gap Study Contribution Practical Implication 

Enaction 
Theory-practice 

divide 
Bodily states  
shape action 

Judgment improvement, 
coaching paths 

Autopoiesis Abstract systems Norms enacted through 
micro-interactions 

Culture reshaping  
by leaders 

Sensemaking Cognitive focus 
Somatic attention 

 and framing 
Decision regulation  

under stress  

Embodied 
Wisdom 

Hard to assess 
Defined  

micro-practices 
Curriculum for wise 

leadership 

Adult Learning 
Reflection  
over time 

Short-cycle somatic drills 
Development usable in daily 

life 

Emotion/Affect Vague impact Bodily empathy/attunement 
Team climate and ethical 

choices 

 

actionable implications for leadership, coaching, and personal transformation. The table 

lists experiential findings in the research that address prior gaps in understanding. These 

concepts will be explored in more depth in subsequent sections. 

Dynamic and Relational 

The findings reinforce a dynamic framing of agency for the co-researchers. 

Agency is shown as a dynamically enacted, relationally co-created, and embodied process 

(Virenque & Mossio, 2024). This reinforces that practitioners, educators, leaders, and 

researchers should focus on fostering environments and methods that emphasize 

engagement, permission, and expressive freedom beyond instruction or basic cognitive 

insight. 

The study findings emphasize embodiment and the co-emerging nature of 

becoming aware (Damasio, 2012; Depraz et al., 2003; Varela et al., 2016). The findings 

highlight that self-awareness and transformation are essentially bodily (biological) and 



294 
 

relational practices and are not limited to introspection (Damasio, 2012; Kegan, 2000; 

Maiese, 2017; Mezirow, 2000; Siegel, 2015). Highlighting embodiment and connection 

reinforces progressive modern approaches for therapeutic, coaching, and educational 

practices that move beyond purely cognitive or individual frameworks. 

The Value of Joy 

The findings also indicated the transformational value of joy for the co-

researchers. In this study, joy is not just another affective position, but an indicator of 

authentic Self enactment (Roberts & Appiah, 2025). Joy was not necessarily the original 

intent of co-researchers, but in the pursuit of becoming aware they developed a greater 

capacity for intentional, Self-driven positive affect. This uncouples joy from external 

validation, achievement, or social approval and demonstrates that deep sustainable joy 

is/can be rooted in our internalized process of Self-acceptance, agency, and embodied 

Self-organizing (Damasio, 2012; Depraz et al., 2003; Siegel, 2015).  

Additionally, joy can be seen as an indicator of our integration of Self (Damasio, 

2012; Depraz et al., 2003; Siegel, 2015). The manifestation of joy and the co-researchers’ 

ability to intentionally curate joy signal a movement away from a fragmented, 

performative sense of Self and toward being more whole and authentic (Roberts & 

Appiah, 2025). According to the co-researchers, experiencing joy validates the 

challenging journey of becoming aware and letting go of our dualistic mindsets. Joy is 

seen as a tangible and embodied reward and not just an outcome of awareness. 

A potential opportunity is to move away from deficit or scarcity focused models of 

Self and development that highlight our struggle or gaps in capacity (e.g., skills gaps or 

needs assessments). Instead, the study findings suggest positioning joy as an outcome or 
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benefit of empowerment, agency, and Self-activation. For practitioners such as coaches, 

therapists, educators, and leaders, this finding would endorse approaches that focus on 

fostering environments where joy, play, and pleasure of Self can organically emerge 

within deep work and are not seen as secondary or “benefits” of the environment. 

The findings indicate that Self-awareness is a holistic, embodied, and relationally-

informed process characterized by agency, authenticity, and an ongoing commitment to 

co-emerging Self with the world. This study explores Self-awareness as a dynamic, 

iterative process that unfolds over time, emphasizing the importance of authenticity, 

relationships, and internal authority. It highlights how self-awareness leads to a deeper 

connection with oneself and others, agency, and fostering joy. 

Theoretical Implications 

This study advances theoretical dialogue by revealing the interior, 

phenomenological expressions of enaction and becoming aware, illustrating how abstract 

principles are embodied within individual experiences through constitutive attributes. My 

findings contribute novel conceptual and practical clarity to the concepts of enaction and 

becoming aware, positioning this model as a translational tool for further dialogue across 

disciplines. The study findings suggest that the constitutive attributes identified have 

implications for both enactive approaches to organizational change and for bridging 

phenomenological systems theory, and enabling practical applications in leadership, well-

being, and adaptive transformation. 

For the purposes of this study, I designed a conceptual model, first discussed in 

Chapter 1, to depict groundlessness embodied as the process of becoming aware. The 

model, shown in Figure 10, demonstrated the bound Self and the process of becoming 
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aware which encompasses multiple elements in motion simultaneously, and was based on 

the principles of enaction and self-organizing systems (Damasio, 2012; Depraz et al., 

2003; Varela et al., 2016). Based on these theories, the conceptual framework suggested 

that individuals are able to transcend into any element of the becoming aware epoché, 

complete the epoché, and therein may experience groundlessness—or a state of 

empowered presence of Self, co-emerging with their environment. 

Figure 10 

Reintroduction of Conceptual Framework: Groundlessness as a Process of Becoming 

Aware 

 

 This conceptual framework was a synthesis of core elements of our understanding 

of enaction, awareness, and integration of a whole, true Self (Damasio, 2012; Depraz et 

al., 2003; Varela et al., 2016) and was not intended to represent a new theory or a model to 

be tested. My intent was to provide a visualization of the common lexicon used for this 

study and a navigational tool for the dialogue within the phenomenological experiences. 

As I was considering the data, I noted the opportunity to revise this model to further 
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clarify the nature of the epoché and constitutive attributes relative to individual 

experiences as one integrates internal and external experiences in the process of becoming 

aware (Khoury et al., 2017). This further clarification is noted in Figure 11, the 

reintroduction of the constitutive attributes within the process of becoming aware.  

Figure 11 

Reintroduction of Constitutive Attributes within the process of Becoming Aware 

 

 

This updated version of the model reflects the dynamic, interconnected, and fluctuating 

nature of the constitutive attributes, identified in the study, within the epoché of becoming 

aware that create a unique living experience. This chapter will further discuss the 

implications of the constitutive attributes within this framework, the implications for the 

concept of enaction, and our understanding of agency. 
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Constitutive Attributes 

The constitutive attributes are not intended to reduce the experience of becoming 

aware to abstract concepts but rather to clarify the dynamics within the epoché of 

becoming aware as we enact self. As this study has demonstrated, experiences of 

becoming aware are unique and the pattern of becoming aware is exceptional in the 

enacting. Recent insights in neuroscience, philosophy, and cognitive science have 

reaffirmed the Self as an emerging, embodied, and socially embedded process (Di Paolo, 

2021; Gallagher, 2023; Khoury et al., 2017; Northoff et al., 2006). 

The constitutive attributes shown in Table 24 are windows into the dimensions of 

our experience of Self and provide context for transformation, identity, and embodied 

knowing. When the attributes are considered holistically, they offer both epistemic 

(internal, introspective, and realizing) and ontological (existential, somatic) orientations 

to Self. Additionally, the co-emerging orientation of Self, external forces (dynamic, 

agentic, and aspirational), and relational-valuing (honoring, affirming) emerge.  

Table 27 

The Constitutive Attributes Across All Dimensions 

EMBODIED 
EXPERIENCES CORE THEMES METAPHORS RESONANACES 

Introspective Dynamic Somatic Realizing 
 Agentic Existential Affirming 
 Internal Aspirational Honoring 

 

The constitutive attributes of the core themes—dynamic, agentic, and internal—in 

conjunction with the attributes of the metaphors—somatic, existential, and aspirational— 

form an explicit scaffolding through which the constitutive attributes of realizing, 

affirming, and honoring are more implicitly experienced and enacted. These align with 
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Damasio’s (1999) somatic marker hypothesis that explains how our feelings provide 

necessary signals and bias our behavior and decision-making. The constitutive attributes 

shape the process of becoming aware uniquely for each individual. They enable embodied 

and purposeful enaction. They also support our ability to reframe dualistic mindsets and 

support ongoing integrated co-emerging Self transformation. 

Indicators of Self Awareness 

Each attribute represents a vital aspect or milestone in the journey toward greater Self-

acknowledgment and/or agency(Siegel, 2015; Virenque & Mossio, 2024). The co-

researchers suggested that experiencing permission marked a shift toward allowing 

themselves authenticity and joy, while freedom signifies the loosening of internal and 

external constraints. Joy emerged as a confirmation of living authentically rather than 

performatively (Roberts & Appiah, 2025). 

Dynamic Essence of Co-Emerging 

The constitutive attributes are not static. They interact and reinforce each other, 

collectively enabling the co-researchers to move from fragmented, dualistic identities 

toward greater wholeness and self-integration. Confidence and connection foster agency 

and relational authenticity. Our relationships offer further context within our Self which 

deepens, challenges, and ultimately affirms Self (Di Paolo, 2021; Maturana & Varela, 

1991; Meling, 2021; Varela et al., 2016). 

The attributes operate as part of a dynamic, non-linear process. For example, as the 

co-researchers develop more confidence, they grant themselves increased permission, 

leading to deeper connection with Self and others, which, in turn, generates joy. The cyclic 

interplay among these attributes reflects the recursive, ongoing nature of becoming self-
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aware. Siegel (2015) suggests that both children and adults need these four elements to 

maintain vitality in life: (1) emotional spark, (2) social engagement, (3) novelty, (4) 

creative exploration. Each of the constitutive attributes bring elements of these into the 

process of becoming aware. 

Reframing Dualistic Mindsets 

By embodying these attributes, the co-researchers were able to subconsciously 

challenge and transcend dualistic mindsets. These dualistic mindsets led to dissonance, 

internal splits, “mask-wearing,” or compartmentalization (Harmon-Jones & Mills, 2019; 

Vörös, 2017). This aligns with the call to action made by Varela (1976), who suggested 

that by changing the logic used to talk about dualities, changing the metaphors we use in 

scientific ideas, and changing cultural conceptions about transformative experiences and 

their accessibility and permissibility (Vörös & Bitbol, 2017), we could shift our 

perspectives on the mind-body problem. Collectively, the constitutive attributes support 

the co-emerging nature of Self as integration of mind and body, self and other, and 

authenticity with social participation. 

Groundlessness in Practice 

Moving into a space of groundlessness can be challenging. We are meant to 

experience a “world without foundations” (Varela et al., 2016, p. 218). Sometimes we are 

stuck and moving into this space can be difficult, especially if the perceptions of a false 

Self are being reiterated externally. Sometimes moving into awareness requires a little 

push, or a jump start (Depraz et al., 2003).  

Ultimately, these constitutive attributes give practical form to what it means to 

become self-aware. Self-awareness transcends reflection or cognition, to living, relational, 
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embodied, and emotionally resonant experiences. This groundlessness, a dynamic, co-

emerging transformative enactment of Self, was experienced by the co-researchers. That 

cognitive processes are groundless, interconnected, and context-dependent is a central 

concept in enaction and non-dual approaches to consciousness (Meling, 2021). The 

constitutive attributes are both the means and the evidence of this groundlessness in 

practice.  

Enaction 

The findings of this study are deeply aligned with the concept of enaction. The 

findings amplify enaction as an embodied, living process (Depraz et al., 2003), and 

suggest that Self-awareness and identity are not abstract cognitive achievements but are 

enacted through living, embodied, and relational practices. The co-researchers described 

becoming aware as a process where Self co-emerges through individual action, 

interaction, and ongoing sense-making that arises from engaging with their environments 

and relationships. The findings suggest we have an opportunity to move beyond viewing 

experience of Self as merely “within” the mind (Khoury et al., 2017). The findings reveal 

how awareness and sense of self are enacted or co-constituted through our embodied 

actions and dialogues with Self and others (Isaacs, 1999; Varela et al., 2016). 

Constitutive Cognition  

The concept of enaction maintains that our cognition does not represent the world 

but is co-emerging within it (Varela et al., 2016). This concept is reinforced by the 

descriptions of discovering and claiming Self made by the co-researchers, through 

recursive cycles of reflection, action, and creative exploration, and especially through the 

MPP and their relationships with Self and others. The study findings indicate that 



302 
 

practices such as mindful reflection, embodied artistic expression, and relational dialogue 

may constitute new awareness and agency (Gallagher, 2023). Self is enacted and realized 

through these embodied, situated practices. 

Tacit and Metaphoric Dimensions 

The study findings reveal that enaction includes tacit, pre-conceptual, and 

metaphoric dimensions. The co-researchers experienced transformation through metaphor 

(e.g., “rising from the ashes”) and tacit resonances (being valued, known, or free). These 

are not mere representations but living, enacted awareness that infuse everyday action and 

choice. This aligns with the call to action made by Varela (1976) which suggested that our 

perspectives on the mind-body problem could be altered by changing the logic used to talk 

about dualities, changing the metaphors we use in scientific ideas, and changing cultural 

conceptions about transformative experiences and their accessibility and permissibility 

(Vörös & Bitbol, 2017). Understanding this language gives us tools to shift that language 

and make enacting Self more accessible. 

The Unfolding Self 

The study shows enaction to be a recursively unfolding, dynamic process. This 

reaffirms our understanding of the co-emerging Self as non-linear and definitely not fixed, 

static, or pre-defined. Self-awareness emerged in cycles of engagement, reflection, letting 

go, and creative re-engagement with Self and others (Damasio, 2012; Depraz et al., 2003; 

Siegel, 2015). This suggests that Self is an act done or specifically becoming rather 

something we have. Self is enacted again and again through living. This finding tightly 

corresponds with the core principles of enaction (Varela et al., 2016). 
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Significance to Enaction 

The findings contribute to enactive theory by offering a rich, vivid, empirical 

account of how Self is dynamically enacted. The co-researchers position Self as a living, 

embodied, relational, and transformative practice (Damasio, 2012; Depraz et al., 2003; 

Khoury et al., 2017; Siegel, 2015; Varela et al., 2016). Self co-emerges in and through 

engagement with the world and through internal reflection. 

The findings support the concept that our well-being and transformation requires 

fostering environments and practices that allow for embodied, relational, and creative 

enactment of Self and not just cognitive insight. This suggests that enaction provides both 

a theoretical frame and a living reality for developing Self-awareness (Gallagher, 2023), 

and that Self is realized, integrated, and transformed through relational, embodied, and 

creative action. 

Agency 

The study findings have significant implications for reinforcing the dynamic nature 

of agency within enaction. The living experiences of the co-researchers enacting Self were 

especially informed by this perspective of agency. Within the findings of this study, 

agency is defined as emergent, dynamic, and relational (Di Paolo, 2005). Agency is not 

framed as an isolated trait possessed by an individual, but as an emergent property arising 

from ongoing interactions with Self (reflection and permission) and broader relational, 

social, and embodied contexts. The study shows agency manifesting through dynamic 

cycles of engagement, letting go, and creative enactment. This understanding of agency 

mirrors enactive principles of co-emergence (Varela et al., 2016). 
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Agency as Emergent, Dynamic, and Relational 

 If agency is an emergent property arising from ongoing interaction with Self-

reflection and others (Virenque & Mossio, 2024), it may expand the relationship we have 

with the concept of agency. Agency manifests through dynamic cycles of engagement, 

letting go, and creative enactment, which echoes the principles of enaction and 

acknowledges the fluctuating experience of agency we encounter (Depraz et al., 2003; Di 

Paolo, 2005; Di Paolo & De Jaegher, 2022; Virenque & Mossio, 2024). This 

acknowledgement can diffuse the dissonance associated with agentic power imbalances. 

This creates space for a deeper understanding of how our own internal dialogue and the 

context we find ourselves may be affecting our sense of agency. The co-researchers 

demonstrated that agency is not simply personal will or internal motivation, but is co-

constituted through their practices, environments, and social interactions (Virenque & 

Mossio, 2024). Acts of Self-permission, the pursuit of joy, and authentic connections 

illustrate that agency is shaped, enabled, or constrained by cultural, relational, and 

embodied factors.  

Agency as Embodied Practice 

 The study findings emphasize the importance of embodiment in agency. 

Specifically, the findings suggest decisions, confidence, liberation, and transformation 

happen through embodied activities (artistic creation, mindfulness, relational dialogue), 

not just cognitive choice. This supports reinforcing a definition of agency in practice as an 

embodied, affective, and enactive process (Virenque & Mossio, 2024). 

Thus, agency is a cyclical and nonlinear process. Our ability to experience agency 

is gained, lost, and reclaimed through cycles of permission, connection, and expression. 
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The study findings show that agency may ebb and flow, be re-negotiated within our Self 

and our environment, and be validated through mutual recognition. This aligns with the 

enactive view of complex adaptive, co-evolving systems (Maturana & Varela, 1991; 

Varela et al., 2016). The study offers creative and symbolic dimensions of enacting Self 

that suggest agency includes the power to reauthor narratives, shift our understanding of 

Self, and imagine new ways of being. This concept of co-emerging creativity is itself an 

enactive process. This suggests that agency in enactive systems may involve ongoing 

innovation and redefinition. 

In summary, the study findings suggest the concept of agency in enactive systems 

should be defined as: 

• An emergent, dynamic, and relational phenomenon 

• Rooted in embodied, ongoing practices 

• Dependent on the co-action of individual, relational, and cultural systems 

• Creative, cyclical, and integrative 

• Oriented toward authenticity, wholeness, and transformational possibility 

These findings reaffirm the notion that agency is perpetually enacted within, and 

inseparable from, the living, relational matrix of Self, body, and the world (Anderson, 

2014; Virenque & Mossio, 2024). This expanded conceptualization may have implications 

for fields concerned with identity, empowerment, learning, therapy, and the design of 

enactive systems more broadly. 

Dualistic Mindset 

The findings highlight several challenges that the co-researchers faced due to 

dualistic mindsets. They indicated conflicts in identity, experience, and values in dualistic 
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mindsets such as mind/body, self/other, and authentic/performative. The most significant 

challenges discussed pertaining to dualistic mindsets were notably overcome or diffused 

through enactive processes.  

The co-researchers described feeling divided or “split” between who they feel they 

should be, as shaped by the external forces of societal, familial, or cultural expectations, 

and their authentic, embodied sense of Self. This internal division created tension, Self-

doubt, and difficulty accessing their sense of authenticity or wholeness. Our historical 

dualistic thinking reinforced performative roles, which led participants to 

compartmentalize authenticity and social performance. The co-researchers recounted 

experiences of “masking” or suppressing their true selves to conform to external 

standards, which was both emotionally and psychologically taxing. 

Some participants recounted histories where their bodily experience was devalued 

or disregarded in favor of rationality, productivity, or appearance. This dissonance is 

characteristic of dualistic socialization that can inhibit our capacity for self-awareness and 

embodiment (Höppner, 2017). The findings further highlight the dissonance or barrier to 

joy, and permission experienced by the co-researchers (Roberts & Appiah, 2025). The 

dualism between “deserving” and “undeserving” or “selfish” and “selfless” undermined 

the co-researchers’ willingness to grant themselves permission to experience joy, rest, 

pleasure, or agency. Overcoming these binaries appears to be a critical aspect of becoming 

aware, Self-acknowledgement, and growth. 

Suspension of biases and expectations was the most prominent element in the 

epoché of becoming aware for the co-researchers. This suggests that our dualistic mindsets 

may be a significant obstacle to integration of Self that we need to deconstruct (Damasio, 
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2012; Gannon & Davies, 2007). The journey toward becoming aware of Self involves 

persistent, recursive challenges in dissolving these oppositional concepts. The co-

researchers described the process of suspending dualistic labels, which are often rooted in 

childhood, family, or cultural narratives and learning to embrace complexity, fluidity, and 

non-binary experiences of Self. The findings illustrate that dualistic mindsets can act as 

both explicit and tacit barriers to becoming aware and enacting Self. The findings show 

that healing, transformation, and the cultivation of authentic Self require ongoing, cyclical 

work to transcend these binaries and favor integration, wholeness, and the creative 

integration of Self. In showing how these dualisms (mind/body, authentic/performative, 

deserving/undeserving) undermine our sense of Self and Self-acknowledgement, the 

findings reinforce the importance of helping individuals and communities develop 

practices and language that support integration and complexity, rather than reinforcing 

false binaries. 

The Paradox of Being and Non-being in Grounded and Groundlessness 

 The paradox of being grounded while embracing groundlessness epitomizes the 

tension between stability and surrender at the heart of consciousness and leadership and 

the integration need of all aspects of Self. In Western culture, language, and frameworks, 

being grounded suggests stability, control, and a fixed identity. In enaction and Eastern 

traditions, groundlessness invites openness, relationality, and presence without a 

prescriptive foundation. Both are necessary. To dwell in groundlessness is not an aimless 

drifting, but an awakening to the continuity and freedom of interbeing. Groundlessness is 

the ultimate grounding. When considered through a holonic lens, this perspective reveals 

that Self is never just the point (reduced to a single entity) or the field (dissolved entirely 
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into the context). This paradox mirrors the holonic nature of Self, which is simultaneously 

whole unto itself and part of a greater whole, and of dynamic systems combining stability 

and contextual adaptability (Vaisvaser, 2024; Woźniak et al., 2025). 

 Groundlessness is the existential shift needed for openness, compassion, and co-

emergence (Varela et al., 2016). The co-researchers often used the phrase “grounded” or 

metaphors (e.g., anchored) to suggest a centering or stability of Self. Despite seeming like 

a contradiction, these are vital polarities, not opposites. Grounded(ness) is the living 

somatic experience of being and groundlessness is the ontological realization of inter-

being and awareness (Di Paolo, 2021; Sánchez Sánchez, 2023). One aspect of this study 

was to challenge the metaphors and other language that reinforce the dualistic mindsets of 

Western culture (Varela, 1976). The “grounding” language of Western symbolic language 

communicates control, bounded identity, and fixed reference points. The study findings 

illustrate co-researchers’ gradual shift from seeking grounding (the somatic experience) to 

trusting fluidity (the embodied ontological experience of becoming), which demonstrates a 

cognitive shift marking deeper awareness. Examples of this shift show up in the way 

Renee’s early description of “wearing a mask” or “walking crooked” shifted to “flying in 

a different direction,” “grounding in the air,” and “I remind myself I’ve done that before,” 

which demonstrates movement from a fixed Self to an unbound Self. Similarly, Tess 

described “barriers,” “a wall,” and “shame” that “kept her from herself,” which is 

language of separation and defense situated in security and control. She later uses the 

phrases “shedding layers,” “rising up,” and “mentally it frees up real estate,” defining 

wholeness as space and lightness rather than containment. 
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 This study considers both the constitutive ontology of Self, what the Self is, and 

the relational ontology of Self, becoming through living, dynamic relations (Bitbol, 2007; 

De Freitas, 2017; Depraz et al., 2003; Di Paolo, 2021; Van Inwagen, 2011). The fluidity of 

Self experienced by the co-researchers is the basis for the Eastern interpretation of No 

Self, which suggests that there is no fixed identity that we might consider as Self. Self is, 

rather, a process of impermanent conditions that are interdependent (Varela et al., 2016). 

This does not negate the concept of Self but frees the concept from a fixed definition. The 

co-researchers’ unfolding awareness and experiences of joy, agency, and freedom reveal 

an awakening to this groundless presence or co-emergence without foundation (Varela et 

al., 2016). 

 Enacting Self suggests that each dimension of being is simultaneously containing 

and transcending parts (Di Paolo, 2021; Wilber, 2000). Siegel (2022) modeled this 

simultaneous awareness of individual and collective identity as “MWE consciousness.” 

His model reinforces the notion of evolution of awareness through relational, dynamic 

interaction and not a fixed foundation. The holonic lens demonstrates how our 

understanding of the mind-body relationship can be reframed as a nested wholeness of 

being. In this way, holonic self-transcendence is seen as a vertical dynamic and 

complements the concepts of groundlessness and embodied enaction as open-ended living 

experiences (Meling, 2021; Varela et al., 2016; Wilber, 2000). In holonic terms (Wilber, 

1995), the Self is not a static entity to resolve or define, but a dynamic whole, 

transcending and unfolding (including our earlier forms). This process resonates with the 

transcendence associated with embodied enaction (Varela et al., 2016). 
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Implications for How We Think 

In the course of this study, my approach has been to both explore and encourage a 

fundamental shift in the language and conceptual models we use to think about Self, 

identity, and ultimately our awareness. The study findings challenge conventional, 

dualistic frameworks and encourage more nuanced, embodied, and relational approaches 

to voicing and modeling our experience of Self.  

Shift in Language and Models 

We can start by shifting our language. The study demonstrates that Self-awareness 

is not a fixed trait or status but a dynamic, cyclical process. We are becoming rather than 

being. This calls for language that emphasizes actions or verbs and processes (e.g., 

enacting Self, becoming aware, or practicing permission) instead of static nouns and 

categories (the Self as an object). In fact, in Chapter 1, I proposed the language of 

Self(ing) to describe the integrated process of Self-as-object and Self-as-knower. Words 

like journey, unfolding, integration, and returning honor the ongoing, living nature of 

awareness described by the participants. 

The study findings also suggest we have an opportunity to embrace more 

embodied and relational models of understanding. The experiences of the co-researchers 

illuminated in the study reveal that knowing and awareness arise from the body and 

emotions as well as cognition. New language should affirm bodily knowing, our affective 

sense, and embodied transformation as essential to Self-understanding. Adopting a 

relational ontology of the process of Self would further shift both language and 

perception. Rather than considering the process of Self(ing) as isolated concept, the 
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findings support language and models that foreground relationality and Self as emerging 

in connection, dialogue, and community.  

Traditional developmental or staged models often imply linear progression even 

when advocating for non-linear or recursive experiences (Bushe & Marshak, 2016; Carden 

et al., 2022; Dweck & Yeager, 2019; Kegan, 2018; Kegan & Lahey, 2016; Kolb & Kolb, 

2017; Mezirow, 2000). This study’s findings support models in which Self-awareness 

ebbs and flows, returns and transforms, suggesting diagrams or frameworks that spiral, 

interweave, or loop rather than progressing linearly. The findings make an argument for 

models and language that favor integration of mind and body as a process of Self and 

others that support authenticity. This approach to dynamic modeling would further help to 

deconstruct dualistic ways of thinking and enable wholeness as a living practice. 

Tacit and Situated Knowing 

One of the core elements this study brings forward is the value of tacit knowing, 

intuition, or our subconscious, preverbal resonances. This aspect of the study encourages 

language that welcomes and embraces the ambiguity, uncertainty, and affective essence of 

our knowing as valid. Future qualitative work has the opportunity to adopt language and 

models that reflect this dynamic, diverse, embodied approach.  

Practitioners can similarly integrate language and models that reflect the value of 

tacit knowing. Coaching, therapy, education, and leadership development professionals 

can benefit from tools and frameworks that use dynamic, process-based, creative, and 

integrative language, fostering spaces where individuals can live, express, and revise their 

identities in relationship to others and their own evolving sense of Self. This suggests that 

culturally, there is a need to shift our discourse away from fixed or binary models of Self 
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and move toward a more compassionate, creative, and systemic, process-oriented 

vocabulary that accommodates continual becoming and interconnectedness. The creative 

aspect of this study suggests that integrating more creative expression may engage deeper 

exploration of Self. The use of arts-based processes (like portraiture) could indicate a 

move toward models that are visual, narrative, and multisensory may be a natural 

supplement to analytic or strict verbal approaches. 

In conclusion, the study findings advocate for a radical expansion in both the 

language and modeling of the process of Self(ing). This shift should recognize the 

embodied, relational, creative, and cyclical dimensions of becoming aware, and resist the 

limitations of static, dualistic, or purely cognitive paradigms. Adopting dynamic models 

and language across practitioner fields will further support the integration of tacit 

knowledge. Incorporating creative expression, such as arts-based processes like portraiture 

used in this study, may engage deeper exploration of Self. 

Implications for Practice 

This study offers significant potential implications for both the practice and praxis 

of understanding and becoming aware of Self, particularly in contexts involving women’s 

identity, transformation, and agency. These implications may inform not only academic 

theory but also personal growth, coaching, therapy, leadership and collective or 

organizational engagement. The three primary implications for practice are: 

1. Self-awareness is cultivated in practice, through action, expression, and 

relationship. 

2. Transformation requires both permission and integration of body, mind, and 

community. 
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3. Practitioners of Self-awareness work (educators, coaches, therapists) should 

consider creating conditions for embodied, dialogic, and creative engagement, 

attending to both tacit and explicit dimensions of experience. 

Self-awareness Cultivated in Practice 

The findings of the study reframe Self-awareness from an internal, cognitive event 

to a living, embodied, and relational process. Becoming aware is enacted through 

interactions with Self, others, creative expression (e.g., the Meaningful Portrait Process), 

and everyday practices. This suggests that practitioners would benefit from engaging 

spaces and methods that prioritize bodily knowing, relational dialogue, and creative 

exploration, fostering an environment where Self-awareness is enacted or done rather than 

simply thought. The findings illustrate that Self is not constructed in isolation but co-

emerges in connections.  

In becoming aware, our connections with our internal Self, family, peers, and 

facilitators serve as both mirrors and catalysts for our Self-awareness. Praxis should then 

include communal or dialogic elements, which recognize that transformation is nurtured 

and affirmed within connection, not isolation. Because transformation is shown to be 

nurtured in relationship and dialogue, there are consequences for how organizations, 

families, and professionals may want to structure spaces for growth. Emphasizing safety, 

dialogue, and mutual recognition are essential for meaningful change. 

Transformation Requires Permission and Integration 

The study findings show that granting our Self permission to act, feel, and pursue 

joy and authenticity is essential to Self-awareness. The findings reflect that this is not an 

abstract change but is practiced and enacted daily through repeated choice and Self-
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authorizing behaviors. In praxis, this suggests the importance of interventions that support 

individuals in actively practicing Self-permission, validating our permission to author our 

own identities, and inviting intentional moments of Self-affirmation. 

Becoming aware is cyclical and iterative, involving repeated engagements, 

setbacks, and renewals. It is not a linear journey, but a process of continuing to return to 

Self, integration, and creative becoming. 

A supportive praxis would hold space for the nonlinear nature of becoming aware 

and invite repeated reflection and creative revisiting and allow for our intrapersonal flux 

and change. The study findings reveal the importance of tacit, embodied feelings 

(worthiness, being seen, wholeness) as both signals and building blocks of deeper 

understanding of Self. Effective praxis should address these subtle, often preverbal, 

experiences, valuing them as legitimate knowledge and sources of growth alongside more 

explicit insight. 

Practitioners Create an Embodied Relational Space 

The findings showed that a major barrier to Self-awareness is dualistic thinking 

(authentic/performative, mind/body, self/other), and that becoming aware involves 

ongoing work to dissolve these binaries, moving toward integration of Self and wholeness 

in a dynamic, nonlinear unfolding process. Practically, this advocates for approaches that 

help individuals witness, challenge, and creatively integrate the dissonance or split aspects 

of their experience, rather than oscillating between false opposites. In practice, integrating 

arts-based or metaphorical exercises, similar to the approaches used in this study, into 

Self-awareness work could unlock preverbal and tacit dimensions of self-understanding, 

making transformation more accessible and evident.  
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The findings of this study compel a mode of engagement in coaching, counseling, 

teaching, and leadership that resists reductionist assessment and quick fixes that focus on 

measuring “progress.” Too often, our practitioner spaces have defaulted to frameworks 

that presume a prescriptive transformation, modeling step-by-step programs, surveys, and 

change (Kegan & Lahey, 2016; Mezirow, 2000; Torbert, 2004). This research reveals that 

enacting Self requires a modality of deep engagement, creativity, and living reflection. 

Practitioner work cannot rely on passive, diagnostic reduction, or static outcome 

measures. Enacting Self in practice must invite emergence. The relational field becomes 

the site of praxis, where vulnerability, authenticity, and agency are not managed but 

witnessed and encouraged. Reframing the role of the practitioner in this way would 

redefine practice as a generative act of shared meaning-making rather than an act of expert 

intervention. 

Throughout the research interviews, I intentionally enacted this relational 

orientation. The structure of the conversations created a space where the co-researchers 

could encounter their Selves not as subjects being evaluated, but as agents of their own 

unfolding. The first interview question, intentionally open and reflective, served to 

reawaken inner authority. I stated that I wanted to start with what was most important to 

the co-researcher and asked, “What is the most important thing about you that you think I 

should know?” They often described feeling as though they had been “given permission,” 

but what that moment represented was more subtle: They recognized their own capacity to 

take it.  

This exchange is an illustration that agency within enacting contexts cannot be 

given; it must be reclaimed and embodied. When we create spaces free from performative 
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pressure or fixed expectations, as practitioners, we cultivate the conditions for agency to 

arise organically. Deep listening and witnessing invite both vulnerability and joy to 

surface as indicators of wholeness and integration where we have typically tried to stifle 

and manage these emotions. 

The embodied relational space this research suggests was reflected in the 

methodological posture of heuristic inquiry itself. The concept of practice and heuristic 

inquiry both enact a living dialogical praxis in which understanding arises through shared 

presence, mutual recognition, and the willingness to be transformed in relation (with Self 

and others). Just as a practitioner has the potential to co-create the environment for Self to 

emerge and unfold through embodied engagement, as a heuristic researcher I was a co-

participant in the unfolding of meaning with my co-researchers. This study’s 

methodological adaptations were intentional and natural extensions of the same enactive, 

relational principles that characterize becoming aware in practice, positioning inquiry as a 

living process of co-emergence, not detached observation (Sultan, 2019). Through this 

alignment of praxis and method, the implications for heuristic inquiry become most 

apparent. 

Implications for Heuristic Inquiry 

The adaptation I made of heuristic inquiry methods fundamentally shaped aspects 

of this study of women becoming aware as they enact Self. I did not originally intend to 

modify the heuristic inquiry method. Some of the adaptations were necessary to adapt to 

the temporal constraints of the study. Other adaptations emerged intuitively through deep 

indwelling with the data and appreciation for the theoretical alignment of both heuristic 

inquiry and enaction. 



317 
 

Practical Adaptations 

 I made practical adaptations primarily due to temporal constraints in the 

illumination and explication phases of my study. The adaptations included: (1) 

streamlining the interview process and often conducting the first and second interviews in 

close succession; (2) condensing the time for incubation and illumination by interviewing 

multiple co-researchers weekly and later returning to transcripts for reflection and 

analysis; (3) leveraging digital tools for organizing notes and combining written and audio 

journaling; (4) utilizing professional transcription rather than full manual embodied 

relation transcription for all interviews, though memos and post-interview audio 

reflections helped me retain embodied engagement. I maintained a fast-paced, iterative 

cycle of data collection, reflection, and analysis, which was a tight timeline, while also 

maintaining the necessary space for incubation, illumination, and reflection, as required 

for heuristic inquiry. 

 Though this process allowed for rich, thick, and nuanced data, it was less 

temporally open-ended than classic heuristic inquiry. My reflective incubation periods 

were adapted to fit the logistical realities I experienced. I incorporated reflection and 

indwelling in a nonlinear fashion, sometimes after data collection, sometimes with brief 

windows between phases or even concurrently with analysis. I intuitively listened to my 

Self to understand my mental and emotional needs and how I was showing up with and in 

the analysis. 

 Practically, these adaptations made the study feasible and accessible within the 

time and resource constraints I experienced, and they are also common in organizational 

and academic research. These adaptations demonstrate that heuristic inquiry can be 
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flexible and applied outside the original structures and timelines proposed by Moustakas 

(2014) and Sultan (2019). In fact, despite the compressed timeline, I was able to maintain 

my depth with the data through frequent journaling, reflexive memos, and regular member 

checks with the co-researchers and connections with my dissertation chair. My creative 

use of digital tools and iterative analytical reviews created repeated engagements with the 

data that mimicked heuristic inquiry’s classic long incubation. My rich professional 

experience with interviewing and qualitative analysis made me more comfortable both in 

adapting the methods and knowing that my adaptations would meet the criteria of heuristic 

inquiry. 

 Compressing the incubation and illumination phase was not without some risk. 

Shortening these critical phases could have left me with superficial insights, and I risked 

insufficiently processing tacit and intuitive dimensions of the data. There was a danger of 

prioritizing explicit (verbalized) knowing over tacit (embodied, intuitive) knowing. This 

potential bias resulted in another deviation from heuristic inquiry methods. I interrupted 

the theming analysis to create space for indwelling and wrote the individual depictions. 

Typically, heuristic inquiry relies on indwelling to surface deep insights (Sultan, 2019). 

Throughout my application of adaptations, I attempted to make intentional, conscious 

decisions and structured reflections and bracketing to mitigate bias. I acknowledged that 

closely scheduled interviews might blur individual narratives or inadvertently converge 

themes. The individual depictions led to the conceptual adaptations made in this study. 

Conceptual Adaptations 

 As an aspect of this study, I have repeatedly reinforced the intent to deconstruct 

dualistic models and move away from traditional linear thinking. This study’s results 
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encourage us to embrace recursive processes and frameworks that capture co-emergent, 

dynamic, and embodied phenomena. Heuristic inquiry was selected as a method to parallel 

the philosophies of enaction, allowing the study to be a testament to the enaction of the co-

researchers. As a result, within the data analysis, I modified and expanded traditional 

models of heuristic inquiry to account for the enactive philosophy, the principle of 

groundlessness, and the dynamic process of becoming aware of Self (Varela et al., 2016). 

My adaptations of the heuristic inquiry method are a practical application of enaction. I 

accepted the co-emergence of the model and the data, recognized the complexity and 

interconnected nature of the two, and allowed the data to influence the analytical frame 

rather than being confined by it. I integrated categories of embodied awareness-based 

experiences, metaphors, and resonances as analytical lenses beyond the classic core 

themes. I leveraged both explicit (core themes) and tacit (resonances) frameworks, 

expanding Moustakas’ (2014) original concept with custom structures emerging from the 

data.  

Additionally, to avoid reductionist renderings of individual experiences of 

becoming, I eliminated the exemplar profiles as an explicit construct within the analysis. 

However, through iterative immersion with the data, profiles emerged across each 

framework that repeatedly transcended demographics and context to reflect the emerging 

experience of becoming aware. Within each framework, these individuals were noted, but 

I reiterate the caution in defining their experience as “the exemplar” of becoming aware 

and enacting Self. In an autopoietic process of enaction, each co-researcher is the 

exemplar in their own experience.  
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 In the explication phase, I identified four lenses through which I could consider 

different dimensions of the co-researcher experience: (1) embodied awareness-based 

experiences, (2) core themes, (3) metaphors, (4) variations in resonances. The frameworks 

are not static categories, but dynamic overlapping lenses that account for the non-linear, 

cyclical, and individualized nature of the co-emerging process of becoming aware. The 

core themes and metaphors align with the classic analysis within a heuristic inquiry. 

Typically, the consideration of symbolic language such as metaphors would not be 

separated from the themes. The discrete analysis of both the embodied awareness-based 

experiences and the resonances as implicated experiences, both interpreted by me, are 

deviations from classic heuristic inquiry analysis. 

 By explicitly adapting the frameworks to consider the multi-dimensional, 

overlapping, and cyclical nature of the co-researchers’ experience, the study was able to 

provide a richer, multi-layered portrayal of the living experiences. The use of metaphor 

and resonance frameworks amplifies complex, subtle, nonverbal, and non-linear dynamics 

of co-emerging Self and transformation. The details of these insights could be lost in 

conventional theme-based analysis. The frameworks are structured so that variations in 

each co-researcher’s process of becoming aware are preserved. This type of muti-

dimensional analytical framing allows for the co-emergence, recognition, and honoring of 

divergence and avoids reductionist renderings of profiles. 

 The second significant conceptual adaptation I made to the heuristic inquiry 

method was eliminating the exemplar profiles. Traditionally, the exemplars serve to 

clarify the findings and abstract concepts within the themes (Sultan, 2019). Not including 

the exemplars did risk losing some of the nuance, emotional depth, and relatability that the 
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exemplars provide to readers. I chose to rely on the composite depiction of the multi-

dimensional lenses of the frameworks to explicate the dynamic, co-emerging nature of 

becoming aware of Self. I was confident that the thick, rich descriptions embedded in the 

composite description sufficiently created a vision of the experiences. Additionally, the 

nature of the individual patterns of becoming aware risked being erased in an exemplar 

profile. Readers may inadvertently reduce one or two co-researchers’ experiences and 

patterns of becoming aware to a generalized experience of becoming aware. 

 To compensate for the absent exemplar profiles, additional tables were used to 

capture and synthesize the patterns of experience. This approach potentially validates 

using descriptive tables within the composite depiction as an alternative to convey depth 

and variation. This approach could expand what is recognized as rigorous explication 

within heuristic inquiry. Eliminating the exemplar profiles did streamline the presentation 

and elevated the analytical frameworks, but it also required more diligent use of thick, rich 

quotations for vivid individual narratives and complementary descriptive tables. 

 Ultimately, I believe these changes to heuristic inquiry may raise interesting 

methodological questions for qualitative research. My adaptations suggest that questions 

of rigor are able to shift from validating systematic coding to how we engage deeply, 

recursively, and creatively with the unique data each individual participant brings. 

Additionally, how might research quality be defined by additional characteristics of 

transparency, reflexivity, and creative adaptation? Furthermore, how are recursive, 

cyclical, or only partially conscious/explicit experiences represented in research 

methodology? What are the analytical processes or units that foreground co-researchers’ 

symbolic language, embodied experiences, and nonlinear processes? What does 
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dialogical, co-emergent analysis look like that responds to the data instead of imposing a 

structure on the data? These are just a few of the questions that challenge researchers 

interested in enactive heuristic inquiry. 

Significance of Adaptations 

The adaptations support my ability to fully engage both personally and 

relationally, making reflexive self-inquiry not just permissible but essential. Through these 

adaptations, I captured personal transformation and autobiographical transparency. The 

mutual vulnerability between myself and the co-researchers emerged as a core driver of 

insight. My deep immersion allowed for the surfacing of tacit, embodied, and emotional 

aspects of Self-awareness that may have remained hidden using less dynamic and cyclical 

methodologies. The cyclical, iterative, and recursive nature of heuristic inquiry supported 

my flexible adaptations as the study unfolded. Data collection and analysis proceeded in 

waves, allowing for emergent themes, repeated sense-making, and opportunities for both 

my co-researchers and I to identify new insights. 

My approach to heuristic inquiry brings into question the openness of the method 

to multiple forms of data and knowing. I did not just report the findings but synthesized 

the data creatively through the multiple frameworks. This approach led to new 

understandings of Self-awareness that integrate cognitive, somatic, and symbolic levels. 

Effectively, my study evolved from a singular investigation to a fundamentally relational 

endeavor. In the foreground were dialogue, mutual recognition, and the co-creation of 

meaning. Awareness and identity emerged not in isolation but within connection, which 

echoed the enactive and dialogical theoretical frameworks underpinning the work (Isaacs, 

1999; Varela et al., 2016). 
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 The adaptations made to the heuristic inquiry approach allowed for the surfacing 

of tacit, preverbal, and existential resonances (being worthy, seeing her Self, laying down 

a path). These subtle and profound elements became legitimate findings, not just 

anecdotal observations, thus broadening what counts as valid knowledge in understanding 

Self and transformation. Integrating arts-based and somatic methods further deepened the 

transformational understanding of the research which illustrated that Self-awareness is 

enacted, not just described or conceptualized.  

Adaptation Delimitations and Limitations 

Implementing a more flexible approach to heuristic inquiry required that I be 

particularly vigilant about reflexivity and critical analysis, especially regarding 

transferability, diversity, and potential for over-identification with the data. Each deviation 

I made from traditional methodology meant that not only was I conducting research for 

the first time, but I was establishing the steps and protocols. At times, this increased stress 

on me as a graduate student learning the process, and yet it was the path that felt the truest 

to the study. I maintained the rigor and trustworthiness of my adaptations through constant 

communication with my dissertation committee and chair. Though I ensured my ultimate 

outcomes aligned with the intent of each phase of heuristic inquiry, the adaptation did 

limit my ability to discretely check my progress against other scholars. These limitations 

catalyzed methodological growth, prompting me to pay explicit attention to 

intersectionality, limits in demographic generalizability, and the development of new 

practices for balancing immersion with critical distance. 

The adaptation to heuristic inquiry transformed the study into an embodied, 

relational, and creative exploration of Self-awareness. It enabled me to access otherwise 
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potentially inaccessible depths of living experience, prioritized praxis, and transformation 

over description, and enabled me to produced findings of both scholarly and practical 

significance. It is my hope that this study proves to be an example of how heuristic 

inquiry, when adapted with rigor and creativity, can yield even more rich, multi-layered 

understanding of complex human phenomena.  

Delimitations and Limitations of Findings 

One of my more significant insights has been with respect to the value and 

influence of delimitations and limitations on the impact and course of the study. 

Delimitations and limitations can often be treated as functional elements in writing a 

dissertation (Coker, 2022). Reference materials often list numerous examples of 

delimiting criteria to consider and imprecise examples of possible limitations (Creswell, 

2014; Marshall & Rossman, 2016; Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Guidance rarely informs an 

individual study on what factors are most important for that particular study and how to 

identify delimitations and limitations that will have significant bearing. This process has 

been described as a rite of passage for new researchers to discern through experiential 

learning (Coker, 2022). 

In Chapter 3, when I initially discussed delimitations and limitations, I focused on 

traditional delimiting elements of methodology and sample characteristics. I reiterated the 

standard concerns about generalizability, small sample size, and lack of diversity. With 

some hubris, I asserted that my own subjectivity was not a limitation because it was 

considered vital to heuristic inquiry. To be fair, it is not that my delimitations and 

limitations noted were inaccurate, just naively understated.  
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As previously noted, this study was not designed or intended to generate results 

that could be generalized. My initial concerns about the diversity of the sample group 

were realized. This research was intentionally delimited to an idiosyncratic group of 

women who participated in a specific photographic experience. The co-researchers were 

volunteers who were identified by the photographer as meeting the criteria and having 

been previously open to sharing their experience. Though there was some ethnic diversity 

within the group (two African American and one Asian American), the sample was fairly 

homogeneous with respect to age, education, and geographic location. The age range of 

the co-researchers was 46-67 years old, which put most of the participants in similar 

generational brackets. Though many of the co-researchers originated in various parts of 

the U.S. or the world, they are all generally co-located in the South Central region of the 

United States now. These co-researcher attributes potentially limited the diversity and 

breadth of experience captured. Additionally, most participants shared similar experiences 

with some form of embodied awareness-based practices such as yoga, meditation, 

mindfulness, coaching, counseling, or therapy, and most were cognizant of dissonance or 

transformative experiences in their lives. There is clear opportunity to explore the 

experience of becoming aware as we enact Self across other demographics, considering 

the idiosyncratic nature of this group. Further research will be needed to ascertain whether 

it was the context of the experience or the accumulated embodied experiences of these 

participants that generated these specific results. However, considering how the results of 

this study do reaffirm concepts of embodied, autopoietic enaction, agency, and the 

affective implications of that embodied autopoietic enaction and agency, it adds to its 

trustworthiness, rigor, and potential transferability of the findings (Guba, 1981).  
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Upon reflection, the biggest delimiting factor in this study was me as the 

researcher. I was focused on the study as an objective process. I failed to consider my 

influence on the process despite having written a statement on my own embodiment in the 

study. This is a testament to how individuals can objectively understand what they want to 

do and still miss the opportunities to live or embody it.  

This was the largest academic study I have undertaken to date, and the first time I 

utilized heuristic inquiry methods in a study. That context alone is cause for reflection and 

constitutes a potential limiting factor. It is to be expected that as a novice researcher, my 

data collection plan or timeline would have opportunities for revision. In the previous 

section, I acknowledged adaptations to the methodology for both practical and conceptual 

reasons in Chapter 3. I documented the process in my data collection plan and data 

analysis plan; however, I realize now that keeping a separate journal specifically for data 

collection and analysis strategy would have provided a more explicit and detailed 

explanation. My data collection process was embedded in my ongoing daily journals, 

which made it more challenging for me to excise and articulate the modifications of the 

strategy. 

Furthermore, given the nature of enaction, this research study is a complex 

integration of multiple theoretical concepts that are dynamically interconnected. 

Consequently, even with a simple research question, the data obtained was rich and 

complex. A significant limitation was my own experience in contextualizing the complex 

findings in an explicit and coherent manner in the construct of an academic discourse. 

Constant reflection, indwelling, and iterations with data enabled me to move forward. As I 

struggled to find the words to express or conceptualize my thoughts, I often reflected on a 
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quote by Pablo Picasso that has long been a favorite of mine, “Learn the rules like a pro, 

so you can break them like an artist.” 

 As noted in Chapter 3, one of the significant limitations of this study was also 

time. It is common in modern graduate programs for full-time students to also be full-time 

professionals (Coker, 2022). Heuristic inquiry methods require extensive, deep immersion 

in the data with time for reflection and sense-making (Sultan, 2019). Temporal limitations 

often impacted my ability to step away and have deep reflections at significant moments 

and situate myself in the data, in my understanding, in the theories or research, and make 

sense of what I was learning from my co-researchers. I often felt like I was jumping from 

the proverbial fire of writing one section or chapter to the frying pan of trying to write the 

next. I attempted to use meditation and journalling to mitigate the stress and anxiety I 

experienced. This research study had external constraints limiting the overall timeline that 

at times could not be mitigated. 

In the course of this research, I used multiple trustworthiness strategies to assure 

overall methodological rigor. I engaged in iterated dialogue and used thick descriptions, 

member checks, peer debriefing, reflexive journaling, and data triangulation. Multiple 

rounds of analytic memos, immersion and incubation cycles, and comparative framework 

building contributed to depth and helped to mitigate individual bias (Guba & Lincoln, 

1982).  

Embodying Self as The Researcher  

 My analysis and the subsequent findings are based on the experiences of the co-

researchers. Through iterative and recursive incubation and indwelling, I was able to 

immerse myself in the narrative of their explicit experiences which revealed the core 
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themes, and to interpret their tacit or implicit knowledge as variations in resonances. I 

selected heuristic inquiry in part because the researcher and co-researchers must share the 

living experience being studied (Moustakas, 2014; Sultan, 2019). I was a participant in the 

MPP in 2021, and the experience affected my understanding of Self profoundly. 

 The preface to this dissertation was one of the first sections of this dissertation I 

wrote from a series of journal entries. The preface was intended as a personal guiding 

construct to understand my internal voice, vision, and justification as I embarked on this 

study. Over a year and a half later, while finalizing my data analysis, I noticed that 

concepts emerging in my data analysis from the co-researchers’ experiences were similar 

to those I experienced during my own MPP. 

The Dissonance of Self 

 In the problem statement, I called out the imbalance between the external and 

internal Self, also referred to as the Self-as-object and Self-as-knower. In the preface, I 

observed how others created normative fencing for my consciousness, and that while we 

should be independent experts on our own Self, the opposite often feels true. This calls out 

the tension in consciousness and self-knowledge at the root of becoming aware. Similarly, 

the social construction of identity is a key concept of this study. The co-researchers 

articulated how they felt their lives were defined by perceptions and opinions of others 

and this led to Self-editing to align to normative, male-dominant expectations. My 

experiences with conflicting social messages about what it means to be a woman and 

being conditioned to diminutize my womanhood are paralleled in the preface. 
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Existential Authenticity 

Existential authenticity also emerges as a common concept across my data analysis 

where the co-researchers experienced a sense of freedom and existential awakening 

associated with being and becoming their “true” or “authentic” Self. In my preface, I 

reflect on not being bound by other’s perceptions of my Self or even to one Self. I 

acknowledge that I am continuously becoming and co-emerging with life around me. This 

challenges the static notion of identity and embraces a dynamic, evolving sense of Self. 

Beyond authenticity, power dynamics and agency play a significant role in the co-

researchers’ experiences. My analysis identified agency as a core component of 

authenticity and describes liberation from Self-limiting or external expectation as a core 

theme. In my preface, I recount my own sense of agency and independence as fabricated 

wrappings in social acceptance, which illustrates a complex relationship between 

perceived and authentic agency. 

The Beautiful Emancipation 

The perception of freedom and emancipation is a thread through both the co-

researchers’ experience and the preface of this dissertation. The co-researchers described 

the liberating experience of becoming aware and enacting Self. They perceived a sense of 

permission to relax into themselves and be open to the world in their experiences. In my 

preface, I actually frame the research as a beautiful emancipation and emphasize gaining 

permission to not only look inward but also listen and embrace Self. 

 These integrated concepts reveal an existential exploration across broad concepts 

of identity, authenticity, and our nature of becoming aware internally and within social 

contexts. In this chapter, I considered the significance of these concepts and the findings 
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of the study, discussed each finding, and demonstrated the implications inherent in the 

finding. Next, I will consider potential future research. 

Future Research 

When I embarked on the study of women becoming aware as they enact Self, I had 

no delusions of definitively defining consciousness or ratifying the muti-disciplinary 

discourse on what is Self. My intent was to amplify the living experiences of women 

because I knew there was meaning and value within those experiences. It is often the 

nature of heuristic inquiry that researchers find more questions than answers at the end of 

their study (Moustakas, 2014; Sutan, 2019). I think it is the inherent curiosity of 

researchers attracted to this type of research that allows us to be excited by that rather than 

defeated by the lack of answers. It is with that curious mindset that I consider the 

following areas of future research. 

Intersectionality and Diversity 

This was a small qualitative study with limited demographic diversity. Future 

researchers may wish to include women from a variety of cultural, racial, socioeconomic, 

and geographic backgrounds to understand how intersectional identities may influence the 

process of becoming aware as they enact Self. Future research should include participant 

groups more varied in age, ethnicity, geographic region, and prior experience with 

embodied awareness-based experiences and arts-based practices to test the transferability 

of the findings. More traditional expansions may include cross-cultural studies that 

compare experiences across different societies and cultural norms to reveal both universal 

and context-specific elements of the process of Self. The study can be expanded to other 

genders such as cisgender males, non-binary individuals, and those who are gender fluid 
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or gender non-conforming. This study and any future research should be adapted and 

tailored for groups who face unique barriers to understanding Self and agency, such as 

gay, lesbian, bisexual, or transgender individuals, individuals with disabilities, or women 

in patriarchal contexts. 

Longitudinal and Cyclical Studies 

This study was bound both contextually and temporally. There is an opportunity to 

conduct a longitudinal study to explore how the process of Self and agency evolve in the 

course of living experiences over multiple time points, especially as women navigate 

major life transitions. If we take the context of the MPP, a study tracking the enduring 

impact of the MPP over years, and exploring changes or persistence of Self, could add 

value to our understanding of becoming aware. Additionally, investigating nonlinear 

aspects of Self by documenting the process of revisiting, setbacks, and renewals of Self 

over extended periods would further illuminate the recursive process. 

Embodied and Arts-Based Methods 

There is also opportunity to systematically study the effects and modalities of arts-

based practices (e.g., similar to the MPP) as interventions for becoming aware of Self and 

developing a sense of agency. Researchers may consider different forms of portraiture or 

investigate similar processes of artistic media, or partnering with artists, designers, or 

photographers to co-create participatory heuristic inquiries. Such studies could examine 

the diverse nature and facilitators of the interventions to assess unique and shared 

attributes within the process of becoming aware. This body of research could also 

illuminate how tacit, bodily, and preverbal forms of knowing contribute to the process of 
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Self and transformation by integrating body-oriented therapies/interventions and/or other 

creative approaches. 

Practice-Oriented Inquiry  

The potential impact on the nature of dualistic mindsets stood out in this study. 

Future research could design and evaluate interventions in practice (in education, therapy, 

coaching, and the workplace) aimed specifically at helping individuals recognize and 

move beyond dualistic, fragmented views of Self. These studies could also explore the 

effectiveness of nonlinear, integrative models that support the process of Self and identify 

formation in teaching, coaching, or leader development. By exploring the application of 

these concepts in practice, there is an opportunity to design studies to test the practical 

utility of this study’s findings in coaching, psychotherapy, education, and leadership 

development, especially focusing on cultivating permission, agency, and creative self-

enactment. 

Future research could explore models of leadership and coaching that apply the 

constitutive attributes (e.g., realizing affirming, honoring) as enactive systems of 

integration for executive coaching, leadership development, retreats, or organizational 

learning. Studies could explore self-reflection, or somatic and aesthetic interventions for 

agency and ethical awareness in complex systems leadership. 

By pursuing these areas, future research can build on this study’s integrative, 

embodied, and relational framework. Future research in any of these areas would expand 

knowledge, refine methods and models, and improve practice for individuals and 

communities engaging in the dynamic process of becoming aware as they enact Self. 
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Conclusion 

For many, this body of work will not resonate because the concept of enacting Self 

seems, well, Self-evident. However, in this study, there is a significant difference between 

the daily, performative modeling of Self with which we all are familiar, and the beautiful 

emancipation of enacting Self experienced by the co-researchers. The study advances our 

understanding of the complex abstract concepts of enaction and becoming aware by 

revealing their interior, phenomenological expressions as a living, embodied, and co-

emerging process illustrated through constitutive attributes. The findings reinforce 

groundlessness as a daily practice of the embodied Self enacted in interconnected, non-

dual models of consciousness and highlight awareness as embodied, temporal, and deeply 

influenced by internal and external dynamics. The findings contribute novel conceptual 

and practical clarity and suggest that the integration of biological, psychological, and 

spiritual dimensions can help to diffuse dualistic frameworks and ways of thinking, 

allowing us to embrace holistic, dynamic concepts of Self. 

For the co-researchers in this study, the findings emphasize the consequences of 

conflicting social-cultural expectations, especially for women. These embedded biases 

fostered deep identity conflicts for the co-researchers. These tensions were central to 

themes of permission, emancipation, joy, authenticity, agency, and whole Self that 

emerged from the study.  

I synthesized the experiences of the co-researchers across four dimensions in 

frameworks used to reveal the complexity and cyclical nature of becoming aware. I 

identified the explicit themes and interpreted their tacit knowledge in the variations in 

resonances. The co-researchers used metaphors and embodied descriptions to make sense 
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of their discovery of Self. Recurring concepts included agency, freedom, empowerment, 

connection, and transformation.  

The study was widely framed in terms of the work Depraz et al. (2003) and their 

model of epoché for becoming aware. The study reinforces the importance of the dynamic, 

interdependent elements of suspension, redirection, and letting go. These elements each 

facilitate the co-researchers’ understanding of Self and transformation. They indicated 

being able to set aside biases, both external and self-imposed; focus internally; and 

embrace their experiences and emotions more readily. This integration of Self-as-knower 

and Self-as-object (Damasio, 2012) was how the co-researchers were able to achieve 

groundlessness (Meling, 2022; Varela et al., 2016). 

My hope is that the embodied, dialogical, and phenomenological approach to this 

study contributes a novel and nuanced understanding of how women become aware as 

they enact Self. Despite the small and idiosyncratic group of co-researchers, the findings 

suggest opportunities for further research and potential practical value in living, embodied 

experiences, especially in how we create space for transformative Self-reflection and 

agency. The constitutive attributes have implications for enactive approaches to 

organizational change, bridging phenomenological systems theory, and practical 

applications in leadership, well-being, and adaptive transformation. 

When I started the journey, I was not certain where it would take me. The 

willingness to embrace that ambiguity and step forward into the path not yet made is the 

essence of enacting Self and experiencing groundlessness. There are so many ways we can 

enact Self, but it is elusive by nature. That is what makes this study unique. The 

meaningful portrait process provided a rare defined and shared context to amplify the 
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process of becoming aware as we enact Self. The constitutive attributes are enlightening 

regarding what some of those patterns are for each of us. Perhaps we may identify other 

spaces where these patterns are enabled and further explicate our understanding of the 

process of Self. 

Creative Synthesis  

Heuristic inquiry calls for a creative synthesis that allows the researcher the 

freedom to illuminate the essence of the phenomenon in a manner that captures the 

meaning-making process of the researcher (Sultan, 2019). Sultan (2019) described the 

creative synthesis as a “visionary synthesis of living experience.”  

The concept of deconstructing the co-researchers’ individual experiences to 

consider the essence of the experience in its “totality” (Moustakas, 1990, p. 50) as a living 

experience at times felt antithetical to the concept of becoming aware and enacting Self. 

As a concept and as enaction, it is complex, dynamic, and interconnected and emerging 

with the world or environment within which it exists. As the researcher, I was fully 

immersed in data and as the heuristic inquiry method suggests, I had to pause and separate 

myself from the data for rest and incubation. I often became intertwined deeply with the 

shared experiences. The living experiences of these co-researchers were powerful and 

visceral. When working with the data, I often felt an emotional response. I would reflect 

on the profound experiences related by the co-researchers and see connections between 

my own experiences and theirs. I found myself thinking about the co-researchers and their 

experiences throughout my day, subconsciously, at spontaneous moments. 

Each interview with my co-researchers was fascinating. I laughed and cried. I 

found myself connecting deeply to their experiences on an affective and existential level, 
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even when the factual elements of our experiences differed. I recall that during an 

interview Charlie recounted a story of how she became ill after sharing her story in a 

group counseling session. She explained how at first, she was on an emotional “high” and 

the day felt “unprecedented” and “glorious.” Then the next day, she could not get out of 

bed. She was diagnosed with walking pneumonia. Charlie described it as her:  

body purged at a cellular level. So much emotion that I got physically sick. It 

broke down my body in such a way that I just literally was releasing so much. My 

body was vulnerable to whatever was around me. 

After that interview with Charlie, I said farewell to her and felt a rush of energy from the 

interview; I intended to do my journaling and some additional writing and research. There 

were some fascinating elements I wanted to tease out and reflect on. Within minutes, I 

emotionally and physically crashed. I ended up curled up on my couch taking a 3-hour 

nap. I was mentally and physically exhausted. 

 When I awoke from my nap, I reflected on the idea of transference of energy. 

Charlie had shared her experience, and I had received it. In that moment we were co-

emerging together. In fact, with each interview, my understanding of Self was unfolding 

and emerging. In holonic terms, I was a whole unto my Self and still a part of their 

experiences and this study. Each co-researcher shared how the process of participating in 

the study continued to inform their own awareness and understanding of Self beyond the 

MPP. My own notes showed that my reflections were just as often about me and my 

experiences as they were about what had come out of the interview for the co-researcher. 

 When I thought about what would depict both the essence of the study and my own 

experience within the study, I wanted to depict (1) how we are our own focus of 
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meditation or mandala; (2) how we are in motion, co-emerging as we become aware; and 

(3) how our words and experiences interact and embed in each other as we co-emerge 

enacting Self with others. I wanted to use a photo from the MPP to highlight the power 

within the photography. However, I also needed to preserve the anonymity of the co-

researchers. I decided to use one of my photographs from my MPP to reflect how this 

study has affected me and demonstrate how the co-researchers and I share the essence and 

nature of becoming aware as we enact Self. 

Figure 12 represents the creative synthesis of this study, highlighting the 

significance of the connections and the balance between our Self-as-knower and Self-as-

object. It features a portrait of me taken during my MPP. I did not initially select this 

photo in 2021 because it felt too joyful. However, I chose it now due to the smile that 

symbolizes the joy and pride I experienced throughout this journey, alongside the women 

involved in the study. In the portrait, I am stepping forward, embodying, and becoming. 

The words that overlay my body are the key concepts from this study, words of the co-

researchers as they imprinted upon me, and the names of significant women in my life. 

This represents my joy, my agency, and the dynamic relationships within this 

phenomenon and study. 
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Figure 12 

Creative Synthesis Becoming Aware as I Enact Self 

 
(Photograph by M. Koh, 2021, Graphic art by E. Venegas, Small Hat Studio, 2025)  



339 
 

References 

 

Aerts, D. (2014). Quantum theory and human perception of the macro-world. Frontiers in 

Psychology, 5, 554.  

Aguayo, C., Videla-Reyes, R., & Veloz, T. (2023). Entangled cognition in immersive 

learning experience. Adaptive Behavior, 31(5), 497-515.  

Allen, M., & Friston, K. J. (2018). From cognitivism to autopoiesis: towards a 

computational framework for the embodied mind. Synthese, 195(6), 2459–2482.  

American Psychiatric Association. (2024) Mental health disparities: Women’s mental 

health. Retrieved 10/26/2024 from 

https://www.psychiatry.org/getmedia/aa325a61-5b60-4c71-80f1-

dc80cf83c383/Mental-Health-Facts-for-Women.pdf 

Anderson, J. (2014). Autonomy, agency, and the self. In B. Fultner (Ed.), Jurgen 

Habermas: Key Concepts (pp. 91–112). Routledge.  

Anderson, R. (2018). Frontiers in transpersonal research methods: Historical overview and 

renewed visions. Journal of Transpersonal Psychology, 50(2).  

Arandia, I. R., & Di Paolo, E. A. (2021). Placebo From an Enactive Perspective. Frontiers 

in Psychology, 12, 660118. 

Archer, M. S. (2010). Conversations about reflexivity. Routledge London.  

Ashworth, P. (2003). An Approach to Phenomenological Psychology: The Contingencies 

of the Lifeworld. Journal of Phenomenological Psychology, 34(2), 145–156.  

Barad, K. (2003). Posthumanist Performativity: Toward an Understanding of How Matter 

Comes to Matter. Signs: Journal of Women in Culture and Society, 28(3), 801–

831.  



340 
 

Barad, K. (2014). Diffracting diffraction: Cutting together-apart. Parallax, 20(3), 168-187.  

Barandiaran, X. E. (2017). Autonomy and Enactivism: Towards a Theory of Sensorimotor 

Autonomous Agency. Topoi, 36(3), 409–430.  

Barroilhet, S. A., & Ghaemi, S. N. (2020). Psychopathology of Mixed States. Psychiatric 

Clinics of North America, 43(1), 27–46.  

Becerra, L. A., Hill, E. M., & Abraham, K. M. (2022). Self-Portraits: Literal Self-

Portraits, Mandalas, and Free Drawings to Reduce Anxiety. Art Therapy, 39(1), 

34–42.  

Belfi, A. M., & Loui, P. (2020). Musical anhedonia and rewards of music listening: 

current advances and a proposed model. In Annals of the New York Academy of 

Sciences (Vol. 1464, pp. 99–114). New York Academy of Sciences. 

Bitbol, M. (2007). Ontology, matter, and emergence. Phenomenology and the Cognitive 

Sciences, 6(3), 293–307. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11097-006-9041-z 

Bohm, D. (2005). Wholeness and the implicate order. Routledge.  

Bohm, D. (2012). Quantum theory. Courier Corporation.  

Borghi, A. M., & Caruana, F. (2015). Embodiment Theory. In J.D Wright (Ed.), 

International Encyclopedia of the Social & Behavioral Sciences (Second Edition, 

Vol 7, pp. 420–426). Elsevier. 

Bratton, V. K., Dodd, N. G., & Brown, F. W. (2011). The impact of emotional intelligence 

on accuracy of self‐awareness and leadership performance. Leadership & 

Organization Development Journal, 32(2), 127–149.  

Bretherton, I. (1992). The origins of attachment theory: John Bowlby and Mary 

Ainsworth. Developmental Psychology, 28(5), 759–775. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11097-006-9041-z


341 
 

Brilliant, R. (1991). Portraiture. Reaktion Books.  

Brisola, E. B. V., & Cury, V. E. (2016). Researcher experience as an instrument of 

investigation of a phenomenon: An example of heuristic research. Estudos de 

Psicologia (Campinas), 33, 95-105.  

Bruza, P. D., Wang, Z., & Busemeyer, J. R. (2015). Quantum cognition: a new theoretical 

approach to psychology. Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 19(7), 383–393.  

Buckley, W. (1968). Modern systems research for the behavioral scientist; a soursebook. 

Aldine Publishing Company.  

Burnett, S. A. G. (2017). Embodied Knowing, Embodied Inquiry, and Embodied 

Teaching: Inviting a Visit from the Infinite, and How to Make a Container 

ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global.  

Burri, A. (2018). The Cartesian other. Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, 17(2), 

325–342.  

Bushe, G. R. P., & Marshak, R. J. P. (2016). The Dialogic Mindset: Leading Emergent 

Change in a Complex World. Organization Development Journal, 34(1), 37–65.  

Butler, J. (2009). Performativity, precarity and sexual politics. AIBR. Revista de 

Antropología Iberoamericana, 4(3). 

https://aibr.org/antropologia/04v03/criticos/040301b.pdf  

Carastathis, A. (2014). The Concept of Intersectionality in Feminist Theory. Philosophy 

Compass, 9(5), 304–314.  

Carden, J., Jones, R. J., & Passmore, J. (2022). Defining self-awareness in the context of 

adult development: A systematic literature review. Journal of Management 

Education, 46(1), 140–177.  



342 
 

Cetina, K. K. (2014). Intuitionist theorizing. In R. Swedberg (Ed.), Theorizing in social 

science: The context of discovery (pp. 29–60).  

Cheney, L. D. G. (2011). Concealments and revelations in the self-portraits of female 

painters. In Forum on public policy: A journal of the Oxford round table. Forum 

on Public Policy. https://www.academia.edu/download/50305532/cheney.pdf  

Chirkov, V. (2009). Critical psychology of acculturation: What do we study and how do 

we study it, when we investigate acculturation? International Journal of 

Intercultural Relations, 33(2), 94–105.  

Churchland, P. M. (2013). Matter and consciousness. MIT press.  

Churchland, P. S. (1983). Consciousness: The transmutation of a concept. Pacific 

Philosophical Quarterly, 64(1), 80–95.  

CITI Program. (2025). Retrieved 01/29/2025 from 

https://about.citiprogram.org/course/human-subjects-research-2/ 

Clare, L. (2002). Developing awareness about awareness in early-stage dementia: the role 

of psychosocial factors. Dementia, 1(3), 295–312.  

Clark, A. (2010). Supersizing the mind: Embodiment, action, and cognitive extension. 

Oxford University Press.  

Clayton, P. (2004). Mind and emergence: From quantum to consciousness. Oxford 

University Press.  

Cleeremans, A., Achoui, D., Beauny, A., Keuninckx, L., Martin, J. R., Muñoz-Moldes, S., 

Vuillaume, L., & de Heering, A. (2020). Learning to Be Conscious. Trends in 

Cognitive Sciences, 24(2), 112–123.  



343 
 

Clover, D. E. (2006). Out of the Dark Room:Participatory Photography as a Critical, 

Imaginative, and Public Aesthetic Practice of Transformative Education. Journal 

of Transformative Education, 4(3), 275–290.  

Coker, D. C. (2022). A Thematic Analysis of the Structure of Delimitations in the 

Dissertation. International Journal of Doctoral Studies, 17, 141–159.  

Colditz, I. G. (2020). A consideration of physiological regulation from the perspective of 

Bayesian enactivism. Physiology & Behavior, 214, 112758.  

Collins, P., McLaughlin, A., Higginbotham, E., Henderson, D., Tickamyer, A., 

MacDonald, V. M., Gatta, M., Manuel, T., Jones-Deweever, A., & Schram, S. 

(2009). Emerging intersections: Race, class, and gender in theory, policy, and 

practice. Rutgers University Press.  

Colombetti, G. (2010). Enaction, sense-making, and emotion. In J. Stewart, O. Gapenne, 

& E.A. Di Paolo (Eds.), Enaction: Toward a new paradigm for cognitive science 

(pp. 145-164). MIT Press. 

Cooley, C. H. (1902). The looking-glass self. The production of reality: Essays and 

readings on social interaction, 6(1902), 126–128.  

Cooper, R., & Burrell, G. (1988). Modernism, Postmodernism and Organizational 

Analysis: An Introduction. Organization studies, 9(1), 91–112.  

Cooper, R., & Burrell, G. (2015). Modernism, postmodernism, and organizational 

analysis: An introduction. In M. Parker & G. Burrell (Eds.), For Robert Cooper 

(pp. 141–167). Routledge.  



344 
 

Cooper, Z., & Fairburn, C. (1987). The eating disorder examination: A semi‐structured 

interview for the assessment of the specific psychopathology of eating disorders. 

International journal of eating disorders, 6(1), 1–8.  

Creswell, J. W. (2013). Qualitative inquiry and research design : choosing among five 

approaches (3rd ed.). SAGE Publications.  

Creswell, J. W. (2014). Research design : qualitative, quantitative, and mixed methods 

approaches (4th ed.). SAGE Publications.  

Creswell, J. W., & Poth, C. N. (2016). Qualitative inquiry and research design: Choosing 

among five approaches. Sage publications.  

Cuffari, E. C., Di Paolo, E., & De Jaegher, H. (2015). From participatory sense-making to 

language: there and back again. Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, 14(4), 

1089–1125.  

Damasio, A. (2012). Self comes to mind: Constructing the conscious brain. Vintage.  

Damasio, A. R. (1999). The feeling of what happens: Body and emotion in the making of 

consciousness. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.  

Dasgupta, S. (2017). Constitutive explanation. Philosophical Issues, 27, 74–97.  

Davis, N., Hsiao, C.-P., Yashraj Singh, K., Li, L., & Magerko, B. (2016). Empirically 

studying participatory sense-making in abstract drawing with a co-creative 

cognitive agent. In Proceedings of the 21st International Conference on Intelligent 

User Interfaces (pp. 196-207). 

De Freitas, E. (2017). Karen Barad’s Quantum Ontology and Posthuman Ethics: 

Rethinking the Concept of Relationality. Qualitative Inquiry, 23(9), 741–748. 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800417725359 

https://doi.org/10.1177/1077800417725359


345 
 

De Jaegher, H., & Di Paolo, E. (2007). Participatory sense-making: An enactive approach 

to social cognition. Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, 6, 485–507.  

De Jaegher, H., & Di Paolo, E. (2008). Making sense in participation: An enactive 

approach to social cognition. Emerging communication, 10, 33.  

De Jaegher, H., Di Paolo, E., & Gallagher, S. (2010). Can social interaction constitute 

social cognition? Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 14(10), 441–447.  

De Jesus, P. (2023). Enacting Enaction-Enaction Enacted: Experiments With and Through 

Enactive Ontologies. Research Online Dissertation and Theses. 

https://doi.org/10.25602/GOLD.00033973 

Delprato, D. J., & Midgley, B. D. (1992). Some fundamentals of BF Skinner's 

behaviorism. American psychologist, 47(11), 1507.  

Demšar, E. (2017). Enacting Science: Extending Enaction Beyond the Content of a 

Theory. Constructivist Foundations 13(1), 46-48. 

Depraz, N., Varela, F. J., & Vermersch, P. (2003). On becoming aware: A pragmatics of 

experiencing (Vol. 43). John Benjamins Publishing.  

Dewey, J. (1938). Experience and education. MacMillan.  

Di Paolo, E., & Thompson, E. (2014). The enactive approach. The Routledge handbook of 

embodied cognition, 68–78.  

Di Paolo, E. A. (2005). Autopoiesis, Adaptivity, Teleology, Agency. Phenomenology and 

the Cognitive Sciences, 4(4), 429–452.  

Di Paolo, E. A. (2021). Enactive becoming. Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, 

20(5), 783–809. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11097-019-09654-1 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11097-019-09654-1


346 
 

Di Paolo, E. A., & De Jaegher, H. (2022). Enactive Ethics: Difference Becoming 

Participation. Topoi, 41(2), 241–256.  

Diamond, B. I., & Albercht, J. (1987). Medical and psychiatric implications of generic 

drugs. Psychopathology, 20(Suppl. 1), 92–98.  

Dieterich-Hartwell, R., & Koch, S. C. (2017). Creative arts therapies as temporary home 

for refugees: Insights from literature and practice. Behavioral Sciences, 7(4), 69.  

Djuraskovic, I., & Arthur, N. (2010). Heuristic inquiry: A personal journey of 

acculturation and identity reconstruction. Qualitative Report, 15(6), 1569–1593.  

Dong, X., Xie, J., & Gong, H. (2025). A meta-analysis of artificial intelligence 

technologies use and loneliness: Examining the influence of physical embodiment, 

age differences, and effect direction. Cyberpsychology, Behavior, and Social 

Networking, 28(4), 233–242.  

Douglass, B. G., & Moustakas, C. (1985). Heuristic inquiry: The internal search to know. 

Journal of Humanistic Psychology, 25(3), 39–55.  

Dweck, C. S. (2006). Mindset: The new psychology of success. Random house.  

Dweck, C. S., & Yeager, D. S. (2019). Mindsets: A View From Two Eras. Perspectives on 

Psychological Science, 14(3), 481–496.  

Dysphoria. Merriam-Webster. Retrieved December 24 from https://www.merriam-

webster.com/dictionary/dysphoria 

Eagly, A. H., & Carli, L. L. (2007). Women and the Labyrinth of Leadership. Harvard 

business review, 85(9), 63–71.  

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/dysphoria
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/dysphoria


347 
 

Eagly, A. H., & Revelle, W. (2022). Understanding the Magnitude of Psychological 

Differences Between Women and Men Requires Seeing the Forest and the Trees. 

Perspectives on Psychological Science, 17(5), 1339–1358.  

Ehrman-Shapiro, J. (2018). Participatory Transaction in Dance/Movement Therapy. 

American Journal of Dance Therapy, 40(2), 287–299.  

Eisenberg, N., Spinrad, T. L., & Eggum, N. D. (2010). Emotion-related self-regulation and 

its relation to children's maladjustment. Annual review of clinical psychology, 6(1), 

495–525.  

Erikson, E. (1994). Theory of identity development. Identity and the life cycle. WW 

Norton & Company. (Orginal work published in 1959). 

Farrell, E. (2020). Researching Lived Experience in Education: Misunderstood or Missed 

Opportunity? International Journal of Qualitative Methods, 19, 

160940692094206.  

Feinberg, T. E., & Keenan, J. P. (2005). Where in the brain is the self? Consciousness and 

Cognition, 14(4), 661–678.  

Fenwick, T. J. (2000). Expanding conceptions of experiential learning: A review of the 

five contemporary perspectives on cognition. Adult Education Quarterly, 50(4), 

243–272.  

Fletcher, C., & Baldry, C. (2000). A study of individual differences and self‐awareness in 

the context of multi‐source feedback. Journal of Occupational and Organizational 

Psychology, 73(3), 303–319.  

Flockhart, G. (2023). Trauma and Memory in Women's Photographic Practice: A 

Diffractive Posthuman Approach. In M. B. N. Ingham, N. Milic, V. Kantas, S. 



348 
 

Andersdotter, & P. Lowe (Ed.), Handbook of Research on the Relationship 

Between Autobiographical Memory and Photography (pp. 22–58). IGI Global.  

Fodor, J. A. (1983). The modularity of mind. MIT press.  

Ford, J., & Harding, N. (2011). The impossibility of the ‘true self’of authentic leadership. 

Leadership, 7(4), 463–479.  

Fox, D. R., Austin, S., & Prilleltensky, I. (2009). Critical psychology: An introduction.  

Frasca, T. J., Leskinen, E. A., & Warner, L. R. (2022). Words like weapons: Labeling 

women as emotional during a disagreement negatively affects the perceived 

legitimacy of their arguments. Psychology of Women Quarterly, 46(4), 420–437.  

Freeland, C. (2007). Portraits in painting and photography. Philosophical Studies, 135(1), 

95–109.  

Freeman, W. J. (2000). How brains make up their minds. Columbia University Press.  

Gallagher, S. (2013). A pattern theory of self. Frontiers in human neuroscience, 7, 443.  

Gallagher, S. (2017). Introduction. In Enactivist Interventions: Rethinking the Mind. 

Oxford University Press.  

Gallagher, S. (2018). A well-trodden path: From phenomenology to enactivism. Filosofisk 

Supplement, 3, 42–47.  

Gallagher, S. (2023). Embodied and Enactive Approaches to Cognition. Cambridge 

University Press. https://doi.org/DOI: 10.1017/9781009209793 

Gallagher, S., & Lindgren, R. (2015). Enactive metaphors: Learning through full-body 

engagement. Educational Psychology Review, 27(3), 391–404, A010.  

https://doi.org/DOI


349 
 

Gallese, V. (2014). Bodily selves in relation: embodied simulation as second-person 

perspective on intersubjectivity. Philosophical Transactions of the Royal Society of 

London. Serie B. Biological Sciences, 369(1644), 20130177.  

Gannon, S., & Davies, B. (2007). Postmodern, poststructural, and critical theories. In S.N. 

Hesse-Biber (Ed.), Handbook of feminist research: theory and praxis (p. 71). 

SAGE Publications. 

Garvey, R., Garvey, B., & Stokes, P. (2021). Coaching and mentoring: Theory and 

practice. Sage.  

Gelter, H. (2003). Why is reflective thinking uncommon. Reflective Practice, 4(3), 337–

344.  

Gerber, J. P., Wheeler, L., & Suls, J. (2018). A social comparison theory meta-analysis 

60+ years on. Psychological Bulletin, 144(2), 177.  

Gesbert, V., Durny, A., & Hauw, D. (2017). How Do Soccer Players Adjust Their Activity 

in Team Coordination? An Enactive Phenomenological Analysis. Frontiers in 

Psychology, 8, 854–854.  

Giddens, A. (2023). Modernity and self-identity. In Social Theory Re-Wired (pp. 477–

484). Routledge.  

Ginsburg, H. P., & Opper, S. (2016). Piaget’s theory of intellectual development.  

Guba, E. G. (1981). Criteria for Assessing the Trustworthiness of Naturalistic Inquiries. 

Educational Communication and Technology, 29(2), 75–91.  

Guba, E. G., & Lincoln, Y. S. (1982). Epistemological and Methodological Bases of 

Naturalistic Inquiry. Educational Communication and Technology, 30(4), 233–

252.  



350 
 

Guignon, C. (2004). On being authentic. Routledge.  

Hammersley, M., & Gomm, R. (1997). Bias in social research. Sociological research 

online, 2(1), 7–19.  

Hanh, T. N. (2020). Being peace. Parallax Press.  

Harmon-Jones, E., & Mills, J. (2019). An introduction to cognitive dissonance theory and 

an overview of current perspectives on the theory.  

Harms, P. D., Spain, S. M., & Hannah, S. T. (2011). Leader development and the dark 

side of personality. The Leadership Quarterly, 22(3), 495–509.  

Harwood, N. (2005). ‘We do not seem to have a theory… The theory I present here 

attempts to fill this gap’: Inclusive and exclusive pronouns in academic writing. 

Applied linguistics, 26(3), 343–375.  

Haslanger, S. (2019). Cognition as a social skill. Australasian Philosophical Review, 3(1), 

5–25.  

Hermans, H. J., Kempen, H. J., & Van Loon, R. J. (1992). The dialogical self: Beyond 

individualism and rationalism. American Psychologist, 47(1), 23.  

Higgs, M., & Rowland, D. (2010). Emperors with clothes on: The role of self-awareness 

in developing effective change leadership. Journal of Change Management, 10(4), 

369–385.  

Høffding, S., & Martiny, K. (2016). Framing a phenomenological interview: what, why 

and how. Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, 15, 539–564.  

Hogg, M. A., Abrams, D., & Brewer, M. B. (2017). Social identity: The role of self in 

group processes and intergroup relations. Group Processes & Intergroup 

Relations, 20(5), 570–581.  



351 
 

Hogg, M. A., & Reid, S. A. (2006). Social Identity, Self-Categorization, and the 

Communication of Group Norms. Communication Theory, 16(1), 7–30.  

Holm, G., Sahlström, F., & Zilliacus, H. (2018). Arts-based visual research. In P. Leavy 

(Ed.), Handbook of arts-based research (pp. 311–335). The Guilford Press. 

Holm, M. (2022). 15 Mindfulness and More: Spiritual Forms of Meditation. Management, 

Spirituality and Religion, 225–232.  

Honneth, A. (2004). Recognition and Justice: Outline of a Plural Theory of Justice. Acta 

Sociologica, 47(4), 351–364.  

Höppner, G. (2017). Rethinking Socialization Research through the Lens of New 

Materialism. Frontiers in Sociology, 2.  

Horowitz, D., & van Eeden, R. (2015). Exploring the learnings derived from catalytic 

experiences in a leadership context. SA Journal of Human Resource Management, 

13(1), 1–10.  

Houston, S., & Dolan, P. (2008). Conceptualising child and family support: The 

contribution of Honneth's critical theory of recognition. Children & Society, 22(6), 

458–469.  

Huitt, W., & Hummel, J. (2003). Piaget's theory of cognitive development. Educational 

Psychology Interactive, 3(2). 

https://www.edpsycinteractive.org/topics/cognition/piaget.html  

Hutto, D. D. (2005). Knowing What? Radical Versus Conservative Enactivism. 

Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, 4(4), 389–405.  

Ihde, D. (2003). Postphenomenology-again? (Working paper No. 3 2003, pp. 3-25) Centre 

for Science Technology Society-Studier. 

https://www.edpsycinteractive.org/topics/cognition/piaget.html


352 
 

https://sts.au.dk/fileadmin/sts/publications/working_papers/Ihde_-

_Postphenomenology_Again.pdf  

Illouz, E. (2008). Saving the modern soul: Therapy, emotions, and the culture of self-help. 

University of California Press.  

Isaacs, W. (1999). Dialogue: And the art of thinking together. Double day.  

Jackendoff, R. (1987). Consciousness and the computational mind. The MIT Press.  

Jaiswal, P. (2025). Heartscape Resonance: A Psychophysiological Coherence-Based 

Expressive Arts Therapy Intervention for Quantum Healing of Emotional 

Dysregulation. Digital Commons Thesis. 

https://digitalcommons.lesley.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1000&context=expr

essive_therapies_theses  

James, W. (1958). Talks to teachers. Norton New York.  

Johnson, L. (2019). Resonance: Definition, Types, Frequency & Examples. Retrieved 

April 27, 2025 from https://www.sciencing.com/resonance-definition-types-

frequency-examples-13721569/ 

Johnstone, F., & Imber, K. (2021). Anti-Portraiture: Challenging the Limits of the 

Portrait. Bloomsbury Publishing.  

Juengst, S., Skidmore, E., Pramuka, M., McCue, M., & Becker, J. (2012). Factors 

contributing to impaired self-awareness of cognitive functioning in an HIV 

positive and at-risk population. Disability and Rehabilitation, 34(1), 19–25.  

Jung, C. G. (2020). Modern man in search of a soul. Routledge.  

Kabat-Zinn, J. (2002). Guided mindfulness meditation Boulder, CO, Sounds True.  

Kabat-Zinn, J. (2015). Mindfulness. Mindfulness, 6(6), 1481–1483.  



353 
 

Kegan, R. (2000). What "form" transforms?: A constructive-developmental approach to 

transformative learning. In J. M. Associates (Ed.), Learning as Transformation: 

Critical Perspectives on a Theory in Progress (pp. 35–69). Jossey-Bass.  

Kegan, R. (2018). What “form” transforms?: A constructive-developmental approach to 

transformative learning. In K. Illeris (Ed.), Contemporary theories of learning (pp. 

29–45). Routledge.  

Kegan, R., & Lahey, L. L. (2016). An everyone culture : becoming a deliberately 

developmental organization. Harvard Business Review Press.  

Koestler, A. (1967). The ghost in the machine. London, Hutchinson. 
  

Khoury, B., Knäuper, B., Pagnini, F., Trent, N., Chiesa, A., & Carrière, K. (2017). 

Embodied Mindfulness. Mindfulness, 8(5), 1160–1171.  

King, J. E. (2024). (R)Evolutions: Experiences of Living a Calling in Organizational 

Change. ProQuest Dissertations & Theses. 

Kitayama, S., Markus, H. R., Matsumoto, H., & Norasakkunkit, V. (1997). Individual and 

collective processes in the construction of the self: self-enhancement in the United 

States and self-criticism in Japan. Journal of Personality and Social Psychology, 

72(6), 1245.  

Knight, Z. G. (2017). A proposed model of psychodynamic psychotherapy linked to Erik 

Erikson's eight stages of psychosocial development. Clinical Psychology & 

Psychotherapy, 24(5), 1047–1058.  

Kolb, A. Y., & Kolb, D. A. (2017). Experiential learning theory as a guide for experiential 

educators in higher education. Experiential Learning & Teaching in Higher 

Education, 1(1), 7–44.  



354 
 

Kondrat, M. E. (1999). Who Is the “Self” in Self‐Aware: Professional Self‐Awareness 

from a Critical Theory Perspective. Social Service Review, 73(4), 451–477.  

Koole, S. L., Greenberg, J., & Pyszczynski, T. (2006). Introducing science to the 

psychology of the soul: Experimental existential psychology. Current Directions 

in Psychological Science, 15(5), 212–216.  

Koole, S. L., Schlinkert, C., Maldei, T., & Baumann, N. (2019). Becoming who you are: 

An integrative review of self‐determination theory and personality systems 

interactions theory. Journal of Personality, 87(1), 15–36.  

Kordeš, U. (2017). The elusive blueprint for building bridges. Constructivist Foundations, 

13(1), 48–50.  

Kordeš, U., & Demšar, E. (2023). Horizons of becoming aware: Constructing a pragmatic-

epistemological framework for empirical first-person research. Phenomenology 

and the Cognitive Sciences, 22(2), 339–367.  

Kozinets, R., Gretzel, U., & Dinhopl, A. (2017). Self in Art/Self As Art: Museum Selfies 

As Identity Work. Frontiers in Psychology, 8, 731.  

Kronsted, C. S. M. (2021). An enactivist model of improvisational dance The University 

of Memphis.  

Kuhn, T. S. (1962, 1996). The structure of scientific revolutions. University of Chicago 

Press.  

Kyselo, M. (2013). Locked-in syndrome and BCI-towards an enactive approach to the 

self. Neuroethics, 6, 579–591.  

Kyselo, M. (2014). The body social: an enactive approach to the self. Frontiers in 

Psychology, 5, 986.  



355 
 

Kyselo, M. (2016). The enactive approach and disorders of the self-the case of 

schizophrenia. Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, 15, 591–616.  

Lakoff, G., & Johnson, M. (2003). Metaphors we live by (2nd ed.). University of Chicago 

Press.  

Leary, M. R. (2003). The self and emotion: The role of self-reflection in the generation 

and regulation of affective experience. In K. R. S. R. J. Davidson, & H. H. 

Goldsmith (Ed.), Handbook of affective sciences (pp. 773–786). Oxford University 

Press.  

LeDoux, J. E. (1998). The emotional brain: The mysterious underpinnings of emotional 

life. Simon and Schuster.  

Legrand, D. (2006). The bodily self: The sensori-motor roots of pre-reflective self-

consciousness. Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, 5(1), 89–118.  

Lewis, M. (2010). The emergence of human emotions. In M. Lewis, J.M. Haviland-Jones, 

& L.F. Barrett (Ed.), Handbook of emotions. (pp. 265-280). Guilford Press. 

Leyva, A. (2022). Embodied movement consciousness. Phenomenology and the Cognitive 

Sciences, 21(1), 161–180.  

Li, Z., Ruan, M., Chen, J., & Fang, Y. (2021). Major depressive disorder: advances in 

neuroscience research and translational applications. Neuroscience Bulletin, 37(6), 

863–880.  

Lutz, A., Lachaux, J.-P., Martinerie, J., & Varela, F. J. (2002). Guiding the study of brain 

dynamics by using first-person data: Synchrony patterns correlate with ongoing 

conscious states during a simple visual task. Proceedings of the National Academy 

of Sciences, 99(3), 1586–1591.  



356 
 

Lyotard, J.-F. (1994). The postmodern condition. The Postmodern Turn: New Perspectives 

on Social Theory (pp. 27–38). Cambridge University Press. 

Machado, A. (2004). Boder of a dream: Selected poems. Cooper Canyon Press.  

Maiese, M. (2017). Transformative learning, enactivism, and affectivity. Studies in 

Philosophy and Education, 36(2), 197–216.  

Maiese, M. (2022). Mindshaping, enactivism, and ideological oppression. Topoi, 41(2), 

341–354.  

Mälkki, K. (2010). Building on Mezirow’s theory of transformative learning: Theorizing 

the challenges to reflection. Journal of Transformative Education, 8(1), 42–62.  

Manley, D. R. (2009). Mood as Embodied Action: A Phenomenological Study of 

Interaction between Self and the Environment. ProQuest Dissertation & Theses. 

Marshall, C., & Rossman, G. B. (2016). Designing qualitative research (6th ed.). SAGE.  

Marshall, J. (2007). The gendering of leadership in corporate social responsibility. Journal 

of Organizational Change Management, 20(2), 165–181.  

Martin, L., Oepen, R., Bauer, K., Nottensteiner, A., Mergheim, K., Gruber, H., & Koch, S. 

(2018). Creative arts interventions for stress management and prevention—A 

systematic review. Behavioral Sciences, 8(2), 28.  

Mashour, G. A., Roelfsema, P., Changeux, J.-P., & Dehaene, S. (2020). Conscious 

processing and the global neuronal workspace hypothesis. Neuron, 105(5), 776–

798.  

Mathews, F. (2017). The dilemma of dualism. In Routledge handbook of gender and 

environment (pp. 54–70). Routledge.  



357 
 

Maturana, H. R., & Varela, F. J. (1987). The tree of knowledge: The biological roots of 

human understanding. Shambhala.  

Maturana, H. R., & Varela, F. J. (1991). Autopoiesis and cognition: The realization of the 

living (Vol. 42). Springer Science & Business Media.  

May, R., & Yalom, I. (2005). Existential psychotherapy. Thomson Brooks/Cole 

Publishing Co.  

May, R. E. (1961). Existential psychology. Random House. 

McNay, L. (2013). Foucault and feminism: Power, gender, and the self. John Wiley & 

Sons.  

Mead, G. H. (2015). Part III: The Self. In C. Morris, D. Huebner, & H. Joas (Eds.), Mind, 

self, and society: The definitive edition (pp. 135–222). University of Chicago. 

(Orginal work published 1934). 

Meling, D. (2021). Knowing groundlessness: An enactive approach to a shift from 

cognition to non-dual awareness. Frontiers in Psychology, 12, 697821. 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.697821 

Meling, D. (2022). Knowing the knowing. Non-dual meditative practice from an enactive 

perspective. Frontiers in Psychology, 13, 778817.  

Merleau-Ponty, M. (1965). Phenomenology of perception (C. Smith, Trans.). Routledge. 

Merleau-Ponty, M. (2013). Phenomenology of perception (D.A. Landers, Trans.). 

Routledge. (Original work published in 1965). 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203720714 

Merriam, S. B., & Tisdell, E. J. (2016). Qualitative research: A guide to design and 

implementation (4th ed.). Jossey-Bass.  

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2021.697821
https://doi.org/10.4324/9780203720714


358 
 

Mezirow, J. (2000). Learning as transformation: Critical perspectives on a theory in 

progress (1st ed.). Jossey-Bass.  

Mihalache, G. (2019). Heuristic inquiry: Differentiated from descriptive phenomenology 

and aligned with transpersonal research methods. The Humanistic Psychologist, 

47(2), 136–157.  

Milton, I. (2011). What does mindfulness really mean?: Therapeutic and liberating effects: 

Part II. Psychotherapy in Australia, 18(1), 74–78.  

Morris, T. H. (2019). Self-directed learning: A fundamental competence in a rapidly 

changing world. International Review of Education, 65(4), 633–653.  

Morris, T. H. (2020). Experiential learning–a systematic review and revision of Kolb’s 

model. Interactive Learning Environments, 28(8), 1064–1077.  

Moseley, G. L., Gallace, A., & Spence, C. (2008). Is mirror therapy all it is cracked up to 

be? Current evidence and future directions. Pain, 138(1), 7–10.  

Moustakas, C. (1990). Heuristic Research: Design, methodology, and applications. SAGE 

Publications.  

Moustakas, C. (2014). Heuristic inquiry – Design and methodology. In K. J. Schneider, J. 

F. Pierson, & J. F. T. Bugental (Eds.), The Handbook of Humanistic Psychology : 

Theory, Research, and Practice (pp. 435–448). SAGE Publications.  

Moustakas, C. E. (1994). Phenomenological research methods. Sage Publications.  

Müller, S., Artmann, M., & Surrey, C. (2023). Opening the human spirit to sustainability 

transformation: the potential for individual human–nature resonance and 

integrative rituals. Sustainability Science, 18(5), 2323–2339.  



359 
 

Muri, S. A. (2007). Beyond the face: Art therapy and self-portraiture. The Arts in 

Psychotherapy, 34(4), 331–339.  

Nesi, J., dos Santos, R. L., & Benites, M. (2024). Exploring enactivism: A scoping review 

of its key concepts and theorical approach. Advances in Integrative Medicine, 

11(4), 184–190.  

Newman, G. E., Bloom, P., & Knobe, J. (2014). Value judgments and the true self. 

Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 40(2), 203–216.  

Northoff, G., Heinzel, A., De Greck, M., Bermpohl, F., Dobrowolny, H., & Panksepp, J. 

(2006). Self-referential processing in our brain—a meta-analysis of imaging 

studies on the self. Neuroimage, 31(1), 440–457.  

Northouse, P. G. (2025). Leadership: Theory and practice. Sage publications.  

Noy, C. (2008). Sampling knowledge: The hermeneutics of snowball sampling in 

qualitative research. International Journal of Social Research Methodology, 11(4), 

327–344.  

Nuñez, C. (2009). The self portrait, a powerful tool for self-therapy. European Journal of 

Psychotherapy & Counselling, 11(1), 51–61.  

O’Neill, M., Mansaray, S., & Haaken, J. (2017). Women’s lives, well-being, and 

community arts-based biographical methods. International Review of Qualitative 

Research, 10(2), 211–233.  

O’Regan, J. K., Myin, E., & Noë, A. (2005). Sensory consciousness explained (better) in 

terms of ‘corporality’ and ‘alerting capacity.’ Phenomenology and the Cognitive 

Sciences, 4(4), 369–387.  



360 
 

Olivares, O. J., Peterson, G., & Hess, K. P. (2007). An existential‐phenomenological 

framework for understanding leadership development experiences. Leadership & 

Organization Development Journal, 28(1), 76–91.  

Ownsworth, T., Fleming, J., Strong, J., Radel, M., Chan, W., & Clare, L. (2007). 

Awareness typologies, long-term emotional adjustment, and psychosocial 

outcomes following acquired brain injury. Neuropsychological Rehabilitation, 

17(2), 129–150.  

Oxford English Dictionary. (2025). know, v. In OED.com. Retrieved April 18, 2025, from 

https://doi.org/10.1093/OED/2046285452  

Pace Giannotta, A. (2021). Autopoietic enactivism, phenomenology, and the problem of 

naturalism: A neutral monist proposal. Husserl Studies, 37(3), 209–228.  

Paganini, G. A., Summers, K. M., Ten Brinke, L., & Lloyd, E. P. (2023). Women 

exaggerate, men downplay: Gendered endorsement of emotional dramatization 

stereotypes contributes to gender bias in pain expectations. Journal of 

Experimental Social Psychology, 109, 104520.  

Panksepp, J. (2004). Affective neuroscience: The foundations of human and animal 

emotions. Oxford University Press.  

Parker, I. (1999). Critical psychology: Critical links. Annual review of Critical 

Psychology, 1(1), 3–18.  

Pee, L. G., Pan, S. L., & Cui, L. (2019). Artificial intelligence in healthcare robots: A 

social informatics study of knowledge embodiment. Journal of the Association for 

Information Science and Technology, 70(4), 351–369.  



361 
 

Peoples, K. (2020). How to write a phenomenological dissertation: A step-by-step guide 

(Vol. 56). Sage Publications.  

Pepping, C. A., Walters, B., Davis, P. J., & O’Donovan, A. (2016). Why do people 

practice mindfulness? An investigation into reasons for practicing mindfulness 

meditation. Mindfulness, 7, 542–547.  

Plaza-del-Arco, F. M., Curry, A. C., Curry, A., Abercrombie, G., & Hovy, D. (2024). 

Angry men, sad women: Large language models reflect gendered stereotypes in 

emotion attribution. arXiv preprint arXiv:2403.03121.  

Polanyi, M. (1966). The logic of tacit inference. Philosophy, 41(155), 1–18.  

Polanyi, M. (2009). The tacit dimension. In Knowledge in organisations (pp. 135–146). 

Routledge.  

Pothos, E. M., & Busemeyer, J. R. (2013). Quantum principles in psychology: The debate, 

the evidence, and the future. Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 36(3), 310–327.  

Power, F. B. (2011). In The Moment: A Phenomenological Case Study of the Dynamic 

Nature of Awareness and Sensemaking. ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global.  

Price, D. D., & Barrell, J. J. (2012). Inner experience and neuroscience: Merging both 

perspectives. MIT Press.  

Pullen, A., & Vachhani, S. J. (2021). Feminist ethics and women leaders: From difference 

to intercorporeality. Journal of Business Ethics, 173(2), 233–243.  

Qiu, R. (2023). Traditional gender roles and patriarchal values: Critical personal narratives 

of a woman from the Chaoshan region in China. New Directions for Adult and 

Continuing Education, 2023(180), 51–63.  



362 
 

Rahmani Azad, Z., Goedderz, A., & Hahn, A. (2023). Self-awareness and stereotypes: 

Accurate prediction of implicit gender stereotyping. Personality and Social 

Psychology Bulletin, 49(12), 1695–1708.  

Reddekop, J. (2014). Thinking across worlds: Indigenous thought, relational ontology, 

and the politics of nature; or, If only Nietzsche could meet a Yachaj. ProQuest 

Dissertation & Theses.  

Righetti, F. (2024). Re-enactment and embodied resonance in episodic memory: 

Reconciling phenomenological approaches and constructive theories. 

Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11097-024-

10026-7 

Roberts, B. (2011). Photographic portraits: Narrative and memory. In Forum Qualitative 

Sozialforschung/Forum: Qualitative Social Research (Vol 12, No. 2). 

https://www.qualitative-research.net/index.php/fqs/article/download/1680/3204/ 

Roberts, B. R., MacLeod, C. M., & Fernandes, M. A. (2022). The enactment effect: A 

systematic review and meta-analysis of behavioral, neuroimaging, and patient 

studies. Psychological Bulletin, 148(5-6), 397.  

Roberts, M., & Appiah, R. (2025). The complexities of joy: a qualitative study of joy 

cultivation, loss of joy, and happiness in British adults. International Journal of 

Qualitative Studies on Health and Well-being, 20(1).  

Roberts, M. D. (2019). Meditation, Enactivism and Introspective Training ProQuest 

Dissertations & Theses.  

Robson, C., & McCartan, K. (2016). Real world research : A resource for users of social 

research methods in applied settings (4th ed.). Wiley.  



363 
 

Rogers, C. R. (1995). A way of being. Houghton Mifflin Harcourt.  

Rosa, H. (2018). The idea of resonance as a sociological concept. Global Dialogue, 8(2), 

41–44.  

Rothgangel, A. S., Braun, S. M., Beurskens, A. J., Seitz, R. J., & Wade, D. T. (2011). The 

clinical aspects of mirror therapy in rehabilitation: a systematic review of the 

literature. International Journal of Rehabilitation Research, 34(1), 1–13.  

Ryan, J. D., & Cohen, N. J. (2001). The existence of internal visual memory 

representations. Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 24(5), 1002–1003.  

Ryan, R. M. a. R., Scott. (2015). Did the Buddha have a self?: No self, self, and 

mindfulness in Buddhist thought and Western psychologies. In K. W. Brown, J. D. 

Creswell, & R. M. Ryan (Eds.), Handbook of Mindfulness: Theory, Research, and 

Practice (pp. 245–265). Guilford Publications.  

Safron, A. (2022). Integrated world modeling theory expanded: Implications for the future 

of consciousness. Frontiers in Computational Neuroscience, 16, 642397. 

Saita, E., & Tramontano, M. (2018). Navigating the complexity of the therapeutic and 

clinical use of photography in psychosocial settings: a review of the literature. 

Research in Psychotherapy: Psychopathology, Process, and Outcome, 21(1).  

Sala, F. (2003). Executive blind spots: Discrepancies between self-and other-ratings. 

Consulting Psychology Journal: Practice and Research, 55(4), 222.  

Sánchez Sánchez, C. (2023). Somatics and phenomenological psychopathology: A mental 

health proposal. Theoretical Medicine and Bioethics, 44(5), 503–532. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11017-023-09618-2 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s11017-023-09618-2


364 
 

Sandini, G., Metta, G., & Vernon, D. (2007). The iCub cognitive humanoid robot: An 

open-system research platform for enactive cognition. Springer.  

Sarıhan, I. (2017). Philosophical puzzles evade empirical evidence: Some thoughts and 

clarifications regarding the relation between brain sciences and philosophy of 

mind. In The Human Sciences after the Decade of the Brain (pp. 14–23). Elsevier.  

Schiavio, A., & Van Der Schyff, D. (2018). 4e music pedagogy and the principles of self-

organization. Behavioral Sciences, 8(8), 72.  

Schiff, J. W., & Moore, K. (2006). The impact of the sweat lodge ceremony on 

dimensions of well-being. American Indian and Alaska Native Mental Health 

Research: The Journal of the National Center, 13(3), 48–69.  

Schmidt, M. K., Murdock Bishop, J. L., & Becker, K. (2019). Using photography to 

enhance development of self, professional identity, and multicultural awareness. 

Journal of Creativity in Mental Health, 14(1), 105–114.  

Schön, D. A. (1992). The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action (1st 

ed.). Routledge.  

Schwartz, J. M., Stapp, H. P., & Beauregard, M. (2005). Quantum physics in neuroscience 

and psychology: a neurophysical model of mind–brain interaction. Philosophical 

Transactions of the Royal Society B: Biological Sciences, 360(1458), 1309–1327.  

Seamon, D. (2020). Understanding the esoteric through progressive awareness: The case 

of Gurdjieff’s law of three as elaborated by JG Bennett’s Six Triads. Aries, 20(1), 

81–107.  

Seidman, I. (2013). Interviewing as qualitative research: A guide for researchers in 

education and the social sciences. Teachers college press.  



365 
 

Sela-Smith, S. (2002). Heuristic research: A review and critique of Moustakas’s method. 

Journal of Humanistic Psychology, 42(3), 53–88.  

Shani, I. (2021). Befuddling the mind: radical Enactivism (Hutto-Myin style) and the 

metaphysics of experience. Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, 20(1), 39–

56.  

Siegel, D. J. (2015). Brainstorm: The power and purpose of the teenage brain. Penguin.  

Siegel, D. J. (2016). Mind: A journey to the heart of being human (Norton series on 

interpersonal neurobiology). WW Norton & Company.  

Siegel, D. J. (2022). IntraConnected: MWe (Me+ We) as the integration of self, identity, 

and belonging. WW Norton & Company.  

Silva, M., Brito, C., & Ferreira, F. (2015). Radicalizing enactivism: Basic minds without 

content. Philosophos Goiania, 20(July/December), 227–235.  

Silvia, P. J., & O'Brien, M. E. (2004). Self-Awareness and Constructive Functioning: 

Revisiting “the Human Dilemma.”Journal of Social and Clinical Psychology, 

23(4), 475–489.  

Smith, D. P. (2005). The sweat lodge as psychotherapy. Integrating traditional healing 

practices into counseling and psychotherapy, 196–209.  

SØrensen, J. B. (2005). The alien-hand experiment. Phenomenology and the Cognitive 

Sciences, 4, 73–90.  

Storberg-Walker, J. (2022). Relating differently: Exploring how a relational ontology 

might catalyze transformative and emancipatory action-oriented MSR research. In 

J. Neal, W. Mayrhofer, & Y. Altman (Eds.), Workplace Spirituality (Vol. 1, pp. 

261–276). Walter de Gruyter GmbH.  



366 
 

Strickland, D. (2011). The managerial unconscious in the history of composition studies. 

Southern Illinois University Press.  

Sultan, N. (2019). Heuristic inquiry: Researching human experience holistically. Sage 

Publications.  

Surov, I. A. (2021). Quantum cognitive triad: Semantic geometry of context 

representation. Foundations of Science, 26(4), 947–975.  

Tagg, J. (1988). Evidence, truth, and order: Photographic records and the growth of the 

state. In The Burden of Representation (pp. 60–65). Macmillan Education UK.  

Tamdgidi, M. H. (2020). The social quantum enigma: A chronological bibliography. 

Human Architecture : Journal of the Sociology of Self - Knowledge, 13, 739–931.  

Taylor, A. S. (2022). Authentic self-representation. In Authenticity as Performativity on 

Social Media (pp. 51–79). Springer International Publishing.  

Taylor, C. (1991). The dialogical self. The interpretive turn: Philosophy, science, culture, 

304–314.  

Taylor, S. N., & Hood, J. N. (2011). It may not be what you think: Gender differences in 

predicting emotional and social competence. Human Relations, 64(5), 627–652.  

Thompson, E. (2004). Life and mind: From autopoiesis to neurophenomenology. A tribute 

to Francisco Varela. Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, 3(4), 381–398.  

Thompson, E. (2010). Mind in life: Biology, phenomenology, and the sciences of mind. 

Harvard University Press.  

Torbert, W. R. (2004). Action inquiry: The secret of timely and transforming leadership. 

Berrett-Koehler Publishers.  



367 
 

Torrance, S. (2005). In search of the enactive: Introduction to special issue on enactive 

experience. Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, 4(4), 357–368.  

Trepte, S., & Loy, L. S. (2017). Social identity theory and self‐categorization theory. The 

International Encyclopedia of Media Effects, 1–13.  

Trimboli, D. (2020). Digital storytelling and diversity work. In Mediating 

Multiculturalism: digital storytelling and the everyday ethnic. (pp. 35–54). 

Anthem Press.  

Trungpa, C. (2002). Cutting through spiritual materialism. Shambhala Publications.  

Tudor, K. (2023). Supporting critical self-enquiry: Doing heuristic research. In Supporting 

research in counselling and psychotherapy: Qualitative, quantitative, and mixed 

methods research (pp. 57–79). Springer.  

Uhl-Bien, M., Marion, R., & McKelvey, B. (2007). Complexity leadership theory: 

Shifting leadership from the industrial age to the knowledge era. The Leadership 

Quarterly, 18(4), 298–318.  

US Department of Health and Human Services. (2021). Retrieved 2/3/25 from 

https://www.hhs.gov/ohrp/regulations-and-policy/regulations/45-cfr-46/index.html 

Vagle, M. D. (2018). Crafting phenomenological research (2nd ed.). Routledge, Taylor 

&Francis Group.  

Vaisvaser, S. (2024). Meeting the multidimensional self: Fostering selfhood at the 

interface of creative arts therapies and neuroscience. Frontiers in Psychology, 15, 

1417035. https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1417035 

https://doi.org/10.3389/fpsyg.2024.1417035


368 
 

Van Der Schyff, D. (2015). Music as a manifestation of life: Exploring enactivism and the 

'eastern perspective' for music education. Frontiers in Psychology, 6(MAR), 

Article 345.  

Van House, N. A. (2011). Personal photography, digital technologies and the uses of the 

visual. Visual Studies, 26(2), 125–134.  

Van Inwagen, P. (2011). Relational vs. constituent ontologies. Philosophical Perspectives, 

25, 389–405.  

Van Manen, M. (2016). Researching lived experience: Human science for an action 

sensitive pedagogy. Routledge.  

Varela, F. J. (1976). Not one, not two. Coevolution Quarterly, 12, 62–67.  

Varela, F. J. (1987). Laying down a path in walking: a biologist’s look at a new biology. 

Cybernetic, 2, 6–15.  

Varela, F. J., Thompson, E., & Rosch, E. (2016). The Embodied Mind: Cognitive Science 

and Human Experience (Revised Edition ed.). The MIT Press. 

https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/9739.001.0001 

Varga, S., & Guignon, C. (2020). Authenticity. Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 

https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/authenticity/  

Velmans, M. (2007). Where experiences are: Dualist, physicalist, enactive and reflexive 

accounts of phenomenal consciousness. Phenomenology and the Cognitive 

Sciences, 6(4), 547–563.  

Vermersch, P. (2009). Describing the practice of introspection. Journal of Consciousness 

Studies, 16(10-11), 20–57.  

https://doi.org/10.7551/mitpress/9739.001.0001


369 
 

Vernon, D. (2010). Enaction as a conceptual framework for developmental cognitive 

robotics. Paladyn, 1(2), 89–98.  

Virenque, L., & Mossio, M. (2024). What is agency? A view from autonomy theory. 

Biological Theory, 19(1), 11–15.  

Vivienne, S., & Burgess, J. (2013). The remediation of the personal photograph and the 

politics of self-representation in digital storytelling. Journal of Material Culture, 

18(3), 279–298.  

Vörös, S. (2017). Wrestling with the Absurd: Enaction Meets Non-Sense. The Journal of 

Mind and Behavior, 38(2), 155–165.  

Vörös, S., & Bitbol, M. (2017). Enacting enaction: a dialectic between knowing and 

being. Constructivist Foundations, 13(1), 31–40.  

Wang, Q., Coemans, S., Siegesmund, R., & Hannes, K. (2017). Arts-based methods in 

socially engaged research practice: A classification framework. Art/Research 

International: A Transdisciplinary Journal, 2(2), 5–39.  

Wang, S.-p., Tseng, W.-T., & Johanson, R. (2021). To we or not to we: Corpus-based 

research on first-person pronoun use in abstracts and conclusions. Sage Open, 

11(2).  

Ward, D., Silverman, D., & Villalobos, M. (2017). Introduction: The Varieties of 

Enactivism. Topoi, 36(3), 365–375.  

Weichold, M. (2017). Enacting the Moral Self. Combining Enactivist Cognitive Science 

with Mead’s Pragmatism. Pragmatism Today, 8(1), 146–172.  

Weick, K. E. (1995). Sensemaking in organizations. Sage Publications.  



370 
 

Welton, M. (2002). Sense and self: Towards an embodied epistemology of acting 

ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global. 

Wenger, E. (1998). Communities of practice: Learning as a social system. Systems 

Thinker, 9(5), 2–3.  

Wenger, E. (2009). A social theory of learning. In K. Illeris (Ed.), Contemporary theories 

of learning (pp. 217–240). Routledge.  

Wilber, K. (1995). Sex, Ecology, Spirituality. The Journal of Socio-Economics, 26(1), 

107–108.  

Wilber, K. (1997). An integral theory of consciousness. Journal of Consciousness Studies, 

4(1), 71–92.  

Wilber, K. (2000). A theory of everything: An integral vision for business, politics, science 

and spirituality (1st ed.). Shambhala.  

Winnicott, D. W. (2018). The maturational processes and the facilitating environment; 

studies in the theory of emotional development. Routledge. 

https://doi.org/10.4324/9780429482410 

Witek, M. A. G., Popescu, T., Clarke, E. F., Hansen, M., Konvalinka, I., Kringelbach, M. 

L., & Vuust, P. (2017). Syncopation affects free body-movement in musical 

groove. Experimental Brain Research, 235(4), 995–1005.  

Woodward, M. (2019). Metaplasticity rendered visible in paint: How matter ‘matters’ in 

the lifeworld of Human action. Phenomenology and the Cognitive Sciences, 18(1), 

113–132.  

Woźniak, M., van Buuren, M., & Tacikowski, P. (2025). Editorial: Self-concept plasticity: 

behavioral and neural evidence. Frontiers in Human Neuroscience, 19, 1584910. 



371 
 

Yu, S. (2018). Uncovering the hidden impacts of inequality on mental health: a global 

study. Translational Psychiatry, 8(1).  

Zahavi, D. (2021). Applied phenomenology: why it is safe to ignore the epoché. 

Continental Philosophy Review, 54(2), 259–273.  

Zaidman, N. (2022). 14 (Western) Self-Spirituality: Literature Review, Conceptual 

Framework and Research Agenda. In J. Neal, W. Mayrhofer, & Y. Altman 

(Eds.), Workplace Spirituality (Vol. 1, pp. 213–224). De Gruyter 

Zohar, D., & Marshall, I. N. (1990). The quantum self: Human nature and consciousness 

defined by the new physics. (1st ed.) William Morrow & Co.  

Zorn, D. M. (2011). Enactive education: Dynamic co-emergence, complexity, experience, 

and the embodied mind . ProQuest Central; ProQuest Dissertations & Theses 

Global. 

  



372 
 

Appendix A: Draft Co-Researcher Recruitment Email with Attachment 

 

 

The photographer is not comfortable sharing client emails with me directly. We 

agreed the photographer will email a selection of 15-20 clients (initially) that participated 

between 2022-2024, identify as women, and over the age of twenty-one. I will share this 

template email with the photographer that will be used to introduce the study on my 

behalf. If a client is agreeable to being introduced, the email will be forwarded to my 

dedicated study email: shel.enacting@outlook.com.  

Email from photographer to client 

Hi _______! 

I have a really exciting opportunity to share with you. A former client, Michelle “Shel” 

Dickson, is conducting a research study to complete her dissertation. The research study is 

about women, self-discovery, and our own awareness. Shel would like to talk to other 

women who have shared the [Redacted]18 photographic journey. Attached is a handout 

that gives you some basic information about the research study. This email is asking about 

your interest in participating in a research study. If you are interested in learning more, 

you can contact Shel directly (her info is on the attachment), or I am happy to do a quick 

virtual introduction. Just let me know.  

Best Regards, 

Signed by the photographer 

Attachment to Recruitment Email 

 
18 The name of the photographic program and photographer has been redacted from the 

recruitment email and attachment to maintain the confidentiality of the co-researchers 

participating in this research study. 

mailto:shel.enacting@outlook.com


373 
 

  



374 
 

Appendix B: Draft Intake Form 

 

 

Dear _____, 

Thank you for considering being a part of this dialogue with me! Each potential 

participant will complete the following questions to the best of their ability.  

 

• By completing this intake form you are indicating you would be interested in 

participating in this dissertation research study. 

• The following questions will help me determine if you qualify for this study and also 

establish a group of volunteers that is diverse. 

• If you have any questions, please email: shel.enacting@outlook.com or text/call: 

[redacted].  

 

Thank you!  

Best, Michelle Dickson. 

 

General Questions 

1. What is your first and last name? 

2. What is your phone number you would at which you prefer to be contacted? 

3. What is your preferred email address? 

4. In what city and state do you currently reside? 

5. What is your current age? 

6. What do you consider your country of origin? 

7. Do you identify as a woman? Yes / No 

8. What descriptor(s) do you prefer for your race/ethnicity? 

9. What is your highest degree of education? (Please indicate any area of specialty) 

10. What is your marital status? 

11. What is (are) the preferred day(s)/times you would like to meet should you be 

selected to participate? (You will need to be in a private, quiet, and comfortable 

location for approximately 90 minutes to two hours.) 

12. Is there anything I should know that will make for a more comfortable experience 

for you? 

13. What is your preferred pseudonym? (If you are selected as a participant, your real 

name will not be used in the study. Please select a name you would like to use. If 

you do not select a pseudonym, one will be selected for you.) 
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Experience Questions 

14. Have you ever practiced or participated in any of the following? (select all that 

apply)  

a. Meditation  

b. Yoga  

c. Mindfulness exercises (e.g., sensory, or breathing practices) 

d. Counseling, therapy, or coaching 

15. Have you ever experienced cognitive dissonance? (Cognitive Dissonance is 

defined as “a mental conflict that occurs when beliefs or assumptions are 

contradicted by new information” (britiannica.com/science/cognitive-dissonance). 

Cogitative Dissonance can impact our actions, perceptions, and attitudes about 

anything including our Self, others, and our environment (Harmon-Jones & Mills, 

2019).  

a. Yes  

b. No 

c. May, I am not sure 

16. Do you believe you have ever engaged in a transformative experience?  

a. Yes 

b. No 

c. May, I am not sure 

17. What year did you participate in your photo experience? 

a. 2022 

b. 2023 

c. 2024 

18. Are you willing to engage in dialogue about experiences and feelings that shape 

your understanding of who you are? Yes / No 

19. Are you willing to consent to either audio or video recording during our dialogue? 

Yes / No 
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Appendix C: Interview Sign Up Email and Informed Consent Form 

 

 

Hello _____, 

 

Thank you for volunteering to participate in my dissertation study. I appreciate that you 

are willing to share your experiences with me. I am looking forward to learning more 

about you. 

 

Please review the attached Informed Consent Form. If you have any questions about the 

consent, the study, or your potential participation please let me know and we can discuss 

your questions. You do not have to sign the Informed Consent Form. In our initial 

interview, I will review the consent form and have you verbally provide your consent in 

the recorded session. 

 

Please use this scheduling link to set up our first interview meeting within the next 14 

days. (If this proves to be an issue, please let me know)  

 

There are two links please select Dissertation Study Interview 1. In the link  

• You will select your starting time. The scheduler will automatically block 2 hours 

from that start time. 

• All times are in Central time, but you can switch your time zone view at the top of 

the page 

• You will be able to select the location of our meeting: 

1. Zoom - required if you are outside of the [redacted] area. 

2. My home is located at ----------- - Private/quiet, No other residents, no pets. 

3. My office at ------------- - Private office spaces available for us to meet. You 

will have to sign in as a guest. Only available Monday – Friday. 

4. Your preferred alternative location TBD - if you choose this option, I will have 

to verify that your time selected gives me sufficient travel time based on my 

other obligations. I will reach out and finalize with you. 

 

If you want to plan a head, you can schedule the second interview using the Dissertation 

Interview 2 link, but it should be scheduled for between 7-10 days after the first interview. 

 

Again, if you would like to meet/speak before our first interview please let me know and I 

can make those arrangements. Thank you again for your participation.  

 

Best, 

Michelle Dickson 

George Washington University 

cell: [redacted] 

 

 

 

PDF Attachment to Email 
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Women Enacting Self Informed Consent Form 

Student Investigator: Michelle Dickson 

 

 

Introduction 

You are invited to participate in a research study under the direction of Dr. Julia Storberg-

Walker of the Graduate School of Education and Human Development Department, The 

George Washington University (GWU). Please read this consent form and ask any 

questions that will help you decide if you want to be in the research study. Your 

participation in this research study is completely voluntary.  

 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of the study is to learn how women become aware of who they really are. 

Who we are can be considered as the Self. This study takes the position that the Self 

grows and changes along with the world around us. 

 

Participation 

An individual who meets the following criteria will be considered as a potential 

participant: (1) you have participated in the photographic experience between 2022-2024, 

(2) you identify as a woman, and (3) you are over the age of twenty-one (21).  

 

If you decide to participate in this research study, you will experience the following 

activities.  

 

1. You will complete an intake questionnaire that should take no more than five 

minutes. This questionnaire provides general demographic background 

information.  

2. You will be provided this Informed Consent form in advance of the first interview 

to review 

3. You will participate in two (2) interviews that are recorded and last about 90 

minutes each. 

4. At the end of the first interview, you will be encouraged to take note of any 

reflections, or insights that may come to mind as a result of the first interview 

and/or participation in this research study. 

a. This could be but is not limited to journal entries, poems, drawings, 

dreams, words, colors, or other affective experiences that you feel drawn to 

or connected with your experiences shared in the first interview or as a 

result of your participation in this study. 

b. You will be encouraged to share (if you are comfortable) these reflections 

in the second interview as a part of the interview process. 

c. Having reflections is not mandatory as a part of the research study and 

sharing any reflections you may have identified is not mandatory for 

participation but is encouraged.  
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5. You will be provided the opportunity to review the transcription immediately 

following each interview to redact any identifying information and clarify or edit 

the transcript for clarification. 

 

There will be a maximum of twelve participants selected from a pool of approximately 

twenty volunteers. If selected to continue in the research study, you will participate in two 

(2) recorded interviews.  

 

Please review to understand the principles of the interview process: 

 

 Interviews will be audio recorded if conducted in person. 

 Zoom or other video conferencing platform will be used for interviews not 

conducted in person. These interviews will have video and audio recordings 

generated. The video recording will not be used for any research purposes. It is a 

result of having the video on during the interview and recording for transcription 

purposes. 

 Interviews will last approximately 1.5 – 2 hours.  

 All interview recordings will be transcribed using AI transcription. You will have 

an opportunity to review your transcribed interview.  

 The total amount of time you will be engaged with this research study is 

approximately 5-6 hours depending on your review of the transcripts.  

 

Participants will also be asked to reflect on their experiences while participating in the 

study and may share journal entries, creative writing, art, images, and / or words that 

resonate with them throughout the experience. 

Please check each box indicating you understand the parameters of your participation 

should you be selected to move forward with the study:  

 

 You will not be compensated for participating in this study. 

 You do not have to participate in this research study.  

 If you decide to participate, you can stop at any time.  

 You may choose to withdraw and stop being part of the research study at any time, 

no questions will be asked.  

 

Benefits 

Benefits of participation include having an opportunity to expand, assimilate, and integrate 

your own living experiences. You will also be contributing to and expanding the existing 

body of empirical research on embodied mindfulness, awareness, self, and enaction; and 

informing adult development, leadership theory, and practice through a neuro-biological 

lens. 
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Risks and Confidentiality 

Please review to understand the risks associated with participating, your rights to 

withdraw at any time, and how the study will strive to maintain your confidentiality: 

 

 There are no physical risks associated with participation in this research study.  

 Every precaution is taken to protect the confidentiality of your information; 

however, this cannot be absolutely guaranteed. The following steps will be taken 

to protect you: (1) I will keep all data on an encrypted, password protected 

computer. (2) I will use a coded numbering system and pseudonyms in place of co-

researcher names in all data files. The file that links the names will be kept 

separate and password protected. (3) Though this study is associated with 

participation in a photographic experience, no photos will be used in the study and 

neither the photographer nor studio will be named. Any identifying information 

will be redacted from transcripts (e.g., company names, cities). 

 Direct quotes you provide may be published as part of this dissertation or other 

publications that result from this research. The dissertation and any published articles or 

presentations resulting from this research will remove any identifying information that will 

make it possible to identify you as a subject. If the results of this research study are 

reported at conferences or in academic journals, your confidentiality will be 

maintained.  

 All research records will be kept confidential unless you specifically approve their 

release.  

 If representatives of regulatory agencies request permission to review the research 

study’s documentation, all identifying information will be removed from relevant 

parts of your records.  

 There is a possibility that some of the questions asked may be uncomfortable to 

answer. If you have a history of trauma and have chosen not to disclose this during 

the screening process, please consider carefully whether you wish to continue your 

participation in the study.  

 Discussing experiences pertaining to yourself or past events may evoke memories. 

Please note that, as a precaution, I reserve the right to exclude potential co-

researchers from the study who confirm a history of trauma, if I deem participation 

may put them or the study at risk. Please discuss any concerns with me prior to the 

study.  

 To minimize this risk, you have the right to refuse to answer any question at any 

time; you may take a break during the interview, and you may request the 

interview be rescheduled.  

 Finally, you may also stop participating in the research study at any time. 
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Problems or Questions 

Any questions about this study or any related concerns may be directed to the primary 

investigator, Michelle Dickson at cell: [redacted] or at shel.enacting@outlook.com. 

 

Any questions about your rights as a research partner or concerns about this research study 

may be directed to the chair of the Institutional Review Board, The George Washington 

University, at 202-994-2715 or at ohrirb@gwu.edu. All research projects conducted by 

investigators at The George Washington University are governed by requirements of the 

university and the federal government. 

 

Acknowledgement of Informed Consent  

Please verbally acknowledge that you:  

 

 Read this Informed Consent or it has been read to you  

 Understand your rights as a participant (co-researcher) in this study and you are 

willing to take part in the research study. 

 Received satisfactory answers to your questions.  

 Voluntarily agree to participate in this study, including being recorded, and 

potentially having quotes used in the final documentation of the research. 

 

  

mailto:shel.enacting@outlook.com
mailto:ohrirb@gwu.edu
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Appendix D: Interview Preparation with Co-Researcher  

 

 

After identifying the co-researchers, each will be contacted either by phone or 

email to answer any questions, get verbal affirmation of intent to participate, and schedule 

the first interview. This conversation may be the first time I will have an opportunity to 

speak with co-researchers and will be the foundation of my ability to build trust. Ensuring 

I convey respect, support, and my vulnerability will support future dialogue and help to 

create the positive, collaborative atmosphere essential for this research. I will inquire 

about any concerns or questions the co-researcher may have. 

Scheduling will be critical for this research plan as data collection and analysis are 

on an accelerated pace. Throughout this process I am using a dedicated research collection 

email (shel.enactin@outlook.com) to isolate communications with co-researchers. 

After I schedule the first interview with co-researchers, I will also review the basic 

parameters of the interview process (2 interviews, both 1.5-2 hours long, recorded, and in-

person unless the co-researcher is not geographically accessible). I will also discuss the 

reflective aspect of their participation. Co-researchers will be encouraged to share any 

reflections or insights that may emerge as a result of their interview experience or 

participation in the research study. These reflections could be in the form of journal 

entries, creative writing, art, images, and/or words that may resonate with them and their 

awareness of their Self during the study, between the first and second interview. This is 

not mandatory for participation but encouraged. There is no format. It should be organic to 

how the co-researcher naturally reflects. 

mailto:shel.enactin@outlook.com
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The informed consent form will be emailed to the co-researcher 3-5 days before the first 

interview. During this time, the co-researcher should read the informed consent form and 

identify any questions or concerns they may have.   
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Appendix E: Draft Semi-Structured Interview Protocol 

 

1. Start recording devices. 

2. Welcome and thank the co-researcher for volunteering to participate. 

3. First interview only: review Informed Consent Form discuss any questions and 

confirm verbal consent. 

4. Build rapport by engaging in dialogue and answering questions, to “break the ice” and 

co-create conversational flow for shared understanding and unfolding new meaning 

5. First interview only: Verify information in completed demographic intake form. 

6. Do a brief embodiment / mindfulness breathing exercise. Led by me, the co-researcher 

will be guided to relax, begin focused breathing, closing her eyes. As I continue to 

guide her through focused breathing, I will ask her to identify:  

• 5 things she saw in the room, 

• 4 things she feels 

• 3 things she hears 

• 2 things she can smell 

• 1 she can taste  

This exercise will serve to calm, center, and create a connection to the mind and body 

as we begin our dialogue. 

7. Introduce the interview with a review of the central purpose of study. Say,  

“Formally the purpose of my study is to illuminate the living experience 

of women who sought a novel space of Self-discovery to better 

understand who they are. What that means for us today, is am really 

interested in understanding your story and how your photographic 

experience has contributed to that story.” 

8. To further build rapport, ask what the co-researcher wishes to get out of our time 

together? 

9. Orient co-researcher to interview questions.  

• First interview only: explain “I have questions to better understand and focus the 

dialogue on different topics, but I would like to begin where you feel most 

comfortable.” 

• Second interview only: highlight key points from the first interview and identify a 

connecting point to first question. 

 

10. Begin the interview. 

11. Conduct the interview using the following guiding questions that are intended for use 

over the course of two (2) interviews. Asking all these questions may not be 
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necessary. Co-researchers may naturally address some of these questions in the course 

of their own narrative. In the absence of that narrative these questions will be asked 

explicitly. 

Interview Proposed Question 

1 
When you consider this journey, what is the most significant part of your experience 
you want me to know about? 

1 Tell me a story from your past that you feel defined you? 

1 What led you to have your photos taken? 

1 Tell me about having your photo taken. What stood out and why? 

1 Think back over your experience, what questions emerged from your experience? 

2 When you look at your portraits, tell me about who you see and what you feel. 

2 
When you think about yourself, your relationships, or even how you engage with the 
world around you, what stands out to you since you received the photos? 

2 
Thinking back over our interview and your reflections, what has been revealed to you 
about yourself? 

 

12. Listen to co-researcher, engaging researcher with a relational attitude. 

13. Respond, prompt, and clarify when necessary. 

14. Thank the co-researcher for volunteering, her collaboration, and taking the time for the 

interview. 

15. Circle back to the goals the co-researcher indicated they would like to achieve in the 

time and ask if we met their goal/expectations. 

16. At the end of the first interview, acknowledge that talking about our experiences often 

causes us to reflect. Encourage the co-researcher to take note of any reflections or 

insights that may come to mind as a result of the first interview and/or participation in 

this research study. 

• This could be but is not limited to journal entries, poems, drawings, dreams, 

words, colors, or other affective experiences that the co-researcher may feel drawn 

to or connected with her experiences shared in the first interview or as a result of 

her participation in this study. 

• Encourage the co-researcher to share (if she is comfortable) any reflections in the 

second interview as a part of the interview process. 

• There is no format. It should be organic to how the co-researcher naturally reflects. 
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• Remind the co-researcher having reflections is not mandatory as a part of the 

research study and sharing any reflections she may have identified is not 

mandatory for participation but is encouraged as a part of the research process. 

17. Inform the co-researcher that a transcript and/or findings will be sent to her for 

verification and modifications, as necessary. 

18. Ask if the co-researcher has any thoughts to share or questions about the process. 

19. Confirmation: 

• First interview only: Confirm second interview date  

• First and Second interview: Confirm dates for returning transcript, and any journal 

or artifact submissions. 

• Second interview only: Confirm this was the final interview. 

20. End interview; stop recording devices. 
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Appendix F: Co-Researcher 1 Individual Depiction – Renee 
 

 

Renee is a 67-year-old cisgender woman who uses the pronouns she/her. She did 

not respond to the race/ethnicity question during intake but presents as being 

white/Caucasian. Renee was raised in the South Central region of the US in a small rural 

community after moving from a Midwest city as a teen. Renee currently lives in a large 

urban city in the South Central region of the US with her husband. 

Family 

Renee was raised with multiple siblings. She is the youngest and the only 

daughter. Renee describes herself as something of a “chubby, uncoordinated” tomboy 

growing up, preferring to spend time with her brothers than doing more traditionally-

gendered activities with her mother. 

My mom was the classic 1950s mom, by God. She finally got her daughter a, a 

baby girl. And my mom was gonna do everything to make me a feminine girl. 

We're gonna put your hair like this. You're gonna wear this little cute outfit. And 

I'm like, blah. Or this one's got ruffles on it, blah. Much to her chagrin, all I 

wanted to do was tag along with my brothers and my dad. I wanna know how to 

fix the car too.  

 When Renee was young, just in the third grade her father was diagnosed with what 

everyone assumed was a terminal brain tumor. Her father was only forty years old and 

was not expected to live out the year. This diagnosis impacted all members of the family 

differently. Renee remembers sneaking downstairs at night to read medical texts and 

better understand what was happening to her father.  
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I would sneak down to the dining room because my mom brought all the books on 

brains, like sketches in the old black and whites. I would take my flashlight, and I 

would go through those books. 'cause I wanted to understand my dad's brain. So 

what became my fascination in life was how people think, how they perceive. 

And, you know, I read pretty much the history of <laugh>, the knowledge of brain 

functioning all the way to neuroplasticity and how that all happened. 

After over a year of multiple long-term hospitalizations and family sacrifice, Renee’s 

father recovered. The protracted illness did alter her father’s personality and the family 

dynamics. “He lived, and then later he said, you know, every day you wake up, it's a new 

day, you create it.” Later, when Renee was still in high school, one of Renee’s brothers 

died, leaving the family further fractured in many ways.  

“I watched everybody around me fall, fall apart. And, uh, that just stopped me in 

my tracks. I just watched people crash and burn. And it wasn't that I wasn't 

crashing and burning, I was more concerned about my mom and dad, um, one of 

my brothers. And, and that set me in what I think I shared, but I'll just say it 

simply, it set me in the wrong direction. An unhealthy direction, but an 

extraordinary, helpful direction [for others].” 

According to Renee, she demonstrated caregiving tendencies from an early age. “I 

was always there to make sure everything was done, and everybody was okay for 

everybody else. That was my job most of my life.” Renee believed it was her 

responsibility to help hold the family together and create joy for her family. “All the skills 

I had about watching people's thinking and how that behavior unrolled, and then my 

desire to be the most helpful person in the world really went into steroid level at that 
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point.” Renee believed her family relied on her to elevate the affective experience for 

everyone, sometimes at her own expense. 

But it wasn't a joy that came from my, well, from my heart. I had to make myself 

seem joyful. So I became really good at acting when I was in high school and 

college. Create Christmas for everybody, create 4th of July for everybody so that 

everyone would be joyful. Right. And then when that was done, I would go back 

to this person who was wounded, but I became really, really good at taking care of 

everybody. Yeah. And they became very dependent on me taking care of them. 

Renee claims she once spent months secretly learning to slalom ski and do tricks for the 

purpose of entertaining her family and seeing her parents laugh and having a reason to go 

out as a family on the lake. “I became crazy athletic, and I pushed the envelope on doing 

the kinds of things that had my parents' attention in such an excited and happy. Like, my 

parents would get in the boat, let's take Renee skiing.” Renee admitted in the moment it 

was just about making her parents happy; she never thought about it beyond that. 

Renee’s mother seemed to be aware of this behavior and skill at some level. 

Renee recalled her mother cautioning her against pursuing psychology as a career when 

she saw Renne consistently stepping in to provide guidance to her peers in high school. 

Renee’s mother observed how emotionally draining the interactions were. “I get really 

upset. I get emotionally upset and my mom's like, don't ever be a psychologist. And I'm 

like, what? She goes, 'cause you always are trying to help people who don't want help…” 

Renee has been married twice. She had a child with her first husband and helped 

raise the children of her second husband. Renee believes the last time she fully 

acknowledged herself was over forty years ago when she chose to leave her first husband. 
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Renee shared the marriage was unhealthy and she needed to protect herself and her one-

year old son. Despite that moment of presence, Renee ended up feeling the need to hide 

much of her own experience in the wake of community and family judgment associated 

with her separation and subsequent divorce. Renee believed she needed to protect her 

parents and her young son. Renee claims that to protect herself she built wall, emotional 

walls. In her own life crisis, Renee admits to focusing on “curating all those experiences 

for other people. Make everybody see you as a good mom.” 

Education 

As a child, Renee describes herself as “curious.”  

I wanna climb that tree. I wanna see what I can see up on top.” Why is that cat 

doing that? Why is my mom acting like that? Why does this food taste like this? 

So I'm always pondering, must research, must find out the answer. Lots of 

curiosity. 

Renee was inquisitive and engaging in early classrooms, though her curiosity could be 

distracting. She points out when she was young, children were not labeled with attention 

deficit but does not explicitly state she believes she is neurodivergent in that way. She 

admits to not being a “class clown” per se but enjoying making others laugh and reading 

the class or teacher’s energy. If she felt a teacher or a class needed a burst of energy she 

might do or say something goofy or ask a provocative question to move the conversation 

forward. Renee describes herself as “not a good student” but she has a strong drive to 

“master” that which she sets her mind to and prove she can do anything. She claims she 

once took a math class just to prove to a teacher she could learn it, she was not bad at 

math, and he was wrong. 
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Renee initially attended undergraduate school near her parents, to be near them 

and continue to provide emotional support. “I was gonna do everything in my power to 

make my parents happy, go to the college that was near them. So in case there's 

emergency, I could drive home in two hours where they lived…” 

As an adult Renee describes herself as “granularly detailed and I get teased that I 

analyze my analysis.” She clarifies that sometimes she can “overexplain” in her attempt 

to find the “best way to explain something.” Renee believes she has always been “wired” 

to see “details and things as was always fascinated by people watching” and it got 

stronger over time. After decades of a successful career, Renee pursued her Doctorate in 

Organizational Development and Leadership from a prestigious university in the Mid-

Atlantic Region of the US.  

Career 

Renee is currently a professor at a private university in the South-Central region 

of the US. Renee enjoyed a successful business career, spanning multiple decades, as an 

executive across industries focused on organizational development, change management, 

human resources, and executive leadership development. Early in her life, Renee felt 

limited by her career choices. She shared that a common joke was, “you're either gonna 

be a wife or a teacher or a nurse. Well, my sister-in-law was already a nurse.” Renee 

indicated she aspired for something more, but as a young woman she was not entirely 

certain what that might be. 

Renee shared her commitment to achieving success in the male dominant 

corporate environment contributed to what she now sees as a “loss of her feminine side” 

or “setting aside” of her feminine. Over the years Renee began to favor more tailored, 
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even masculine cuts to align with her environment. “I'm always, um, simple colors, 

nothing too flashy slacks, comfy shoes” 

Awareness-based experiences 

As a part of the selection process each co-researcher completed an in-take form 

that included self-reported responses to questions that may indicate living experiences 

that are known to enact greater awareness of Self. Prior to the study Renee indicated 

participating in meditation and mindfulness exercises.  

Renee indicated participating in yoga. Renee is actually an advanced yoga 

practitioner. Renee also indicated having engaged in counseling, therapy, or coaching. 

Renee revealed that on two separate occasions she had participated in formal counseling 

or therapy. She found benefit from it and is glad she did it. She recalls, even for the 

counselor “bolstering myself up to go into the meeting and put on a semi happy face.” 

Renee now realizes that behavior was counterproductive to the counseling process.  

I should have just gone in there feeling <laugh>, letting them see not just, so 

everything was, here's the story and here's the words and this is how I feel. Versus 

this is literally how I feel like this is me being me and I'm not trying to be the 

professional sitting in this chair that is as uncomfortable as I am. 'cause I can say 

so many things, right. But even then, I was making sure that there was a 

professional comfort zone, that's, isn't that ridiculous? 

Renee admits to even trying to put a positive spin on her family story when sharing it 

during the meaningful portrait process. Renee acknowledged that knowing people would 

read her story, she did not want them to be sad, “I was framing it up as like, I have a 

tendency to wanna make people happy.” 
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Renee acknowledged she had experienced cognitive dissonance based on the 

definition provided in this study.19 She realizes she didn’t know the degree to which she 

was still not experiencing “real joy that came from self-generated joy.” She realized she 

had to process that misalignment that originated early in her family “as an adult to go 

back to my childhood and my brother passing and all of that.” Additionally, Renee has 

felt this double bind of feeling like she needs to display strength that is invulnerable. “I 

know I have strength, but a lot of times I, I wing it, and I don't feel like I have strength.” 

Renee also indicated she believed she had engaged in a transformative experience. 

Though Renee never uses the word transformative to explicitly define her experience 

with the meaningful portrait process, she does articulate emotional, mental, and physical 

shifts in her understanding and awareness of Self which is described in more detail in the 

following section, Renee Enacting Self. 

Renee Enacting Self 

“I really, really, really didn’t wanna do those photos” Renee reinforces. Renee 

describes herself as more than “reticent” and claims she had been “disappointed in 

herself” and feeling “selfish” because “it would have no other meaning except to me.” 

Despite this inner conflict, Renee says reading about other women’s experiences and 

talking to others who participated in the experience compelled her. The lure of Self is 

what finally compelled her. “I would love to be able to see myself again” she 

acknowledged.  

 
19 See Definition of Key Terms, p. xviii. 
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Seeing Her Self 

After having her photos taken, Renee found herself reflecting on what she saw of 

her Self in the photos, knew of her Self, remembered was true of her Self, and desired for 

her Self. “I didn't realize the degree to which I, I didn't give myself permission to truly be 

happy. I didn't. And that's a weird thing to say.” Renee half-jokingly equates her journey 

to affirmation and awareness of Self to that of a recovering addict. “My happiness is AA 

<laugh>. And I, I'm serious, I'm not. I'm like, it's AA, it is so much a part of the, the, the 

holistic wellbeing, right?” 

Renee embodies her photos. She remembers the feeling of laughter, the energy, 

and joy she sees in the photos and is able to embody those experiences in the moment. 

Renee has three photos in her office now. “They light up” she says of the photos. When 

she first saw them, she described it as “an electrical shock.” The first one, she explains, 

represents her feminine that she feels she “lost touch with” many years ago. The second 

represents her joy that she feels she “set aside” too often. The third is her “energy moving 

forward but balanced.” When I asked what it was like sharing space with her Self every 

day, Renee smiles: 

It just keeps me grinning… And then the next day I wake up and I go, oh, there, 

I'm… there's me. Here's an interesting thing. I'm always aware that I am there to 

this day. It's, it's not like you've put a vase someplace and it's part of the decor. 

And at some point, you forget you have that vase. I'm aware that I am there pretty 

much every day. 

When asked what she wanted to see in the photos, or what she wanted the photo to say to 

her, Renee replies,  
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I wanted the picture to be able to say, this is who you are. This is me. Remember 

me. I'm always here. And that became, and still is, a powerful thing for me. 

Because I set me aside a lot. A lot. So, I still look at the photos to this day. <sigh>  

Defining Her Self 

Renee admits when she looks at the photos, she sees a woman who is “brave” and 

“daring” and those are not words that she would have traditionally used for herself. 

Though, Renee describes events that might be considered brave or daring, she hesitates to 

acknowledge these qualities in herself. For example, she is fascinated with flying and 

admits to dreams of jumping from a plane and she taught herself to do trick slalom 

skiing. Renee sometimes considers herself beautiful, or sexy, though those are not words 

she is comfortable using to describe herself. She does admit she feels attractive when she 

puts effort into her appearance.  

Renee prefers the term “feminine.” Renee finds the term feminine “graceful,” and 

it embodies the mental and physical aspects of the term. Though she is applying to 

herself, she acknowledges that it is not gender specific and men can be feminine. For 

Renee it is about “energy.” It is the idea of being “graceful in movement and expression.” 

It is an aspect of herself she admits she did not “give value to” for a long time and she 

allowed it to be “put aside.” Renee admits as a young woman not wanting to draw 

attention to her body and leaning into her tomboy persona. “I was taken advantage of in 

different ways. I always thought it was my fault because of your femininity.” Renee 

would later end her first marriage to protect herself and her son which she admits further 

“raised walls.” 



395 
 

Freeing Her Self 

Renee remembers the moment the shift started for her, and she really was able to 

let go and be present in the moment. Renee describes the moment when it was decided 

she would put on a sundress she brought as a potential outfit. When Renee describes her 

dress, her voice goes high like a young girl, and she giggles. The dress is a favorite, 

strapless cotton sundress, she grabbed from her closet at the last minute along with her 

typical tailored blouses and slacks. Renee claims she had not worn the dress in years, 

maybe decades.  

After being convinced to put the dress on, Renee recalls that a silliness emerged 

that she had not allowed herself to express in years. Renee was amazed how quickly she 

was able to relax and lose herself in the moment, “I didn't even realize how goofy I was 

being until I saw some of the photos and I'm like, oh my God, I remember her.” Renee 

states she lost track of time and was not fully aware of her actions. She was just present 

in moment, enjoying being. 

I became physical in that dress. That's when I did my flying leap. And it's a dress 

so it flows, which is what I love. And so having that dress on mm-hmm. I flowed 

with my dress. I, I just moved without even thinking about it. But the cool thing 

is, is when I see my photos in that dress, it makes me smile that much more 

because that's the photo that reminded me of the feminine me. 

Renee wears the dress more often now. Sometimes just to run errands. She takes more joy 

in dressing in ways that bring her joy and sometimes that includes more feminine 

clothing. She is also more willing to spend money on herself. She states she will “just go 
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and find what, what works, what fits what you like, that you can have it for a long, long 

time and enjoy it.” 

Knowing Her Self 

Renee considers herself very private. In the past she described herself as an actor 

who performed most of her life with a mask. “What people see, have seen from most of 

my adulthood is the Renee, who's nice, and she gets everything done. When I'm back 

home in my little burrow, it was a very different Renee, it was a flat Renee. If I would've 

been a mask, it would've been a flat.” Renee states she was successful at making others 

happy and creating positive experiences for others, and this work would give her a 

momentary boost of energy, but then after the “vitamin” boost would wear off she would 

return to feeling flat.  

The meaningful portrait process allowed her to be spontaneously herself in a way 

she had not been in years. She clarifies it was not the photos themselves. “I'm not out 

there going, oh, I'm gonna be happy if I get a picture. I'm like, no, it's not about that. It's 

not about the physical, it's not about, it's all internal. It's all the energy.” 

In the past, Renee would seek out nature to reconnect and recharge her energy. 

She describes nature as her anchor. Her childhood home was in a rural community 

surrounded by forest that she would explore. “I had a rock that I would lay in the sun, and 

it would just warm me, and I just let everything go. So, but those were my only respites.” 

Renee recognizes now she subconsciously sought out nature for the balance she 

gained. Renee shares that her life was not well balanced and it had negative impacts. “I 

didn't balance that, then I was constantly crooked.” Renee describes crooked as form of 

dissonance. “I had to change my shape. I had to change being able to walk into that room 
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or have dinner at that table or be around others with a smile. And so I always felt, I never 

felt balanced.” Renee admits she probably would not have been aware of it or used that 

phrase before having the photos. Her understanding of her Self had become 

“normalized.” She realizes now that she had allowed aspects of herself to slip away 

because she felt they “ceased to be important.”In reality it was because she was not 

“giving value to it.” She is more likely to consider her Self and what she needs, wants to 

do, or may feel comfortable with first now and communicate that with others. “Or 

reframe it. Ask yourself a question of like, well, what are your options? And what do you 

wanna do? And what are you not thinking about that you could do?”  

In the past, Renee felt forced to act and not acknowledge her depression, or 

emotions. “No one ever knew. I was sad if I cried. I was in the woods by myself.” Today, 

Renee has a mantra strength, balance, and flexibility. These concepts emerged naturally, 

subconsciously in her photos. Today, Renee notices a difference in her interactions with 

others, for example her students. She feels more relaxed and herself.  

“I realize that even just being around people and having fun, not having a mask 

on, like, my students see a me that other students have not. Yeah. 'cause I'm 

relaxed. I'm gonna be comfortable and…not think twice about just being all of me 

that I know <laugh>. 

Occasionally when she may need some affirmation or to reconnect with her Self, Renee 

will seek out the photos.  

So sometimes I will, there have been a couple times that I will walk into my 

bedroom to look at the one where I'm in this kind of, I don't even know how to 

leaping position and sit down on the end of my bed and go, okay, you still know 
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how to fly. In fact, you're better at flying now. You're better at flying now. You've 

always gotten better at flying, but you flew in a different direction, and it wasn't 

from you, it was for everybody else. So, and I remind myself, I've done that a few 

times. Yep. Which is interesting. 

Embodying Her Self 

Renee notices that the joyful physicality that is demonstrated in her photos is an 

unconscious extension of her yoga practice, standing on her toes, arms extended, hands 

flexed.  

And that's when I, the, that sequence that has the one photo where I'm, my arms 

are down by my side and I'm looking up and I'm laughing so hard had I had no 

idea that I was doing that with my hands. And if you wanna think yoga, like the 

energy literally is flying out of my hands. I can, I can feel that when I'm practicing 

my yoga. 

Renee observes she began engaging with her environment with a more intentional and 

joyful mindset and made significant changes. Renee began embracing her natural energy 

and stopped relying on caffeine. She started practicing yoga in her community gym 

where others might see her instead of just in the privacy of her home. Renee picked up 

swimming again, which she had not done in years and refused to be intimidated by her 

body in a swimsuit. Renee planned trips with friends and family to do activities she 

enjoyed such as hiking or visiting her sister-in-law’s concert. Trips she would have 

considered too “selfish” or “irresponsible” in the past. She made choices to do for others 

that were genuine. 
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There's an elderly couple who are just the sweetest and he loves to dance. When I 

saw him last time, 'cause his wife is now fading, I got him dancing with me in 

front of everybody at a dinner. It was lovely. And it felt so good. It's like I needed 

it 'cause I adore him, and he needed it. 'cause his wife can't dance anymore. It was 

lovely. It was wonderful. It just made my evening, just made my heart sing, you 

know? So it's like if I'm gonna make people happy or make them smile or laugh 

and it has to come from the real me versus the one who only felt that it was my 

job. If that makes sense. 

Sharing Her Self 

 Renee admits to being increasingly comfortable demonstrating this energy openly 

and engaging with people, especially deepening her relationship with her brother and 

sister-in-law. “I don't wanna be hidden anymore. And I guess a huge part of that is to, 

because of this experience.” 

Renee is demonstrating more grace and patience when in dialogue with others and 

also is more comfortable setting boundaries that maintain a healthy emotional balance for 

her. “So it's like, it's like, roll off my shoulders. You have problems and I'm happy to hear 

your problems. I can't solve your problems for you anymore. Not in the cards. 'cause I'm 

not capable of giving you the help that you literally need-need. But in the past, I would 

do that.” 

This is also true for her marriage where Renee notices her desire to curate a 

healthier, deeply loving, more equitable and balanced relationship has shifted some of the 

traditional dynamics that had been in place for years. Renee empathizes with her spouse 
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of decades who is now adjusting and learning how she now expresses her Self and her 

desire to be more authentically joyful. 

It's like all of a sudden, he's seeing this person who… all of a sudden gets up in 

her socks and starts dancing across the floor. And I'm like, come on, dance. And 

he's like, no, I will dance here. I'll just start dancing to the music, and the cat will 

be going, what the hell is going on? Should I hide? Should I dance with you? And 

he just starts cracking up. And I'm like, yeah, this is me. This is legit me. This is 

what I do in my head. But now I'm bringing it back out. He thinks it's hysterical in 

a good way. 

Loving Her Self 

Renee conveys this joyful mindset to other aspects of her life as well. From house 

work to menial tasks, Renee continues reframing her mind from one of obligation to 

opportunity. “I've shifted, but the things that were on the to-do list were a to-do list of 

responsibility. And now my to-do list is about creating joy in my home, peaceful places. 

A space that brings energy or calms energy.”  

This reframing has increased Renee’s engagement with her own self-assigned 

tasks. She claims she has a list that dates back to 2018, and in the last 6 months has 

accomplished 30-40% of the list. “There's not a ticking clock. But the irony is it'll get 

done. Because now I'm having fun at it.” 

 Renee indicates she is more aware of her Self, how she is showing up for her Self, 

and with her Self for others. Renee declares being of aware of your Self is “a relief” and 

it “feels good” because she feels “more peaceful.” She occasionally will catch herself 

judging her Self, but now she acknowledges she is more aware when she does it. She 
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describes the meaningful portrait process as an “unfolding” of her Self. “I stopped 

thinking about they were taking photos and having that experience kind of like, that was 

just me.”  

Renee realizes now the “degree to which I censored myself” by which she means 

hiding her feelings, acting, or behaving in ways that would benefit others, or make her 

mor palatable for others. Renee curated versions of herself that were happier than she 

truly felt. She now feels more comfortable acknowledging those emotions. “If I'm tired or 

if I'm grumpy, or something's bogging me, nah, I'm opting out. I'm not going. And I don't 

hesitate to say thank you, but no, thank you.” 

Renee describes her understanding of her Self “like standing in a room of 

mirrors.” 

 And you're seeing all these personas. I'm aware of that over time how I just said 

that persona's not important anymore and we're just gonna black that one out. And 

that was the feminine me. Yeah, no. It's not gonna be singular mirrors. It's one big 

round mirror. And I can look around. There's no seams in the mirrors anymore. 

Does that make sense? So in other words, I'm in a room and it's one solid round 

sphere. That's just me. 

Renee reflects that she does not recall the last time she felt this way, probably when she 

was younger, “because you don't edit yourself as a kid.” Renee claims her aha moment 

was realizing how many mirrors there were and how many mirrors she had blacked out.  

I would say there's still some segmenting because that's reality. It's like, I have to 

be professional here, but, but I see them all. I understand them all. Scared little 
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kid. The pissed off teenager. I mean, it was certain mirrors that were [sic] the 

strong ones that had to help everybody.  

Renee feels closer to her family and many friends now. She is able to open up and share 

her Self on a deeper level. “I was good enough at hiding the not good me, the not healthy 

me, that I never, I only left let them see the good stuff. And I thought most of that good 

stuff was gone. That, that didn't exist anymore.” Renee feels an energy in her life she has 

not felt in a long time. She sees it in her photos and embodies it in her living experiences. 

“I feel energy. I have no idea that I can see, I can see my energy. In those images. I feel it. 

I feel more whole. And I'm being more mindful of this new me.” 
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Appendix G: Co-Researcher 2 Individual Depiction – Ayana 

 

 

Ayana is a 51-year-old cisgender woman who uses the pronouns she/her. She 

identifies as Asian. Ayana was raised in the Northwest region of the US and claims 

Thailand as her place of origin. Ayana currently lives in a major suburb of a large 

metropolitan area of the South Central region of the US with her husband and her 

children who are in high school and college. 

Family 

 Ayana’s knowledge of her early life is built on the fractured memories of a child, 

stories passed on to her, and a few recently acquired government documents.  

Literally, growing up you have these bits and pieces, stories of your lineage and 

your history. And I always felt there was this hole in my heart when I would ask 

my sisters questions. 'cause she went through such a traumatic experience. I don't 

push back to ask anymore. Like, the minute she starts crying and, and reliving that 

journey…I'm not gonna ask any more questions. But I always wanted to know 

like where I came from. 

Ayana’s father was a Thai soldier, and her mother was Laotian. Until recently Ayana did 

not know how to spell her mother’s name or what her family name was. Ayana’s research 

has uncovered new documentation that sheds more light on her family story.  

Her parents met when her mother’s village was bombed in the Vietnam War. 

Ayana’s family traveled to a refugee camp in Thailand after the war ended to find her 

father and were eventually resettled to the Northwest United States when Ayana was 

approximately 5 years old. Ayana and her family were sponsored in the United States by 

a British family. 
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Ayana never knew her mother, who died when she was only five months old. 

After her mother’s death, Ayana and her siblings met up with their father at a refugee 

camp in Thailand. Ayana was only one year old. Ayana believes she was raised in large 

part her older sister, who was 10 years older. Ayana was the youngest of five children. 

Ayana’s father was prone to violence with “demons of his own.” She was told her 

father abused her mother repeatedly, including when pregnant with Ayana. This violence 

continued into Ayana’s youth. Her father remarried before the family resettled in the 

United States, but Ayana does not speak about her stepmother.  

Before being resettled, Ayana’s family lived in temporary shelters and camps that 

were built in the ruins of bombed villages in Thailand for several years. Ayana’s older 

sister lied about her age to get work to feed the family and would have to leave Ayana 

with their father.  

She would work at the rice fields. We would go through many months without a 

roof over our head trying to evade the Viet Cong soldiers without being 

discovered. I think maybe he had P-P-T-S-D from serving in the war and seeing a 

lot.  

One day Ayana’s father threw her against a wall for crying and a piece of exposed 

metal cut open her stomach. Hours later when Ayana’s sister returned home, she found 

her sister lying on the floor, in shock, and almost dead from blood loss. This was the first 

scar Ayana received from her father. Ayana’s sister nursed her back to health. 

She had just held my hand, and she just prayed for me to come back. She said she 

was there alone, just holding my little hand, just praying. I remember that guilt 

and didn't quite process it. And, and just how horrible the situation was. And 
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knowing that, she was barely 11 [years old] with a five month [old] and my other 

siblings. 

Ayana grew up blaming herself for her mother’s death and feeling that she was a burden 

to her family, especially her older sister for contributing to her loss of childhood and later 

adding to an increasing complex family dynamic. 

Childhood 

 Ayana describes her childhood as “loving” and yet riddled with events that made 

her question herself and her relationship with God. “I just didn’t wanna be seen by any of 

them.” Ayana journaled extensively throughout her youth. “I would collect stamps, dried 

flowers, I would write my journals. Just what I ate, what was the weather, and kind of 

like drawings that would just escape the world.” Ayana wanted to fit in and be a part of 

the community. She picked an American name based on a popular cartoon character from 

her childhood.  

I thought, you know what? If I could be part of that world and name myself…So 

like, never, never, never ask, an elementary school kid to pick a name because it's 

not gonna be leaders and great feats of achievement, it's gonna be a cartoon 

character. 

Assimilating into her new life would not be that simple and continued to challenge 

Ayana. She was teased and bullied by other children about her heritage and name. Her 

family were treated as “a plague in our community.”  

They would taunt us; they would call us ducklings. The kids in school would 

tease us and say soybeans and tea soup. A kid had thrown a rock in my upper 
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eyebrow causing the one scar. And then what made it worse was, 'cause our 

sponsor were British. She taught us all British words.” 

She felt like if she were “invisible” it would be better.  

Ayana’s older sister was sent away to be married. The years following became 

more difficult for Ayana to endure. Her father continued his abuse. “His only form of 

communication was violence. He would hit when he was happy. He was hit when he was 

sad. He would grab whatever was around him.” Ayana’s father was not just violent but 

also showed indicators of psychological abuse. When Ayana was about six years old her 

father forced her to try and crack a small nut with a machete. In her first attempt Ayana 

cut off part of her finger. “I remember, I didn't cry because he'd be, ‘cry, you'd get hit 

even worse.’ And so I would not let him see me cry. And then when he left, I went in into 

the house.”  

As a child, Ayana tried to justify his actions. “He had PTSD. I was the cause of our 

mother's death, and I was the burden and, and all these other things.” The abuse escalated 

and child protective services eventually intervened.  

The police and her sponsor family came to her school to question her. The 

questioning was done in the school cafeteria in front of other students. “I remember 

talking to them like, as a matter of fact, I, yeah, he did this, he did this. And, but I 

remember when they asked me about the specific bruises that were on my body, I 

remember I just felt the stares from the kids looking at me. I felt really shameful about 

it.” Ayana felt the weight of her family’s unhappiness and saw herself as the primary 

burden. Ayana was sent to live with her oldest sister briefly but was ultimately returned 

with another sister to the British sponsor family to be raised. 
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 Ayana strove to be a model student and daughter to gain the praise of her sponsor 

family but also not stand out too much to gain unwanted attention. “I am just like, I'm 

gonna join gymnastics, junior achievement, kind of like be a chameleon and just blend in 

and not wanting to be seen.” Her sister was more rebellious, which proved too much for 

her sponsor family, and she was sent back to the family. Ayana found herself alone. She 

lost her Thai language and had to navigate the complexities of a foreign family dynamic. 

 Ayana worked to ingratiate herself into her sponsor family in an attempt to be 

loved and find a mother figure. She would care for the family’s grandmother every day 

after school. She practiced the preferred family decorum of not displaying emotions. She 

did well in school and participated in the right extracurricular activities. Despite her 

efforts, the sponsor family often treated Ayana as something other than family, as 

something of a possession. They asked her to do cultural dances “on command” and other 

tasks. Ayana was too young and naïve at the time to understand the implications. 

I really, honestly, at that time, I probably didn't know better, but I just wanted to 

not be seen and just blend in. And so I kind of, I, even though I knew I didn't fit in 

because they, they didn't, I felt like they just took me in. 'cause I was a charity 

case and it was such a mind game and chasing a mother figure who was so elusive 

and it's like, do you love me or don't you. It was just so messed up. 

Despite this indifference, Ayana continued to try and make the best of her circumstances. 

 Her junior year of high school, Ayana’s hard work was on the cusp of success. 

She was primed for scholarships, recommendations to colleges. She was doing well in 

junior achievement and gymnastics. With only two days’ notice, the Sponsor family 

decided to send her across the country to the Southeast region of the US to live with her 
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biological sister. An infidelity scandal was washing over the sponsor family and the 

sponsor mother wanted Ayana out of the house.  

I left all my belongings there. I had a suitcase and my art bag with me. It was 

probably a blessing disguise 'cause it allowed me, I didn't have any, you know, all 

the friends that I met were [there] and starting over. So, it allowed me to just 

solely focus on school and again, try to apply for scholarships and do the whole 

college deal in [the Southeast]. I had, you know, applied to, I had heard back from 

Duke, Wake Forest, you know, back in the day it was all snail mail. 

Education 

Ayana graduated high school with honors. Despite being accepted to Duke and 

Wake Forest, Ayana did not tell anyone. She did not feel she or her family could afford 

the expense, and she feared being a greater burden to her sister. Ayana made the decision 

to return to the Northwest, live with her sponsor family, and go to community college to 

avoid being a burden to her family.  

Ayana worked multiple jobs to pay for her college expenses. Her sponsor family 

once refused to loan her 75 dollars for textbooks. She decided to sell some of her 

belongings she left when she moved to the Southeast.  

I'm gonna go to the attic and, and sell, you know, I had my stamp collection. I, my 

journals, my old prom dress, Letterman jacket, or anything I could sell. So I go 

upstairs to the bedroom, and I had a small attic. So it didn't take me very long to 

discover that while I was gone, they got rid of all my possessions. Oh. Like 

everything I've ever owned, like my annuals, my photos, my, you know, my 

beloved journals that of all the things I miss and feel like there's a hole in my 
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heart for my journals. And so I don't have a surviving photo of me beyond high 

school. 

Ayana felt like this was a statement of her worth. “I'm not even worth $75. I was just so 

angry at God. I don't have anything to offer people. I'm not… I'm a nobody.” In that 

moment Ayana realized she no longer wanted to be a part of the dynamics that had 

controlled her for so long. “I just don't wanna be part of it. I just wanna live out my life 

and not be seen and just, I'm just done. I just felt done. I was like, that's it. I have just 

can't take this anymore.” As a turn of fate, Ayana received a sizeable tip at work within 

the next few days, so she was able to pay for her books, but her memories were never 

recovered. 

Career 

 While in community college Ayana was a part of a group that worked on 

computer animation projects for fun. A technology company was just starting up and her 

friends encouraged her to apply. Ayana was hired as a contractor while still in junior 

college and started a multi-decade career with what is one of the most well-known 

technology companies in the world. 

 Ayana never finished an undergraduate degree. She worked full-time. Her career 

has contributed to some of her insecurities.  

There were definitely challenges working in male dominant development group 

where everybody had a higher education than you. I'm a female minority with half 

a college degree. I'm managing people who graduated from MIT, Yale, Harvard 

testers, and developers. And like, it was a lot of ego and rightfully so. 'cause they 

were the best of the best. 
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She may feel the pressure, but she has had a successful and stable career with the same 

company for almost three decades. 

Adulthood 

 Ayana met her husband, got married and had children. Her family moved to the 

South Central Region of the US. Ayana was baptized when she was 48 years old. When 

Ayana’s sponsor mother passed away, the daughters did not call her. She learned from 

distant relatives. As an adult Ayana still had small glimmer of hope that after all those 

years the sponsor family had somehow considered her a part of their family, loved her.  

Awareness-based experiences 

As a part of the selection process each co-researcher completed an in-take form 

that included self-reported responses to questions that may indicate living experiences 

that are known to enact greater awareness of Self. Prior to the study Ayana indicated she 

had participated in yoga, but no other forms of awareness-based experiences were 

identified: meditation, mindfulness exercises, counseling, therapy, or coaching. 

Ayana indicated she may have but was not sure if she had experienced cognitive 

dissonance as defined in this study.20 Ayana was also not certain she had engaged in a 

transformative experience. Ayana does articulate some indications of preliminary 

emotional, mental, and physical shifts in her understanding and awareness of Self. These 

shifts are described in more detail in the following section, Ayana Enacting Self. 

Ayana Enacting Self 

 
20 See Definitions and Key Terms, p. xviii. 
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Ayana describes herself as an “empathizer. I more the quiet observer and not much to 

say.” That is, until she talks about being a mother. As a teen Ayana was teased for not 

having a mother. 

When I had my first child, those mean girls, I remember them telling me that I 

would not know how to be mother 'cause I didn't have one. And for me, chasing a 

mother figure all my life has been such a crutch to me. And I remember thinking 

to myself, okay, well they're probably right. I probably wouldn't know how to be 

mother. 

Ayana recalls getting in a fight in high school with a bully to defend herself. “I may not 

know how to be a mother, but I know how to be a fighter. And that was what I was going 

to do is be a fighter and protector for our kids.” Ayana sees her role of motherhood as a 

form of redemption. 

Being Worthy 

Ayana has been fighting her entire life, for her life, for love, for acceptance, and 

to just be. Ayana sees her meaningful portrait process as “an affirmation of just my whole 

life story.” She is “exhausted” and feels like she can “let my guard down for the first 

time.” Ayana has the scars to attest to her battle-filled life journey. “A lot of the, the 

physical scars were done by someone who was supposed to protect me.” Most of her 

physical scars have emotional or mental counterparts that run just as deep. 

 Ayana acknowledges she has struggled with her Self-worth since she was young. 

She did not even feel worthy of her own name. 
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“So, my Thai name is Thong Waan21 given to me by my mother. Thong means 

gold, Waan means sweet. So, you put it together, it means sweet golden one. So 

growing up, I didn't felt [sic] like I des deserve that name. I didn't feel gold or 

something precious.” 

Ayana recalls when she was young, only five or six and feeling overwhelmed with her 

guilt, shame, and the abuse of her father, and she emotionally and physically 

disconnected from her birth name when she nearly drowned in a community pool. 

I slowly went towards the deep side as it got deeper and deeper and deeper. And 

remember just kind of just letting go and my body sinking, you know, chest 

getting tight, things getting dark and or opening my eyes. Actually, I saw light 

with my eyes closed. I could feel the light in the water. And I opened my eyes 

and, and just somebody had reached in the water and pulled me out of the water. I 

remember from that moment on, I was physically saved, but Thong Waan 

remained at the bottom of the pool. And that's day where I decided to never go by 

the name Thong Waan ever again, because I didn't feel I was something special. 

Ayana admits she heard a whispered voice speaking to her “Your sister would keep 

everyone, if you weren't another mouth to feed. If you weren't born, mom would still be 

alive. This is a way out for your sister to not break your mom's promise.” 

Knowing Her Self 

 Ayana states she was not certain what to expect from her meaningful portrait 

process after a friend shared the brochure with her. 

 
21 A pseudonymous Thai name with a similar meaning is used to further protect the anonymity of the co-
researcher. 
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I think God knew that I was ready. I wasn't sure what it was about. I wasn't sure 

how I was gonna feel to be that vulnerable. Um, because I just, when I look at 

before my baptism, I remember I would look at photos and getting ready. I just 

didn't see beauty in them. And I was, even when I get compliments, I was like, 

okay, you're crazy. I just, you know, just saw what I saw. I just saw the scars. I 

didn't see a pretty person. I just didn't wanna look at the mirror a lot of times 

Ayana recalls how at different moments in her life she refused to take certain photos 

because of the scars. “I never took a wedding photo of your hand because it would 

remind me of, of, um, rejection abuse.” Ayana wants to reframe her vision and 

understanding of her scars to take away their power.  

…take the photos of the scar and not let it haunt me. I remember, I was very 

specific. I wanted my photos to be taken of the scars to show that I needed to see 

them, like really see them not just in a mirror. I just need to see them and face 

them. 

Despite her intent, Ayana admits she did not anticipate that she would feel much different 

about the scars or herself, but she did. 

I wasn't expecting to feel different about them. I had a new understanding of, an 

appreciation of, my scars, seeing them up there. It was like I woke up. There's a 

difference of looking at your scars in the mirror and looking at your scars standing 

out and seeing it for what it is that it wasn't. The ugliness and the scariness in that, 

you know, it rather than sadness, her photos replaced with joy rather than being 

defeated or broken. It was a story of surviv[al]. Like, I was beaten but I wasn't 

broken. I survived and had a new sense of purpose from the scars. 
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Freeing Her Self 

Ayana admits it was easier to relax taking the photos because she had shared 

much of her story with the photographer and there was trust there that allowed her to be 

her Self. “Yeah. Just a sense of relief from whatever that was holding me back. Just, just 

to release it. The affirmations she received from her husband and children also 

contributed to her confidence. Her husband described her as an “Archangel” because of 

her inner strength, “more than I realized” she admits.  

The set of photos tells her story. The focus on her scars. The choice of dresses, the 

traditional costumes, the red dress, the golden dress. It tells her “beauty isn’t just 

perfection. Beauty is riddled with scars and battle wounds internally and externally.” 

The first time Ayana saw her photos she began to cry. It had been a long time 

since she had allowed herself to cry over this. “I hadn't cried, you know, from, it's so silly 

to say, but I mean, I rarely cried when our dad abused us and hit us.” As she got older, 

she tried to hold back the tears from her sponsor mother’s “rejection.” Ayana recalls her 

“will to survive” and “push through.” She believes God brought her to this experience to 

make up for multiple losses in her life: her scars, the loss of her photos and journals, her 

lack of acceptance by family and community. 

I just cried. I just felt like I, God had redeemed my lost photos in the attic. Like, 

these were the ones I was meant to have, and it was okay. That's what I felt. We 

found my lost photos, and they were restored to me and that I wasn't trash. They 

weren’t as ugly as I thought they were. It is just a sense of peace. I felt like God 

had mended what was broken and just made it better. 



415 
 

Laying Down a Path 

Ayana realizes that this is a journey, and her healing will take time, but for her 

this has put her on a path to seeing her Self she has not been on before. She is still 

“processing it all” and “some days just laughs at it” and “feels like this is not my life.”  

Previously she wanted to be “hidden” “unseen” “invisible” and now her photos 

hang in her home for anyone to see. Ayana is “still getting comfortable” seeing them each 

day in her living room and study. Ayana admits though, if they were not prominently 

displayed, she might “never look at those photos. And that’s why it’s important that it 

hangs up. That I see it.” Ayana is honest in her awareness. “If you were to give it to me, I 

wouldn’t seek to look at it. Not yet.” 

There are moments when she is emotionally and physically overwhelmed by all 

that she feels about her experiences and struggles to process it all. 

And then that comes along with a moment of you're finally able to breathe, and 

process it all in. And being able to just cry, because I know sometimes those 

moments where I'm alone and at night and you don't know why this sense of 

loneliness comes from, or since a rejection comes, it just comes, you just… you're 

having a good day and all a sudden you're just... you should be happy. Like, there 

is no reason to be feeling hurt, and it just comes and hits you and blindsides you. 

And, and those are the days where I don't even wanna get out of bed. 

Ayana sees pride in her photos. “It just shows that…if you’re willing to dig deep…and 

see as raw, as damaged as you think you are…if you show up and your willing to 

fight…” Ayana realizes that her previous desire “to be muted and not be seen” is match 
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by her “defiance and willing to live. And when I look at those photos, I look at it like, 

wow, I actually have this quiet defiance.”  

Ayana realizes that she has been quietly defiant over the years in her pursuit of an 

education, her career, her marriage, and becoming a mother. Yet when asked if she will 

fight for her Self, she falters. 

Yes and no. <laugh> I’m trying to be better with setting boundaries. I don't take 

anything personal. I'm like, okay, yeah. You went to graduate school. You're 

making fun of my name. Okay. You can't pronounce my name. Okay. You think 

I'm an Asian waitress because I'm on a date with my husband and we went to an 

Asian restaurant. I don't let a lot of things get to me. <laugh>. I was like, 

whatever, you know, carry it. 

Ayana clarifies that she is willing to “pick her battles” and perhaps it is “our culture” that 

“your people go first.” Finally she affirms, “I would definitely be able to fight for 

myself.” When Ayana considers her story and what it means to her, she says it isn’t 

always necessarily about  

the person who's the bravest or the wisest person. I would tell the story of the 

person that is willing, the person that is willing to get up in the morning when you 

don't feel like it. The person that is willing to show up…when you’re going 

through a horrible season. 

Loving Her Self  

Ayana is researching her family’s journey from Thailand and learning more about 

her heritage. She says she always “felt a hole in her heart” not knowing about her mother 

or her family. Now she learns that hole is being filled in. “I am now part of something. I 
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found my people.” She recently discovered a photograph of herself as a young girl, 

perhaps 4 years old, in the refugee camp. “I saw it for the first time, and I thought I was 

gonna be afraid of it. I was happy 'cause… Oh look, I actually have another photo that 

survived.” Ayana also now has a photo of her mother and her father. She sees her own 

daughter in the photo of her mother. “She has like incredibly small hands and how she 

stands. We both saw the photo for the first time and she's like, mom, I look like grandma. 

I look, oh my gosh. Yeah.” Ayana reflects that “people don’t realize how important 

photos are…it validates you as a person.” 

 Ayana uses the metaphor of dirty windows to describe her new sense of 

awareness and understanding of Self. 

Why did I think I was so damaged and horrible? Why did it take me? Why I just 

didn't under… it was like someone had cleaned the windows. Like I was, I felt as 

if I had been walking for 48 years with these windows that were just not right. 

And they were just muddied up and I felt like somebody came and washed the 

windows for me and I can see clearly from it. 

Ayana reflects on what might have been if she had gained been more aware earlier in life.  

I thought, I was just living such a skewed life. Whereas if that window had been 

cleaned, maybe I would've fought for better promotions. Maybe I would've fought 

for people taking credit where credit wasn't due. Even when I would go out [with] 

my girlfriends or someone would hit on me. I was like, are you hitting on me 

<laugh>? You must be seeing something else. You know, maybe I would've gone 

on more, more… maybe I would've said yes to more dates. 
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In this clarity, Ayana shares her reconnection with her younger, inner Self. One of her 

photos is in a golden dress 

When I saw that picture, I felt like Thong Waan came out from the bottom of the 

pool and took her breath for the first time. I felt like I had came out from 

underneath that pool with Thong Waan.  

Ayana shares she can finally say her Thai name without feeling “shame or guilt.” She 

acknowledges that this is a process, but at the same times feels “relieved” and “like a 

hundred pounds had been lifted” from her shoulders. “Her house was cleaned. The 

windows were aired.” Ayana affirmed he photos gave her courage to share her life story 

with her own children whom she shielded from the truth.  

I had protected them. I felt like I already carried that burden for, so I was not 

gonna let that be theirs. I never spoke about my dad, what he did to our, to me. 

My kids never met him. I never spoke about his name. So when I saw the photo of 

me in my Thai outfit and I was like, okay, you got the photo. You heard what 

your son said about you. It's okay. It is okay to go back and discuss how you got 

to America. And its time. 

Ayana is contemplating how she might reclaim her family heritage by having the US 

government recognize her family. She is considering asking the US government to 

recognize her father for his service and asking for a formal acknowledgement that the US 

bombed her mother’s village and her family suffered as collateral damage. Ayana 

believes this acknowledgment may provide her some “validation” and reassure her “that 

the resettlement wasn’t for nothing.” She believes this would “go a long way in the 

healing process.”  
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Ayana sees the letter from the US government a foundation for a new narrative. It 

would be a “fresh start, just a second chance…to rebuild my lost connections.” Ayana 

describes getting a letter of acknowledgment as a bridge.  

It is a bridge and connection of it all is a bridge. It's beautiful. It's not lost. It's this 

connection to a sense of inner peace and confidence to just say that, yeah, my life 

was a shit. I wouldn't wish my life like anybody in the beginning, let's be honest. 

But at the end of that, oh my gosh, I've got amazing kids a life and all the things 

that we're able to build and help but give back to the community. And all the 

things. It's a bridge of connecting all the why's have been answered. Like why 

were all the scars on you? Well, because they're beautiful. It signifies the strength 

and resilience. 

Ayana feels she has more “grace” now with her understanding of Self and hopes she can 

“extend the same grace.” She sees, even after 25 years of marriage, a shift in how she and 

her husband communicate. Seeing his support through the process and her own journey 

has made it easier for her to open up. “Those photos open up those conversations.” She is 

also sharing more with her children and bonding over their new understanding of both her 

story and their heritage. 

 

  



420 
 

Appendix H: Co-Researcher 3 Individual Depiction – Tess 

 

 

Tess is a 46-year-old cisgender woman who uses the pronouns she/her. She 

identifies as black/African American. Tess was raised in the Northwest region of the US 

in a rural community. Tess is divorced with three children. Tess currently lives alone in a 

rapidly growing small town outside of a major metropolitan area in the South Central 

region of the US. 

Family 

 Tess’s parents were originally from the South Central region of the United States. 

Her parents married when they were 19 and 20 and her father joined the Army. Her father 

was stationed in the Northwest region of the United States and that is where her parents 

raised their family. Tess’s parents raised the family in the Babtist church with a strong 

faith and strict rules. Her mother was the counterbalance to her father’s “fire and 

brimstone” ministry. Tess was very similar in personality to her father in their strength of 

character. 

After leaving the military, Tess’s father started a church and became very active in 

the community. He was well known for his activism. There is a community center named 

after him. Her father was “married to the church” and her mother often had to encourage 

him to return home and make sure he was “giving appropriate amount of time to that 

too.”  

He loved God and he loved his people, but I think sometimes kind of forgot about 

<laugh>. His family. Not intentionally. I don't think in a way to be harmful, just 

because he was so intent on really honoring God and with his gift. 
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Her father was focused on his ministry and not helping his daughters “navigate the waters 

of being in healthy relationships and things of that nature.” Tess was more of a rebel than 

a daddy’s girl. 

Tess’s mother was a homemaker until her youngest went to kindergarten, then she 

went to work as a civil servant. Tess has six siblings. Tess’s mother was very protective of 

her children and encouraged a love of reading and fantasy. “She always read to us, all 

seven of us would be sitting around and she would read from Aesop's Fables, and she 

would read from all these different literatures.” 

Both of Tess’s parents are deceased, she lost her mother in 2011 and her father in 

2020.  

That feels significant to me. 'cause I think it shaped my world before when they 

were alive. But it is definitely continued to have a profound shaping on my life 

since they've passed… 

Tess’s mom is what held the family together. The family always gathered for holidays, 

but after her mother passed away, “it didn’t feel like there was still a need to that.” Tess’s 

father remarried a year after her mother’s passing. It was a difficult transition for Tess to 

process  

I felt like a year was way too soon. But something that my mom said, 'cause she 

had a lot of wisdom, my mom was like, your dad's going to need to remarry. 

We've been together for over 40 years. Your dad is relational. He needs; he needs 

relationship. He needs companionship. 
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Her mother encouraged her not to hold it against her father or “give him grief.” Tess 

eventually came to terms with her father’s new marriage. “My dad did need that 

relationship. He needed that to be his best Self.” 

  Tess’s and her father had a strained relationship until the last couple of years of 

his life. After her father died, she learned how proud he was of her. A friend shared that 

her father would often mention her in his sermons. “Your dad always gets up on the 

pulpit. And he says, ‘Oh, I talked to my Tessy today. She called me today and I'm so 

proud of her.” Tess was unaware. “I just didn't know. 'cause I wasn't there. It healed 

something in me. It just broke something in me that I was just like, oh, I needed to hear 

that. I needed to know that.” 

Tess grew up with feelings of “rejection” and “being unworthy” that she never 

discussed with her father. She believes that he may have suffered from his own sense of 

failure.  

He recognized that he didn't show up…for me and my sisters, it was harder. We 

really struggled with that relationship with our dad. I think that he recognized that 

there was areas that he left us exposed because he didn't show up in that way. 

It was hard for Tess and her father to be “vulnerable” and talk about those things. Tess 

concluded her relationship with her father was negatively impacting her understanding of 

her Self and her relationships with men and she felt a calling from God to repair that 

relationship.  

Tess’s efforts with her father would “start to break down the stoniness” and “start 

to melt the icicle around my heart.” Tess’s new connection with her father allowed her to 

see her father in a new light: 
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I start to see my dad in a way that I had never seen before, which was that he’s a 

human man with frailties. Because the dynamic in the dichotomy of him being 

both my father and my pastor was always a struggle for me.” 

Tess realized she had been viewing her father and God through the same lens which had 

contributed to excessive feelings of judgment. Tess amplified that judgment with her own 

self-doubt and insecurities about a wide range of concerns: 

That I was not worthy. Um, I felt rejected. I felt ugly. I felt just, I've always felt 

really fat <laugh> that was a thing for me. There were periods where I felt like my 

skin was too dark. Um, nobody, nobody would want me because of that. I just felt 

like I was just not, just wasn't… I've always struggled with those different things 

and just believing that I wasn't enough. 

Tess did not know her father would die in less than two years, but she attributes her 

strength of faith to the “peace” she felt because she “knew that my dad and I had 

redeemed time in that space.” Tess felt she was no longer “harboring any unresolved 

thing” or “unforgiveness.”  

Tess leaned on her siblings during her grief over first her mother and later her 

father. She believes God gave her “seven best friends.” She continues to be close with her 

siblings. She attributes “grief counseling and lots of prayer” to helping her navigate the 

loss of her parents. 

Education 

Growing up in the Northwest there was little diversity in Tess’s classroom, but she 

did not know any different. When she moved to the South Central region to visit, she 

realized the lack of diversity in her early childhood. “I was often the only black child in 
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my class. All of my teachers were, were white. My students, my fellow classmates were, 

were white. And I don't know that I had a lot of awareness.” Growing up church was 

another developmental space for Tess. That community was predominantly black and at 

times felt like “two different worlds.”  

  I think being in the Northwest taught me how to be tolerant in a different way. 

Her family in the South Central region often self-segregated and were surprised to learn 

“you date outside your race.” Tess learned race discussions were more prominent in the 

South Central region, and she did not always have the same learned experience.  

I didn't have some hangups about certain things. It was just a big deal here. That 

was interesting for me to kind of navigate in the very beginning. Um, when I first 

came, I was told that you sound very, very proper. 

Tess moved to the South Central Region after high school. Her father believed she 

“needed a change of scenery” as Tess “was sowing her oats.” Tess moved in with her 

older sister with the intent of going to college. Tess completed some college with a focus 

in healthcare administration 

Motherhood 

 At the age of nineteen Tess became pregnant with her first child and was twenty 

when her daughter was born. It continues to be a defining experience in her life.  

I think navigating those waters, I feel like for me, because there's still a lot of 

things that I experience now as a woman in my forties where I'm like, whoa, I, I 

really experienced that. And I get, and I'm on the other side of it. I had an idea of 

what I thought my life was gonna look like. I certainly never thought I'd be a 

single mom. 
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Tess anticipated her life would be more traditional, like her parents “married no later than 

thirty and have two-point-three kids.” She experienced a “crisis of faith” and tension in 

her relationship with her parents. Tess initially considered an abortion and feared “facing 

her parents.” “The idea, the notion of disappointment and disappointing them overwrote 

any other senses. I was terrified.” In her first trimester at an emergency doctor’s visit, she 

first heard the heartbeat of her unborn daughter. “I was like, I can't do this. No matter 

what happens, I'm, I'm moving forward.” At that moment Tess decided to become a 

mother. 

 Tess feared her father’s disappointment but found he was more “resigned” to her 

situation. Her mother’s reaction “hit the hardest.” She had no outward reaction. Tess had 

called her at work and she simply responded, “Well I gotta get back to work, so I'll talk to 

you later.” Tess felt like “something in me was broken.” Her mother’s unexpressed 

disappointment was difficult for her to process. 

 Tess saw her pregnancy as “self-fulfilling prophecy” and felt deep “shame” as she 

had gained a reputation in the family for not following the rules and being wild. She was 

sent to live with her sister and go to college to settle down “get away from the madness.” 

Tess felt “unworthy,”“unwanted,”and “rejected” and any other adjective that can describe 

a “a low person.” Tess carried that shame and rejection for years. Her shame at being a 

single mother shaped how she saw herself as “a woman, as a daughter, as a sister, as a 

friend in relationships.” 

Tess eventually became the mother of three children. “Being a mom really helps 

to change your perspective in a lot of ways because it, it made my parents more human to 

me.” Tess started to see some growth and maturity in her appreciation for her experiences 



426 
 

and her parents. She had more “grace” and “forgiveness” as she understood “what they’re 

going through now.” 

Tess’s first daughter also became pregnant at nineteen. Tess had cautioned her 

daughter to focus on herself, take time, and go to college. When her daughter told her, it 

took Tess back to the moment she told her own mother. 

I just remember sitting on the couch with her that day. I remember her sitting and 

she was hunched over and she was crying. She was like, “mom, I'm so sorry. I 

know that this is disappointing to you.” And I think maybe part of it now that I'm 

reliving it, I think part of it could have been how I felt in that moment, telling my 

mom. But also, I remember the Holy Spirit telling me, she needs your grace right 

now. She needs you to give her grace. 

Adulthood 

Tess’s relationship with her parents continued to be strained with her parents after 

she discovered she was pregnant. She did not “have any type of reconciled relationship” 

with her father until about two years before his death. She was “more than cordial” with 

her father, but they were not close as she got older. Tess continued to be close with her 

mother, but never quite felt worthy of that relationship.  

Tess remained in a relationship with father of her first child for over 8 years and 

had a second child with him despite ongoing abuse. Tess, finally left her abusive partner 

and returned to the Northwest region when her mother became terminally ill. There she 

met and married her husband. The marriage was emotionally “tumultuous.” Tess never 

felt “worthy” of love and would allow others to take advantage of her vulnerability in 

some ways.  
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Tess was not fully present and came into her relationships feeling an underlying 

sense of being “ashamed.”  

I kind of always came at it in a bow sense, like whatever an ashamed sense, like 

whatever you need me to do, I'll do it because I need to prove to you that I am a 

good enough daughter that I can, you know, reclaim the past. Um, I think as a 

friend, kind of similar situation, there were times where maybe I needed to be 

more, uh, more present for me, but again, just felt unworthy and was like kind of 

bow back, bow back a little bit on that. It definitely took me down a notch. 

The relationship was further tested by her grief. “I have a husband, and I need to be, try 

to somewhat be present for him and for that space as well too. I just kind of fought my 

way through all those various different, different things.” Tess eventually returned to the 

South Central region with her children after her mother passed away and she divorced her 

husband. 

Tess struggled with the loss of her mother and the loss caused her to reflect. 

I felt like when my mom passed away, I felt like I am not done. I was not done 

being mothered. Like I still needed my mom. There was still so much things, so 

much life left and lessons and things that I felt like I needed to glean from my 

mom. But at the same time, I felt like I needed my mom so much that there was a 

lot of opportunities for stunted growth. 

Tess recognized she “idolized” her mother and that her co-dependency on her mother’s 

judgment may have inadvertently restricted her own ability to take ownership for her own 

decisions. Tess felt “vulnerable,”“naked,”and “out of control” after the loss of her mother. 
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She pondered, “what am I supposed to do?” Tess felt like without her mother she was not 

certain “how to figure out life” and that she would “need a handbook.” 

After her mother passed, Tess experienced more loss. Her ex-husband died 

suddenly shortly after their divorce. Her daughter’s godmother died and soon her father 

became ill and would die as well. This time of change became a “catalyst” for Tess and 

“catapulted me into a space where I really started looking more inwardly.” 

As Tess started to consider being in a romantic relationship again, she realized she 

wanted things to be different. 

I don't want to be in a relationship like the one I had with my husband and the one 

that I had previously with their fathers. There's gotta be something different that 

has to happen. So that's what was the catalyst for me to say, if it's gonna be 

different than it has to start with you. There's things that you're gonna have to 

address within yourself that is going to impact what the difference needs to look 

like. 

Career 

Tess has a successful career in the healthcare industry. She currently is engaged 

by a large network of University based research healthcare facilities. Several of her 

siblings are also in the healthcare or mental health field. 

Awareness-based experiences 

As a part of the selection process each co-researcher completed an in-take form 

that included self-reported responses to questions that may indicate living experiences 

that are known to enact greater awareness of Self. Prior to the study Tess indicated 
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participating in counseling, therapy, or coaching. Tess indicated that she participated in 

counseling to help process the grief associated with the loss of her mother. 

Tess believes she has experienced cognitive dissonance as defined in this study.22 

Tess shares multiple examples of cognitive dissonance including her relationship with her 

father which led to her ongoing feelings of being “unworthy” or “rejected” despite having 

deep faith and seeing her father (a minister) and God as one. Tess also indicated she 

believed she had engaged in a transformative experience and articulates emotional, 

mental, and physical shifts in her understanding and awareness of Self which is described 

in more detail in the following section, Tess Enacting Self. 

Tess Enacting Self 

Seeing her daughter fight through the loss of a pregnancy pushed Tess to move 

out of her own depression from the multiple losses she had faced, especially her mother 

and father. “Seeing my daughter walk through one of the darkest times of her life pushing 

through the depression, to get to come out on the other side was, was the catalyst for me. 

It was a moment of resilience.” She recalls attending a seminar and hearing God speak to 

her, encouraging her to be present. “The Holy Spirit was like, ‘there's gonna be a point 

where they're gonna ask for volunteers, and I want you to volunteer.’ And I'm like, oh my 

gosh, why are you asking me it?”  

In the seminar she did volunteer and what she received was an outpouring of 

validation of her journey from seminar participants through the exercise. Participants 

shared their vision of her struggles with her. 

 
22 See Definition of Key Terms, p. xviii. 
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I saw everything that you've gone through. ‘I seen the Holy Spirit and your under 

his wings and all these fiery darts trying to get through.’ This one lady was like, ‘I 

seen you've been trying to get across the river. You've been trying to cross the 

chasm for many years and many different times.’ And she said, ‘I seen the Holy 

Spirit take your hand and dance you across the chasm.’ There was just so many 

different things that these women were saying… 

It was from that experience that Tess was invited to participate in the Meaningful Portrait 

Process.  

Being Worthy 

Tess admits it was the first time “maybe in my life” that she had felt that special 

or the focus of attention. She states, “I just felt to an extent that I just kind of had to take 

whatever was given because this is what I'm worth.” She believes years of believing she 

needed to hide or subdue part of her Self contributed to how impactful the moment was. 

I told you in the beginning, me and my father did not have a very good 

relationship. I always felt like my dad was very disappointed in me. I felt like he 

was disappointed in me because I always, I was always so boisterous and I felt, I 

felt like, my thought was that he felt like I wasn't staying in my lane. I was doing 

too much and I was just too, too out there, you know, too bold, too… 

The meaningful portrait process helped to deconstruct that mindset. 

Tess recalls feeling so special throughout the meaningful photo process. Every 

detail was constructed to make her feel valued and important. They prepared foods and 

drinks she liked. They played music that reminded her of her youth. The emotional 

sensation reminded her of how her mother made her feel on her birthday. 
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When it was our birthday and she always made that day so special. And just the 

excitement of having friends come over to spend the night. And she would put 

gum, drops, gummies on our cake and she'd decorate it just, just an exciting, you 

knew the day was about you, <laugh>. You know, so you just felt so giddy. You 

just felt so excited. This is about me and it's okay. 

Tess admits, “my mom never made me feel rejected or unwanted or unworthy” but Tess 

often perceived that “because of my own rejection.” Tess reflects, “I couldn't necessarily 

always navigate to see through to the love that she was always providing me. I could just 

see her disappointed.”  

Tess sees the meaningful portrait process as an “arrival moment.” She felt the 

entire situation encouraged her to be her Self. “It was a permission moment for sure. Just 

to be in that space. And I did, I just felt uninhibited, I felt free.” 

Freeing Her Self 

Tess admits this new awareness raised questions that forced her to reflect. She 

recalls considering “what or where are the other areas of my life that I've been holding 

back on that I need to release?” Were there “other areas that I need to give myself 

permission to just move forward?” She wonders, “where are the areas that I still maybe 

walk or live in bondage, but I really am free.” This is a novel mindset for Tess, she admits 

and somewhat “outside her comfort zone.” She does not normally “challenge my thought 

process.” She ponders what other limitations she has put on her Self and how she has 

missed out. Tess realizes there may be other areas “where I need to champion my Self.” 

 Tess expresses surprise that she ever held “limiting beliefs” about herself. She 

confronts those when they surface now and challenges any negative inner dialogue. 
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“Why did you think that this wasn't possible this whole time? What's been stopping you 

and whatever's stopping you, let's look at those barriers and remove that.” Tess affirms 

her appreciation of sharing the experience. “The older I get, the less moments I have. 

Yeah. So, I want to remember, I want to be able to connect with and be more present with 

moments.” 

Tess recalls she decided she wanted to focus on her resilience. Tess describes 

herself as “a rebellious child. I was the, I was the preacher's kid who was like, I'm gonna 

just do it right.” Tess grew up in a loving family, yet “always felt like the black sheep of 

the family. I always felt like the one who was messing up and all the things.” 

 Tess admits she has always been hyper-critical of photos and self-conscious of her 

weight. “I'm always like thinking these pictures are gonna be out here forever and ever 

again. And I'm gonna have this weird hand, or I know my lump fat's gonna be out and it's 

just gonna bother me.” Tess remembers having to remind herself, “I am free and I'm 

gonna go in here and be free,” leading up to the photo session. 

 Tess looks at the meaning photographic process as God “bringing me to a place of 

freedom in him, like I had never experienced before.” She believes her experience was a 

moment to “mark freedom and resilience.” Tess describes the origins of her new sense of 

Self.  

I think where the freedom stemmed from is I finally felt like I was in a space in a 

place where I felt free to be my authentic and genuine self. And I think that's what 

the pictures captured. 

Tess confesses to reinforcing her sense of Self repeatedly as she prepared for the photos. 

Telling her Self, “we're gonna go in here and drop our inhibitions,” “you're gonna let 



433 
 

yourself be comfortable taking these pictures,” “you're not gonna worry about the 

angles,” and “you're gonna be free and you're gonna enjoy this experience.”  

Tess states “I gave my Self permission to actually be and feel free.” She 

acknowledges she felt free that day and believes that she “pushed through the barrier” as 

she describes the “talk and the thoughts” in her head. The photos were “something I did 

for myself Tess declares. 

When other’s shared how Tess showed up for them, she acknowledge it was not 

immediately easy for her to accept. Her friends and family described as “resolved,”has 

“strength” and that she “shows up in spaces for others,”but “she doesn’t always know it.” 

Hearing those words “was a realty” for her and she “started to believe that maybe this is 

true about who I am.” Tess saw her Self more as “growing” and “evolving.” With the 

photos “the scales were falling off my eyes in some ways.” 

The words of her family and friends resonated with Tess, she explains because “it 

has so much bearing on the atmosphere and how your day goes.” Tess asserts the value of 

their perspective into her Self: 

Those are the people who are bonded to you. Those are the people who are 

rooting for you. Those are the people who care about you. Those are the people 

who love you. Those people who are cheering you on. Those are the people who 

have walked with you through some of these hard journeys. And these are not 

conversations we typically have. 

Hearing their words went a long way to opening her mind. Tess acknowledges she tends 

to be expressive anyway, but now she tries “to be very intentional to share that with the 

ones that I love.” 
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 Tess reflects that much of her Self awareness was through “the lens of being a 

single mom” where “there’s always another need before yours.” Even before becoming a 

single mother, Tess recalls like something of an outsider or “black sheep” in her family. 

Her motherhood amplified those feelings of being “unworthy.”She admits she “didn’t feel 

worthy to have anything.” 

Being Valued 

 Tess acknowledges that the words her friends and family shared about her 

contributed to significance of the event. She also gives credit to her decision and 

commitment to financially invest in her Self. Regardless of the package you ultimately 

select the photographs are a significant financial investment. Tess recalls a friend 

confiding that they would neve pay that much money for photographs. Tess reflects “I 

think part of it is because you already don’t see a value in having pictures taken of 

yourself” regardless of price.  

Tess admits years ago she would not have seen the value, her value. “I think that it 

says, I'm not valuable for an investment.” Tess concludes if we are willing to invest in our 

Self it says, “I am worthy for experiences.” Tess recalls spending thousands of dollars on 

her daughters for cheer and other activities as a single mom and never questioning the 

expenses. 

Tess affirms that the investment in Self must “be intentional” and a “conscious 

decision.” Tess determines that we must “consciously” speak our worth. “I am worth this 

investment both financially, mentally, physically, spiritually, whatever else it's gonna 

yield for me. I'm worth that this is the return, and I have value and I have value. I have 

value.” 
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Defining Her Self  

Tess admits she saw her responsibility as a single mother as a “punishment” or 

“consequence” in many ways. She recognizes now that she believed it was her 

responsibility to take care of herself and her children without any help from her parents, 

family, friends, or others as a consequence to her actions. “This is what you get.” Tess 

realizes because she did not feel “worthy” she did not feel “entitled” to many things such 

as owning a home. The photos helped break through that mindset. 

I think it was that freedom and that release to say, no, no, you can, one, it's okay 

for you to get help, accept help and receive help. Two, it's okay for you to want 

things for yourself that on the outside looking in feels like you shouldn't be 

entitled to it because you're a single mom or whatever the case may be, but it's 

okay for you to want and have those desires and want those things too. 

Tess found her Self saying “it’s my turn.” 

 Tess believes in that space the freedom came from “the uncovering of lies.” She 

was accepting who she was, without judgment. 

This is what God says about me and this is how he sees me. And it's okay for me 

to be free. And it's okay for me to, even being a single mom, I can give myself 

permission to be in these spaces and be okay. 

Tess describes being her “authentic Self” as “not being cautious about everything that 

you're doing or the way that you're experiencing Life.” Tess expands, “if you are walking 

through spaces, with a concern about how it may be perceived or how it may look, there's 

a, a good chance that you're not being authentic to who you are.” Tess admits she is not 
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fully there. She has achieved it on “some levels.” She reveals another component is that 

“in order to be your most authentic Self, you do have to feel safe in that space.” 

 Tess recalls how her obsession with controlling her image in photographs prior to 

the meaningful portrait process had started to become problematic in her friend group.  

I could see people getting a little bit annoyed with it because I would want to see 

the pictures right away. <laugh>, I would want go through each picture. Please 

don't post anything. If you're gonna post something, don't post this one. I may 

even wanna do a little editing on the picture, <laugh>. And it was really taken 

away from the moment of just being. 

With her new awareness, Tess states if she realizes she is not feeling comfortable taking a 

photo, she politely declines to remove the issue. This allows her to be more present when 

she is in photos with her friends and family and be more spontaneous. “I'm gonna be all 

in with this picture, I'm all in and I'm walking away.” She no longer worries about 

editing.  

Laying down a Path 

Tess is more aware of how she talks about her body and her Self now, especially 

around her daughters. “That's something I wish I would not have done. I wish I would've 

had a revelation around it then, like I have about it now. Um, so I definitely have been 

more mindful and careful about just the way I, I talk about my body.” Tess reveals that 

people “consciously or unconsciously treat you based on the way that you treat yourself.” 

Tess admits she “admires” this new confidence she has to be “comfortable in my 

Self and my body.” She feels like she is “shedding some layers” and letting go of “the 

weight of expectations” even the perceived “expectations of others that I’ve placed on 
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myself.” Tess acknowledges that beyond her physical confidence, “there is a confidence 

that precedes me. That you don't, you don't, you don't meet insecurity first. You're 

meeting a confidence. Tess admits, that not focusing so much on her appearance has 

allowed her to be more “intentional about really connecting in and honing [sic] in on 

conversations.” 

Loving Her Self 

When Tess looks at her photographs, she sees an “overcomer.” “I see a woman 

who has journeyed a path.” Tess reflects on the lower income apartment she once lived 

in, not just because that was what she could afford but because she believed “this is what 

I deserve.” Tess recognizes the significance of her ability to overcome that mindset. She 

recently bought her first home. She bought not an older pre-owned home, but a newly 

built home. Tess is grateful for what she has now. She sees her faith as playing a strong 

role in her on-gong awareness. 

Now living in the home that I live in now, which was a brand new build, you 

know, the new appliances and all the things. I'm grateful to God because I'm, I 

overcame in the sense that if I would've been thinking like…God said, I just want 

you to come up higher in your thinking. I'm not reserving certain good things for 

certain good people. 

Tess sees now in her faith and in her Self, there is no distinction. “I'm not looking at you 

and saying, ‘oh, well you're a single mom so you can only pick from this lot of 

goodness’.” Tess vows she does not “take it for granted, the great fortune to be, it brings 

me to a moment, and it make me think more constantly about it.”  
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 Tess admits that until six years ago, “I didn’t think God loved me at all.” Tess 

clarifies: 

I knew that God loved me, but I didn't think he loved me the way that he does 

love me. I had a transactional mindset. I thought, you know, if I read my Bible 

enough times, if I pray enough times, and when I do those things, he really loves 

me. When I'm not doing those things, he is not pleased with me. He doesn't love 

me. 

Tess now understands that God loves her “without condition” and “without merit.” 

Tess affirms loving her Self without distinction, “condition” or “merit.”She 

acknowledges that sometimes the “lies” and “transactional mindset creep” creep back in, 

but she is aware now. Tess wishes “that I had felt like more of an overcomer when I was 

younger because I think that it would've informed a lot of the different decisions that I 

would've made, and I could have had different outcomes.” Tess reflects on her journey 

and wishes she had been able to see her Self with clarity earlier. 

We put a lot of pressure on ourselves when we start getting to certain ages and 

feeling like, I haven't accomplished this and I still need to do this. And I think 

seeing everything that I've experienced up to this point gone through and then like 

in the space that I'm in now, um, I think it just makes me realize that I've always 

been where I needed to be. 

Tess now believes she loves her Self the way God loves her. Tess shares that love is a 

primary aspect of the experience.  



439 
 

Love is the driving force for so many things that we do in life. But if you don't 

believe that you're loved or believe that you should be loved it drastically shows 

up. It drastically changes how you show up in, in life and in spaces. 

Tess reflects on her past lack of Self love, “I spent a lot of time being so hard on that 

girl.” When she looks at old photos, “I can see the sadness in some of those pictures.”  

 Tess believes her new photographs “feel celebratory” and she intends to hang 

them in her new living room. “I want to come in and it’s like, it’s my first art piece.” She 

wants guests to feel inspired. Tess credits her photographs with speaking to “inspiration,” 

“tenacity,” “truth,” “freedom and hope.” She looks forward to sharing her journey and 

story when people ask about the photographs. 

Seeing Her Self 

 Tess passes her photographs each day and sometimes she seeks them out 

purposefully. Tess admits that she may seek the photos out when she “don't feel as 

courageous or strong,”when she is struggling to show up at work, or when she is 

“questioning my own, like maybe imposter syndrome. I'm questioning my own self to 

self-worth.” Tess engages the photographs to reconnect. “I think looking at those pictures 

as a reminder that you're where you're supposed to be. You've done hard things before, 

and you can do hard things again.” Tess recognizes the embodied experience she has with 

the photographs.  

It’s always bringing me back to that moment in space. It either can bring me back 

to remembering how I was feeling when I was taking the photos. But also it's 

more so just bringing me to the emotions of what it took to even get to that place. 

What led up to even being here, to even being arriving to this moment. 
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Tess admits sometimes as she reflects on the photographs she is “sitting with the weight 

of thinking about different experiences that I've gone through in life.” In that moment, 

Tess says “those emotions wash over me again. It’s quick and fleeting. But you’re not 

that person anymore.” Tess confesses the person she was five years or more would never 

have done the photographs. 

I don't know that I would've ever seen myself in a position where I thought that I 

could have had this level of beautiful art done and, and memorialize that moment 

that, what some of that emotion triggers. 

Tess shares that the photos are an “unfolding” of her past challenges. “It feels like it's the 

culmination of everything up to this point.” She expresses a deep desire to “connect with” 

and “remember those emotions” because that’s how her “brain processes.”  

 Tess admits that she has struggled with body-image issues since she was young. 

In addition to concerns about her weight, Tess struggled with the color of her skin. 

I struggled with being really dark. There's a lot of things within our, within the 

African Americans and just different, you know, we delineate that way. This one's 

light skin. This one's darker skin. If you have darker skin, you're made to feel less 

than. All of the boys, when I was growing up, I felt like wanted girls who had 

lighter skin than mine, had really long hair. I've always had Afro curly hair and 

textured hair. 

Tess feels her journey process has helped her “feel seen by men,”but “seen by them in a 

different way.” Ironically now it is “less of how I feel like I look and more of how I 

present.” Tess declares, “I think that translates into a beauty.” Tess no longer has a fixed 

image of what she should look like and she admits that also “frees up space” and 
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“capacity and real estate in my brain to connect in ways that are not related to how I see 

myself physically.” Tess describes it as a “mental, spiritual type of awakening.” 

 Tess has also found a sense of reconciliation with her mother. She now feels a 

sense of pride radiating from her mother in her memories and not the long held 

disappointment. Tess realizes all these years she has been holding her Self in comparison 

to her mother which contributed to many of her insecurities. 

My mom is my mom, and you can't compare me to her. 'cause in my mind, she's 

perfect. You know what I mean? What I feel like he [God] was trying to get me to 

see is that she was a good mom and she was a good, perfect mom for your mom, 

but she's not you. There is still a you that your mom couldn't be, that you always 

needed to be, that even whether your mom was here or not, you needed to 

understand that you were still, you. And I needed you to be you. 

Tess realizes she her mother continues to be with her and she sees now that for many 

years she “undervalued” her Self and didn’t “see the beauty in who we are, in our fragile, 

in our brokenness, in our emptiness.” Tess reveals her new ability to sit “with the weight 

of that moment and just really connecting with…who I’m meant to be, who I’ve always 

meant to be.” Tess shares “I’m good.”  
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Appendix I: Co-Researcher 4 Individual Depiction – Mika 

 

 

Mika is a 55-year-old cisgender woman who uses the pronouns she/her. She 

identifies as black/African American. Mika was raised on the West coast of the US. Mika 

is divorced and has one child. She currently lives alone in a suburban community within a 

large metropolitan area in the South Central region of the US. 

Family 

 Mika experienced a turbulent family dynamic with multiple painful events. Her 

father died before she was born. Mika’s mother was a single mother who frequently 

worked the graveyard shift leaving Mika responsible for her siblings. In fact, as the oldest 

sibling Mika spent most of her childhood caring for younger siblings. She had “a lot of 

responsibility that was put on me at a very young age.” Both Mika and her mother 

experienced abuse from one of her mother’s long-term partners. Mika endured the abuse 

for years, “until I left for college, it was, when I left for college, it was kind of like the 

freedom of just being responsible for me.”  

Mika’s mother died almost 20 years ago. In close succession she lost multiple 

family members: a sister, grandfather, aunt, and grandmother. Mika feels she invested 

years trying to maintain relationships across her family and regrets that she does not have 

more close family connections. Mika has intermittent contact with her brothers. Much of 

her family lives on the West Coast. Mika felt the burden of trying to hold the family 

together but ultimately realized she could not do that on her own.  

Mika was married at one time. Her marriage ended in annulment when she 

discovered her husband was a bigamist. She ultimately wrote a book about the 
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experience. Mika acknowledges it is sometimes challenging to open up and discuss some 

of the past events of her life. She has experienced many different “traumas” to overcome. 

Motherhood 

In her mid-twenties Mika was enjoying a youthful life, participating in sorority 

activities, and generally felt unfettered. Around the age of twenty-six, Mika became 

pregnant. She did not intend to continue a relationship with the father and made the 

decision to move forward with the pregnancy without him.  

She left her family on the West Coast to pursue her career and take care of her 

son. As Mika moved to accommodate her career development, she was fortunate to have 

family or friends as a support network. Her younger sister even moved out to help take 

care of her infant son at one point. Mika found herself juggling every aspect of her life at 

the same time. “So just a lot of by faith and trying to learn and advance my career at the 

same time of being a new parent.” 

Mika felt grounded by being a mother. It made her “mature,”“responsible and 

dedicated and driven in different ways.” Mika had to start making more serious decisions 

as she was “back to thinking about somebody else, but more importantly, somebody that I 

want to think about.” Mika’s son has experienced depression and anxiety throughout his 

life In raising her son, Mika felt “responsible to God and how I raise him.”  

Education 

Mika attended a corporate management development program in the Southern 

region of the United States. The early phases of the program forced her to move cities 

multiple times. Mika completed her bachelor’s degree in management. Then went on to 

obtain her master’s and doctorate in management.  
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Career 

 Mika worked for a consulting firm for over two decades. Mika authored a book 

on prayer and forgiveness. She is currently a professor at a college and an executive with 

a management consulting firm. 

Faith 

 Almost three decades ago, in those early years with her son, Mika “accepted 

Christ publicly.” This marked a significant change for Mika as she chose to put her 

“whole trusting in God for everything.” Mika wanted “to make sure my son had a 

different upbringing than I did, and that was more founded in faith.” Mika had a desire to 

“do life differently.” She learned to “trust God” and “seeing his hands in my life has been 

jus encouraging in so many ways.” 

Awareness-based experiences 

As a part of the selection process each co-researcher completed an in-take form 

that included self-reported responses to questions that may indicate living experiences 

that are known to enact greater awareness of Self. Prior to the study Mika indicated 

participating in meditation, mindfulness exercises, counseling, therapy, or coaching, but 

not yoga. 

Mika indicated she has experienced cognitive dissonance as defined by this 

study.23 Mika shares multiple experiences of dissonance such as her early choice to leave 

the security of family to seek a better life for her and her son, demonstrating her conflict 

between personal desires or preferences and a sense of responsibility. “I was pregnant, 

and I wasn't gonna be with my son's father, so I knew I needed a career,” 

 
23 See Definitions and Key Terms, p. xviii. 
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 Mika also indicated she is not certain she has engaged in a transformative 

experience, though she does articulate emotional, mental, and physical shifts in her 

understanding and awareness of Self which is described in more detail in the following 

section, Mika Enacting Self. 

Mika Enacting Self 

Mika sees her meaningful portrait process as “healing” and “redemptive.” They 

are a testament that she is “still fighting” and she has the “joy, grace, mercy” of her faith. 

When she was young and she found her faith Mika decided to trust God because “I 

already knew I couldn't trust in myself and that there wasn't anybody else that I would 

trust in. For Mika when she would enact it was an unfolding of doom. 

I used to kind of, um, use, um, revelations to, to correct my behavior. So it was 

like one of those of, um, and I used to ask the Lord to, for a child before the world 

ended. So when I had the child, I was like, oh my gosh, the world's about to end 

kind of thing. 

Despite this dark interpretation, Mika found her faith leading her in a positive direction, 

“he just moved me a few times to, to get out of stuff” and she learned “to lean in to God 

and trust him for everything.” She trusted in her faith that the meaningful portrait process 

would bring her closer her faith and in that relationship with God as well as her Self. 

Being Worthy 

Mika states she participated in the meaningful portrait process because “I needed 

to see; I wanted to see how God sees me. Mika reveals she does not ‘want to see myself 

through the eyes of others and through my own eyes.” 
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Where I didn't feel very, um, responsive, not, not responsible. I didn't feel, I don't 

know, very, I didn't feel very worthy of anything, you know? Um, um, felt like I 

was still striving and still trying to repair and heal and so much, I didn't see the, 

not that accomplishments define me, but I didn't recognize any of the things of 

how I've changed through the accomplishments or through the healing process. 

Mika admits she does not “feel worthy” because of “mistakes” she made in life, such as 

becoming a single parent, having other failed relationships, changes in careers. Mika sees 

a pattern of “bad choices, bad decisions” that were “compounding” in her life. Mika had 

also battled with her self-image and weight loss since the birth of her son. Even the day 

of photographs Mika struggled with “the way my body looks,” her hair was in a 

transitional stage, she had only just started her weight loss journey. Mika admits that “I 

just start feeling like there’s so much stuff I could have done better. It just was me not 

forgiving me.” Ultimately Mika recalls, she knew “God also has a plan for perfect. Or 

what his idea is.” 

 Mika admits that she does not “view myself as a good mother.” Having her son, 

who does not always freely express his emotions, share his words about how he cares for 

her was particularly impactful. Mika and her son took a photo together that day and she 

sees his love in the way he looks at her. “He can say he loves me all day, but when you 

look at the picture, you're like, oh, you really do.” 

Being Valued 

 Mika asserts that making the decision and committing to the financial investment 

of the photographs was significant. Mika admits she does not “spend money like that on 

myself.” “I’m sure there’s 50 million other things I could have done with the money,” she 
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admits. Spending the money and having full-body photos was a clear leap of faith. Mika 

shares she was “trusting that you’re [God] just meeting me there.” Mika recalls praying 

on the expense, this would help her “see myself the way you [God] do. 

Freeing Her Self 

 Mika recalls the day of the photographs her son and some family joined but the 

dynamics were initially a little off because of personalities, fatigue, and recent travel. She 

was feeling a mix of emotions “anxious,” “nervous,” and “excitement.” Mika remembers 

the gospel music playing helped her be more “relaxed” and “just let me know God was 

with me.” Mika realizes as she relaxed that she “stopped thinking about what the camera 

was gonna say, <laugh>, <laugh> look like. I stopped thinking of that and just, um, kind 

of let myself just worship that throughout the experience honestly.” Mika shares that 

there “was a joyfulness that was kind of contagious in that atmosphere.” 

 Mika sees her Self emerge in the photographs. “I'm pretty sure if you look at a 

progression from the, the first click to the last click, you can see a progression.” Mika 

sees a difference in how “relaxed and calmer and, uh, at ease and, and even building trust 

through the process.” As Mika relaxed into the process with the combination of the music 

she started “seeing something happen” that was “out of your control” and she realized “it 

couldn’t be nothing else but God.” This gave her more “peace.” 

Seeing Her Self  

 Mika acknowledges that when she looks at the photographs the give her 

“strengthening and encouraging.” She expresses her enjoyment at looking and saying, 

“oh that’s me” and “look what you’ve been through.” Mika admits she likes that. Mika 

shares that she wanted “a photo that captured a me I didn’t see in the mirror.” Mika 



448 
 

explains that when she looks in the mirror, “I'm much harder on myself, and so the photos 

help me to not be so hard on me.” 

 Mika explains we do not always “look like what you’ve been through.” Mika 

shares that she “doesn’t look like” what she’s been through in her photographs. She sees 

it as “God’s covering.” Mika admits that when people call her “strong” it can be a 

“trigger” for her. “There’s time I don’t want to be strong. There’s times I can’t physically 

feel like I’m strong. I want to tap out.” For Mika, the photographs give her a reflection 

and affirmation that says, “you can do this.” 

 Mika finds “strength” in the photographs being able to “see how far I’ve come.” It 

is important that she is no longer looking at her Self “in the old light.” Mika admits the 

photographs may not have had the same impact on her at an earlier age. “There's so much 

other things I needed to go through first.” 

 Mika recalls wanting to do the meaningful portrait process because “I loved the 

story that was told through the picture.” She reflected “what story would my pictures 

tell?” Miks admits to wanting to know “what would you see behind?” She recalls a 

photograph from her childhood when she was being abused. “I can see the sadness in my 

eyes. I can see the, uh, pain. And I always look at that and say, why couldn't anyone else 

see that? Or why didn't they acknowledge it or address it?” Mika acknowledges, “when I 

look at my pictures that I did in a photo shoot, I want to be seen, not just the surface, but 

deeply.” 

 Mika sees her Self as “more resilient than I thought.” It gives her a “renewed 

sense” of purpose to move forward in her goals, like writing another book. Mika receives 
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“encouragement” through the photos and validate that “your story is needed.” The 

photographs “help in healing.” 

 Mika is scheduled to do more photos for her upcoming book. She expresses some 

“anxiety” and wonders “what will I see about myself from then to now?” She admits, “I 

hope I have grown, but will it be reflected in those pictures or not?” 

Loving Her Self 

 Mika has her photographs in her bedroom so “so when I open my eyes, I can see 

my pictures.” Mika sees her Self and receives a “reminder to surrender all.” This message 

from God lifts a “weight” from Mika because “I have been raised to be responsible and 

do things and to make the decisions on them to do all this on my own.” The photographs 

offer a “constant reminder” to Mika “that I am not alone” and that “I don’t need to own 

everything.” Mika is reminded to “trust God to let it go.” For Mika, the photographs hit 

“every aspect of my being.” Mika adds “it’s a reminder to love me.” 

 Mika interacts with her photographs “like a mandate” or “mantra for the day.” 

Mika explains that just looking at the photographs can change her mindset. When Mika 

engages with her photographs she sees “an energized kind of focus.” She knows that she 

can ‘accomplish what I need to accomplish.” Mika also sees the photographs as a 

reminder to do things for her Self. A “reminder for myself that I'm also worth it. I'm 

worth taking the time.” 

Laying down a path 

 Mika acknowledges that she is “always constantly trying to reflect on my own 

Self.” Mika questions “what could I have done differently” especially with her son. She 

knows she did the “best that I could with him.” She challenges her Self about past 
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decisions as she considers her future approaches. “I still reflect back on the young [me] 

and things I should have done differently or could have done differently. If that would've 

made a difference, and then what can I do currently to go forward?” Mika finds her Self 

“standing before the Lord and being accountable.” Her faith is in every decision she 

makes. Mika also desires to be a “good role model for other mothers.” She considers 

other women who may have shared experiences.  

 Mika sees a greater confidence in her Self since she took her photographs. She 

sees “confidence in, in how I look and what I see in myself. She continues to ask, “what 

is God showing me in those pictures of me?” Mike affirms “that’s more important to me 

than anything else.” Mika wants to know “what is it that I’m reflecting?” 

 Mika admits that she does not “take a lot of stock in my Self.” Consequently, she 

does not “always see my Self the way others see me.” This can have implications for her 

faith and was the significant emerging understanding of Self in her MPP experience: 

I think I underestimate what God has put in me. I don't take a whole lot of stock in 

that at times. So, it kind of just reminds me, I have such a purpose and a mission 

that I need to accomplish, and I need to get it done. And so it's an energizing point 

for that, is that you, you have a bigger purpose than you're allowing yourself to 

do. I know God had told me at one time, you have, your reach is further than you 

know. There's, there's responsibility behind that reach. I need to take that to heart 

more seriously that there is a responsibility of that I that I've been given. And, I 

have to walk in that purpose. 
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Appendix J: Co-Researcher 5 Individual Depiction – Dee 

 

Dee is a 54-year-old cisgender woman who uses the pronouns she/her. She 

identifies as white/Caucasian. Dee was raised in a small rural town in the South Central 

region of the US. Dee is widowed and currently lives in a major city in a large metroplex 

in the South Central region of the US with her daughter. 

Family 

 Dee grew up in a loving family that had infrastructural challenges. Dee’s father 

was a chemical engineer and an alcoholic. Dee’s mother struggles with undiagnosed and 

“untreated childhood traumas.” She can be “emotionally immature.”  

Dee has three siblings. Dee was “the goody two shoes.” Her younger sister, the 

baby of the family, was more apt to “get in trouble” and say “I’m gonna do what I want. I 

make the rules.” Growing up, their relationship was “rocky,” and it became more strained 

after her marriage. Her relationship with her brother suffered while she was married as 

well. Her brother is gay. Her husband was “homophobic” and refused to acknowledge her 

brother’s husband as part of the family. 

Marriage 

Dee got married “right out of college.” Her marriage was not happy: “On day one 

the emotional abuse started,” Dee recalled. Her husband would “gaslight” her and express 

what he considered inadequacies in her physique or character: 

It's like nothing was good enough. Like, there, there was never anything that was 

right. No matter how hard we tried, how hard we worked or whatever. I wasn't 

ever skinny enough, smart enough, I have a master's degree. I worked in a 
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technical field, doing volunteer work at the school on top of that, you know, so it 

was just like, like no matter what I did, it was never enough. 

Dee’s husband would often play mind games to keep her disoriented. Dee learned he 

would adjust the trip odometer in her vehicle so that he could harass her for not getting 

good gas mileage. He would force her to drive so that he could critique her. Her husband 

would badger her to decide things, then question and disparage the decision she made. “I 

could never win. It was always, why did you park in that parking place? But if I asked 

him, which parking place do you want? He would get mad at me for not just parking.” 

She was expected to work full-time, take care of the children, and make sure their 

home stayed in an immaculate state.  

The kids' rooms had to be spotless all the time, even though they were kids. I 

could hear his car come around the corner before he got to the garage and there 

was always this last-minute dash around the house to make sure things were put 

up. Like the kids' rooms were, I still did my youngest a lot. And so, there was a 

mad dash to make sure everything was perfect. 

Despite the ongoing abuse, Dee felt like she had “been trained” to “get married” and 

create “the perfect life” and as the wife it was up to her “to keep it together.” During her 

marriage, Dee “felt trapped, all the time.” She felt like she “was on eggshells…trapped 

and overworked is what I felt during that time. And very lonely.” The marriage became a 

“façade” and “performative” in nature. “It was, the perception had to be, this big glossy, 

perfect family on the outside. If people really knew what was going on the inside, they 

would've been horrified.” 
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 Things that Dee enjoyed such as writing, reading, and drawing were considered 

unimportant and “didn’t matter.” Any personal interests, “were just taking time away 

from him…housework…or making more money.” Her husband would voice his support 

of her interests and add the caveat that they could not interfere “with family time.” Dee 

would often write at work on her lunch break or late at night after her husband and her 

children were in bed. 

Dee and her husband had two daughters. Dee suffered a miscarriage between 

pregnancies. Her husband and his family amplified the toxic environment by repeatedly 

expressing disappointment she did not have a boy to carry on their family name. Her 

husband and his family often advocated for “unconditional love, but there are all these 

conditions” from them. 

Dee considered leaving her husband, but he threatened “to ruin me and take my 

kids away.” He threatened that “I would never see them again.” Dee had real fears that 

her husband might one day kill her and her children. Had her husband not died, 

eventually Dee would have needed to find a way out.  

Which would've been figuring out how to escape while he was on a business trip 

kind of thing, right? Or the other scenario I have in my head is that he cracked and 

killed us all and I don't think it would've ever gone that far, but there's always that, 

that worry I had that he was that crazy sometimes. He would tell me, nobody 

knows the true me. Nobody knows what I'm really like. 

Dee’s husband was abusive and became an alcoholic. He developed liver cancer 

and refused treatment. He died at the age of forty-nine. Dee was a widow at forty-five. As 

her husband was dying, he shared with Dee some of his deepest thoughts. He married her 
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because he “saw a potential. It was his own expectation. His own imagery in me. It’s his 

own fairytale.” 

Over her 20-year marriage, Dee had lost contact with close friends and had even 

grown distant with her own family.  

I didn't talk to my friends as much. I lost contact with some of my dearest friends. 

I pretty much stopped communicating even with my brother. And, you know, it 

was very, everything I felt like I had around me was very superficial. 

Widowhood 

She said it was “weird being a widow” at 45; “I wasn’t old.” When Dee revealed 

she was a widow, people became awkward.  

There's that weird thing, that stigma that goes with the title of widow, first of all. 

And, um, or people really do think that they're like going to catch the same thing 

that I had, you know, like, oh, your husband died. It must be contagious.  

Dee dealt with multiple conflicting emotions as a result of becoming a widow. She felt 

“lucky” that she was free from her marriage. “Guilty” for feeling that way. Dee grieved 

not for the loss of her husband but for the “life we should have had.” She also felt 

“peaceful.” This particularly surprised her siblings.  

I explained to them later, I mean, it took me years to be able to tell them why that 

was. I mean, back then I prayed a lot. I did all kinds of things and, and my peace 

has always come from knowing that there's something bigger out there than we 

know. And, um, I've always felt like glimpses of that, the oneness of the universe. 

And I think that, um, it kind of defined a lot of moments in my life about finding 

myself, you know, like, what does that mean? What does that look like? 
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Dee quit her job to be closer with daughters; one was in high school and the other 

in elementary school. The younger one was spending more time with her late husband’s 

family, and they were replicating performative behaviors her late husband displayed. For 

her family’s overall health, she felt they needed to be closer to each other. 

Dee started doing hobbies, partly as a way of “looking for who I really was.” She 

taught herself to sew and quilt. She continued her writing. Dee was “giving myself that 

permission to do something that was useful, but also fun and challenging.”  

Dee and her daughters leveraged therapy to process their experiences both living 

with her late husband and living after he died. Her youngest was uncomfortable at first 

sharing that her father had died.  

My younger daughter was like I don't wanna tell anybody that my dad died 'cause 

I just want our family to be normal. Girl, we weren't normal when he was alive, 

you know? So, it's like, what does normal look like? You know? So I went 

through and it's like, okay, this friend of yours has this kind of family. That's not 

normal. This friend of yours has this kind of family. So, I think that…I think more 

communication about these types of things help people realize. 

Eventually Dee started dating someone she knew at work. “There was a lot of like 

implosion that happened. A lot of trauma came up, a lot of triggering things. And, um, I 

realized that I really need to be taking care of me.” 

 Dee reconnected with her siblings. “I think my brother saw that I was closed off 

all those years,” she said. Her brother told her when she was married, he “did not see the 

joy that he used to see” in her. Dee had built a “façade” and “there was no inner joy.” 

When Dee reveals the true nature of her marriage to some family friends, they “hardly 
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ever spoke to me again. They would rather have their golden memories of the way my 

late husband was.”  

 Dee eventually cut ties with her late husband’s family because “They wanted to 

continue judging me.” Her former in-laws took exception when she finally started dating 

again: “Like I was supposed to be married to their dead son for forever, but yet they also 

weren't treating me the same anymore too.” 

Education 

Dee always did well in school. She was in the top 15 in her high school class. She 

wanted to attend college to leave the small town she grew up in. She went to college and 

got her Bachelor of Arts degree and then immediately started a graduate program. She 

received her Master of Arts in Literature. Dee has always been interested in creative 

writing and science fiction. Her thesis was on a prolific early 20th century female science 

fiction author who adopted a masculine name to be published. 

Dee was drawn to be a science fiction author for a number of reasons. She was a 

woman who was being excluded from what she wanted on the basis of sex. Additionally, 

Dee appreciated the themes of the authors’ stories. Even in the early 20th century, they 

were progressive and “inclusionary.” Her research influenced her understanding of the 

genre: 

[What] I really love[d] about writing was how do you make two completely 

separate different types of people work together while also talking about things 

that are important? Like, people discount science fiction all the time 'cause they 

think, oh, it's all made up. It's not made up. It's the human condition, just told in a 

different way. 
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Through reading and her education, Dee established her foundational values. 

Career 

 Dee had a multi-decade career as a technical writer in a technology and 

engineering field. She has also written one novel and is in the process of writing two new 

novels. In her writing, Dee is drawn to the idea of “people just accepting other people for 

who they are.” 

Awareness-based experiences 

As a part of the selection process, each co-researcher completed an intake form 

that included self-reported responses to questions that may indicate living experiences 

that are known to enact greater awareness of Self. Prior to the study Dee indicated 

participating in meditation, mindfulness exercises, yoga, and counseling, therapy, or 

coaching. Dee has always been interested in the metaphysical: “I read everything I could 

about Edgar Casey and reincarnation and just kind of metaphysical type of stuff. I tried 

meditation in college before meditation was a thing anybody would talk about.” 

Dee indicated she had experienced cognitive dissonance as defined by this study24 

which was demonstrated in her expectations of leading and demonstrating a perfect 

family life while experiencing emotional abuse, her conflicting emotions at the death of 

her husband where she felt grief for her “lost life, freedom” and “guilt” and the mixed 

signals of qualified acceptance and rejection from her in-laws after her husband’s death to 

maintain appearances. Dee also indicated she believed she had engaged in a 

transformative experience and articulates emotional, mental, and physical shifts in her 

understanding and awareness of Self. Dee even suggested her interest in the study was 

 
24 See Definitions and Key Terms, p. xviii. 
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because she believed “the vocalization, the telling of the story, sharing that also makes 

people realize that they’re not alone in the world.” Dee’s experiences are described in 

more detail in the following section, Dee Enacting Self. 

Dee Enacting Self 

 Dee describes herself as “very introverted” and maybe a “little weird,” by which 

she means into science fiction, mythology, and fantasy. When Dee reflects on her life, she 

feels like she “was a lucky one. My husband happened to get sick and die.” She admits 

when her husband died it was like “my life opened up.” Dee shares that therapy “helped” 

her “to start thinking about myself.” She goes on to explain, “my whole life has been 

trying to find that connection with myself.” When she was married, that connection was 

not allowed: 

I felt like my identity was wrapped up in my kids. And, and I decided last year at 

some point, it's like, I need to figure out what my identity is and where I fit in all 

of this. And, you know, I'm like surrounded by friends who are becoming empty 

nesters, and I probably never will because my older one has health problems. 

Defining Her Self 

Dee was raised to define her Self through others and what they needed of her or 

from her. Dee saw her own identity as “always tied to whoever. And I think it's still the 

case for a lot of people, even still today, that's like, our identity is tied to who we're taking 

care of.” This inhibited Dee’s ability to discover and express her Self: “It's not, you know, 

I, I never felt like I had that room to be who I was when I was, you know, somebody's 

husband, somebody's mom, and, you know.” 
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 For years, Dee had been struggling to understand who she was on her own terms: 

“So often, women get caught up into whatever their life requires of them that they forget 

to still be themselves and or they're not allowed to be themselves or they feel restricted.” 

Dee found “almost kind of like permission” in the process “to relax into” her self. This 

was  

…something that's been building for a long time, and then the experience is 

something that, that it, for me, it, like, it gave me permission in a way. Like, not 

that I needed permission, but it's like that, that moment of, um, when you know 

that somebody else sees you, right? 

It was important for Dee to establish a clear vision for who she saw her Self as and 

captured that essence in the moment: 

I think that that that whole feeling of like, you're not just a mom and a daughter 

and a caregiver and the whatever, whatever, whatever. Right. You are just still 

yourself and, um, you know that and that it's okay to be yourself, whatever that 

looks like. And if that moment of time can be captured… 

Dee recognizes that in her evolving independence and “finding her Self,” she has also 

found that “standing up for myself” also means it is okay to ask for help. “I don’t have to 

try to figure this out by myself.” Dee finds it “refreshing” and is leaning in and 

“recognizing my connections” more. 

 Dee sees this as an opportunity to create her own narrative and discover where the 

journey is going. She is not concerned with the destination so much as the agency to own 

the journey. 
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And that I'm rewriting my story. I, um, I don't have to be defined by what 

happened to me over a decade ago. Right. Um, and I think that's kind of where I 

was going. It's like kind of that rediscovery of who I was. Um, like it took me 

years to be able to talk about stuff that happened with my late husband. Oh yeah. I 

imagine. I mean, like, like it took years and then, um, to even like acknowledge 

that some of this stuff happened.  

Loving Her Self 

For Dee, the photos are a reminder “that I am important too” and that “I'm not 

defined by how I take care of other people. I need to also be defined by how I take care of 

myself.” Dee acknowledges that she is learning to love what she sees and what others see 

in her. 

For me, it was, um, that part of me that said, okay, you are loved, you are loving, 

you are who you need to be. And so, evoking all of those emotions around what 

people said, and during that moment. 

Dee recalls the powerful words shared by her family and friends. “I didn't realize 

I, how much I mattered to people that are in my circle.” Dee’s boyfriend sees her as “a 

strong person” and “more grounded than I felt.” Dee finds the words shared by her 

boyfriend, family, and other friends “enlightening” as “they saw me in such a different 

way than I was seeing myself.” Her sister describes “how she looked up to me and how 

she was proud of me.” Remembering the words adds another dimension to how she sees 

her portraits. 

Then you have that photo or photos on your wall, it just re re um, what's the word 

I'm looking for? It just re-con confirms it every time you look at that, which is, 
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you know, what she talks about even. But you look at that, and you can't help but 

think about those words that were spoken, right? That your friends said, or that 

your family said, or the experiences you had during that moment. It's like, it's not 

just portraits on the wall, it's that whole experience comes with you every time 

you look at that set of photos. 

Dee shares her family were “never one to talk about stuff.” They did not share emotions. 

“We weren’t huggy people.” So, hearing what her siblings thought of her was powerful, 

“kinda huge.” After the portrait event, the casual connection between her siblings has 

increased. They maintain a group chat to stay connected and talk on the phone every 

couple of weeks. 

As important as the validation was from her family, Dee is committed to her own 

internal validation.  

I wanna do this for myself. I want to, um, I really want to love myself in a way 

that nobody's ever loved me before. And, um, and I thought that getting the 

pictures done would be a way for me to let myself do something <laugh> that, 

that I wouldn't normally do, first of all, but kind of to pamper myself. 

As a way to show that love and acceptance, Dee has learned to not be distressed about her 

own mistakes, for example when she cut too many blocks when quilting. She does not 

have to be perfect anymore. 

Laying down a Path 

Dee sees “the interconnectedness of everybody” She has been spending more time 

building up her connections with family and friends. 
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the ripple effects of how your actions can affect one person, but then it affects 

other people that you never even know about. Right. Um, so I, I don't know. I 

think that I think also I've made, um, I've made more reconnections with some 

people, like my high school friends, uh, we've been kind of sort of reconnecting 

Dee is trying to “act more on things that are important, that are not just important to me, 

but to [the] bigger picture." 

Dee recently reconnected with old friends after the death of a mutual friend. Dee 

reflected on past squabbles with one of her friends with whom she was less close. The 

differences were over typical teen romance drama. Dee sees how inconsequential it was 

now and how important it is to keep making those connections. 

I don't know if it's just because, you know, we're in our fifties now, and it's like 

we, we've lost a couple of really important people to our friend group in the last 

few years. But for her to lose her best friend, we never wanted her to feel like she 

was just tagging on with us. We have always like, genuinely liked her. There's 

enough love for everybody and there's more than enough. And she told me that 

she really debated not joining this because it felt weird at first to her. But then she 

was like, I'm really glad that I did. 

Dee and her friend had a very healing conversation about life and the death of their 

friend. Dee is not certain she would have been comfortable with that conversation before 

having her portraits. “I just feel like I am just more open about these kinds of things and 

these relationships and acknowledging how I do affect people. I've spent my whole life 

thinking that I didn't affect people.” 
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I don't have to be tied down to the past me, that, that, that mirror of me on the 

wall Right. Is like, that's who you are. And so, reconnecting with them was really 

special. And, um, reconnecting with her even was, I think it was healing in a way. 

You know, 

Dee sees the photos as “a culmination” of “finding myself” and understanding “what 

does that mean” or “what does that look like?” She explains her new perspective as “like 

getting to a place where I don't judge myself for things that happened.” There is less 

“Internal judgment” an “external judgment.” 

For Dee looking at her portraits, the wall art, is “like a meditation practice or a 

yoga practice.” Dee considers it “a thought process.” For her “meditation isn’t sitting for 

hours” but “finding whatever moment in a way that I can find to be still and reclaim my 

energy.” Dee sees her portraits as “holding space for me” so that “I can take a deep 

breath,” “ground myself,” and “find my center for a second.” Dee admits “whatever crazy 

nonsense chaos” might be occurring in her life or home, reflecting on the portraits is a 

“simple” process to capture “that breath, that moment.” It allows her to be “calmer” and 

to “think better in the situation.” The reflection process “helps take the panic out” by 

providing the “grounding” she needed. 

Dee wonders “why have I held myself back so long? why have I been so hard on myself? 

I was really hard on myself, and I didn't need to be mm-hmm <affirmative>. You 

know, um, it's, it know, but then it's also led me to want to go back and kind of 

like, give that old me a big hug and tell that old me that it's okay that, you know, I 

did the best that I could with what I had at that time. Right. Um, you know, like 
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sometimes old memories show up, you know, it's like, oh, why didn't I stand up 

for myself, you know, when I was married. 

Dee shares that when she was married part of being trapped was because “you’re 

not allowed to make decisions; you’re not allowed to have opinions.” She continues “I 

had a realization one day, I can make whatever decisions I wanna make, and if it’s a 

wrong decision, then so what? I’ll make a new one.” Dee admits, “it was a huge moment 

for me.” 

Knowing Her Self 

The photos are a reminder for Dee that “that I have a role in the universe as well, 

and I'm not a minor character in somebody else's story.” Dee believes that “sometimes 

moms get shunted down to supporting roles.” Dee suggests that “more people should 

realize that they are their own main character,” but “not in a selfish way.”  

Dee explains that for people there are “the givers and the takers.” She has 

experienced that “a lot of times that the people that have to give or support a lot forget.” 

Dee recalls that she herself forgot “for year” that she was “anything but that supporting 

cast member.” Her photos on her wall are a constant reminder. “You can’t miss it” she 

notes, “It’s right there. You are the main character in your story.” Dee believes this has 

“been one of my big things” on her journey.” 

For Dee there is a freedom and agency associated with being her own main 

character.  

Like I experience the things that I want to experience, whether it's going on a trip, 

some kind of project or thing around the house or whatever, and doing it the way I 

wanna do it, and not the way somebody else dictates it to me. That feeling of 
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more freedom. It is definitely a freedom associated with that, right. But I think it's 

partly that it's like, um, defining myself the way I want to be defined, right?  

For Dee that agency is “a reminder that, you think, oh, we're these tiny little things in the 

universe, but we're as tiny as we wanna be.” Dee reinforces that as the main character she 

“can choose the adventure.” 

Seeing Her Self 

Dee volunteers, there “was a lot of trauma” in her marriage, but she does not 

“want people to look at me as a victim.” So the idea of being center of a photo shoot was 

not her first idea. “I’ve never’ been one to really enjoy getting my photo taken.” The idea 

of having her photo taken was “a little bit nerve wracking at first” Dee admits. 

Ultimately, Dee claims the environment that the photographer created calmed her. “I had 

so much fun doing it.” The music was familiar. Everyone was taking care of her and 

genuinely nice. Hearing the words people shared “was really cool.” 

Dee brought in the first quilt she ever made to the photo shoot. It is in her photos. 

In one she is wrapped in its shelter and in another she is waving the quilt with joy. Dee 

shared her reflection on the entire process: 

I told her that one of the things that I liked about her offering this service was that 

it, it was a way of giving people permission to actually love themselves, to 

actually acknowledge their path, their journey, um, where, where they are right 

now. But, um, like no matter how far they've come or how far they think they 

have to go. 

It was important for Dee that the process was authentic and real. So much of her life had 

felt performative. “They're also like, they're acknowledging that people have lived lives 
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that haven't always been positive lives, that haven't necessarily even been good lives, but 

they're here now and they're showing up.” For Dee, finding that safe space was important. 

“It is like, there's, there's no judgment.” 

Dee sees her Self as having “been through a lot and managed to come out on the 

other side.” Dee sees joy in her portraits which is so different from her previous life. “It's 

fun to see that person and realize that <laugh> like the person I feel like I am sometimes 

is a completely different lifetime from what I came from, right?” Dee is “grateful” for the 

life she has and being able to see it in her photos. Dee also recognizes her resilience. She 

acknowledges that she has “done a lot of work” to get here. 

Dee appreciates the intentionality of the photos. The care taken to produce them. 

Yet, they are not performative or staged like other photos might be. There are other recent 

photos that evoke similar emotions of “joy,” “happiness” or “relaxation” but none fully 

compared to the holistic response the photos evoke. These photos are a mirror to our Self. 
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Appendix K: Co-Researcher 6 Individual Depiction – Charlie 

 

 

Charlie is a 47-year-old cisgender woman who uses the pronouns she/her. She 

identifies as white/Caucasian. Charlie was raised in the Northwestern region of the US in 

a major metropolitan area. She currently lives in a mid-sized city that is part of a larger 

metroplex in the South Central region of the US with her husband. 

Family 

Charlie’s family was “weird” and “dysfunctional” in her own words. Charlie’s 

mother suffered from undisclosed childhood traumas and was known to be “disconnected 

and depressed.” Her father was “very verbal[ly] abusive.” Acquaintances refused to 

maintain connections with the family because of his behavior. Her mother once explained 

a family friend’s absence, “they don’t like the way your dad talks to me or the way your 

dad treats me.”  

Charlie experienced varying forms and degrees of “neglect” from both of her 

parents throughout her life. She had one sibling, who was about four years her junior. “I 

bossed my brother around all the time. I was so bossy.” Charlie’s brother struggled with 

healthy lifestyle choices as he got older and died in an automobile accident when he was 

young. 

Charlie’s father was raised by his mother and a step-father. Charlie’s father’s 

family lived in the North Central region of the United States. Charlie’s paternal 

grandmother and her husband struggled to keep jobs and eventually moved to Northwest 

to get a job near her parents. Her grandmother found a minimum wage job. Charlie’s 
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father’s step-father25 started managing an apartment complex and did maintenance there 

such as painting and cleaning. Charlie was encouraged to join him weekends to help and 

earn extra money. Her father’s step-father was a pedophile and that is when and where he 

started abusing her. 

Childhood 

Charlie’s abuser started grooming her when she was just eight years old. She was 

taught to believe “this is all my idea.” His exploitation of her continued until she was 

twelve. Over the years the abuse continued to escalate into more explicit acts. 

Charlie was raised going to a “fundamental Babtist church” it was “very strict.” 

Young girls were “taught to wait to have sex before you’re married.” For years Charlie 

felt like she was “living a double life.”  

I'm pretending that I live in this beautiful, perfect home, which I didn't, and I'm 

good. And it's the devil and the angel feeling inside your brain. And shame. I 

mean, shame is a huge shame…and contempt…and confusion. 

On some level she knew what was happening “was wrong” but she had been groomed to 

believe it was what she wanted. “I was shameful of that. So ashamed. Oh my God, how 

could I have wanted that?” Charlie finally stood up to her predator when she was twelve 

and demanded the abuse stop. “I'm not coming over here anymore. We're not doing this 

anymore. I'm not doing this. I don't want to see you anymore.”  

Charlie’s parents were unaware of the abuse. For years Charlie did not feel “safe” 

and had “kept a secret.” Charlie struggled in school. “I couldn’t take tests. I would just 

bomb. I was a very active kid or a good kid in the classroom, but when it came time to sit 

 
25 The Co-researcher prefers not to use the term grandfather or step-grandfather to define this 
relationship. 
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down and take a test, I would fail.” Her mother had her tested for a learning disability, but 

specialists concluded there was none.  

Chalie’s parents were “very mad” when they learned she didn’t want to earn extra 

money working with her father’s step-father. When Charlie refused to help, her younger 

brother took her place. “He turned to my brother. [My brother] was the target. I had no 

idea.” As a young girl, the danger her young brother might be in never occurred to her. It 

would be years later that she would learn her abuser also exploited her brother. 

A few years later Charlie’s grandmother became terminally ill. She and her 

husband returned to the North Central Region where she wanted to die. After her passing, 

her husband returned. Charlie’s parents considered letting him live with them. Again, at 

just 16 years old, Charlie confronted her abuser and demanded that he admit his crime. 

“You’re telling mom and dad what you did, or I’m telling them, but it ends right now.” 

Her abuser conceded and confessed to her parents.  

Her parents were “shocked,” “embarrassed,” and “shameful.” It was not directed 

towards Charlie, but at “that they let it happen.” Her mother came to talk to her and 

Charlie shared that she had started going to counseling on her own. It was someone she 

found through the church. Charlie never really talked to her father about the abuse. A few 

months later her younger brother admitted to his mother his own abuse. “I knew that it 

probably went on for several years... So, I carried a lot of responsibility for a lot of my 

life for that.” 

Her younger brother did not process his abuse as effectively as Charlie. He “took 

a far worse route and made horrible decisions.” Her mother “tried to get him help” and 

even “she sought counseling.” In the end it did not really help either of them. Charlie’s 
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mother once asked her, “How she turned out so normal?” Charlie did not believe she was 

normal but credited her faith and “God” for how she “handled the situation.” 

Charlie’s parents “never pressed charges” against her abuser. It was probably a 

“prideful moment” and they “were embarrassed” and “didn’t want it to get out.” After 

both, her parents died Charlie learned her and her brother’s abuse had been concealed 

from her parents’ closest relatives. Only a few close family friends were aware of 

Charlie’s story. “I feel bad for mom and dad to have carried that.” 

Adulthood 

Charlie did “not become a statistic.” She was “responsible,” “made good 

choices,” and “wasn’t getting in trouble.” Over the years Charlie confided parts of her 

story with different people, family, friends, and counselors. Though she was “strong” and 

resilient in the face of her abuse it did have lasting repercussions. Her childhood sexual 

exploitation led to an early exploration of self-gratification in her teens and 20’s that 

furthered her cycles of shame. By the time she met her future husband, Charlie wanted to 

align her actions with her faith, and she and her fiancé waited until after they were 

married to have a sexual relationship. Charlie continued to “fight memories” after she 

was married and sought help to protect her relationship and because she believed “we 

both deserve better.” 

Through different therapies she learned her trauma was embodied: “Our trauma 

impacts our body and our health, and here I am approaching my 50’s and where health is 

way more on the forefront of my mind.” Charlie learned of Eye Movement 

Desensitization and Reprocessing (EMDR) Therapy and worked with a counselor for 

fifteen months that seemed to be beneficial. Her counselor was pleased with her progress. 
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She felt like I was in a good spot. We went through my goals, which were quite 

lengthy, and I checked all the boxes and she's like, Charlie, if you ever need to 

revisit anything, I'm here. But I think we're in a moment where we can give each 

other the space and let's just see what happens.’ 

Education 

Charlie has a Bachelor of Arts degree. 

Career 

Charlie is a corporate marketing consultant and enjoys blogging about culinary topics. 

Awareness-based experiences 

As a part of the selection process each co-researcher completed an in-take form 

that included self-reported responses to questions that may indicate living experiences 

that are known to enact greater awareness of Self. Prior to the study Charlie indicated she 

had not previously participated in meditation, mindfulness exercises, or yoga, but had 

engaged in counseling, therapy, or coaching. In fact, Charlie has sought various forms of 

counseling and therapy throughout her life to help process her childhood trauma. 

Charlie indicated she has experienced cognitive dissonance as defined by this 

study.26 Examples of cognitive dissonance can be found in her early exploitation where 

Charlie intuitively knew what was being done to her was wrong and contradictory to the 

values of her faith, but a predator, masked as trusted family member manipulated her into 

believing it was something she should want. Other examples of her dissonance include 

her awareness of her strength, her desire to remain strong, and yet her conflicting desire 

not to feel compelled to be strong. Charlie also indicated she believes she has engaged in 

 
26 See Definitions and Key Terms, p. xviii. 
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a transformative experience. She does articulate emotional, mental, and physical shifts in 

her understanding and awareness of Self which is described in more detail in the 

following section, Charlie Enacting Self. 

Charlie Enacting Self 

Charlie considers herself as an “actress.” She claims, “I had to learn how to 

protect myself. And I have done such an incredibly good job of fooling everybody.” She 

appears to “have it all together,” but she describes an internal “struggle.” Charlie knows 

she is “strong”; it is the only what she could have survived her abuse and trauma. She 

admits she needed to “quit lying to herself” that she was okay. She admits she is learning 

to be less of an actress. 

I think I'm entering into this space of, look, I'm going to be honest with myself 

more so than I ever have been. When I feel the big feelings, I'm not going to 

ignore them. And if I have something to say to whoever, I'm going to say it. And 

I'm not necessarily talking about my story; I'm just talking about life in general 

and the way I'm showing up in the world. But if I'm sad, I'm going to let someone 

know it. If I'm struggling, I'm going to let someone know it. And versus just 

pretend everything's fine and ignore it and move on and shove it and go. I’m 

much more sit in that for a minute and get curious about it, where I would never 

do that before.  

Defining Her Self 

 Charlie is quick to define her who she is, at least from an external perspective and 

how she shows up. 
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I'm direct. I am a results driven person, am a cut to the chase kind of a individual. 

I'm loyal, but when I have to feel the big emotions I run, don't ask me to sit in that 

and name these feelings and feel the shame and the contempt of all the years of 

what happened.  

Charlie believes she has always known “what she wanted, and she went after it. She 

wasn’t afraid of anything.” She initially claims, “I don’t know where that comes from.” 

Then, Charlie acknowledges the “foundation” is of her faith and the “value system” it 

instilled in her.  

Charlie continues to be steadfast in her faith. “I found the Lord, and I am a 

woman of Faith. I don’t discredit that.” Charlie acknowledges her “faith is big part of my 

story.” Despite what happed, she believes she was “protected” and that God “guided me.” 

Charlie “give[s] credit to God and my faith” for her “power” 

Despite this resolved relationship with God, Charlie is “curious” and wants to 

know her Self more deeply to understand how she was able to have the strength to stop 

her abuse and put her life on a positive trajectory. “How did you do it?” She admits, 

“there is a honey badger that you sometimes don't want to meet.” 

When Charlie reflects on her younger Self, she acknowledges her bravery and can 

give her Self grace. 

I'm proud of you for standing up for yourself. I'm sad that you were even in this 

predicament in the first place. You shouldn't have been. I, but you're brave. You're 

courageous. Integrity won, and you stand on the legs of integrity, and that's huge. 

And that is who I am today. You're not alone. Don't be afraid. I'm here for you. 
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Knowing Her Self 

Charlie is exploring a deeper understanding of who she is as a result of her 

Meaningful Portrait Process combined with her therapy. She reflects on her Self as a 

young girl and the “strength” and “bravery” she showed.  

Girl, and that's where I get to this place of curiosity. Where did that come from? 

Where did that come from? Not just once, but twice within the realm of this story 

or this experience or whatever. I know it is mind boggling 

Charlie considers her “strength” of will and her “trauma” as a “superpower.” “I just think 

my body just was like, look, Charlie, this is how we’re going to protect you.” 

I am strong, I am fierce, I am all the things that make me who I am in a good way. 

You know what I mean? Within reason. And so, I don't know, I just think that 

young girl just looked at like, look, I have no choice other than to survive, and 

this is the road I'm going to take. 

Charlie reflects on the nature of child abuse and that it often is trusted adults who are the 

perpetrators. She ponders that those exploited may feel “more agency than you will ever 

know, but you’re too afraid. You’re too ashamed of the other side of that conversation and 

equation to ever say anything.” As Charlie shares her story, she reflects, “it's really funny 

to listen to me say out loud what I did in these two very pivotal moments, and I'm like, 

damn, who is this girl? Oh, it's me.” 

 Charlie is exploring a new concept in Self exploration. A form of group coaching 

that has women share stories. “We are not here to solve; we are not here to judge. We are 

not here to do any of that. We're here to get curious and be kind and sit with each other.” 

Charlie reveals the impact the story work has on her. “There is this sense of healing when 
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the minds are sitting with one another.” She admits when she is in a session, “you are 

able to sit and listen and get curious and be kind and share as deep as you want to go.” 

Charlie experiences a physical and emotional change. “Healing happens in the brain. You 

are rewiring those neurons.” She describes the effect on her body and mind in her story 

work and her interview for the study:  

When I hear somebody tell their story, or for that matter, for me sharing, even in 

just this time we've been together, my body is, temperature is rising. I'm getting 

emotional, I, I'm starting to think differently about myself and the beliefs that I 

have about myself. 

In Charlie’s attempts to make sense of her experiences, she reflects on her younger Self. 

She recalls she started to menstruate at the age of twelve. Her mother explained that with 

this change she could become pregnant. Charlie wonders if this added information was 

part of the catalyst for her standing up to her abuser.  

I had this thought as I'm trying to understand and get super curious about what 

could have caused me to stand up for myself at that age. I know mom sat me 

down to have the birds and the bees conversation. I'm just wondering if at this 

point now that I've becoming a woman, that there's now a whole new level of, oh, 

and I'm thinking this out loud, but oh, well, if this did get to a certain point, -----, 

then you could get pregnant. I don't know if I had those thoughts, but that's 

coming to my mind is like, okay, now you're a woman, now you're having a 

period. And so it was just an interesting aha that I had. I just think, I really am 

curious what happened at age 12 for me to say, we're not doing this anymore. And 

so that just popped in my head. 
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Charlie understands that “I’m probably more resilient that I give myself credit.” Charlie 

is trying to “be more honest with myself.” She acknowledges that her “level of awareness 

has changed.” 

Embodying Her Self 

Charlie does not have a negative Self image about her body, though she does 

lament the attention her larger bosom brings.  

I don't hate my body. I think some of the work I was doing with EMDR was, and 

this is less about my body though, but working through, I'm a bad person because 

of that, but that's not necessarily about my body. 

Charlie believes her childhood trauma negatively impacted her relationship with 

emotions and that is what she is working through.  

It has impacted many of her relationships as a young woman and Charlie recalls 

the stress, confusion, and anxiety of falling in love with her husband. She acknowledges 

her love for him now but remembers the questions that plagued her early in their 

relationship. 

When we were dating and we started getting a little closer to the serious, I was 

like, I don't know. Is this, is he the one? Do I love? Love him.’ There’s ‘I love 

you, and then I love you.’ And I'd never experienced that love before. So I didn't 

know what I was looking for. 

Charlie is getting more comfortable sitting with her emotions and experiencing them. She 

describes being emotional now as “teary eyed, stuffy nose temperature rising in my body, 

that's emotional for me. Maybe sometimes a fast-beating heart, just depending on what it 

is, sweating.” 
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It would be so easy to dismiss it, think about something else, and go, instead, I 

recognize, I wonder why I'm thinking about this right now. What does this mean? 

And I don't have to sit in it for an hour but just sitting in it and just getting curious 

and recognizing when these moments happen, not by accident. So that's powerful 

and that's scary to someone who doesn't want to think about their feelings 

For Charlie MPP experience revealed that she has “held on to so much’ that her “body 

has held on to so much more than you ever realize internally.” It all revealed “that you’re 

not alone.” She realized that “I’m not the only one who sits in this level of shame.” She 

admits, “I just couldn’t believe it.” 

Charlie explains that her essence is “a happy, joyful…freedom in that photo that I 

don’t see of myself every day because I’m just doing life.” In her portraits she continues, 

“you were able to strip all that away, isolate a moment.”  

Charlie admits looking at the photos is different than looking in the mirror. It is 

more than the special attention to hair and make-up.  

It's the way she has captured this essence and these moments and expressions of 

me that I've never seen of me before in the way that it was captured behind that 

lens. It's just magical. And so it's one thing to just get your photo taken, like here, 

let's do a selfie. Or you're just standing in front of somewhere on vacation, and 

this is so intentional, the way that they take the photos to get you out of your own 

way and to bring out the true the you that you've been hiding. 
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Sharing Her Self 

Charlie recalls the moment at the photo shoot when she, the make-up artist, the 

photographer, and the lighting technician all acknowledged they shared experiences of 

trauma and abuse.  

So, the four of us are standing in this room and we all share the same trauma, 

different stories, different circumstances, but we all share that same story. And I 

was like; this is a God thing. This is unbelievable 

Now Charlie recognizes the superficiality of some of her conversations and is seeking to 

add depth in her dialogue with her friends. 

It's just completely changed my perspective. Again, not that we're sitting around, 

but we can only just talk about the surface stuff for so long with one another. And 

I recognize when I'm doing it, and I recognize when I want to go deeper, 

Charlie believes to experience the transformative impact of the MPP you have to first be 

in a position to “be honest” and “vulnerable.” If not, 

if you are pretending that it never happened or that everything's really okay when 

it's not or whatever, I don't think you will appreciate and truly really be vulnerable 

in that room enough to understand and experience it at its fullest. Sure. You can 

probably going to get some great photos that you can hang on your wall 

regardless. 

Charlie reconciles the portraits and her confidence, “It's less about those photos give me 

confidence to tell my story. And it's more about, here's yet another moment where you 

shared your story and it was safe, and you didn't die.” 
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Charlie’s husband is “supportive” careful with her memories and is often cautious 

to not ask questions that might be a “trigger” for her. Charlie recognizes what a “tough 

subject” this is for her spouse. She credits all her work in therapy and the MPP as 

contributing to her ability and willingness to engage in deeper conversations with him.  

Laying down the path  

Charlie acknowledges that she is “stepping into my truth” and “there is freedom 

on the other side.” Charlie believes “my mission” to tell her story. She has seen visions of 

her future: 

I vividly see myself on a stage and I'm sharing my story. I don't know who's in the 

audience. I don't know where I'm at. I don't know how many people are there, but 

my story is meant to be told. 

Charles reflects on the experiences she has had the transformative moments and considers 

them as a message: 

I have something bigger for you and I'm preparing for you. And this is part of it. 

This is part of the bigger picture that I have for you. And I don't know what that 

is, but it is a story to be told. It is a story that will change lives 

She is committed to reframing her story. “Something really shitty happened to you, but 

you're going to use this for good.” 

Charlie shares her goal of finding and “seeing her Self” in her portraits. 

I have this imagery of who I see myself as my true Self on the other side of all 

this. And I'm like, that's what I want. I want to be able to see myself in a way I've 

never seen myself before. That's what I want. That's what I want. I want to know 

what that looks like. I want to discover that. 
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Charlie remembers the photo shoot process and environment set her at ease. There 

was music and dancing and laughing. It was just “truly a lot of fun.” She recalls saying 

“to myself, wow, I feel free and joyful. I’ve never done this before.” In the moment she 

hoped “these turn out” because the photographer was not posing her and was “just 

snapping away.” 

Charlie considers the phots an “investment” and her willingness “to put forth the 

money to do this speaks volumes.” For her it was a statement of “you are worth every 

penny.” She admits a moment of doubt, “am I conceited that I want these photos on the 

wall?” 

Being Worthy 

Charlie recalls making the decision to have her photos taken. For years she was 

aware of the experience and had considered that one day she would do it. Charlie believes 

“this voice, the Holy Spirit, God,” told her “Now is the time to do this. In that moment, 

there was no “teeter tottering” it was “boom, we’re doing this.” 

Charlie admits “this is a much bigger deal than I ever though it was. I have a 

visual to remind me of it and remind me of who I really am.” Charlie acknowledges that 

she is “courageous” and “brave,” and she is “not afraid to do the hard things.” She has 

realized she doesn’t give her Self “the space to be as free and joyful because I’m so 

driven.” In a moment of reflection Charlie shares, “I didn’t get to have a childhood of 

wonder.” 

In the process family and friends shared words to describe how they Charlie. 

Charlie recall “the tears were just flowing” as she heard her Self described as “piercing” 

with “intensity,” “resilient,” “loyal,” “courageous,” “powerful,” “grounded,” and 
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“unabashedly authentic.” Charlie credits her MPP with helping her become more 

comfortable telling her story. After her photo shoot she chose to post a video on her social 

media addressing her childhood trauma, she was invited to a conference to share her 

experience, and she volunteered for this study.  

When I think about how do the photos have any impact on me telling my story, I 

don't need the photos to tell my story, but what this did is it catapulted me to now 

it's out there, I don't care. And it was kind of just a cut the umbilical cord moment 

for me almost. It really helped give me the words to say out loud. 

Charlie was recently invited to join the board of a children’s advocacy group. She sees 

“more doors opening and I’m walking through them.” She wants to have “more 

intentional conversations” and “not shy away” from her experience. 

Seeing Her Self 

Charlie remembers the moments when she first saw her photos. “It was so emotional.” 

She could not stop crying.  

There was one photo, the big photo that just, it was like, that's it. I watched it 

all… I mean, they were all beautiful, but that one, and it's funny, I don't think my 

husband would've picked it, which is fun. It's not his photo. It was probably the 

one I cried the most when I saw it because it resonated with me. That is what 

freedom looks like on the other side of this. It was just so plain as day. Just the 

joy, pure joy. Not fake joy, but I am in the presence of joy. I mean, the biggest 

smile. My eyes are nearly probably almost close because I'm smiling so big. But it 

was just this moment of it looked natural. 

Charlie explains what she sees in her portraits: 
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It was just the courage and the freedom, and that is the word that the first thing I 

said when I saw my photo was, I'm free. I'm free from all of it. I mean, I see it 

physically in the photo freedom in my face, in my expression, which is powerful. 

When Charlie looks at her portraits, “sometimes it’ll take my breath away.” Charlie sees 

the “beautiful” and “courageous” person in the photo “that’s coming out to share her 

story and do the hard work of healing.” Charlie also desires to have “more of those 

moments.” She wants to know how to “create those moments of joy and freedom.”  

Charlie feels “free from the shame, free from all of the stuff I’ve carried in secret. 

I’m free.” Charlie is comfortable with her portraits hanging on her walls. “I can choose 

whoever’s standing in front of those photos. I can choose what I share.” 

Charlie admits the photo gallery selection “was very overwhelming, very 

emotional, very vulnerable moment to be sharing.” She clarified, “but it was so beautiful, 

and I'm just so proud of myself for doing this.” Charlie explains “we were on a high.” 

The day was packed with “heavy emotions.” Charlie recalls she was physically ill the day 

after her meaningful portrait process.  

The next day I couldn't get out of bed. I felt like I was hit by a Mack truck. I was 

so sick. I was so ill, I couldn't do any, I mean, I was sore throat, body aches, all of 

it. I had all of the ailments, and I literally felt like I got hit by a Mack truck. I was 

diagnosed a couple days later. I went to the doctor, and I had walking pneumonia. 

My body purged at a cellular level. So much emotion that I got physically sick, 

really, really sick. 

Charlie believes the meaningful portrait process “broke down my body” so that it “was 

releasing so much.” She thinks her “body was vulnerable” and it “goes back to the 
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transformation.” She claims that we “don’t even recognize how deep and heavy” all that 

we carry. In the photo shoot she believes “I just let it out. In that room.” 

Charlie acknowledges that her therapy has been a significant aspect to her 

transformation. The role of the portraits she shares is that she has “something to look at 

every single day and remind me of how I truly see myself on the other side of all this.” 

Charlie takes these moments to be “proud” of “all she has done.” She acknowledges “this 

is hard work, and a lot of people don’t want to do this work.” When Charlie looks at her 

photos she sees: 

And this is the real Charlie unattached to the trauma, unattached to the shame, 

unattached to all of that, right? This is pure and utter freedom and joy beaming 

out of your face. And I get to look at that every day. And you feel that when you 

look at it.  

I don’t let a lot of people see that side of me. It’s like you captured the secret of 

what I wanted to let out. I want people to be seeing more of [the] joyful and happy 

and free Charlie, with no secret, no shame. 

Charlie does not want to lose her strength but wants to feel “safe” and be able to “control 

and pick and choose when the honey badger comes out.” 

Charlie recalls a subconscious connection that emerged from her portrait. She 

brought an apron a friend gave her to wear in one of the photos. She thought she could 

use one of the photos for her travel blog. During the photo shoot the photographer asked 

the significance of the apron and that’s when Charlie made the connection. In EMDR 

therapy, “before you even embark on the work, sometimes people feel like the trauma is 
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happening to them again, and you need to create a safe space.” Charlie remembers the 

process of choosing her safe space. 

So, we spent a couple weeks trying to figure out, okay, what is -----'s happy place? 

And I landed with the Erin French’s, The Lost Kitchen. If you've not seen her 

show, it’s powerful. This is not, I'm going to teach you how to make crème brûlée. 

Every episode is a story of a dinner, and it's the people that come to that dinner. 

It's the work leading up to the dinner. It's all the blood, sweat and tears and 

everything that could go wrong leading up to the dinner. And it is just beautiful. It 

is magical. Whatever she has cultivated and created, it is absolutely beautiful. And 

it just touches my heart because I too, when I want to cook for people and I want 

to entertain, literally, she embodies all of it. So as we're trying to develop this safe 

space, I'm like, I'm sitting in the mill. I'm having dinner with all these people. I'm 

there. That's my safe place. 

Charlie shares that her friend once visited the mill at the Lost Kitchen and bought that 

apron for her. “I'm gifted this apron. She has absolutely no idea of my therapy and this 

connection.” She admits she “had this moment” where “dots connected” and “I didn’t 

even realize as a part of all this.” Charlie realizes: 

The intent of taking [the photo] was for one thing, but when I sit in it and I really 

am thinking through how the apron come to be and the story of the meaning, I can 

get a little teary eyed. I just did not think that was an accident at all. And so I 

think that's where my head goes is just the symbol of that brings me joy. That 

makes me happy 
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Appendix L: Co-Researcher 7 Individual Depiction – Jerrica 

 

 

Jerica is a 48-year-old cisgender woman who uses the pronouns she/her. She 

identifies as white/Caucasian. Jerica was raised born and primarily raised in the Western 

region of the US until she moved to the Midwest region as a young adult. She currently 

lives in a large city in a metropolitan area of the South Central region of the US with her 

boyfriend. 

Family 

Jerrica’s parents were in the military. Her mother left the military when she 

became pregnant with her first child, Jerrica’s older sister. Jerrica’s parents divorced 

when she was about nine. Jerrica and her sister lived in the Western region of the United 

States with their mother until Jerrica was about nineteen. Jerrica’s sister married and 

moved to the Midwest region. Jerrica’s mother moved them to the Midwest as well to be 

near her sister and her children.  

Church 

Jerrica grew up in the church and going to bible study. That’s where she met her 

lifelong friends. Eventually Jerrica decided to leave the church her friends attended and 

find a new one. Her old church was demanding much of her time and Jerrica needed to 

study, she was driving long hours to attend events, and situations continued to arise that 

made her feel she “wasn’t good enough.” There was something about the church, 

“something was wrong, but at the time I couldn’t put my finger on it.” She just knew “a 

church shouldn’t make you feel bad about yourself.”  

It was at the new church she found that Jerrica participated in a life-altering 

mission trip to El Salvador. She decided to pursue nursing during this trip. While on the 
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Jerrica saw “the people in need” and realized “I can handle this.” Jerrica had been 

exposed to derogatory comments at her old church that suggested she was “not smart 

enough” to succeed as a nurse. 

Adulthood 

 Jerrica decided to relocate from the Midwest to the South Central region of the 

US. She had “some friends that lived here” and decided to take “this leap of faith.” It 

seemed like a safe bet. These were her “lifelong friends.” She had been at her girlfriend’s 

wedding years ago. When they lived in the same town years ago, they “would go have 

coffee together. Go shopping. I was more of a sister to her than her own sisters were.” 

As Jerrica transitioned to her new life she started to make new friends. Shortly 

after her relocation Jerrica met her boyfriend who has an adult daughter and 

granddaughter. It was an “instant family” and more connections in her new home. 

Ironically the more successful Jerrica’s transition went, the more “strained” her 

relationship became with her original lifelong friends that had encouraged her to relocate. 

“I was growing,” but “they weren’t growing.” Jerrica felt “there was a lot of judgment” 

coming from her friends.” After spending time with her friends, she overheard an offhand 

comment, such as “I need to get my own family.” It made Jerrica feel “bad” and “stupid.” 

The backhanded comments and disrespectful behavior were noticed early by 

Jerrica’s new friends, her boyfriend, and his daughter. Because of her history with her 

lifelong friends, Jerrica always “gave them the benefit of the doubt.” Slowly Jerrica 

became more aware. It was as if “they didn’t think I was worthy.” Jerrica’s friends had 

actually treated her this way since she was young.  
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I realized that they had felt that way for a while. I looked back at comments 

made… they made these comments, and I never had put it together, or it was so 

long ago, I had put it out of my mind. If they're my friends, they really shouldn't 

be talking to me like this. 

Jerrica’s friends continued to gossip behind her back and judged her relationship. 

Jerrica’s lifelong friends seemed to judge every aspect of her life. 

I wasn't good enough. When I was single, it was basically I wasn't Christian 

enough to be in a relationship. I had to do all these things to fix myself. Basically 

I wasn't Christian enough. Yeah. Needed to fix myself before I could be in a 

relationship. 

Jerrica refused to “receive” that message because she was “doing thing, work on myself” 

and “nobody’s perfect.” Jerrica also knew her friend had her on personal and financial 

issues that she was working through and had no right to judge her. 

 At one point one of her lifelong friend’s was a consultant hired to facilitate a 

workforce transition that had implications for Jerrica’s job. Jerrica understood her friend 

“had a job to do.” She was “disappointed” that after the event they “never acknowledge 

it” or “never said I’m sorry I couldn’t tell you.” In a way she felt “betrayed.” This was a 

“wake up call” for Jerrica.  

It just kind of was a wakeup call to me. These people have their crap together and 

are the best people ever 'cause of this front that they put on and just judging 

everybody. I think [it’s] sad 'cause it's almost like losing family member when 

you're friends with somebody for twenty plus years. 
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In some respects Jerrica felt like she was “gaslighting” herself. She doubted if “this was 

real.” The idea of being betrayed by and losing lifelong friends made her feel “sick to my 

stomach.” 

 Jerrica and her friends once spent every holiday together. After they cut ties, it 

was only natural that she “miss them” at first. Soon she realized, er life became “a lot 

more peaceful, a lot less drama, less chaos.” She didn’t realize “how much energy that 

relationship was taking” or “how toxic the relationship was.” Jerrica tolerated her friends 

for years because of her faith. She was taught to “turn the other cheek” and that “you’re 

supposed to give the person another chance.” 

Education 

Jerrica has a Bachelor of Science degree in Nursing. 

Career 

 Jerrica has been a nurse for over two decades and feels like she is “fulling my 

purpose of being able to help other people” as a nurse. 

Awareness-based experiences 

As a part of the selection process each co-researcher completed an in-take form 

that included self-reported responses to questions that may indicate living experiences 

that are known to enact greater awareness of Self. Prior to the study Jerrica indicated 

participating in meditation, mindfulness exercises, yoga, counseling, therapy, and 

coaching. 

Jerrica is not certain she has experienced cognitive dissonance as defined by this 

study.27 Despite that, she shares multiple examples where she “knew something was 

 
27 See Definitions and Key Terms, p. xviii. 
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wrong” but she “couldn’t put my finger on it.” These include her lifelong friend's 

subversive and demoralizing behavior, which should have been supportive and 

encouraging, and the demanding and discouraging actions at her original church 

community, which should have been loving and supportive. She did indicate she believed 

she had engaged in a transformative experience. Jerrica does articulate emotional, mental, 

and physical shifts in her understanding and awareness of Self which is described in more 

detail in the following section, Jerrica Enacting Self. 

Jerrica Enacting Self 

Jerrica is typically “fine in the background.” Deciding to do the meaningful 

photographic experiences was “exciting” and “outside her comfort zone.” Jerrica admits 

it was difficult to “be the center of attention.” Jerrica believes you can hear from you 

family that you are “beautiful” or from your boyfriend that you are “sexy” or “gorgeous,” 

but sometimes you don’t “really believe it because “the have to say it.” 

 Before having her photos taken Jerrica remembers feeling “stressed” by the 

events of life and a forced distance with her boyfriend. She also felt a general sense of 

“unhappiness” and like she was “stuck” despite their strong relationship. Jerrica admits “I 

new something needed to change.” She new it wasn’t her relationship, but that she 

“needed to take some form of action.” 

Defining Her Self 

Jerrica admits, “before I probably wouldn't have wanted my pictures taken, 'cause 

I think sometimes you're… I have to be a certain way.” The portraits posed a unique 

experience for Jerrica. Her photos were “an opportunity to express yourself.” She wanted 
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to express “confidence.” Jerrica realizes, the toxic relationship with her friends had 

caused her “confidence to slip.” 

Jerrica recalls hearing her friends and family describe her as “a giving person,” 

“selfless” and “joyful.” Hearing those words as her photo was taken created a true 

moment of “joy” for Jerrica. She remembers “singing and dancing” in the photos and “I 

don’t sing or dance.” She recalls the words on the back of her photograph are “radiating 

joy” and that is what she felt that day. 

Jerrica shares “just how impactful and transformative” the experience can be “if 

you allow it.” She explains “I deserve good, quality people, people that really love me 

and support me and will encourage me.” This experience Jerrica admits has brought her 

closer to her boyfriend. She is able to “trust” how he feels as he was “willing to share 

with somebody how he felt about me.” They are able to have “better communication” 

now and see “where this relationship is going.” 

Knowing Her Self 

As a nurse Jerrica admits “I pour into people every single day.” Jerrica recalls 

picking out the photos and “finding that joy and confidence” that she had momentarily 

lost in “chaos” and “toxicity” of recent events. Jerrica declares,  

I wasn't feeling my most secure or my best. I wanna show other people you still 

can do something and not and not hide away if you don't feel you're at…you can 

still do this no matter what size you're at, it doesn't matter. You can still look 

beautiful no matter what size, what shape you are. 
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Jerrica wants to “keep that joy.” She acknowledges tat she wants to find ways to “fee that 

freed to be able to express myself.” Jerrica wants to continue “creating joy” at home and 

at work. 

After experience the subversive attacks by her lifelong friend, Jerrica admits to 

being on a journey to “kind of seek the truth for myself” of “what did I feel about myself” 

and “what my identity was.” She openly questioned, “what did I believe about myself? 

She recalls seeing the photos helped her realize “I do have the strength” and “confidence 

and joy in myself.” Her portraits help her “advocate for myself.” 

Being Worthy 

Jerrica acknowledges, “I think that's kinda what I learned…really learning my 

worth. What I deserve in a friend. What I deserve in a partner.” She recalls considering 

the cost and debating “should I do this?” Jerrica then realized “Yah, I’m gonna do this. 

Invest in myself.” She appreciates the feeling of “being accepted for who I am” when she 

is “being authentically myself.” It gives her “inner joy and peace.” 

 Jerrica feels more confident. She is taking on new challenges and she has the 

“evidence” in her photos that makes her confidence more “visible.” Though she has been 

a nurse for decades, in the past she may have doubted her qualifications and said, “I’m 

not even gonna try.” Now she is applying for new roles ad considering starting a 

business. 

 Jerrica is more confident with “being visible” now too. She went to Las Vega with 

a friend, which was a new adventure for her. They attended a concert and indulged in 

some “self-care,” which she is doing more of now. She confesses, she “got her hair and 

make up done” and “that was something I probably never would have done” before. 
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 Jerrica has a deeper understanding of her on worth and considers what having 

confidence means more broadly. 

I think also where like kinda all encompassing, I deserve it. Like I am worthy. I, I 

have value and others value me and I see my value, but also other people can see 

it too.  

Jerrica sees this as she has “purpose.” It also means “knowing how I deserve to be treated 

in friendships, relationships.” Jerrica admits she “struggled” for awhile knowing her 

value or worth with certain be people, but in general she gives a confident “I do” when 

ask if she knows her worth. 

Seeing Her Self 

When Jerrica first saw her photos, she cried. “It was really hard for me to wrap 

my head around. That’s me. That’s what I look like.” She couldn’t believe, “that’s how 

other people see me.” Jerrica thought “who is this person, this stranger. I don’t know who 

the heck this person is.” She then realized, “Yeah, that is me.” 

Jerrica’s photos are on display in a main room in her home. It was important to 

her and especially her boyfriend. She remembers him asserting “we need to show these 

off.” Jerrica enjoys when family or friends will ask about the photos or when her 

grandchild notices them during a facetime chat. 

Despite her MPP, Jerrica is not fully comfortable in her own reflexivity and 

consistently initiating her embodied connection with Self. She admits that if she is 

“having a bad day” her boyfriend “makes me look at the photos.” He reminds her “look 

at how confident you are, look at how beautiful you are.” 
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Some days where I might not feel as confident or like I have the strength or 

depending what's going on. Um, really being able to look at those photos and 

being okay, that, that is me. I can show up like that. I really need to show up for 

myself like that if there’s a situation where I need to advocate for myself or 

somebody else. 
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Appendix M: Co-Researcher 8 Individual Depiction – Olivia 

 

 

Oliva is a 52-year-old cisgender woman who uses the pronouns she/her. She 

identifies as white/Caucasian. She was raised in the Northeast region of the US. Olivia 

currently lives in a mid-size city in a major metropolitan area in the South Central region 

of the US with her husband. She has one child. 

Family 

Olivia never realized how “dysfunctional” her family was. Though her mother 

grew up in a home with an alcoholic father, Olivia’s parents were involved in the church 

and the community. Her parents would drive kids to youth group and were well liked by 

her friends. Her father was not overly ambitious and would refuse promotions at work 

“because he didn’t think he could do it.” Olivia has an older brother, but their relationship 

was never close. Her parents took in foster children when Olivia was young. This 

sometimes resulted in an “unsafe environment” for her and one of the foster placements 

molested her.  

When Olivia was away at college her parents were in a car accident. Her father 

was killed, and her mother suffered a traumatic brain injury. Olivia returned home, quit 

school, and took care of her mother for several years. Taking on a caregiving role for 

multiple years impacted Olivia’s life and her personal growth. Her mother recovered and 

encouraged her “to finish what she started” so Olivia returned to school, and her mother 

learned to live independently. Over the years her mother’s health declined, and Olive 

once again became her caregiver. and passed away. As Olivia moved her mother from the 

Northeast to be with her and discovered that a family member had been embezzling 
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money from her mother. In the midst of dealing with all of this her relationship with her 

brother continued to deteriorate.  

Olivia’s brother grew up to demonstrate “narcissistic” and “abusive” behaviors. 

Though she would have preferred to disassociate from him, her ailing mother still wanted 

to maintain contact. So for several years she was responsible for facilitating their 

relationship. “I also had a head injured mother who wanted a relationship with her son, 

who physically would not be able to do that for herself. Yeah. So someone's gotta hold 

the iPad and FaceTime it.” 

Adulthood 

 Olivia was raised to be “safe and practical” and to make “calculated risks.” Olivia 

got married and had one child. In some ways she transitioned her “caregiver role” from 

her mother to her husband and child. 

Education 

Olivia started her higher education at a small Christian college in the South 

Central Region of the United States, then transferred to a prominent Babtist University in 

the same region. It was at school where Olivia first started seeking her own counseling 

and “developing my own voice.”  

At one point Olivia heard a motivational speaker at college that encouraged her to 

“write down your hundred goals or aspirations.” She was disappointed and “let down” by 

the uncharacteristic “dismissive” response from her father that attempted to ground her 

enthusiasm as “a little high” or “very lofty.” This experience made Olivie more cautious 

sharing her goals and enthusiasm with others in the future. Olivia has a Master of Arts 

Degree. 
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Career 

 Olivia’s lifelong career aspiration was to live abroad and perform humanitarian 

and mission work. For almost three decades Olivia has worked with the same 

organization in different roles. Olivia is struggling in her workplace with how her 

colleagues perceive her. Though she is working to “evolve” many of her colleagues still 

see her as she was twenty or thirty years ago. As she “develops a voice” her observations 

are not always welcomed by her leadership, who historically perceived her as more 

accommodating.  

 Olivia experienced some “grief” in her long career. Her career was a “joy and 

blessing” but is was also a trajectory created by a “traumatic experience” and not what 

she originally desired for her Self. In many ways it was “the only stable thing” in her life. 

Olivia is currently pursuing a second career a professional coach. 

Awareness-based experiences 

As a part of the selection process each co-researcher completed an in-take form 

that included self-reported responses to questions that may indicate living experiences 

that are known to enact greater awareness of Self. Prior to the study Olivia indicated 

participating in meditation, yoga, and coaching, counseling, or therapy, but not 

mindfulness exercises.  

Olivia was not certain she had experienced cognitive dissonance as defined by 

this study.28 However she expressed multiple examples of dissonance such as her 

conflicting perspective of how she is perceived in the work place and her grief and 

excitement about leaving her long-time employer. Olivia expresses dissonance in her 

 
28 See Definitions and Key Terms, p. xviii. 



497 
 

historical identity of Self as a caregiver and her desire to evolve and be seen beyond that 

identity and the trauma associated with it. She did indicate that she believed she had 

engaged in a transformative experience. Olivia does articulate emotional, mental, and 

physical shifts in her understanding and awareness of Self which is described in more 

detail in the following section, Olivia Enacting Self. 

Olivia Enacting Self 

 Olivia is on a “journey” and sees her Self “evolving” and “discovering this new 

person” that she is. She questions if she had “the right environment to thrive” over the 

years. Olivia discovered the meaningful photographic process when she paid for the 

portraits for a friend. “I think sometimes the act of doing something for somebody else 

helps you discover your own like purpose or helps you get some momentum.” Olivia 

admits to becoming deeply engaged with other women who had participated in the 

process. She watched video blogs and purchased books by previous participants. Olivia 

found a mentor/coach who had participated. She became invested in the stories of women 

who “reinvented” themselves. When Olivia was gifted a certificate to participate, she was 

ready.  

Defining Her Self 

Olivia realizes that her “identity is not” tied to her role. “I carried the identity 

because of trauma and the accident.” As a child Olivia always “wanted my voice to be 

heard” but it never seemed to be. As she sees her Self evolving, she thinks “my voice is 

being heard now” but she also realizes “I’m having to develop some more skills.”  
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Olivia recalls that she learned at an early age to “retreat inwardly.” She did not 

“give myself permission” to be. She realizes now that she “should be shooting higher. I’m 

that type.” She describes herself as a “goal setter and achiever.” 

Freeing Her Self 

Olivia believes that “for me to grow, I have to put myself in a new environment.” 

She equates it to her leaving home for college. “I needed to leave home so that I could be 

vocal.” She reflects, “I hadn’t realized that ‘til I just said that to you.”  

Olivia actively journals and leading up to her photos she “did a ton of journaling” 

to help her prepare. Through her reflections Olivia recalls determining she was “in a 

season of just letting things go” and “grief.” To represent this this Olivia bought a 

treasure chest to “represent everything I wanted dot lay down.” She remembers adding 

family photographs, coins to represent the embezzlement, and “thing I need to forgive.” 

In her photo Olivia is wearing a black dress and there is light emitting from the chest. It 

was a “vulnerable spot” for Olivia. 

 Ironically, Olivia struggled with what she saw in that photo initially and did not 

purchase it. “I don’t think I was ready to handle what was shown to me at that time” in 

that shot. For Olivia she believes there were other aspects of her Self she needed “pieces 

to see” first, such as her “confidence” and her “playfulness.” The photo represents her 

“taking that step and moving forward and feeling free” to let go. Oliva reflects, “I don’t’ 

think at the time of the shoot I was there yet. 

In each of her photos she sees symbols of “moving forward.” The movement 

forward is “getting closer to that Self, Self love, and Self acceptance.” Olivia 

acknowledges “the closer” she can get to “operating in that” and “being true to that, the 
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less I'm going to feel actually inhibited or the less I'm going to feel, how do I word this, 

that I'm not in the right spot? More meaningful.” Olivia sees her Self as “more authentic” 

and that she has been “deepening that connection with yourself.”  

Olivia believes this “connection” is what “gets you to the right spaces and 

places.” She describes it as “walking at your purpose, but you’re walking more in line 

with who you are, more comfortable in your skin.” For Olivia many of the voices that had 

previously dictated her actions are no longer as loud, “they don’t necessarily always have 

to be the deciding factor.” Olivia sees a harmony “between God and myself and I am 

living with integrity and faith.” 

Despite this resolve, Olivia recalls her anxiety in sharing her photos, especially 

her photo with the paint. For Olivia there was “joy and excitement” with this portrait for 

her and she feared “judgment.” She recalls how important it was that she “give myself 

permission.” She explains it was a message to herself and others “you’re gonna see more 

of this and start getting used to it.” 

Olivia feels as she evolves, she “might break some rules along the way.” She 

reveals, “and I’m gonna be okay with it.” She is determined that she is “not staying in 

this stuck mess.” Olivia considers her meaningful photographic experience as a “baptism 

of a new me.” She needed “to walk through the healing” because she was “so broken 

going into” the process. Once she was done, she did not need the grief photo with the 

chest as an anchor as much. She had let that go. Olivia realizes now, “I needed the 

permission to laugh and heal through laughter.” 
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Being Worthy 

 Olivia acknowledges “I’m worth the investment.” She shares that she feels “an 

element of satisfaction and pride” because she chose that and she is “still choosing the 

action. She sees it as “I set myself up for success.” 

Olivia shared that her story made such an impact on a new assistant to the photographer 

that she wanted to visit the photo shoot and meet Olivia. “She wasn't supposed to work 

that day. She was like, ‘I wanted to come meet you.’ She saw value in me even though 

she didn't know me, that she recognized it.” 

Loving Her Self 

 In one of her photos Olivia is wearing a white jumper, and she has bright paint 

colors smeared on the jumper and her hands. Prior to her photo shoot, in her 

“meditations” and “listening prayers” and Olivia saw visions of “paint on my hands.” She 

wanted to capture that energy in her photos. “I never laughed so hard. It was so much 

fun.” In these meditations and prayers Olivia focuses on her “breathing” and her 

“communication and connection” with God. Olivia often journals her visions and 

reflections after she prays. She feels more deeply connected to this process since her 

meaningful photographic process. She believes she is “more confident in what I am 

hearing” and that she is “recognizing what I am hearing.” 

 Her husband has noted a change in her. Recently when on vacation he noted she 

was less stressed and “more joyful now.” Olivia acknowledges she is allowing her Self to 

be more spontaneous and fun.  

Probably four months ago. I came out of the bedroom one day on a Saturday 

morning and I was like; we need to buy E-scooters. He had wanted some and I 
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dismissed it a while ago. I was like, no, no we need more. You're right. Like, and 

he's like, okay, I'm gonna go order 'em now. He was surprised. And that was like a 

year after the, the… you, you have the permission to play and get dirty and have 

fun. 

Olivia believes focusing on play was important as it had “been locked up for a very long 

time.” For Olivia it represents “acceptance amid being dirty,” not having to maintain a 

“façade,” and still having “confidence.”  

 Olivia “almost had a panic attack” the night before the photo shoot thinking about 

the picture with the paint. She recalls being worried that it was “outside my element” and 

that she doesn’t “usually let anybody see that part.” She explains she feared being 

“judged” and questioned what others would “think about that.” Olivia shares she is 

curious “how do we show that more?” She realizes that she needs “to show that more.” 

Olivia defines her experience as a “physical milestone” or a “memorial marker.” “It’s a 

statement for me whether anybody sees it or not.”  

Olivia finds her new mindset “refreshing.” It has even made her less “defensive” 

in conversations, especially with her leadership at work. Instead of hastily responding to 

an accusatory weekend email from her boss, she is able to pause, reflect, maintain her 

boundaries, and defuse and deflect the situation until the next work day. Olivia admits she 

feels “more secure now.” She sees a growth in her “faith” and in her “confidence.” She is 

“investing” more in herself, professionally and personally.  

Olivia finds she is saying “yes” to more things. Olivia accepted an offer to 

become a certified coach. She and her husband bought a camper and are committed to 

spending more time outdoors and are even considering a move. Olivia realizes in being 



502 
 

more authentic her Self, she has created a space for her husband to “be more authentic” 

“because I’m not shutting him down.” 

For Olivia “being authentic would be being true to what I believe and what I'm 

seeing and telling you the truth of” of who I am. Olivia believes “authenticity grows as 

we just become more self-aware.” Olivia explains “we don’t always let all aspects grow.” 

As we evolve, new aspects “shine through.” Olivia concedes, our environment, our “day-

to-day situations” impedes our self-awareness as we are forced to react to what may be 

negative triggers. 

Seeing Her Self 

 Olivia recalls her friends, and family described her as “contagious” in her joy and 

loyalty and “humble.” Olivia shares she was “taken aback” and “overwhelmed” listening 

to all that they shared. She remembers the “casual” and “loving” “affirmation” from her 

husband that spoke of her “wisdom” and made her feel “supported.” Olivia knows how 

her husband feels, but explains it resonated differently hearing his thoughts through 

another. Olivia admits “sometimes you need to hear it from another.” 

Olivia was also described as “not a runner” but Olivia feels she has been in the 

past. “I see me as a runner.” She describes their messages as “deposits that I haven’t 

received.” She has been working to see her Self in a “stronger fashion” and their words 

were a “reminder” of what is “true of me.”  

Olivia reflects, that even looking in a mirror daily, “we don’t see ourselves.” 

Olivia looks at her photos on a “regular basis.” One is hung near her vanity where she 

puts on her make up.” There is power in that.” It is a pose and photo that shows she is 

“confident.” Olivia believes looking at it daily “has really just given voice to this 
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confidence I didn’t have.” Similarly, her photo with the paint “unlocked this element of 

play that was probably locked” and “rooted in my childhood.” 

When Olivia looks at her photos she sees distinct aspects of her Self. She sees 

“ambition and focus.” She sees someone who is “agile” and who “can change things up.” 

She sees someone who is “fun” and “spunky” and full of “joy.” She sees the “opposing” 

attributes that create the complexity of her personality. 

Olivia has been on her “journey” for years, but her photos were something that 

“pushes you a little” and gives “more momentum” to the transformation. Olivia considers 

her photos as a “permission slip” to “look what you can do.” Olivia is finding more 

photos of herself and friends and family that bring her joy. She is doing things that bring 

her joy. She is no longer going to “limit myself.” 

Excerpt from Olivia’s Journal 

 March 2025 – On being seen and the anniversary of her meaningful portrait 

process. 
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Appendix N: Creative Synthesis 

 

 

 

(Photograph by M. Koh, 2021, Graphic art by E. Venegas, Small Hat Studio, 2025) 

 


