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Abstract 

This thesis explores how I and other leaders of not-for-profit (NFP) social services in Aotearoa 

New Zealand can uphold social justice in our leadership practice. My experience of leadership 

and the on-going impact of neo-liberalism and new managerialism on the NFP sector provides 

the context for this thesis. 

NFPs in Aotearoa New Zealand must confront some distinct challenges if they want to uphold 

social justice. There is little large-scale philanthropy in Aotearoa New Zealand and a 

dependence on government contracts. NFP organisations and their leaders therefore face the 

daily possibility of mission and culture drift as they struggle to meet government operating 

requirements and measures of success.  These requirements and measures can create tension 

with and prioritise other outcomes over social justice. 

The research question for my thesis asks how I can support myself and other NFP social service 

leaders to include social justice in our leadership practice and in particular, our decision-

making?  

Exploring this question of the relationship between social justice and the practicalities of 

leadership is important to the achievement of social justice.  It is my experience as a leader 

focused on social justice that a more just and equitable society is created not only through big 

policy and economic shifts, but also through daily small decisions by organisations who work 

to support vulnerable individuals and communities. Daily decisions demonstrate, or not, the 

focus on social justice and can help to determine whether a context is shifted towards something 

more just. 

The application of ‘positive for social justice values’ is identified as an important focus in this 

thesis. There are many discussions in the literature about how leaders can and should use 

values, and multiple training opportunities. However, leaders of NFPs, due to the complexity, 

and busyness of their roles, and often a lack of budget, may not be able to use these resources. 

I was interested to discover what might be practice-useful in daily leadership life. 



iv 

To explore my research question, I used a range of qualitative methodologies and methods. 

Using evocative autoethnography, I critically reflected on my own experience as a leader, and 

wove this throughout the thesis, in a practice-reflection-research loop in which my practice 

impacted on my research and my research on my practice. To gain data and perspective beyond 

my own experience, I interviewed 16 NFP leaders, and explored with them how they 

understood the task of leading social justice and what helped them to do so. Using narrative 

rich methods, I created a factual/fictional story to both communicate the findings of my 

interviews and demonstrate one answer to my research question – the usefulness of story as a 

supportive decision-making tool. Three practice stories show the progression of my thinking 

about the place of values, and of story, within social justice focused leadership and decision-

making. A story tool, used in my own practice, and also workshopped with leaders, arises out 

of and is included within the factual/fictional communication of findings. 

‘Positive for social justice values,’ deeply held and used in daily leadership practice emerged 

as a key finding of the research. When as leaders we lead and decide through values, we create 

the space for social justice of occur.  ‘Positive for social justice’ values link vision and 

pragmatism, supporting a visionary-pragmatic approach that is required by leaders who want 

to consistently shift their contexts towards justice.  To uphold values, leaders need practice-

useful tools to support them ‘in the moment.’ Story emerged from the research as a useful tool 

to support leaders to uphold values in their decision-making and as a contribution to research 

itself. 

This thesis might therefore be useful to other NFP leaders, boards of governance or anyone 

working within the NFP sector who seeks to uphold social justice-orientated values within the 

pressured, complex and competitive environment in which such organisations now exist. 

While my aim has been to understand how NFP leaders can be supported, there is potential for 

this work to go beyond the NFP sector to leaders in other sectors who have an orientation 

towards social justice.  This thesis also contributes through its creative approach to 

communicating data analysis using factual/fictional story, which makes research potentially 

more accessible and usable in practice situations. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

This thesis explores my practice as a leader within not-for-profit (NFP) social services. From 

this experience, I ask how I can support myself, and other leaders, to uphold social justice, 

especially in our everyday decision-making. The thesis uses a range of data, including 

autoethnographic reflexivity, interviews with other leaders and reflection on literature. The 

thesis also uses a variety of research methods, with an emphasis on story and narrative. This 

results in shifts in my thinking about my own practice and how I can support the practice of 

other social justice–focused leaders. Weaving the different sources of data together, the thesis 

arrives at an understanding that positive for social justice values are essential to NFP leadership 

decision-making. The thesis also lands on the use of story as a critical reflexive tool and process 

that can assist leaders to uphold these values. The resulting framework of practice outlines how 

values can create the space for social justice to occur, enabling NFP leaders to include it in 

decisions and therefore shift their contexts towards this goal. 

Like most doctoral study, this thesis has a history and a context. The questions that drive us to 

undertake extended research and thinking arise from our time and place, what has gone before 

us and what might come after. This is especially so for an applied doctorate with an overarching 

methodology of autoethnography that asks me to be present within the research, writing and 

thinking. It is therefore important that this introduction as well as outlining the aims and 

structure of the thesis to guide readers, outlines my personal and my practice history and 

context. Because time is important to aspects of this thesis, this introduction also discusses how 

and where it has an impact. 

1.1 Personal history 

I grew up in a politically and theologically liberal Christian household focused on social justice. 

My father, who was a Presbyterian minister, had been strongly influenced by studying in the 

United States during the height of Martin Luther King’s work for civil rights. He came home 

to be an activist against the Vietnam War and for recognition of communist China. My mother 

was a highly intelligent women who after raising a family went on to be active in the Labour 

Party, including founding a successful branch in a politically conservative part of Wellington. 

None of these things made them popular with many Presbyterian congregants. But my lesson 

was learned—you do what your values tell you is right and just, whatever the consequences 

personally. 
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We were a strongly intellectual household and debated politics around the dinner table. With 

two older brothers who were champion public speakers and debaters, I had to learn early to 

hold my own in terms of gathering data, logical argument, conviction, passion and oratory. 

I left school with no career direction in mind. The only thing I was clear about was that I wanted 

to make the world a better place. The church was the only mechanism I knew, and so after 

completing a Bachelor of Arts in history I was accepted to train as a Presbyterian minister. 

In the late 1980s and early 1990s, Knox Theological College in Dunedin, New Zealand, was a 

place of academic rigour and intense intellectual stimulation. In many ways the core skills of 

analysis, reflection on practice, critical thinking, research and logic that I have used throughout 

my career as a community-based researcher, analysist, lobbyist, manager and leader were 

learned doing theology. 

I double majored in church history and practical theology. Church history honed my analytical, 

secondary research and writing skills, but more than this, because of the teacher (Professor 

Peter Matheson), I learned to look through others’ eyes. Peter used to say that unless you can 

see yourself being the person or people you are studying, no matter how different, you do not 

really understand that period of history. Practical theology reinforced the understanding that to 

reach any kind of truth I needed to look through the eyes of the outsider and the excluded. A 

combination of sociology, communication theory, structural analysis and social work, practical 

theology was probably ahead of its time in being an applied form of study. The professor, John 

Bluck, who was a journalist as well as an Anglican minister, insisted on experience of the real 

world. So, we ran around Dunedin taking photos of church noticeboards and analysing them, 

we preached sermons in pubs, and we worked in social service agencies, receiving instant 

feedback on whether what we said meant anything. I found that this combination of theory and 

real-world application suited the way I liked to learn and my natural leaning towards social 

change and social justice. 

On graduating with my theology degree, I took a short-term appointment to a parish and was 

ordained. The Presbyterian Church describes its purpose in a statement called the five faces of 

mission (https://www.presbyterian.org.nz/about-us). Two of these specifically speak to social 

justice: loving service responding to human need and seeking to transform society. However, 

when I started in ministry, I discovered that most parishes were predominantly focused on more 
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individual pastoral care. I decided to seek out opportunities to make change in a more systemic 

way and found work in an NFP social service organisation. 

In summary, social justice and leadership are in my DNA. Applied methodology also became 

baked in during my theology study and tested in practice throughout my career. Essentially, I 

was waiting my whole career to explore this issue, using the applied methods that the Doctor 

of Professional Practice (DPP) enables and encourages. 

1.2 Practice history and context of not-for-profit social services 

The origins of this thesis, its whakapapa, not only start with me personally but also go back to 

the origins of European colonisation and settlement of New Zealand. Many different Christian 

denominations were represented by European colonisers. Charitable organisations were 

established in the early 1800s, both as a practical necessity to meet the welfare needs of early 

settlers and as an outward expression of religious faith (Matheson et al. 1990). 

In the history of New Zealand charities and of New Zealand politics in relation to welfare, the 

charities often recognised a social need, acted to meet that need and then worked to convince 

the government that it, rather than private charitable acts, should meet this need. The origins 

of much of New Zealand’s core social welfare system go back to charitable organisations 

leading the way and working to change not just individual lives but also the political or social 

systems. Therefore, non-governmental organisations, community groups and charities often 

have a fundamental link to social justice, helping to meet immediate need, and highlighting 

social injustice and its manifestation in the real lives of people. 

Values, and specifically social justice values, remain core to the identity of many charities and 

NFP organisations. Values, more than what the organisations deliver, are the reason for their 

existence and their support from stakeholders (Jeavons 1992). Non-profits do not just want to 

deliver a service; they want to change people’s minds and convince them of their values to 

bring about a paradigm shift.  It is these values and paradigms that lead to support, or not. 

The ability to uphold the intrinsic importance of values, and a social justice perspective, has 

been significantly challenged in New Zealand and in other Western developed nations by the 

rise of neoliberalism and new managerialism in the 1990s. Neoliberalism is an economic policy 

that “mutated into an order of reason” (Alexander and Fernandez 2021, 370). Neoliberalism 

promotes the view that both individual freedom and the common or collective good are 
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advanced and protected by economic rationality, specifically freedom for the market and trade 

(Alexander and Fernandez 2021, 370). 

New managerialism arose out of neoliberalism and was one of its organising mechanisms. New 

managerialism was a movement to have the organisational management systems that had been 

commonly used within the for-profit sector adopted by government and then by the non-profit 

sector. It also gave rise to increased professionalism of non-profits and a shift away from 

community or grassroots advocacy (Alexander and Fernandez 2021). This was and is a Western 

worldwide phenomenon but nowhere adopted quite so thoroughly and quickly as in New 

Zealand (Nowland-Foreman 2016b). 

Sitting behind managerialism and professionalisation is agency theory—the understanding that 

all transactions within a society or economy are dominated by agents, whose only concern is 

self-interest (Nowland-Foreman 2016a). The role of government is to marshal these self-

interested agents to harness the best of competition between them and regulate to ensure 

delivery of contracted goods and services (Vigoda and Golembiewski 2001).  

In the United States and United Kingdom managerialism and agency theory resulted in an 

increased role for the NFP sector in the delivery of social services—albeit services designed 

and regulated by the government. In New Zealand the impact was in some ways wider: NFPs 

were rocked by a speedy shift from a grant-making partnership approach to contracting, 

competitive tendering, funder and provider split, key performance indicators and outcome 

measurement (Nowland-Foreman 2016b L’Huillier and Humphries 2008). Without a 

significant private philanthropic sector or a strong history of corporate giving, the New Zealand 

NFP sector had long depended on government funding for core community-based social 

services. The NFP sector was therefore not well placed to avoid or resist the rapid changes to 

both relationship and funding systems. So NFPs adapted. Where the sector had once been 

characterised by sharing, co-operation and collaboration, it now started to talk and act the 

language of competitive business, with intellectual property, competitive advantage and 

monetarisation part of the lexicon. Increasingly, chief executive officers (CEOs) and senior 

management in larger NFPs were recruited from the business sector. Confusion emerged about 

the difference between government, business and NFPs, and many NFPs looked, sounded and 

acted no differently from business or government (Vigoda and Golembiewski 2001; Jeavons 

1992). 
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Yet NFPs had an existing set of processes, cultures and ways of operating that were distinct 

and that added value to their contexts (Nowland-Foreman 2016a). Community development, 

capacity building, volunteerism, caring about unpopular causes, and working collaboratively 

and across generations were all historic features of NFPs. These were not taken into 

consideration in the new managerialism shake-up. In fact, the way NFPs operated was seen as 

a problem to be remedied by the structures of new managerialism (Malcom, 2014). 

Successive changes in government in New Zealand and overseas have softened the edges of 

these changes, but not significantly altered the underlying systems and structures. In New 

Zealand this is particularly acute because although the government’s rhetoric may have 

changed to one of partnership, but the systems have not changed. A whole generation of public 

servants responsible for administering funding and the relationship with NFPs has grown up 

basically accepting agency theory and all that goes with it. New managerialism is thus not one 

approach or system; it is the system. There is no other way and barely anyone left who 

remembers a different approach. The discourse that states that business systems are best, for 

every organisation, in every context, has common acceptance (Nowland-Foreman 2016a). 

At the same time as organisations were seeking to meet the government’s new requirements, 

they were also seeking public support in terms of donations, volunteers and use of services. 

Therefore, NFPs had to continue to espouse values and define themselves as value-driven 

organisations. This led to a kind of organisational multiple personality disorder and confusion 

for stakeholders, who met more than one manifestation of the organisation. In this context, 

social justice became not only difficult to achieve but also difficult to even talk about or have 

as an overt goal. 

The 1990s, and the rise of new managerialism, is my personal context as a leader. I graduated 

with my second degree and started my career in NFPs just before Ruth Richardson’s mother of 

all budgets in 1991. This budget cut welfare payments and accelerated the implementation of 

new managerialism. Working within NFPs, I had to learn to walk within two worlds or co-exist 

with multiple personalities. Values and a social justice perspective were still fundamental to 

my personal world view and professional practice. However, I had to be able to speak the 

language and implement the systems of new managerialism and be able to refocus broad social 

change goals into micro-outputs and outcomes to gain government contracts. 
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An additional impact was on what was valued in leadership. While NFPs might continue to 

espouse needing leaders of vision and integrity who were aligned with organisational values, 

in practice these things were often subjugated to the ability to work within the new 

managerialism framework. I was often left in doubt as to the validity of my intrinsic values-

based leadership style and my focus on social justice. 

Today, the struggle between these two world views has dissipated a little, but neoliberalism 

and new managerialism remain dominant ideologies, despite evidence of their failure to deliver 

improved outcomes for social service clients and flagging belief in them. In this context, as a 

leader I became interested in what could support leaders to uphold social justice in their 

decision-making. Could a framework, tool or system assist NFP leaders to build immunity to 

the new managerialism’s multiple personality disease and remain true to their essence and 

whakapapa? New managerialism is powerful in that it simplifies. In times that are complex, 

perhaps even chaotic, such apparent clarity is almost irresistible. I became interested in what 

might support leaders to resist. 

My DPP project therefore arises out of real questions and dilemmas in the field. I set out to 

explore how leaders can be supported to face up to and work through questions of social justice 

and make decisions for social justice within complex human environments. 

My project and my framework sit within a long history and a current reality, where a social 

justice lens or mindset is required for real change to occur. 

1.3 Definitions 

Detailed definitions of terms used in this thesis are to be found in Section 2.3. For the purposes 

of this introduction, however, I signal what I mean by some of the key terms found in this 

section: 

Leadership is about setting vision and direction for an organisation, group, community 

and oneself. Leadership can be exercised by an individual or a group and in formal and 

informal settings. In this thesis, I am most commonly talking about leadership as 

exercised by an individual within a formal organisational context. 

Social justice is a concept that asks us to work towards equity and inclusion for all 

through change to systems, structures and power dynamics. 
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Positive for social justice values are concepts that are important to us (values) that when 

enacted will contribute to equity and inclusion for all (social justice). 

Not-for-profit organisations are organised, private (separate from government), self-

governing, not-for-profit distributing and voluntary. In New Zealand they also usually 

have charitable status. 

Practice-useful concepts, theories and ideas that are translatable into action in a 

profession or practice. 

1.4 The research question and aims of this thesis. 

The research question for this thesis is: What supports leaders of NFP social service 

organisations to uphold social justice in our leadership practice, especially in day-to-day 

decision-making? 

This question and the aims of this thesis arose directly out of my personal background and 

professional life as an NFP leader seeking to uphold social justice. NFP organisations are not 

the only type of organisation that might be interested in social justice. There are for-profit 

organisations that try to work for socially just purposes (Yunus 2017), and some government 

agencies may also consider they work for social change. My focus is on NFPs because of my 

practice experience of the challenges that their leaders face in trying to uphold positive for 

social justice values. NFP organisations and their leaders face the daily possibility of mission 

and culture drift as they struggle to meet government operating requirements and 

measurements of success. The aim of my thesis is to explore what might be practice-useful in 

this environment. 

Practice-useful is critical to the aim of this thesis. I was attracted to the applied nature of the 

DPP precisely for this reason, its’ potential to make research applicable to practice. This 

practice-useful focus can also contribute more widely to practice change because it involves a 

weaving together of practice, theory and reflection, which can create or reframe knowledge as 

well as affect action. 

The topics of leadership, values and social justice are vast, having been discussed for centuries. 

My thesis does not attempt to discuss, debate, or resolve these issues on a philosophical level 



8 

but to find practical supports for leaders who want to uphold social justice in their everyday 

leadership. 

This thesis might therefore be useful to other NFP leaders, boards of governance and anyone 

working within the NFP sector who seeks to uphold social justice–oriented values. The 

critically reflective story approach to decision-making that is both developed by and 

demonstrated within this thesis might also be of wider use to NFP leaders at all levels within 

organisations. 

While my aim has been to understand how NFP leaders can be supported, there is potential for 

this work to go beyond the NFP sector to leaders in other sectors who have an orientation 

towards social justice. The future potential of this thesis is outlined in Chapter 9. 

1.5 The impact of Covid on this thesis 

When I began this thesis, the concept of a global pandemic seemed completely theoretical. I 

was working as the CEO of an aged care provider, which of course had a pandemic plan, but 

this was more of a tick-box exercise—something we had to have but never expected to use. 

Covid translated theory into practice. 

Covid affected this thesis in both positive and negative ways. Positively, it enabled me to 

interview different leaders because video calls became an acceptable way to meet and relate. 

Prior to Covid I had thought I would need to restrict my interviews to the city where I lived 

and worked because of time and cost constraints involved in meeting people face to face. Covid 

gave me a greater diversity in my interview group and therefore broader perspectives. 

Negatively, Covid focused leaders inward into survival mode, and it was more difficult to 

contact them; therefore, my data collection phase had to be stretched out. Covid also ate my 

time as a leader. Running health services in the time of a pandemic makes for a unique research 

context, in which efficiency becomes paramount. This heightened my focus on making my 

thesis practice-useful because I was acutely aware of the time pressures and constraints on 

leaders. 

Yet Covid also enhanced reflection. When people are dying, questions of values, purpose, 

mission and meaning are enhanced; therefore, when leaders were available, they were already 

reflective and took little prompting to go deeply into the issues I wanted to discuss. 
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Additionally, those working in social and health services had the issue of social justice even 

more in focus because Covid exposed the disparity of circumstances and inequity of access to 

housing, food security, healthcare and secure employment. 

1.6 About time 

All doctorates start and finish. Physical time proceeds, and the research, thinking and writing 

are carried along with it. The learning, however, does not always proceed in this linear way. In 

developing this thesis, I undertook many of its parts concurrently, and therefore the literature 

review, primary research, reflection on research and writing up of discussion occurred 

simultaneously and throughout the whole period of the thesis work. In this way the learning 

built upon itself—early findings developed and became influential and later work refined early 

writing and thinking. Mostly, this non-linear approach is invisible, and the reader does not need 

to be aware of it. Where time is important, I will be clear in the text. 

1.7 The structure of this thesis 

In addition to this introduction, this thesis contains the following chapters: 

Chapter 2: Positioning 

This chapter explores where my thesis sits in relation to some key concepts, definitions and 

methods. Story and narrative are explored as responses to my emerging understanding of the 

pervasive impact and dominance of quantitative research methodology and dualistic 

Enlightenment thinking. However, with new understanding of what is legitimate in research, I 

also ask questions about how we understand truth and validity. The role of reflexivity within 

my thesis is examined, and key terms are defined. Using eight awareness vignettes, this chapter 

also explores what it means to undertake research on social justice as a Pākehā New Zealander 

and in response to Te Tiriti o Waitangi. 

Chapter 3: Reflective Literature Review 

In line with the practice-useful focus from the beginning of my DPP, this chapter explores the 

literature around some concepts that are critical to my research question. The literature review 

uses a reflective structure, identifying how the literature affects my understanding of my 

leadership practice and how my practice interprets the findings of the literature. Under the 

themes of leadership and values, the nature of leadership, social justice, frameworks, games 
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and tools, I reflect on both previous literature, read and analysed for the Learning Agreement, 

and on new literature, used for this thesis. 

Chapter 4: Research Approach 

Autoethnography was pre-established as the overarching methodology of the DPP, but as 

students we could also choose other methodologies, methods and approaches that were 

appropriate to our research topic and our area of practice. Starting with a reflection on the link 

between methodology and social justice, this chapter outlines the methods I applied in my 

thesis and the impact on my practice of using these methods. Autoethnography, practitioner 

action research, narrative inquiry and fictionalisation are all explored and their use in my thesis 

explained. Finally, I explain how I undertook my primary research through interviews with 

leaders and a story workshop. 

Chapter 5: Communication of Research Findings 

This chapter uses story as both method and outcome of my research. Using a factual fictional 

story, I explore what I learned from my interviews and story workshop. The core aspects of my 

findings are communicated through fictional dialogue based on verbatim recording of 

interviews and coded analysis. From this story emerge key concepts such as values, shifting 

contexts towards social justice and the place of story itself. 

Chapter 6: Practice Stories 

Three practice stories from my own leadership practice offer critical reflection on the central 

questions of this thesis. It is in these practice stories that time is important because they reflect 

my growing understanding of what could support my own and other leaders’ practice as we 

seek to uphold social justice. The first practice story contains early reflection on the place of 

values, particularly under the stress of Covid-19. The second practice story extends my values 

reflection and integrates autoethnographic story with literature and findings from early 

interviews with leaders. The third practice story demonstrates one of the findings of my 

research because it uses story as a leadership decision-making tool.  

Chapter 7: Discussion 

Using all the artefacts produced for this thesis, this chapter identifies the key insights that arose 

from my research, thinking, reflection and putting into practice that have been the learning 
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journey of this DPP. The place of values within a visionary-pragmatic understanding of 

leadership is summarised. The place of practice-useful tools in the task of leadership that shifts 

all contexts towards social justice is identified. Story is shown to be one tool that is both of 

immediate use and has potential for future development. These key insights point towards the 

next chapter, where my framework of practice is explained.  

Chapter 8: Framework of Practice 

My framework of practice brings together my learning into an articulated framework of 

practice as a visionary-pragmatic leader who seeks to shift all my leadership contexts towards 

social justice. 

Chapter 9 Conclusion 

The conclusion summarises the arc of this DPP learning journey and this thesis. The chapter 

ends with some pointers towards future research possibilities that have arisen from this thesis. 
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Chapter 2: Positioning Chapter 

Some data is only collected in the act of writing. 

(Richardson and Adams St. Pierre 2005, 970) 

A DPP, at whatever stage of life and career one attempts it, is essentially a life’s work—life up 

until that point. With an autoethnographic overarching methodology, this work brings together 

my life history, and all that has gone into that—family, culture, education, values and 

experience. The work also brings or creates something new, as reflection on literature, theory, 

discussion, writing and thinking come together.  

Therefore, positioning this thesis is difficult: it flows on the waves of the past, present and 

future and a mix of my own ideas and the ideas of others. The position evolves and shifts as 

new interactions between the waft and weave of practice and theory are made known. For the 

purposes of inviting others into this learning journey, this chapter seeks to pin down, for now, 

my thinking on key terms and issues that have been important to my research, and my practice 

change and development. This chapter therefore 

1. outlines some methodologies, approaches, theories and philosophies that have been 

important to the journey of this doctorate and outlines where my thesis sits in terms of 

these. 

2. explores what it means to be Pākehā, white and undertaking research on social justice 

in Aotearoa New Zealand. 

3. defines key terms used in this thesis. 

This chapter references literature that was key to developing my positioning and definitions of 

core concepts and terms. More detailed use of literature around these positions, concepts and 

terms is found in Chapter 3 (Reflective Literature Review).  

In Chapter 4 (Research Approach), the why of my personal and practice context is translated 

into practical research—the how—as I explain my methodology and methods, exploring how 

these research options can both utilise and make sense of my practice context.  
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2.1 Methods, approaches, theories 

2.1.1 Story as method, theory and outcome 

I am telling you stories. Trust me. 

(Winterson, 2014) 

My research sits within the approach of story as a research method and research reporting tool. 

Story is also an outcome of my own research, given its potential as a tool for leaders of social 

justice. 

In line with the theory and method of story, I need to tell the story of how I came to discover 

and use story. This might start with “Once upon a time, 25 years or so ago, a young woman, 

armed only with a couple of arts degrees and an activist heart set out to change the world, or at 

least a bit of it in Aotearoa.” 

My early academic training was a relatively unexamined swallowing of the scientific and 

positivistic approach to research and to knowledge. Despite majoring in arts subjects at 

university, I had absorbed positivism’s understanding that things that were valid or to be taken 

seriously in the world had to be done in a certain way. The academy I grew up in valued 

objectivity. The researcher was meant to be omnipotent, impartial and not obviously present in 

the research. Therefore, even in arts subjects we almost never said “I”, and we never, ever 

mentioned ourselves. We wrote the essay, but we were not meant to be a part of it. 

I took that mindset and methodology out into the world of practitioner research when I began 

working in the NFP social service sector. The 1990s and early 2000s was a challenging time to 

be working in social services. Because of the neoliberal socio-economic policies that were 

implemented in the 1990s, New Zealand experienced huge increases in poverty and 

homelessness, significant economic disruption and changes to social support. One of the tools 

many organisations used to try to achieve change was practitioner action research. I did not at 

that time have the theory to explicitly state what I was trying to achieve; I just knew that as 

community workers we were trying to capture the alternative narrative to the dominant 

discourse. 

The 1990s and early 2000s were eras of certainty in the public sphere. The philosophy of 

neoliberalism dominated the public service and politics in many Western democracies and 
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provided some neat formulas that were applied to complex socio-economic issues. Fitting 

nicely in with this was the continued promotion of positivism as the approach to knowledge 

and research. Scientific, statistically valid methodologies were the accepted way to gather data 

and develop knowledge. Other research and other knowledge might be regarded as interesting, 

but they were not viewed as valid when it came to the large socio-economic debates of the day. 

When we tried to talk about the impact of policies on people, we were told: “We don’t need 

anecdotes. Give us data.” 

Along with many practitioner researchers, I reacted to the rejection of our research in two 

contradictory ways: I tried to resist and claim the space for our research and at the same time I 

tried to make our research and our knowledge look more like science, with tables and charts 

and numbers, not just narrative. 

At the time, I had little formal training in research, outside of what was learned in my early 

academic life. Therefore, I could not analyse the methodological and epistemological basis of 

the prevailing political and research culture. 

This meant that what I now call the furry monsters of positivism were able to take up residence 

in my research brain without me being conscious of their implications. The categories, methods 

and criteria promoted by positivism belong to many centuries of debate, discussion and 

development within research. Since the Enlightenment, they have been regarded as the 

dominant understanding of how knowledge is found. 
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Figure 2.1: Furry monsters of positivism ©Bonnie Robinson 

I have come to call these criteria furry monsters because positivism, the scientific method, has 

much to contribute to research in the right context. The concerns of researchers who use these 

methodologies are important for all researchers to grapple with. It is only when one 

methodology, method and its concerns become seen as the only way that knowledge is 

created—the only way valid data is found—that the furry monsters might become scary 

monsters. When one philosophy, method or approach is promoted above all others whatever 

the research context, knowledge can be missed. When one voice becomes dominant over 

others, research can become oppressive (Reynolds 2014; Richardson and Adams St. Pierre 

2005). 

When I moved into management and leadership and away from direct practitioner research, the 

furry monsters became a bit quiet. In management, they created uncertainty rather than overt 

conflict, although they were still unconsciously quite influential. When I started work on my 

DPP, suddenly I heard their loud chorus again. The Review of Learning, which is a requirement 

for the DPP, asked me to write in the first person and talk about myself—the furry monsters 

wanted to know what this had to do with academic work, telling me that the story of my life 

and career was not data (see Appendix C). What the furry monsters did not understand, but the 

Review of Learning started to show me, was that writing the “I” was the beginning of the 

reflective work that leads to theorising and to practice-useful discovery. Writing the “I” forces 

analysis of the often unacknowledged philosophical and epistemological basis of one’s 
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thinking. By comparison, the omnipotent voice of my early academic work rarely had to self-

examine and understand motive, bias and assumption or ask new questions. 

As my study moved through to the Learning Agreement stage, I engaged more fully with the 

autoethnographic basis of applied doctoral study. Reading Ellis and Bochner (2006)—literally 

the reading of it—was an aha moment. It was possible to write an academic text about research 

that was readable. I devoured Evocative Autoethnography like a storybook in bed at night. It 

showed me that it is possible to merge my story with primary and secondary research. Through 

this mix of voices, ideas, concepts and theories, I could find tools that are practice-useful and 

that might produce “analytical, accessible texts that change us and the world we live in for the 

better” (Ellis and Bochner 2006, 284). 

Then I came to write up the interviews I had undertaken as part of my research component for 

this DPP. Out came the big furry monsters again. They wanted to discuss issues of validity and 

replication, they wanted “real data” and words to become numbers. They wanted to be the 

voice of this research. So true to my early training, I started using a traditional qualitative 

research reporting method that I had used many times in my practice. I coded my interviews 

into themes, and then subthemes, and then I started writing a statement about the findings for 

each theme with one or two quotes as the evidence … and I hit a roadblock. Here I was writing 

an autoethnographic doctorate, and researching around human decision-making, but following 

a method that was not well placed to capture the depth and complexity of the conversations 

and reflection. Even using the best of the qualitative research tradition was not revealing the 

interweaving of the many voices of my research. It was not asking and answering those 

important questions of whose story this was and what their truth was (Richardson and Adams 

St. Pierre 2005; Reynolds 2014; Eliastam, Muller, and Tahor 2018). This qualitative reporting 

style might appear to be valid, but it was not authentic. 

Instinctively, I knew that my way forward was to stop listening so much to the furry monsters 

and write at least some of my doctoral research as story. By now in this DPP journey I had 

absorbed literature around rhizome models and messy inquiry, narrative inquiry, writing as 

inquiry and the place of fiction in research (Reynolds 2014; Richardson and Adams St. Pierre 

2005; Bochner 2012). All of which seemed to reinforce that knowledge could be found in the 

weaving of a story as much as in the reporting of traditionally conceived data (Starr 2014). 
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But you could not write up (by which traditionally is really meant record) a whole research 

project as a story. Or could you? The fuzzy monsters said no. But others said yes. Researchers 

and storytellers such as Bochner (2016), Ellis (2016), Reynolds (2014), Denzin (2008), Adams 

St. Pierre (2015), and Cochrane-Smith (2007), to name a few, who have stretched the 

boundaries of qualitative research when the traditional methods did not meet the needs of their 

contexts or were found to be colonising or oppressive. The work of researchers such as these 

encouraged me to look beyond my traditional quantitative reporting methodology, in which 

words became quasi-numbers, and find ways of presenting my research that could be honest 

about “the time and space within which it was undertaken yet communicate beyond that” 

(Cochran-Smith and Lytle 2007, 45). 

Jeanette Winterson (2017, 33), writing about writing, said this of stories: “Stories are full of 

questions. What if? What is? Who am I? Who are you? What do I believe? Why do I believe 

it?” She could have been writing about research, for these questions echo the questions asked 

by many in the research literature as they discuss new ways of narrating research and the ethics 

involved (Andrew and Le Rossignol 2017; Richardson and Adams St. Pierre 2005; Cochran-

Smith and Lytle 2007). They were also increasingly my questions, as I explored what it meant 

to be a values-based leader focused on social justice. 

As I explored some of the literature around story and experimented with using story in my 

research, I realised that story as a research and reporting methodology has much to offer. Story 

recognises that knowledge comes from an intermingling of our self and others as data (Ellis 

and Bochner 2006) and keeps other participants’ voices while acknowledging that the voice of 

the researcher is always present. Story demands that the researcher “turn up” (Reynolds 2014). 

Going beyond the usual qualitative use of pseudonym, fictional stories can protect research 

participants by creating truly fictional characters and contexts that tell the story without 

revealing the actual identity of any real person (Eliastam, Muller, and Tahor 2018; Ellis, 

Adams, and Bochner 2011). 

Story allows imaginative extension of discussion, observation and action—expanding 

knowledge from what was known to what could be known by all involved (Campbell and 

Groundwater-Smith 2007) and creating “accidental and fortuitous connections” (Richardson 

and Adams St. Pierre 2005, 970). With story you also have the space to write yourself into your 

knowledge, as freed from the convention of having to cite sources and a priori information you 

quickly discover where your thinking has developed and where it needs to grow (Richardson 
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and Adams St. Pierre 2005). Story, therefore, can help uncover and communicate the 

entanglement of experience, practice and theory (Eliastam, Muller, and Tahor 2018). Story can 

shift power, as all stories are their own, and all the storytellers in story-based reporting can 

therefore say that all people can be original storytellers who work to be accountable to their 

values (Ellis, Adams, and Bochner 2011). 

Of course, in the Aotearoa context Māori, have long understood the power of story to carry 

important knowledge. Stories are an old methodology being rediscovered. 

2.1.1.1 Fiction 

Fiction is one of the most powerful ways to undermine the dominant culture. 

(Eliastam, Muller, and Tahor 2018, 24) 

One step further on from the concept of writing research as story, or story as research, is the 

concept of fictionalisation. Whereas story, especially within the autoethnographic 

methodology, can be viewed as being factual, in the sense that the storyteller is telling their 

truth about an event or issue, fiction does not proport to discuss anything that might actually 

have happened. Fiction might discuss events, objects or issues that do indeed exist, but the 

actual events, people and context contained in a fictional story exist only on the page and in 

the imagination. Under most research methodologies, therefore, fiction is not considered an 

appropriate method. In the field of qualitative research this is increasingly being challenged, as 

some move into what they call a post-postmodern, post-colonialist, post-constructivist, post-

qualitative phase of exploring research (Andrew and Le Rossignol 2017; Richardson and 

Adams St. Pierre 2005; Eliastam, Muller, and Tahor 2018) in which every understanding of 

research can be questioned for its contextual and power-based bias, and innovative ways of 

researching and reporting can be explored. 

2.1.1.2 Landing on story within an autoethnographic context 

A core learning from my DPP journey is therefore that truth is to be found in story and science. 

We do not have to live in a dualistic world where truth and imagination are on opposite sides. 

We can and do live in the and and space where we need science and facts, and we need stories 

that can explore, explain, capture and “crystalize” (Richardson and Adams St. Pierre 2005, 

963) our experience of being human. 
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Science takes feats of imaginative courage, and stories need ground to stand on. Both require 

the courage to not know and to start the journey towards knowing, using the methodology that 

is relevant to the pathway and the hoped-for outcome. Stories, like science, therefore, 

contribute through the shaking up of our knowledge, taking us into spaces that might disturb 

as they teach, disrupt as they create new meaning. 

After exploring story and fiction as research and reporting method, I set about changing how I 

was going to report on my research project. I wrote up my project as an imaginative true story 

between myself and some leaders in which I report back what I have learned and how it might 

be used in practice as leaders. I call it an imaginative true story because the characters, aside 

from me, do not exist, and the meeting never took place, but the words and the concepts are 

those expressed by the 16 leaders I interviewed. 

One of the key benefits of this method is that it has grown the theorising, conceptualising and 

knowledge. Through imaginative dialogue I have been able expand on the conversation, ask 

the questions I was not able to ask and write the new connections apparent from both the multi-

layered data analysis and creative story writing. Story and imagination gave me a second 

chance at thinking. 

Once I started to explore story, I began to see the power of story in my leadership practice. I 

have experimented with and now use story deliberately in my decision-making as a leader. I 

write myself the story of the decision asking: Who are the characters? What might their 

thinking and perspective be on the issue at hand? I can add characters not directly involved but 

who might be affected or have a view if they are asked. I can play out different endings and 

possibilities. I can say things in the story that might be difficult or impossible to verbalise, yet 

once voiced in a story, have an impact on my decision. 

A focus of my DPP was to produce something practical for myself and other leaders to support 

them to include social justice in their decision-making. When I reached the end of writing my 

research as story, I suddenly realised that in addition to story adding depth to my research, it 

had also provided me with a practice-useful offering. Story itself could be a tool in leadership 

decision-making. If writing an imaginative true story could add depth for me and help to shape 

my thinking, then it could potentially do the same for others. 

This DPP is not exclusively situated within story; however, it uses story as a method, and it is 

also an important outcome. 
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2.1.2 But what about truth? Finding validity within qualitative practitioner research 

In the 2016 movie Denial, which depicts professor of Holocaust studies Deborah Lipetadt 

defending a libel suit brought against her by Holocaust denier David Irving, she says “Some 

things are true, and some are not.… The Holocaust happened. I will debate why and how it 

happened, but I will not debate that it happened. It happened.” The movie is about many things, 

including racism and antisemitism, but it is also about the nature of truth and how we decide 

what is true. 

From the beginning of my DPP the question “But what about truth?” was always in front of 

me. As I read about the methodology of autoethnography and as I was challenged by the 

literature and my research experience to explore new ways of doing practitioner research, I 

regularly heard questions around truth and validity.  This was partly the furry monsters again 

telling me that autoethnography and story were not valid forms of research. 

 

Figure 2.2: Anecdote ©Bonnie Robinson 

However, the furry monsters raised good questions. The issue of truth is age-old (as considered 

by Aristotle and Plato, for example), important and valid. In exploring and embracing new 

methodologies and methods of research, I also wanted there to be some rigour, criticality and 

solid ground to stand on. 
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This need for truth is also contextual to the time and space of my DPP. Soon after I began the 

research phase, Covid-19 arrived in New Zealand. Living in a Covid world has brought to 

prominence the issue of truth, of methodological appropriateness and of whose data counts. In 

this Covid world, many stories abound and some of them are simply not true and add nothing 

but confusion and division (and aim to do so). In this world I really want there to be facts—

things that are solid and unshifting. In this world I really want the double-blind randomised 

trial of science to be used to develop the vaccines and medicines, so they are effective and safe. 

Leading a health organisation in this world of Covid has brought a nuance to my studies that I 

might not otherwise have had. The age-old debates between science and story, positivist and 

constructivist methodologies have become real, concrete and every day for me. Who to trust, 

what to trust and on what basis? In a world that sometimes feels dangerously post-truth, and 

which, in a very practical and urgent way, needs the methodology of science, I had to ask 

myself what is the place of autoethnographic, qualitative research? Working in health services 

in the time of Covid, I do not want to reject the concept of facts or the scientific experiment. 

The furry monsters have their time and place. Just because I embrace the concept of story does 

not mean I want to accept that anything goes, any time, in any context and especially in my 

own doctoral work. I therefore have had to ask how I could answer my questions about truth 

within my own research. 

A difficulty in thinking about truth in research is that it immediately and inevitably becomes 

emersed in discussion of research methodology, method and the epistemology behind that. 

Truth is a philosophical concept that is present in most methodological debates even if not 

expressly discussed (Hinchey 2008; Gill and Johnson 2002; Cochran-Smith and Lytle 2007). 

Thoughts of truth turn to issues of validity—who decides what is valid in research and on what 

basis (Gill and Johnson 2002; Andrew and Le Rossignol 2017; Kemmis and Mattsson 2007). 

One way of dealing with these questions is to take a postmodern, postpositivist, even post-

constructivist approach (Adams St. Pierre 2015) and assert that there is no objective single 

truth, but multiple truths found in multiple experiences and perspectives. This is very much 

where constructivist, qualitative and autoethnographic research has gone, arguing for the social 

and cultural construction of truth, reality and validity (Reynolds 2014; Kemmis and Mattson 

2007). This approach also points to the way power is used and confirmed by different research 

methodologies (Cochran-Smith and Lytle 2007; Campbell and Groundwater-Smith 2007), and 
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how many individuals and groups are excluded by the dominant research paradigms (Denzin, 

Lincoln, and Smith 2008; Eliastam, Muller, and Tahor 2018). 

In many ways this approach to the question of truth makes sense to my experience of 

practitioner research. I have experienced the impact of one philosophy or one methodology 

dominating and not paying attention to or accepting different experiences of socio-economic 

policies and outcomes. As a leader and a practitioner-researcher, I understand that the question 

of “whose truth” is a critical one, especially if the goal of the research is to promote social 

change (Reynolds 2014). If injustice exists, then everything in the socio-economic ecosystem 

must be questioned, including how information is gathered and interpreted because the othering 

of information, of different truths, is a way to gain and enforce power (Cochran-Smith and 

Lytle 2007). Rejecting or questioning the dominance of one methodology and asserting the 

validity of many truths does therefore seem like one answer to the question of truth. 

Having accepted the concept and experienced the reality of many truths, I am able to situate 

my research partly within a context of multiple truth telling and claim the right for these truths 

to be heard. 

But does accepting many truths fully answer my truth question? Is there really, as some assert, 

a thin line between fact and fiction, no solid ground, no testable understanding of validity? 

Perhaps the answer lies not just in accepting different methodologies and methods, different 

philosophical approaches, but in critically evaluating whether the claims we make for our 

research are realised and matched by the approach, the methodology and methods. A vaccine 

for Covid cannot be developed by a focus group (or not entirely). Conversely, macro socio-

economic issues are rarely resolved by a pure experiment (Gill and Johnson 2002). The 

criticality, the validity, the truth that I am looking for is therefore to be at least partially found 

in careful crafting of appropriate connection between what is claimed and the basis upon which 

it is claimed. 

In the movie Denial, the character Deborah Lipetadt, states that her Holocaust denier 

protagonist is entitled to his private beliefs. But, she says, if you publish these, if you make 

claims for them, then you can expect to be examined, challenged and held to account. There is 

another place for practitioner research to stand: acceptance, or not, within the appropriate 

community where one’s claims can be measured against history, story, fact, culture, experiment 

and experience. 
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Related to this is the concept of research being useful—a practical tool. This is a form of 

validity, of truth finding. Use by the community of practice is a form of ongoing evaluation of 

a research project. This sounds simple and straightforward—if it is useful, it is valid. However, 

the reality is more complex. Practice-based research of any kind is always trying, as Kemmis 

and Mattson (2007) state, to serve two masters. It is research, but it is undertaken for many 

varied reasons and in different contexts. It aims to be research that is discovery, analysis and 

knowledge, but it is also praxis—action taken or able to be taken. As a practice-based 

researcher and a leader using research, I often reflect on the following when considering 

methodologies and methods: Does this ring true? How useful is this? Do we need this? What 

outcomes will we achieve if we do this? 

In approaching my DPP research, a key criterion was that my work be practice-useful. Lewin 

(1946), an early practitioner of action research promoted usefulness, indicating that producing 

books was not enough. I want to be able to use what I learn in my everyday work as a leader, 

and I want others to be able to use it as well. My research is therefore also situated in the 

tradition that is sometimes called action research, which prompts participants and recipients to 

change something in response to the work, its validity and its truth, confirmed by use in 

practice. 

2.1.3 The necessity of reflexivity within practice-based research 

Kemmis and Mattson (2007, 193) sum up the challenge of practice-based research when they 

say: 

It is to be expected then that researchers into praxis will produce simplifications, 

generalisations and explanations which by nature cannot embrace all the diversities, 

uncertainties and contradictions. When people act to bring about social change, they do not 

primarily use scientific knowledge—they use knowledge they themselves gained by 

experience.  

For practitioners interested in praxis change that leads to social change, this interweaving of 

research and experience necessarily results in a research practice that is emergent. There may 

be ideas about the research at the start, but often the knowledge is discovered only during the 

work and as a result of the work—it could not be imagined without the intermingling of context, 

researcher, participants and research process that is practitioner research (Kemmis and Mattson 

2007, 194). 
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To realise this knowledge and make it worthy of communication and use within my sphere of 

practice requires a reflexive approach. Reflexivity demands that reflection is undertaken with 

a level of criticality that can lead to self-change, to transformation in how we see ourselves and 

the world (Mezirow 1991). Starr (2014, 72) reinforces the action orientation of reflexive 

practice and research, stating that reflexivity results in “knowledge that is experientially 

derived, seldom articulated but constantly acted upon”. 

In the past in my practice as a leader and a researcher I did not clearly distinguish between 

reflexivity and reflection, although I instinctively understood the need to think about what I 

was doing and to change how I acted in response to my reflection. Now I understand the need 

for the criticality of a reflexive approach so that I ask deep questions about every aspect of my 

work and engage with my own beliefs (Gill and Johnson 2002; McGraw 2008). This deeper 

reflection is required because of the nature of qualitative research in general and practitioner 

and practice-focused research and autoethnography in particular (Dowling, 2006). The how, 

methodology and method, is influenced by the why, the beliefs and mental models. Reflexivity 

is needed so that data is not just presented but interpreted and translated into ideas and theory 

that can be practice-useful (Andrew and Le Rossignol 2017, 237). 

My goal of producing something practical and focused on supporting leaders to shift their 

contexts towards social justice has never been neutral. I have therefore needed to become 

consciously reflexive about the philosophical, epistemological and cultural drivers of my 

research. In some ways this has been as simple as finding language to describe what has long 

been unarticulated—such as my commitment to constructivist, qualitative practitioner research 

as a way of telling truths that are marginalised. Having the language to describe my practice 

and being able to place this language within a long history of research and social change 

practice brings clarity. 

This reflexivity is spread throughout this thesis, but a short summary is that as a result of a 

reflexive approach to this thesis I have undertaken the following shifts in my thinking: 

 I have acknowledged the extent to which philosophies that I outwardly reject, such as 

neoliberalism, have in fact become part of my leadership model, and in doing so, seek 

to unpick these and replace them with other models that support my values. 

 I have examined my relationship to te Tiriti and to how being Pākehā affects my 

understanding of social justice and leadership. 
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 I have explored the impact of positivism on my practice as a leader and as a practitioner-

researcher and found new ways to claim the space for and believe in other approaches. 

 I have shifted the focus of my research from exclusively social justice to the wider issue 

of values in response to what my research participants told me. 

 I have explored the impact of culture and context on leadership for social justice. 

 I have cultivated curiosity and a more constant awareness of assumption. 

Reflexivity has also required me to be committed to continual learning and unlearning, 

recognising that reflection on practice and practice change is a never-ending process. We land, 

but only for a time. We need to take off again because that is how we shift our contexts towards 

our ultimate goals. 

My thesis is therefore firmly positioned within a reflexive approach, where research and 

practice intermingle in a constant cycle of reflection, action and practice change. 

While I have adopted reflexivity to describe this process of deep questioning combined with 

action, I also use the terms reflective and/or critically reflective within this thesis. I use these 

other terms where these are more appropriate to the context or where these terms have been 

used by interviewed leaders or in the literature 

2.2 On being Pākehā, white and undertaking research on social justice 

How to talk about Te Tiriti o Waitangi and the nature of living in Aotearoa is a difficult subject 

for any non-Māori researcher. Having spoken to two DPP graduates who are Māori, and some 

of my wider whānau who are Māori, I have written this. Like all discussions of this nature, it 

is partial; however, it explains the background to my approach to this research as a Pākehā, 

white New Zealander. 

This section is in two parts: 

1. Awareness vignettes—autoethnographic stories demonstrating my experience of the 

inequities faced by Māori, of biculturalism and the place of Te Tiriti in everyday family 

and working life, revealing a pattern of growing awareness. 

2. How my research is positioned as a Pākehā, white researcher within an Aotearoa 

context. 
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2.2.1 Awareness vignettes 

2.2.1.1 Awareness Vignette No. 1 

It was about 8:30 in the morning, a school day in the late 1970s, and I was eating breakfast and 

getting ready to walk the short distance to my primary school. The phone rang, and it was for 

me. This was highly unusual. Kids generally did not get phone calls. But it was Hine, one of 

my school friends. She lived across the road with her grandparents. 

The phone call was short. Hine told me that she had a cold, and could I tell our teacher that she 

would not be at school all week. I said, “Of course,” but when I hung up, I was a little puzzled. 

“How does Hine know she’s going to be sick all week?” I asked my parents. 

“Don’t be silly,” said my father. “She’s not sick, she’s going to a tangi.” As the local 

Presbyterian minister Dad had a little bit to do with local marae. He usually knew of any major 

events. 

“So why doesn’t she just say that to the teacher?” I asked. 

“Because your school has decided that Māori kids are not allowed out of school for tangi,” my 

father said. 

Dad told me to tell the teacher Hine was sick and not to tell anyone about the tangi. I didn’t 

totally understand what was going on. Hine and I never talked about it when she got back to 

school. 

2.2.1.2 Awareness Vignette No. 2 

Through marriage I have Māori whānau. Once, when I was in my early teens, they told me that 

it was good when they married into our family because, when they did, there were shops in the 

small rural town where we lived at that time that would serve them, whereas before they only 

served them if there were no Pākehā in the shop. They said this in a throwaway kind of manner 

as if it were nothing, as if it was something we all knew about. 

I can remember being totally shocked. I had no idea that such things happened. It was a 

different town that was being described and a different life to the one I knew. 
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2.2.1.3 Awareness Vignette No. 3 

After university in the late 1980s I became a youth worker for the Presbyterian Church, working 

in the national office on youth leadership development programmes. Biculturalism and 

honouring the Treaty were being talked about, but I didn’t really quite get it, until I went to a 

national youth workers’ Treaty training event. The facilitators did a practical demonstration of 

why Te Tiriti was vital. They used a bench seat. They sat someone representing Māori in the 

middle of the bench, and then as each of the different cultures and ethnicities came, Māori got 

pushed further away from the centre, until they were eventually pushed off. Literally. That is 

when I began to really understand what it meant to uphold Te Tiriti. 

2.2.1.4 Awareness Vignette No. 4 

When we moved to Auckland in the early 2000s, I applied for a job as a policy analyst at a 

government department. I had previously only worked for community organisations, so this 

would be a new context for me. During the interview one of the questions was about what I 

thought the needs of Māori in Auckland might be. I remember being thrown by the question 

because I didn’t know Auckland let alone the needs of Māori (and, also, who was I to say?). I 

mumbled something about how Māori are always over-represented in the worst social and 

health statistics, and then when that didn’t seem to be enough, I said, “Of course, we can’t 

underestimate the ongoing impact of colonisation.” I was told that was the best answer they’d 

had to the question about the needs of Māori. I remember thinking that if that was the best 

answer, then we had a long, long way to go. 

2.2.1.5 Awareness Vignette No. 5 

I was working for a large NFP social service agency. It had several hundred staff, and a high 

percentage were Māori. Previous documentation around the organisation had said that it was a 

bicultural organisation. With the arrival of a new CEO and a new Māori adviser, the 

organisation made a statement to say that it was not a bicultural organisation but was committed 

to working in relationship with iwi and upholding Te Tiriti. There was consternation amongst 

the staff, including myself. Many of us had signed on to work there partly because they said 

they were bicultural. Through workshops facilitated by representatives of local iwi and senior 

organisational leaders, I came to understand. Although we had plenty of Māori staff and clients, 

nothing about our organisation offered partnership, power sharing or self-determination. Being 
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honest about where we were was the first step in a journey to really uphold Te Tiriti. As the 

local iwi said, “Now you know who you are, and we know who you are, we can talk.” 

2.2.1.6 Awareness Vignette No. 6 

My 25-year-old teacher daughter and I were chatting. I mangled a few Māori place names 

during the conversation. She told me off. “I can’t believe you can’t pronounce these place 

names. Weren’t you brought up on the East Coast?” 

I replied, “Yes, true, but you must remember when I was brought up and what it was like—it 

is not like it has been for you … you’ve had exposure to Māori culture and language all your 

life. When I grew up it was not encouraged. I’ve had to start much later; it is not innate for me 

the way it is for you. You just had to learn. I’ve had to unlearn and then learn. It is a longer 

slower journey and I’m doing my best.” 

2.2.1.7 Awareness Vignette No. 7 

Starting one-to-one te reo Māori lessons at aged 56. It’s not just a language; it’s a whole new 

way of being in my body (the face shapes for the sounds) and thinking in my mind (it’s fluid, 

not rigid). When I said this to my teacher, she said, “Kei te pai. Good. How it should be.” 

2.2.1.8 Awareness Vignette No. 8 

Starting the work for my aged care organisation to create a Treaty Vision statement to guide 

our Treaty journey. Our Māori facilitators listen to the board talk about our values and 

aspirations, and then they say, “This is all lovely. But this is about the Treaty.” There is silence 

for a while, and then we start the conversation again. It took me years and some changes in 

governance to get this on the agenda. But as an organisation working in a part of the health 

sector that rarely acknowledges the needs of Māori, we are at least beginning. 

2.2.2 My research in relation to Māori and Te Tiriti o Waitangi 

The challenge then, for Pakeha, is to communicate support for Māori in a way that does not 

obscure the reality of white privilege in New Zealand. 

(Gray, Jaber, and Anglem 2013, 100) 

My research is undertaken from a Pākehā and white perspective, within an Aotearoa context 

that recognises the impacts of colonisation and the centrality of Te Tiriti o Waitangi. 
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I use the terms Pākehā and white deliberately. Pākehā because that is what I identify with. As 

a fifth-generation New Zealander, I have no right to live or work anywhere else in the world. 

Although I understand that my ethnic heritage is European, I do not identify with Europe or 

with its cultures. They are foreign to me. I identify with Aotearoa, and with its unique history 

and cultures. 

In saying this, however, I have come to understand that I also need to own being white. Along 

with many other people (Gray, Jaber, and Anglem 2013), until recently I have been 

uncomfortable with the term white, because I identified it with racism, with white supremacy, 

with attitudes and actions that I do not want to be a part of. I occasionally use the term; for 

example, I sometimes describe the aged care sector as “very, very white”. But I only use this 

term in contexts and with people who I feel will understand what is meant. 

In recent years, and through this doctorate, I have come to understand the need to own the term 

white, because it symbolises the worldwide dominance of people who are racially white, 

including within Aotearoa. Colonisation means that the underlying structures that organise our 

nation and affect all aspects of our lives are based on concepts that come from our white 

European heritage. I need to own that being white in such a context privileges me in a multitude 

of conscious and unconscious ways. I may not feel privileged, but because I am white in a 

colonised nation, I am privileged. I can only see through my own eyes, but I need to see with 

humility. 

My research is focused on an aspect of social justice, and my interest in social justice arises 

out of structural analysis, lived experience and practice. I have been motivated to unpick 

systems in which injustice is created or entrenched (see Chapter 1). While the contribution of 

my research is not directly related to Te Tiriti, I would hope that by focusing on the upholding 

of social justice it will in some small way support the upholding of Te Tiriti and the well-being 

of Māori. However, despite links between my research and Aotearoa’s Te Tiriti context, I must 

still locate it within a Pākehā and white world view because it has been undertaken by a 

researcher and in a context for whom tikanga Māori and bicultural practice is an ongoing 

journey. 

From the beginning of my studies, I have been overt about the fact that I came to the research 

from a non-indigenous perspective. However, I have tried to remain conscious that Māori have 

a different world view and one that is critical in the Aotearoa context. Consultation with a 
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Māori mentor led me to read literature around research and leadership from Māori world views 

(Whitinui 2014; Denzin, Lincoln, and Smith 2008; Spiller and Stockdale 2013; Spiller, Hoturoa 

Barclay-Kerr, Panoho 2015). My Māori mentor also linked me with some Māori leaders whom 

I was able to interview. While my research is still non-indigenous, the reading and talking 

added some Māori perspectives to my work. This has enhanced the threads or echoes of Māori 

tikanga that already exist within my practice through years of working alongside Māori staff, 

spending time on marae and having Māori whānau and close friends (see awareness vignettes 

in Section 2.2.1). 

These threads of Māori culture and world view that can be found in my research include story 

as learning, collective understandings of leadership, spirituality as integral to leadership and 

the integration of values in leadership. 

When I explored a Māori ethical framework for research—Te Ara Tika (Hudson et al. 2006)—

I could see other threads of Te Ao Māori echoed my research. Three of the four principles of 

Te Ara Tika, whakapapa (relationships), manaakitanga (cultural and social responsibility) and 

mana (justice and equity), are found within my research approach as I have sought to work 

with leaders of the NFP sector (relationships), produce something practice-useful (social 

responsibility) and focus on social justice outcomes (justice and equity). While my research is 

from a Pākehā perspective, these echoes of tikanga show that aspects of my research approach 

are influenced by and may be acceptable within some Māori understandings of research. 

Of course, the journey, both personal and organisational, of understanding how as Pākehā I 

honour Te Tiriti and Te Ao Māori continues, with an unknown and perhaps unending 

destination, but with a bit more knowledge and understanding in the kete every day. 

2.3 Definitions 

2.3.1 Not-for-profit organisation 

The focus of my career, and the context of my research, is the NFP social service sector. It is 

therefore important to understand how it has been defined, and how I define it. 

Within the literature there exists a range of terms, understandings, definitions and descriptions 

(Lohmann 2007). Some terms are applied to the sector, others used by it, some used 

contextually and culturally, some legally. Many are used interchangeably, and a few are 
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specific. The following terms are all used to describe organisations that are not government or 

a for-profit business: 

 civil society 

 third sector 

 charitable sector/organisation 

 non-governmental organisation/sector (NGO) 

 not-for-profit sector/organisation (NFP) 

 voluntary sector/organisation 

 religious and welfare organisation 

 community sector/organisation 

 social sector/organisation 

 social enterprise 

 social economy 

 for-purpose organisation 

 social purpose organisation 

 common good organisation. 

Given the diversity within this sector, it is not surprising that there is a variety of terms. No one 

term really describes the breadth, depth, creativity and size. Indeed, it can be argued that trying 

to define the sector is unhelpful, or even harmful. It is easy for language to co-opt purpose—

to an extent we are who we say we are. But we are also what we do—irrespective of our legal 

status, our name and what labels others might apply. As Lohmann (2007, 438) says, the sector 

is a matter of “behaviour and institution”. Especially among indigenous groups, the legal status 

that might be used to define the sector does not always apply, and long-standing informal 

groupings operate without constitutions or registration. Internationally, the John Hopkins 

Comparative Non-profit Sector Project tried to find their way through the complexity of the 

sector to a set of criteria that could be universally used in research and analysis (Salamon et al. 

1996). Their five criteria—organised, private (separate from government), self-governing, NFP 

distributing and voluntary—are specific enough to overcome the potential nebulousness and 

therefore co-option of the NFP sector label, but also broad enough to encompass a wide range 

of organisations and foci. 
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Whatever the legal framework, what does appear to be important is the discussion generated 

by the development, adoption or attribution of a term for the sector. In seeking to generate a 

descriptor that rings true, organisations and the sector seek deeper understanding of their 

identity and purpose. Knowing the implications of any particular term and why you are using 

it is as important than the consistent use of any term itself (Nowland-Foreman 2016a). Over 

time, different terms have been developed that reflect the political, economic and cultural 

context and debates of the day and how the sector has chosen to respond. 

“Begin with a question: What stands at the centre of the work of a particular kind or 

organisation?” (Jeavons 1992, 406). Jeavons suggests that the NFP sector is defined not by any 

term but by the core values at the heart of the organisation’s decision-making and action. While 

government and for-profit organisations espouse values, NFPs are their values. This is a 

fundamentally different reason for existence. Government essentially exists to exercise power, 

for-profits exist to generate profit and NFPs exist to fulfil their mission, based on their values 

(Jeavons 1992). 

This is not to say that all NFPs live up to Jeavons’ noble definition all the time. Like all human 

constructions, NFPs can become self-serving, more concerned with survival than service 

(Mulhare 1999). NFPs are also capable of a values veneer, with one face to the public and a 

different one internally. The literature suggests, however, that the NFPs who stray too far from 

their core purpose and do not live out their values, in the end, lose support. The varying 

stakeholders expect NFPs to live up to their values (Jeavons 1992). 

In my own experience as a leader of a variety of non-profit, community, voluntary, third sector 

organisations, my understanding of what an NFP is has remained steady, but the terminology 

I have used has flexed according to the context. When I first started in my career, the main 

terminology used was NFP, charitable or non-governmental organisation. In recent years, as 

the sector has attempted to define itself more by what it is, the term for-purpose has become 

more commonly used, including by me and the organisations I lead. 

In coming to a workable definition, I also need to recognise that the lines between for-profit 

and NFP have become increasingly blurred. Many NFPs have for-profit enterprises as part of 

their fundraising, and some businesses use their philanthropic activities to market their for-

profit products and services. This is resulting in considerable complexity for funders, donors 

and funding seekers (Davidson Knight et al. 2017). Social enterprises, in which the profit-
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making business is there for a social purpose, also stretch traditional understandings of the 

distinction between sectors. 

While coming to a definition is complex, for the purpose of this thesis, I use the term not-for-

profit. I use this term because it is generally well understood as meaning an organisation that 

is not government controlled and not distributing profit to shareholders or owners but seeking 

to provide some kind of community good. Alongside this, I further refine the term NFP using 

the John Hopkins definition of organised, private (separate from government), self-governing, 

NFP distributing and voluntary. These criteria provide enough definition to ensure I can be 

clear about which types of organisations I want to focus on in terms of their leadership. At the 

same time, however, the Johns Hopkins definition provides enough breadth to be able to 

include organisations that are trying to uphold social justice but that might otherwise be 

considered at the edge of the NFP sector. 

2.3.2 Social justice 

Social justice in the literature exists within philosophy, theology, politics and practice. Culture 

and context are important, since different people, times and places imagine social justice 

differently. Yet there also appears to be a universality, across time, and place, to the existence 

of this concept called social justice (Lebacqz 1986; Kidder 1995). This universality is more 

easily defined by its absence—humanity shares an innate sense of when social justice is not 

present. Therefore, having a precise definition may not be essential. If we can all sense its 

absence, we can all work towards eliminating those things that obstruct or negate social justice. 

This sense that an understanding of social justice, or its absence, is innate to humanity, and 

therefore not in need of a definition informed the early stages of this thesis. I leapt in with the 

assumption that I could work with this universality and that if a more precise definition was 

required, this would emerge. Definitions did emerge. They arose from the literature (Lebacqz 

1986; Reisch 2002; Dempsey 2008), from the need to explain what I meant by social justice to 

those I interviewed for my research, and from what they said about what it meant to them. By 

the time I reached my discussion chapter, I had adopted a clear definition that I used as a lens 

to analyse all my work and reach a conclusion about its findings (see Section 7.2) 

This is one of the few points in the thesis where timing does matter. The definition I arrive at, 

and then use once I reach the end of this thesis, was not formulated for the purposes of this 

positioning chapter, even though in reviewing my work I now have this understanding. The 
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development of that later definition shows the shifts in my thinking and practice. Therefore, in 

this positioning chapter I use an early working definition that I developed in response to my 

own practice experience and initial reading of literature (Lebacqz 1986; Reisch 2002; Dempsey 

2008). This early definition is: 

Social justice is a concept that asks us to change power systems and social and 

economic structures so that they provide equity and participation for all. 

The core components of this definition remain constant, but once my thesis reaches a 

conclusion, I have a more nuanced understanding of the multiple dimensions involved. For 

now, the simple definition can suffice to guide readers of this thesis regarding what I mean 

when I use the term. 

2.3.3 Values 

In the literature review I explore values in some detail. I ask what values are, how they are used 

within leadership, and how they intersect with ethics, morals, beliefs, culture and mental 

models (see Section 2.3.3). This section also explores the different types of values, such as 

espoused, enacted, controlling or developing, personal or organisational (Henderson, 

Thompson, and Henderson 2006; Russell 2001; Buchko 2007). Values are also identified as 

being an innately human and universal concept (Kidder 1995). 

To define what is meant by values is therefore simultaneously simple and difficult. We all 

understand values, and yet, what we express about them in behaviour, language, naming and 

ethical orientation can be quite different. 

One approach is to use a very neutral and overarching definition. For example, Henderson, 

Thompson, and Henderson (2006, 19) define values as concepts or mental constructs that 

capture and express what is important to us—the sum of our preferences and priorities. 

While this is a useful overarching definition, in this thesis I am working with an understanding 

of values that is more specific to my research purpose. I am focused on values that are positive 

for social justice, both personal and organisational. I therefore often use the term positive for 

social justice values to describe what I am meaning when I focus on values. These positive for 

social justice values are not defined by a list of specific value types. This is an overarching 
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term for values that if enacted by leaders and organisations, have the potential to shift contexts 

towards social justice (Reynolds 2014). 

2.3.4 Leadership 

Like values, leadership is a term that people use but often struggle to actually define. 

Leadership can be exercised in many contexts, and can be individual, group or collective. There 

are also different cultural understandings of leadership. Chapter 3 explores what some of the 

literature says about what leadership is, the various models of leadership and the capabilities 

required to fulfil these models. 

For the purposes of this thesis, I am working with a broad understanding of leadership. Based 

loosely on Schein’s (2010) understanding of distributed leadership, my overarching definition 

of leadership is: 

The facilitation of progress toward some desired outcome through having an impact on 

vision, ethics, direction, values and culture within a group, situation or organisation. 

This definition of leadership places it more in the arena of the identification and creation of 

meaning and purpose, and less in the arena of task completion. Leadership is different from 

management, although in practice the line between them is inevitably blurred because of the 

practical needs of individuals and organisations. 

However, while my understanding of leadership is broad, in this thesis the context is narrow—

I am most often talking about the practice of leadership by an individual who has a formal role 

within a structured organisation—primarily, NFP social services. I am also talking about 

leadership oriented towards the fulfilment of social justice within this setting. While leadership 

of social justice can occur in many contexts, my own leadership practice, and my area of 

research, is within the formal structure of NFP organisations. 

2.3.5 Practice-useful 

From the beginning of this DPP journey my goal was to produce something useful for my own 

practice as a leader and, hopefully, for use by other leaders in the NFP social service sector. I 

meant this in a very granular and concrete way. I wanted to produce something that would 

influence my day-to-day leadership practice and, particularly, my decision-making. 
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Ellis, Adams and Bochner (2011, 284), talking about the role of autoethnographic research, say 

“the goal is to produce analytical texts that change us and the world we live in for the better”. 

Reynolds (2014, 130) talks about theorising holding the promise of “liberatory practices” and 

“opening up the possibility of the way things could be”. Such writing encouraged me to 

continue to view my research with the lens of being useful. From this emerged my concept of 

practice-useful. Initially shorthand for being useful in day-to-day practice, the term came to be 

part of the approach to my research and the thesis overall. My definition of practice-useful is: 

Taking theory, concept and ideas, and through reflexivity being able to see the potential 

for them to influence how my leadership practice and the practice of others is exercised. 

2.4 Conclusion 

This chapter has been critical to the unpacking of my own biases, some of which were 

previously unexamined or unarticulated. The examination of methodologies, theories and 

concepts, including the historic impact of Enlightenment thinking, challenged my assumptions 

about research and the nature of truth and validity within it. This enabled me to position my 

thesis partially within the approach of story and fictionalisation. Further, the thinking generated 

by this chapter supported me to work with the subjectivities of qualitative research using the 

rigour provided by a critically reflexive approach, a strong praxis orientation and a focus on 

social justice practice-usefulness. 

In Chapter 4, the positions taken here link with my methodological journey as I describe the 

methods that I used to undertake my research and develop my thesis outcomes. 
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Chapter 3: Reflective Literature Review 

3.1 Introduction 

The DPP programme asks for two literature reviews, one undertaken for the Learning 

Agreement and one for the thesis. In my literature review for my Learning Agreement, I 

focused on what it meant, after a long career, to discover and understand what others have said 

and practised in terms of leadership of social justice (see Appendix D). I called that a reflective 

literature review and found it liberating to talk in the first person and reflect directly on my 

own experience of the issues raised. The reflexive process brought new insights to my own 

practice, and to the identification of what was important to me in the literature—a learning 

circle of practice-enriched reading and reading-enriched practice. 

In this literature review, I extend that learning cycle further—this time critically engaging not 

just with my own experience as it relates to the literature but also with how my research 

interviews with other leaders interact with the literature themes. In this way, I have tried to 

make this literature review a reflective and creative interweaving of past and present 

knowledge, personal and collective, mingling what has been known with what could yet be 

learned. 

3.2 Methodology of this literature review: Practice-led reading—reading-led 

practice 

In this chapter, time has some importance because as discussed in Chapter 1, I did not take a 

strictly linear route with the writing of my thesis. A linear structure often starts with the 

literature review on the basis that everything flows from what has been already thought. 

Instead, this literature review was done at the midpoint of my thesis writing journey, when my 

practice-based research had already been undertaken and reflected on, but with more practice-

useful work was still to come. The reading, of course, was constant. As was the reflection in 

practice. 

This reflective, practice-focused and mid-study approach was deliberate, because it supported 

my goal to generate thinking, ideas, tools and knowledge that are practice-useful—theorising 

from practice and taking theories back into practice. In my wrestling with the literature, 
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therefore, I focused those authors whose insights and conclusions resulted in step changes in 

my thinking, in what I call “use it tomorrow” practice-useful insight and knowledge. 

Figure 3.1 is a pictorial representation of my approach to this literature review. My goal was 

not to produce a definitive review of seminal works, but a literature review that reveals what 

has been practice changing for me. I used both a deliberate and a snowballing technique to 

identify literature. The criterion for reading was not the traditional academic “numbers cited” 

but whether I felt that the focus of the work could contribute to the development of practice. 

At times this meant that practice initiated the search—I deliberately went to find writing that 

could enhance my thinking or knowledge about a particular issue in my leadership. Conversely, 

at other times literature that at first looked like it might be too theoretical for my practice-useful 

purpose ended up being a significant contributor to my day-to-day work. 

 

Figure 3.1: Reflective literature review © Bonnie Robinson 

3.3 Structure of this literature review 

In my Learning Agreement literature review, I limited my discussion to issues relating to the 

growth and support of NFP leaders of social justice, but within this my review travelled widely, 

exploring values, reflective practice, critical consciousness, morality and courage, capabilities 

and frameworks. This second literature review builds on this but refines the themes in response 

to my research with leaders, my reflective learning journey and my own practice. To 

demonstrate this approach, I used the following structure for each theme: 
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 review of discoveries in the Learning Agreement 

 development of this theme or issue in subsequent reading 

 reflection on the intersection between this reading, my practice and my research with 

leaders. 

The themes covered are: 

1. leadership and values 

2. leadership 

3. social justice 

4. frameworks, games and tools. 

3.4 Theme 1: Leadership and values 

Leaders are people who make things happen and are influential about things that matter. 

(Paton, Mordaunt, and Cornforth 2007, 154) 

3.4.1 Reflection on Learning Agreement literature review 

In the literature review for my Learning Agreement, I discussed what research had identified 

as the many capabilities required for leadership: the ability to lead in a multiplicity of situations 

such as team, organisation, political, cultural and contextual (Crosby and Bryson 2005); having 

a diverse skill set (Finn and Jacobson 2003); and multiple approaches to leadership tasks (Finn 

and Jacobson 2003; Bornstein 2007; Berkovich 2014). However, while all these capabilities 

are shown to have importance, as I undertook my research with leaders and reflected on my 

own practice, one issue became dominant—the role of values in leadership, and especially in 

the leadership of those who aspire to shift their context towards social justice (Reynolds 2014). 

In my Learning Agreement, my discussion of the place of values in leadership was relatively 

limited. At that stage in my learning journey, I was primarily interested in the concept of 

frameworks to support leaders in social justice leadership, and I concluded that values were a 

component that would go into a framework—an important component, but just one of 

potentially many. Focusing on the works of Fischer (2006) and L. V. Ryan (2000), my 

discussion of their work interchanged ethics, morality and values as concepts, and interlaced 

these with the impact of spirituality on a leader’s ability to act ethically and hold to a set of 
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values, seeing “values and ethics form[ing] the basis for advocacy and activism” (Appendix D, 

p. 48). 

3.4.2 New reflection and reading around values literature 

As the importance of values became more apparent, I started to focus my reading on issues 

relating to values in leadership. Like the literature around leadership itself, the literature around 

values is vast; therefore, I tried to focus my reading on authors who attempt application of their 

thinking. I wanted to deepen my theoretical understanding of values and their impact on leaders 

and organisations, but I also wanted to be able to translate that into my NFP leadership practice. 

3.4.2.1 NFPs leaders and values 

While much of the leadership and management literature argues for the centrality of values to 

the success of any organisation, for NFPs they are their values (Jeavons 1992). Staff are mostly 

drawn to work for NFPs because of their mission and values, and usually seek a strong 

alignment between personal values and organisational values. Stakeholders expect to see a high 

level of internal and external values alignment. Leaders of NFPs therefore need a high level of 

awareness around how personal values, their own and their team members, are affecting the 

organisation’s values, so that mission and values drift does not occur (Jeavons 1992; Paton, 

Mordaunt, and Cornforth 2007). 

3.4.2.2 Definitions of values and relationship to leadership 

At the beginning of this thesis I defined values quite simply as concepts that are important to 

us (see Chapter 1), however as I explored the literature I realised that a more complex definition 

might be required to capture the depth and importance of values in leadership. Many authors 

attempt to define what is meant by values. Values and values in leadership are not new 

concepts—Aristotle discussed them. However, as the literature points out, it is important to be 

clear about our understanding, our assumptions and our epistemology of values because the 

term has been over- and misused and often misunderstood (Copeland 2014; Henderson, 

Thompson, and Henderson 2006). The literature suggests that the 1980s and early 1990s 

created a crisis around values, since some of the catastrophic business and political failures 

came from companies and individuals that publicly espoused a strong set of organisational and 

personal values (Copeland 2014; Buchko 2007; Tirmizi 2023). Consequently, many authors 

and researchers exploring values extend their analysis to include the link between ethics, 
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morality, and altruism, arguing that values should result in leaders that are transformational 

(Copeland 2014), positive for the common good (Fairholm and Fairholm 2021), servants of 

others (Russell 2001), and balancing self-need and community need (McCuddy 2008). If values 

are linked to an underlying moral principle and an ethical leadership style, it is argued, leaders 

cannot as easily misuse values or claim moral neutrality (greed as an acceptable value, for 

example) (George 2004, quoted in Copeland 2004). 

In the literature, values are both easy to define and amorphous. We can give our values names 

and assign language to them. We can define the behaviour that we think relates to each value 

or the outcomes that are seen when the values drive behaviour. Yet they also remain difficult 

to pin down and, in particular, to separate from the many factors that define human experience 

individually and in groups, such as world view, belief, spirituality, moral orientation, ethical 

reasoning, culture and group norms (Russell 2001; Henderson, Thompson, and Henderson 

2006; Fernandez 2002). 

Many authors try to tease out the differences between beliefs, culture, morality, ethics and 

values, seeing benefit for leaders in understanding the true drivers of their own and others’ 

behaviour. Henderson, Thompson, and Henderson (2006, 17) try to simplify centuries of 

philosophical debate by giving a concise definition of values: “concepts or mental construction 

that capture and express what is important to us”, and then because, as the authors 

acknowledge, that very definition raises numerous questions, they work to further define values 

by stating what they are not. For them, values are not: 

 ethics—codes of behaviour and attempts to control behaviour 

 morals—what we perceive to be good or bad, right or wrong 

 principles—time-tested truths of nature or self-adopted rules to live by 

 judgements—defining labels representing our belief about something 

 attitudes—culminating effect of a collection of beliefs 

 virtues—preferred personal characteristics. (24) 

Other authors attempt to define values by looking at the types of values that exist for individuals 

and organisations. Some discuss them in terms of what they focus on, such as values that are 

about the material world, values that are about spirituality (Russell 2001) or values that espouse 

a moral orientation in contrast to those that state a practical truth (Kidder 1995; McCuddy 2008; 

Fernandez 2002). These discussions also focus on whether values are stated or underlying, 
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“espoused” or “enacted” (Henderson, Thompson, and Henderson 2006, 100), which often leads 

straight into discussion of how to frame values. Henderson, Thompson, and Henderson (2006, 

201), for example, discuss the need for SMART (short, meaningful, articulate, relevant, 

transferable) values, and Fernandez (2002) studies a system known as the Motives, Values and 

Preferences Inventory scale. Both frameworks were designed to assist staff or teams to clarify 

their values or create usable organisational values. 

The literature is not neutral around the value of values, but overwhelmingly argues that values 

should be used for moral, ethical, and common good purposes—rather than to promote 

negative, selfish purposes. Suggested frameworks for articulating values attempt to ensure this. 

Even those authors who consider the concept of values to be morally neutral (Schein 2010; 

Kidder 1995; McCuddy 2008; Fernandez 2002) do not actually want values to be used in this 

way; where any value is acceptable and acted on. 

This is perhaps why many authors do not adhere to a discussion of values alone or even to the 

purity of their own definitions. Values discussion inevitably ends up incorporating ethics, 

morality, belief and culture—an interweaving of these as core parts of the human experience, 

seeking to live well within nature and with each other. 

Literature around Māori understandings of leadership does not struggle with this interweaving 

in quite the same way (Spiller, Hoturoa Barclay-Kerr and Panoho 2015; Haar, Roche, and 

Brougham 2019; Ruwhiu and Cone 2013). Values are an integrated and explicit focus of 

leadership. Values are also inextricably linked to identity, spirituality, whānau, iwi and 

whakapapa. Values are held and enacted because of this natural yet complex interweaving of 

the theoretical, the epistemological, the historical and the practical (Spiller, Hoturoa Barclay-

Kerr and Panoho 2015). 

3.4.2.3 Values, beliefs and behaviour in leaders and organisations 

The literature around values spends much time examining the intersection of values and beliefs 

and values and behaviour. Values and beliefs are strongly linked, because beliefs underpin 

individual personal values and therefore whether an individual will connect with and uphold 

the values of any organisation or group, they are a part of (Buchko 2007; Henderson, 

Thompson, and Henderson 2006; Kidder 1995; Russell 2001). Beliefs are seen to determine an 

individual’s core values (Buchko 2007, 7) and core values drive behaviour. Beliefs are often 

unacknowledged, innate and inherited from family and culture, and therefore not always 
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obvious either to the individual or to those they relate to organisationally. When the values 

someone is being asked to sign up to do not adhere to their fundamental beliefs, dissonance 

occurs. Depending on the degree of dissonance, this might create regular conflict for people as 

they struggle to uphold organisational values that undermine core but possibly 

unacknowledged belief systems (Henderson, Thompson, and Henderson 2006, 210). 

Kidder (1995), whose focus is on enabling everyone, including leaders, to live more ethical 

lives, acknowledges the role of childhood and culture in setting the values that individuals 

might adhere to, but argues for an overarching universal core morality. For Kidder, the 

fundamental question is “What is right?” He argues that while values about ordinary or basic 

issues, which he calls codes, or “lettuce values” (73), are helpful in terms of their impact on 

day-to-day behaviour, to really live ethically and deal with complexity, values need to arise 

from a universal morality. Kidder points to the Universal Declaration of Human Rights as a 

sign that humanity has a core morality that can be translated into values that are recognised 

across multiple cultures and ethnicities and can guide behaviour and decision-making. 

Schein (2010), in his writing about the place of values in leadership and organisations, focuses 

his analysis on the role of culture because he views culture rather than values alone, to be the 

primary driver for staff, leaders and the collective. For Schein it is important to distinguish 

between culture and values. Culture determines values because, he argues, only values that 

agree with the basic assumptions within a culture will be upheld in the behaviour of leaders 

and staff. Leaders can create a culture through the assumptions, beliefs, behaviour and values 

they demonstrate and systematise, but if they do not do this deliberately and with a deep 

understanding of the ontological and philosophical basis of a culture, then the unacknowledged 

assumptions inside the existing culture will overpower their efforts. 

3.4.2.4 Values and leadership decision-making 

The discussions of how values and behaviour intersect are prelude to consideration of how 

values influence thinking and decision-making, especially by leaders. In whatever place within 

the matrix of culture, belief, spirituality, history, science and theory that the literature places 

values, they are seen to be critical to decision-making by leaders. 

A clear set of values is viewed in the literature as useful for decision-making and considered 

the “blueprints or foundations for making decisions, solving problems and resolving conflicts” 

(Russell 2001, 80). This is partly because to be effective thinkers, leaders need wide and deep 
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knowledge, including in anthropology, epistemology and axiology (Henderson, Thompson, 

and Henderson 2006, 98). They also require the ability to shift from simple binary ways of 

thinking to complex or trialectic thinking. Yet while the literature demonstrates the need for 

this depth and complexity, it acknowledges that few leaders have it or can have it all the time. 

Values, however, are seen to be innate to humanity and therefore readily available to every 

leader (Henderson, Thompson, and Henderson 2006; Schein 2010). 

It is in decision-making that the interplay between personal values and organisational values 

becomes very apparent (Denier, Dhaene and Gastmans 2019). Our personal values determine 

the underlying decision-making framework, “the moral reasoning behaviour” (Russell 2001, 

80). Personal values influence how we think, question and design our approach to a decision 

(McCuddy 2008; Schein 2010; Fernandez 2002; Jeavons 1992). Our personal values shape our 

mental models (Kania, Kramer, and Senge 2018) and help us to make order of the quantity and 

complexity of factors that might have an impact on our decisions, including our field of vision, 

perception and interpretation of information (Russell 2001, 78). Given their impact on 

decisions, leaders need to be self-aware and be able to espouse their values, so that the 

connection between their own values and the values of the organisation is clear, at least to 

them, and any dissonance or conflict is able to be managed. The literature notes that one way 

leaders often manage this is to transform the values of the organisation into a set that is similar 

or resonates with their own (Henderson, Thompson, and Henderson 2006; Russell 2001). 

Kidder (1995) tries to examine how values can be used to assist in decision-making. Kidder’s 

interest is in ethics and what he calls “right versus right” decisions (105). Right versus wrong 

decisions can be complex, but many are simple, and where individuals have developed any 

kind of moral compass, making a right versus wrong decision is relatively straightforward—

the decision is clear. Right versus right decisions are much more complex because they involve 

options that, while they conflict, can be both moral and ethical, just with different outcomes. It 

is these decisions, Kidder argues, that leaders often must make, and it is these decisions that 

require a set of values that align with ethical and moral thinking. For Kidder, this framework 

that links values, morality and ethical thinking is essential because values on their own can be 

misused. 

Other literature also puts forward ideas to ensure that the values leaders use will result in 

decisions and behaviour that are moral and ethical—even if those terms are not used. They do 

this by underpinning values with other epistemological approaches. For example, Greenleaf 
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(2002) considers that leaders need to create a values system that is based on serving others, 

asking themselves constantly “Whom do you serve?” and “For what purpose?” (Spears 2010), 

while McCuddy (2008) cites stewardship as the fundamental moral underpinning of humanity. 

Leadership values should be measured against stewardship to ensure that the values driving 

decisions balance individual need with communal need (McCuddy 2008). With a focus on 

changing systems and structure, Kania, Karmer and Senge (2018) argue not just for values, but 

for a greater awareness by leaders of the mental models that dominate thinking and decision-

making. They note that “you cannot support efforts that run counter to your mental models” 

(5) because mental models create the biases through which ideas, actions and values are 

interpreted. 

Māori understandings of leadership generally do not seek to define or separate the role of values 

in decision-making; instead, they argue for the integration of values in all that a leader is and 

does, and within the work of whole teams (Spiller Hoturoa Barclay-Kerr and Panoho 2015; 

Ruwhiu and Cone 2013). Spiller et al (2015) in their book on wayfinding as a Māori model of 

leadership describe how for navigators and the team on the waka, the values need to be 

integrated into decision-making about every aspect of the voyage. Where this kaupapa is 

forgotten, decisions often go wrong, and can have disastrous results, such as setting out on a 

voyage before everything, and everyone is ready. Values integration ensures better, safer 

decision-making and decisions that can be adopted readily by the whole team. This goes 

beyond choosing to use values in decision-making, and integrates the thinking, the reflection, 

the values and the decision. When these are woven together, leadership takes the waka and the 

team in the right direction. In this way, values become instinctive, although also overt, in that 

constant attention to teaching and maintaining this integration is required (Spiller Hoturoa 

Barclay-Kerr and Panoho 2015). 

Haar, Roche and Brougham (2019) in their study of ethical leadership among indigenous 

peoples note that Māori leadership has a long time horizon when they are making decisions 

because they understand that the decisions will affect many future generations. Values are 

therefore critical as the constant factor that travels across this long time horizon, keeping 

decisions and actions consistent (Haar, Roche, and Brougham 2019). 
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3.4.2.5 Personal values and leader effectiveness 

Given the role of values in decision-making, having an awareness and understanding of 

personal values is a critical skill for effective leadership. Many studies over decades have 

shown that leaders who are moral, ethical and authentic are more effective (Copeland 2014; 

Fernandez 2002). Such leaders can “express their true self in daily life” and live a good life (in 

an Aristotelian way)” (Copeland 2014, 117). Fischer and Berkovich plant values and ethical 

behaviour firmly within the scope of individual decision-making (Berkovich 2014), arguing 

that the key question that leaders and workers need to ask about a decision or action is what 

type of person this will make them (Fischer 2006). Māori leadership research identifies 

spirituality as foundational for the integration of values within a leader’s decision-making. 

Leadership respects the wairua. This points to a leader who has a deep focus on decision-

making that upholds well-being and has a long perspective (Ruwhiu and Cone 2013; Spiller 

and Stockdale 2013). 

Organisations are shown to be a mix of personal and organisational values, but the personal 

values of leaders are strongly motivating because it is people who put values into practice, not 

companies or organisations (Henderson, Thompson, and Henderson 2006; Denier, Dhaene and 

Gastmas 2019). Leaders gain their personal values from a variety of sources—personal history, 

trigger events and positive role models (Copeland 2014). The literature argues that these shape 

leaders’ brains, direct their orientation, thinking and the way they sort information (Henderson, 

Thompson, and Henderson 2006), and are therefore likely to drive organisational values 

(Russell 2001). A limitation may be a leader’s inability or reluctance to discuss values and 

issues of ethics and morality (Bird and Waters 1989). Effective leaders are therefore people 

who are not only reflective about their own beliefs, values and morals but able to communicate 

and demonstrate their values and how they intersect with the values of the organisation because 

“there is no systems change without organisational change, and there is no organisational 

change without individual change” (Kania, Kramer, and Senge 2018, 16). 

3.4.2.6 Can leaders learn values? 

In a nature versus nurture type of debate, the literature has mixed views on whether values and 

the ethical behaviour that should arise from them can be learned by leaders. Values absorbed 

early in life via family, church or other influential role models are viewed as powerful and 

lasting (Mills and Spencer 2005; L. V. Ryan 2000). Other literature argues that training, 
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education and professional development can and does significantly affect the values framework 

that people adhere to, especially in particular professions (Finn and Jacobson 2003; Dempsey 

2008), and that therefore the inherently ethical behaviour that is within us all (Kidder 1995; 

Spears 2010; Tirmizi 2023) can be nurtured by the right kind of leadership and training (Spiller 

et al 2015; Jeavons 1992). Significant events can also play a part in shifting early or 

unconsciously absorbed values (Copeland 2014). For change to occur through education, role 

models or experience, reflection and a reflexive approach are required (Russell 2001; Denier, 

Dhaene and Gastmas 2019). Acquiring, teaching and modelling the skill of reflection is 

therefore important for the development of values-driven leaders and values-led decisions. 

3.4.3 Reflection on values and leadership literature 

One of the benefits of undertaking doctoral level study at this stage in my career has been 

bringing to consciousness, formalising and thickening out previously innate and subconscious 

concepts and theories—bringing my epistemology into the daylight. As a practitioner-

researcher and a leader focused on social justice, I have worked with the incarnation of terms 

such as values, culture and belief, and approached practice issues using moral and ethical 

paradigms. Sometimes I would be conscious and overt about my phenomenological lens, but 

mostly not. Picking apart these words and their implications for thinking and acting has been 

thought provoking and practice enhancing and has changed my approach to aspects of my 

practice. 

Working from a personal faith position and within a Christian-based organisation, 

understanding the difference and the intersection between belief and values has been 

particularly useful. In Christian settings, what we believe and what we value are often 

conflated. People talk about “Christian values”, for example. That concept never resonated for 

me because I do not regard Christianity as a value—it is a set of beliefs. Of course, I consider 

that having faith should drive you towards adhering to a certain set of values and behaviours—

such as justice, compassion and stewardship, but to say Christianity is a value places it wrongly. 

Having a better understanding of why and how people conflate all the terms to do with ethical 

living has helped me to work in a more nuanced way and with clarity, to unpack my own 

assumptions and to assist others to unpack theirs. This supports the opportunity for the 

development of a more shared collaborative understanding that can lead to action. As one of 

the leaders I interviewed said, “collaborative working is a beautiful thing, but it is hard, and a 

shared understanding of values is a good place to start” (Leader 1). 
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Faith could be regarded as a system; however, although it was a strong element in the personal 

and organisational lives of many of the leaders I interviewed and has been a part of my own 

life, none of us saw faith in this way. Nor did we identify any other formal frameworks or 

systems as the source of our values. Perhaps some of the frameworks discussed in the literature 

are innate to our practice, given that most of us worked for NFPs that tend to have a significant 

focus on values. However, some of the systems or frameworks for developing values described 

in the literature were complex or required the purchasing of costly training packages—and 

therefore unlikely to be used in my practice. Other simpler frameworks, such as SMART values 

from Henderson, Thompson, and Henderson (2006), might be a tool to be explored because 

they bring to the surface intrinsic assumptions about what makes a value useful. 

In terms of bringing to consciousness the use of values and ethics in decision-making, two of 

the most useful discoveries from the literature have been Kidder’s (1995) “right versus right” 

decisions, and McCuddy’s (2008) concept of a continuum with an overarching morality. I had 

instinctively always understood the difficulty of right versus right decisions. These are the stuff 

of leadership and management. I had tended to frame these as “one and the many” or “the 

organisation versus the individual” decisions—which many are. Framing them as “right versus 

right”, however, has been clarifying. It is not that I am having to put up an individual staff 

member against all staff or an individual client’s needs against the needs of the organisation. It 

is right to support the individual and right to protect the organisation. Yet sometimes both 

cannot be achieved at once. My colleagues and team members have also found right versus 

right thinking helpful—and it is a concept that is very easily taught and used—once explained, 

people get it instantly because it describes the human experience and, especially, the experience 

of leaders or managers within organisations. Right versus right is a highly practice-useful 

theory. 

McCuddy’s (2008) continuum concept has been useful as a framework for thinking about the 

location of my practice, behaviour and decisions, and the implications of organisational 

decisions. When I read about it, I realised that I had used a similar concept in a previous role 

without really understanding that this is what I was doing. In an NFP organisation that spoke 

of advocacy but acted more like a large corporate chasing the government contracting dollar, I 

did an exercise with senior management and board, asking them where they sat in a continuum 

between community driven and contract driven. It sparked a lively and not always comfortable 

debate between pragmatism (“we’ve got to have money”) and justice (“where are here to meet 
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the needs of our community”). What McCuddy’s work contributed was the theorising behind 

this approach and an understanding that you need to make conscious the overarching moral 

driver of the continuum. Such exercises are not values neutral. For McCuddy, it is stewardship 

that drives the continuum. Perhaps for others there might be a different value that sits over all 

discussions. McCuddy’s framework, and the moral driver of stewardship, is very translatable 

into multiple contexts. 

The implication that leaders can learn to be values based has been hope creating. Having lived 

with the impact of the takeover of NFP culture, values and practice by neoliberalism and new 

managerialism, I have found it empowering to discover that values-based leaders can be 

nurtured. While neoliberalism is still the underlying and often unacknowledged philosophy 

driving how government interacts with the NFP sector, the literature suggests that what is made 

conscious can be examined and unlearned, or alternative models of thinking can be developed. 

Values and leadership of social justice have therefore been revealed as inextricably linked. To 

support my own practice and that of other NFP leaders as we seek to shift our contexts towards 

social justice, I must be conscious of values and develop ways to support the overt and 

reflective use of values in my day-to-day leadership practice. To support other leaders, I need 

to find practice-useful approaches that might support them to do the same. 

3.5 Theme 2: Leadership 

3.5.1 Reflection on Learning Agreement literature review 

My literature review for the Learning Agreement was emergent. It reflected a range of 

concepts, theories and issues that I had encountered in the literature up to that point. 

Additionally, my reading was framed by wanting a direct link in some way to leadership of 

social justice. I therefore began to focus on values and to ask questions around how leaders 

came to have or learn values. This led me to explore capabilities for leadership with a particular 

focus on reflective practice and critical consciousness, noting that “if leaders are to move into 

the area of social justice, they must carve out time to do the reflective and critical thinking 

required” (Appendix D, p. 39) (Rountree and Pomeroy 2010). I noted that leaders could find 

discussing values and morality difficult, and the concept of moral muteness resonated with my 

experience (Bird and Waters 1989), being part of my motivation for choosing leadership of 

social justice as the focus of my DPP. At the Learning Agreement stage, I did not attempt to 
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define leadership or even describe different models, contexts or styles of leadership. That was 

yet to come. 

3.5.2 New reflection and reading around leadership literature 

Engaging in a cycle of theory, application, evaluation, reflection and then back to theory. 

(Freire 1998, 75, quoted in Sadeghi, 2008 276) 

In undertaking further reading for this thesis, my reading shifted from a focus on leadership of 

social justice alone to a broader understanding that a range of leadership styles, capabilities and 

enacted values could result in leaders who seek to shift their context towards justice. The 

journey from practical application (practice-useful) to theory and back to application became 

more important, and I sought literature that expanded my theoretical understanding, made 

conscious my inherent understanding of leadership and provided applicable new information 

about leadership. 

3.5.2.1 What is leadership? —Leadership models 

As I reflected in my Learning Agreement, leadership literature is vast; leadership has been one 

of the topics in management studies for the past several decades, as researchers, government 

and commerce all seek to find that magic ingredient that means the difference between success 

or not—excellence or not. However, despite an almost universal acceptance of the importance 

of leadership, the literature finds it difficult to define it in any way that does not instantly result 

in more questions. This in itself is revealing—that this thing called leadership that the literature 

argues is so critical is yet also ethereal and hard to pin down, more of a calling than a role 

(Theoharis 2007). 

In general, the literature defines leadership by comparing it with what leadership is not. 

Therefore, leadership is about vision, direction, ethics, values and culture, in contrast to 

management, which is about the tasks—the doing (Paton, Mordaunt, and Cornforth 2007; 

Crosby and Bryson 2005; Finn and Jacobson 2003; L. V. Ryan 2000; Schein 2010). Some 

literature debates this distinction as artificial—leaders manage and managers lead (Mintzberg 

1971; Pervin 1997). Leadership, it is argued, is different from following, although much 

literature also examines the constant movement of staff in organisations between leading and 

following (Fairholm and Fairholm 2021; Spears 2010), the importance of followers and the 
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attention that leaders should pay to them (Schein 2010; Henderson, Thompson, and Henderson 

2006). 

Much of the literature moves very quickly from any attempt to nail down a definition of 

leadership and shifts the discussion, probably more helpfully, into the different models or styles 

of leadership that are apparent or possible. Some of these models of leadership were developed 

in reaction to leadership that was viewed as having negative traits or outcomes. Greenleaf’s 

servant leadership model was developed in the 1970s partially in response to what was seen as 

the dominance of leaders who were self-serving. Greenleaf’s model suggests that the primary 

role of a leader is to ask how they can serve (Spears 2010; Russell 2001). Transformative and 

relational leadership also had elements of reaction to the neoliberal managerialism norm of the 

last two decades of the 20th century, with their emphasis on the leader responsibility for the 

deeper needs of staff. Leaders should not just be task and output oriented but concerned about 

the creation of meaning (Fairholm and Fairholm 2021; Fry and Slocum 2008; Fernandez 2002; 

Hawkins 2009). Such descriptions of leadership try for an integration of “intellectual, 

emotional and spiritual” qualities (Starr 2014, 78), arguing that leadership is and must be self-

revealing, vulnerable, spiritual and moral (Collins 2005; Fairholm and Fairholm 2021; L. V. 

Ryan 2000; Fry and Slocum 2008). 

Other literature focuses less on style or model and more on the purpose and outcomes of 

leadership. Leaders have a wide range of responsibilities, including effectiveness monitoring, 

team empowerment, team building, assessment, harnessing of staff strengths (Hawkins 2009), 

strategy delivery, mentoring and motivation, analyst and catalyst and change agent (Fernandez 

2002; Hawkins 2009). 

How you understand leadership, what it is, its purpose, is also influenced by whether you see 

leadership as primarily something exercised by an individual or as something that is collective, 

or a combination of the two. Literature arising from a Te Ao Māori perspective tends to take 

an integrated approach to the many possibilities of leadership style and focus. This is partly 

because for Māori, the concept of leadership as self and self alone does not have agency. For 

Māori, a leader is a leader within and for the community; a leader never ever stands alone 

(Haar, Roche, and Brougham 2019). Leadership legitimacy is handed down, bestowed and 

stable, but also constantly challenged. It is simultaneously hierarchical and democratic being 

based on iwi, whānau and hapū requirements. Leaders working within Te Ao Māori need the 

skills to be pragmatic, theoretical and spiritual, able to weave all the strands together and also 
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pull out one strand when needed (Ruwhiu and Cone 2013). While this sounds like, and is, a 

difficult task, it is not impossible because it sits within the history and culture of Māori, in 

which this leadership model is taught, learned and experienced by those connected to their 

heritage and current context. 

Western European management and leadership models have often been dominated by an 

individualistic concept of leadership, exercised within a formal organisational structure. While 

leaders may be exhorted, coached or trained to be relational and work effectively within teams 

(Fairholm and Fairholm 2021; Collins 2005), leadership often remains fundamentally about an 

individual. 

3.5.2.2 Vision 

Setting a vision and getting buy in to this vision is seen as one of the key responsibilities and 

signs of effective leadership and requires emotional as well as intellectual capability. Crosby 

and Bryson (2005, 192) argue that “the call to leadership stems from what an individual really 

cares about—in other words, what is important enough to invest one’s time and energy in, to 

risk unpopularity and failure in service of a worthy goal”. Leaders therefore must weave 

together a coalition of support for their vision, which, the literature argues, takes more than 

logic, but also emotional connection and trust (Fernandez 2002; Fairholm and Fairholm 2021). 

While the literature suggests that all leaders must be involved in setting and achieving a vision, 

different styles of leadership suggest a different model for leaders to follow (Crosby and 

Bryson 2005; Collins 2005; Fairholm and Fairholm 2021). The more traditional “business” 

leadership model focuses on decisions and measurement to ensure effectiveness of actions in 

terms of fulfilling a goal and leading change where it is clear existing ways of operating will 

not work in the future. Those describing transformative leadership suggest that the leader 

should not be involved in day-to-day issues but focus their attention on the future. Servant 

leaders support the power of individual decisions and therefore their key task is to continually 

convey intent, so that individual decisions work in harmony towards the commonly held vision 

for the organisation (Hawkins 2009). 

3.5.2.3 What makes a good leader? 

While some of the literature I explored had a general leadership and management focus, 

potentially useful to any leader of any type of organisation, most of my reading was 



53 

concentrated on leadership as it relates to organisations with a goal of social justice or the 

common good. However, whatever the primary audience for the literature, it tends to describe 

a wide variety of attributes, capabilities and practices that the effective leader needs to have 

irrespective of context. While the list of capabilities is vast for ease of use, they can be grouped 

into two broad categories: thinking/intelligence and relational. 

1. Thinking/intelligence 

An effective leader is often described as a person who uses intellect. Some authors argue 

directly that leaders need to be intellectually smart (Theoharis 2007). More commonly, the 

literature outlines the importance of thinking, arguing that thinking may be the greatest 

contributor to organisational progress (Henderson, Thompson, and Henderson 2006). Although 

leadership is understood to be embodied, since it is exercised by a person’s whole self, leaders 

should not be reactive, acting or deciding only on instinct, bias, assumption or even experience. 

A leader’s thinking needs to be reflective and adaptive (Paton, Mordaunt, and Cornforth 2007; 

Starr 2014), and leaders need to be prepared to change mental models and move beyond 

traditional rationalist approaches so they can lead through the complexity that now exists in 

most contexts (Kania, Kramer, and Senge 2018; Agosto and Karanxha 2012; Paton, Mordaunt, 

and Cornforth 2007; Russell 2001). Leadership thinking, it is argued, must move beyond 

duality and even plurality and into “trialectic” thinking (Henderson, Thompson, and Henderson 

2006, 83), through which leaders are able to hold together multiple relationships and factors 

and create not synthesis but new knowledge (Henderson, Thompson, and Henderson 2006, 84). 

2. Relational 

The overarching argument in the literature around leader relatability is that leaders need to be 

attentive and capable of relating to a variety of people within multiple contexts. Leaders do not 

exist without followers and therefore a key leadership capability is the ability to gather, retain 

and motivate others (Crosby and Bryson 2005) and be sensitive to their needs (Fairholm and 

Fairholm 2021). This ability to relate involves a wide range of skills, including weaving and 

communicating vision, building and retaining trust, attending to culture, and recognising and 

managing the place of emotion within any relationship, team or organisation (Fernandez 2002; 

Fairholm and Fairholm 2021; Spiller, Hoturoa Barclay-Kerr and Panoho 2015). 
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3.5.2.4 Social justice leadership 

Many of the models and attributes of leadership described in the literature have general 

applicability; however, some literature describes specific requirements for leaders who want to 

promote social justice. Linking with the responsibility of leaders to set vision, the literature 

argues that leaders play a key role in promoting social justice (Berkovich 2014). Leaders who 

enact social justice need to be different from other leaders because “decades of good leadership 

have sanctioned injustice” (Theoharis 2007, 252). Therefore, leaders who want to participate 

in social justice need to come to their leadership with this mindset, understanding social justice 

to be a vocation (Theoharis 2007) and that an activist mindset and approach is required 

(Berkovich 2014; Theoharis 2007). In a sense, the leader who aspires to make changes for 

social justice is an “activist professional” (Berkovich 2014, 294) who uses the role as a leader 

to generate political, policy, system and structural discussions and create the possibility and 

vision of new, more just, paradigms (Agosto and Karanxha 2012). Social justice leaders 

therefore must be prepared to take “intellectual and emotional risks towards justice” (Capper, 

Theoharis, and Sebastian 2006, 212), acting publicly, using their moral and spiritual power as 

well as their formal position, and be prepared to deal with resistance and barriers, even if there 

is personal cost (Berkovich 2014; Theoharis 2007; L. V. Ryan 2000; Spears 2010). 

Given the complexity and potential difficulty of the task of social justice leadership, the 

literature suggests that most leaders focused on this task come to it already conscientised, with 

an orientation towards justice. They also have both a servant leader and a transformational 

leadership approach. Such leaders have “arrogant humility” and “tenacious commitment” 

(Theoharis 2007, 3) with passion and intelligence balanced and utilised. They require an 

underlying psychological capability and a willingness to think differently (Paton, Mordaunt, 

and Cornforth 2007; Jeavons 1992). Jim Collins (2005) describes this type of leadership as 

Level 5 leadership, in which leaders have courage and conviction that their vision is right, but 

humility in understanding that they are there to serve. For indigenous peoples, social justice 

leadership also requires a long time horizon and commitment to work and then pass on the task 

so that the goal is achieved, even if that requires thinking out hundreds of years (Haar, Roche, 

and Brougham 2019). 
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3.5.2.5 NFP leadership 

The literature around how leaders of NFPs must act is often integrated with the literature around 

social justice leadership, given that NFPs are most often (but not always) focused on making 

positive common good change in society. An additional attribute suggested for NFP leaders is 

the ability to recognise and resist the neoliberal and other social and political approaches that 

might threaten the culture of NFPs. This takes a critical lens that is able to analyse and resist in 

theoretical and practical ways, with a particular eye to the values that underpin the 

collaborative, common good, civil society core of NFP culture and purpose (Jeavons 1992; 

Crosby and Bryson 2005; Paton, Mordaunt, and Cornforth 2007). 

3.5.3 Reflection on leadership literature 

One of the practice-useful outcomes of reading literature is making conscious and overt that 

which has been intrinsic and unarticulated. This is useful to practice because once named and 

brought to consciousness, things can be thought about, examined, replicated, changed and used. 

Reading the literature on leadership has therefore been practice-useful and practice changing 

for me as a leader. 

When I became a leader of an organisation, at a relatively young age, I did not really understand 

what leadership meant, apart from being the person who was responsible and had to make 

decisions. Perhaps, however, the literature that says leadership is a calling, not a role, is 

correct—for I seemed to be able to step naturally into leadership roles and do them well. I could 

gather teams around a compelling vision. I could, as one of the leaders I interviewed said, “shift 

the focus in the room”. I could make change that lasted and had impact. However, I did not 

always know why I could achieve what I did or articulate my leadership model. I also felt 

pulled towards the dominant neoliberal leadership model—despite wanting to reject what it 

stood for. 

The literature review has enabled me to put some names to the models of leadership that 

resonate with me and that I try to embody. In my leadership, I see elements of the activist 

professional, of servant leadership and transformative leadership as I seek to shift every context 

I am in towards something more socially just. Having these terms and models enables my 

practice of leadership to be more deliberate because I understand better the bias, the mental 

models, behind my leadership and can set out for myself what is required to continue to make 

change for social justice. Having this knowledge also supports me to ask questions of my own 
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practice, because I have models to compare it with. I can now ask what kind of leader do I need 

to be in this context? I can also ask questions about what my teams need with more clarity, and 

I can consciously choose to change aspects of my leadership practice to meet these needs. 

Along the road to identifying models of leadership that resonated with my current and future 

practice, I needed to reject models that for me were not what leadership is or should be about. 

Literature that viewed good leadership purely in output effectiveness terms was of interest but 

did not significantly affect my actual practice within the social service, social change sector. 

This school of efficiency thinking, while it contains good “hints and tips”, did not seem 

applicable to the increasingly complex world in which I experience leadership, where being 

technically competent is not enough. 

If thinking is a requirement of good leadership, then this literature review, in the context of the 

whole DPP, has certainly enabled me to do this better and to ground my leadership practice 

more deeply in thinking—including thinking about thinking. Because the literature has shown 

me that it is not any old thinking that is useful (although some is better than none!) but thinking 

that takes every aspect of leadership practice—analysis, solutions and decisions—beyond our 

old models into new or reformed knowledge, ways of working and ways of being in 

organisations and communities. My experience is that this is required if we are to make the 

kind of shifts that affect social justice. 

From my reading, I have come to view social justice leaders as those who overtly aim to shift 

every context they are in towards justice. Within NFP organisations, this leadership can be 

from within the group, but is often found in those with formal power, such as the CEO, or 

governance. Wherever it is found, leadership requires a multitude of skills, attributes, attitudes 

and models, but in particular, it requires the ability to develop and hold to justice promoting 

values, using these to support thinking and visioning, and to gather others to work towards 

more just futures. Such leadership can be collective, but within formal structures often must be 

exercised within specific roles. Leaders need support, tools and frameworks that can be used 

within collective and individual contexts. 
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3.6 Theme 3: Social justice 

3.6.1 Reflection on Learning Agreement literature review 

When I began to read for my Learning Agreement, I realised that although I thought of myself 

as a leader focused on social justice, outside of my theology degree, I had undertaken little 

theoretical reading around the subject. I had discussed and used concepts of social justice in 

my practice as an activist and community researcher and I had reflected on the injustice I 

experienced through my work in social services, but I had little theoretical or conceptual 

understanding. Social justice for me was innate. 

My Learning Agreement literature review therefore focused on historical and current theories 

around social justice. This included looking at some of the seminal schools of thinking: 

 utilitarianism—John Stewart Mills 

 contract theory—John Rawls 

 the Enlightenment alternative—Robert Nozick 

 Catholic social teaching—USA Bishops Conference Pastoral Letter 

 the Protestant alternative—Reinhold Neibuhr 

 the liberation challenge—Jose Miranda and Gustavo Gutierrez (Appendix D, p. 29) 

Within these different schools I learned about the different approaches to three key types of 

justice—distributive, communicative and social—and how each of these in turn dealt with core 

philosophical questions such as the liberty of the individual, the role of the commons and the 

role of the state to regulate the balance (Appendix D, p. 31). Through the literature I came to 

understand that approaches to these central questions could range from justice as the protection 

from coercion (Nozick), justice as the creation of the greatest happiness for the most (Mills), 

the common good as moderator of liberty (Catholic social teaching), justice as the outworking 

of love and moderator of human sin (Neibhur) to justice as revolutionary liberation from 

oppressive systems (Guiterrez) (Appendix D, p. 31). 

The question for my practice that arose from the Learning Agreement stage of my DPP 

literature journey was how conscious I was of the influence of these different schools of thought 

and how they affected my leadership. I came to understand that while I had conscious 

allegiance to Catholic social teaching and liberation theology, in fact much of my thinking 

arose from utilitarianism and the Enlightenment framework. This unconscious ontology often 
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resulted in dualistic thinking focused on dichotomies, although my aspiration was to be 

working at a complex systems level. 

Having read around the theoretical basis of social justice, I then took a brief exploration of how 

this applied in practice situations and affected leadership. Education and social work practice 

literature tend to have a significant focus on social justice, and therefore, I reflected on the 

perennial issue of the “one and the many” or to what extent as leaders of social justice we 

should focus on micro or macro issues. Given the highly political nature of shifting from a 

focus on, for example, providing individual comfort to changing the systems, the literature 

confirmed my experience that activism is a core component of social justice in practice 

(Appendix D, p. 32). 

3.6.2 New reflection and reading on the social justice literature 

Building on the knowledge gained with the Learning Agreement and weaving this into my 

research with leaders, this literature review focuses more deeply on understanding what social 

justice is—how do we describe and know it, so that as leaders we can shift our contexts towards 

justice—and know that we have. 

3.6.2.1 What is social justice? Defining that which is often “not yet”. 

Finn and Jacobson (2003) assert that too often we assume that the definition of social justice is 

self-evident. Some of the literature agrees, arguing that there is an element within humanity 

that innately understands justice even if this is simply “fragmented survival of moral code” 

(Lebacqz 1986, 9), and that people especially know when justice is not present—when there is 

injustice (Reisch 2002). Other literature argues that concepts of justice are so historically, 

culturally contextually and ontologically based, that it is vital to have an overt description of 

what is meant, lest the term comes to have no meaning at all (Finn and Jacobson 2003; Rountree 

and Pomeroy 2010; Reisch 2002), or worse, be used to justify injustice (Reisch 2002). 

Defining social justice is not easy. The quantum of literature from Aristotle forward is huge 

and the historical shifts in thinking represented in this literature significant. Practice-focused 

writing is challenged to define social justice in ways that can make it applicable to a particular 

practice audience and respect the complexity while communicating something that is both 

manageable and aspirational. However, taking social justice from a complex philosophical 
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socio-economic political ontology to a concept that can be in practice is considered essential 

for social justice to occur (Ratts, Antony, and Santos 2010). 

In trying to make the complex simple and applicable, the practice-focused literature almost 

universally discusses social justice in terms of equity, equality and access to the resources 

necessary for a “good” life (Berkovich 2014; Reisch 2002; Finn and Jacobson 2003; Ratts, 

Antony, and Santos 2010). Kania, Kramer and Senge (2018, 3) summarise the attempts at 

definition through absence, in which social justice is described more by what it is not when 

they talk about “shifting the conditions that are holding problems in place”. Of course, each of 

these definitions themselves requires explanation and contextualising, because the literature 

recognises that even if there is some innate ethical or moral human response to injustice, many, 

if not most, aspects of our understanding of what social justice means depend on complex 

historical, cultural and even ecological factors (Berkovich 2014; Reisch 2002). All our 

definitions “reflect the distortions of their social situation” (Lebacqz 1986, 9). 

A practice-useful definition is therefore difficult to attain. Therefore, a working definition, that 

enables leaders to act while being open to challenge and recognising the reality of bias and 

assumption can be useful. For it is this invitation to continue to think through the implications 

of social justice that enables practice that creates “alternative visions for decent lives and full 

participation” (Reisch 2002, 350). 

3.6.2.2 The practice of putting social justice into practice 

Practice-focused literature concentrates predominantly on how social justice can be enacted in 

different practice contexts. By this, the literature generally means ensuring that different 

professionals are oriented towards social justice and go about their work in such a way as to 

promote and achieve change that brings about social justice. This is shown to be a difficult task 

with many barriers. 

The first requirement for practice that orientates towards social justice is that professionals 

within a community of practice have the mindset that will enable this. Without a “liberatory 

critical consciousness” (Ratts, Antony, and Santos 2010, 161), professionals will be unlikely 

to operate in ways that are “anti-oppressive” (Rountree and Pomeroy 2010, 294) or that take 

marginalisation and inequality into account, nor understand the impact of socio-economic 

factors of their practice (Ratts, Antony, and Santos 2010). 
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Gaining this liberatory consciousness is a process that the literature suggests can begin in many 

ways—but an awareness of one’s surroundings and looking deeply at what is happening around 

us is viewed as an important starting point (Reisch 2002), for this deep understanding drives 

practice towards change. The goal is to create activist professionals who can carry out their 

sphere of practice while being focused on a higher vision (Agosto and Karanxha 2012; 

Berkovich 2014). 

This process of gaining understanding, critical consciousness and constant reflection is shown 

to be challenging. All practice contexts are full of contradictions and contain the paradox of 

trying to enact justice within unjust institutions and systems (Reisch 2002). The literature also 

acknowledges that there can be a reluctance in all practice environments to discuss justice 

issues because they are complex and morally challenging and involve concepts and theories 

that some do not wish to discuss, particularly in a work context (Ratts, Antony, and Santos 

2010; Bird and Waters 1989). Such discussions are emotionally risky (Capper, Theoharis, and 

Sebastian 2006, 212) because “all kinds of things can fall apart every time you dig into a 

problem” (Theoharis 2007, 139). There can also be differences in attitude to such thinking and 

discussion, depending on people’s roles and status within an organisation (Rountree and 

Pomeroy 2010). Combined with, in the west at least, a dominant politics that can discourage 

social change activism within professional practice, the literature suggests it is difficult to shift 

practice towards justice (Dempsey 2008). 

Practice-focused literature therefore often quickly moves from acknowledging the importance 

of thinking and critical reflection, to finding ways to structure or frame this as a way of ensuring 

its inclusion and to support leaders who are focused on social justice. All these attempts at 

systematising social justice are complex because they aim to change thinking, action, structure, 

systems and even whole professional ecosystems (Finn 2016; Yunus 2017; Kania, Kramer, and 

Senge 2018). For the purposes of my learning, however, I summarise this complex and diverse 

literature into three broad categories: thinking systems, specific practice frameworks and 

ethical/morality guides. Many authors embrace or merge these categories, but some focus on 

one approach. 

1. Thinking systems 

Thinking systems attempt to help people—mainly but not exclusively leaders—shape, 

challenge and create thinking that can move the focus of their practice towards justice. The 
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discussions range over the need for shifting mental models (Kania, Kramer, and Senge 2018; 

Gaskin 2011), the adoption of different theories of change and social construction (Rountree 

and Pomeroy 2010), such as feminism, postmodernism (Reisch 2002) and critical theory, to 

having the ability to undertake political and economic analysis (Dempsey 2008). 

2. Specific practice frameworks 

Specific practice frameworks attempt to create a framework for a specific profession’s work 

that will drive that profession towards a way of working that focuses on social justice. Much 

of the literature of this nature arises from social work, counselling and education (Finn 2016), 

but literature focusing on other professions, including leadership and management, also sit 

here, especially the literature that examines the role of culture within an organisation and its 

intersection with issues of power and justice (Schein 2010). Training approaches for entire 

professions and tools for individual practitioners are found under this framework category. 

Some of these frameworks appear to be more like lists of the qualities required by practitioners 

focused on justice—such as humility, commitment, courage, collaborative, articulate and 

influential (Collins 2005; Theoharis 2007; Dempsey 2008). Other frameworks are closer to 

training guides, noting what practitioners focused on justice need to learn such as critical 

reflection, pedagogy, problem solving and political analysis (Capper, Theoharis, and Sebastian 

2006). Some literature merges all of this, starting with a challenge to the epistemology, 

ontology and philosophy of the profession, creating a justice-focused curriculum and 

challenging individual practice within the existing flawed professional system (Crosby and 

Bryson 2005; Finn and Jacobson 2003; Finn 2016). 

3. Ethical/morality frameworks 

Ethical/morality frameworks focus on the core of the practitioner. It is argued that having a 

moral and ethical orientation towards justice, and tools to hone and maintain this, enables the 

practice of justice (Kidder 1995; McCuddy 2008; Bird and Waters 1989). Those who seek to 

use their professional power morally, for “good” (Dempsey 2008) or who want to hold to the 

different agenda and priorities that social justice brings (Berkovich 2014) are advised to adopt 

a structure that keeps them honest to this moral orientation. Social justice practice is a 

“deliberate intervention that requires the moral use of power [and] the capacity to generate 

responsibility and motivation to take moral action in the face of adversity and persevere 

through challenges” (Berkovich 2014, 299). 
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3.6.3 Reflection on the social justice literature 

In my Learning Agreement, I reflected “Is compromise with injustice the best that we can do?” 

Perhaps one of the most significant learnings from my literature review for this thesis is the 

assurance that no, we can do better, but that to do anything more requires constant attention to 

the inclusion of social justice in all aspects of our practice as leaders. There is certainly a myriad 

of pressures on leaders that push against justice and given that some of these are as enormous 

as culture, socio-economic political systems and institutions, the task of staying true to a social 

justice–oriented leadership practice is challenging. Yet with centuries of thinking behind me 

(us), there is back-up for social justice–focused leaders. The concepts, theories and practical 

implications have been and are present and available for my use. I must use them, and hopefully 

through this DPP work, make them more accessible for others. 

Taking the complex and making it practical without diminishing the intricacy of the weave of 

concepts, theories, history, culture, politics, philosophy and systems is the immediate 

challenge. In my daily practice as a leader, how do I draw on this depth to support the many 

in-the-moment decisions and actions that collectively might shift, or not, my practice context 

towards social justice? Ratts, Lonie and Santos (2010,161) state that “having frameworks 

makes it easier to put social justice into practice in the field”, but after reading around such 

frameworks, I continue to see the need for very simple tools, frameworks and games—

whatever we might describe them—that are useful day to day. Training, extended thinking, 

reading and formal professional practice development are important to grow my leadership and 

the leadership of others, but so are artefacts that sit right in front of me, able to be used there 

and then. 

One of the most challenging aspects of the literature has been trying to examine the place of 

Te Tiriti in my entire doctorate and especially how it connects with the concept of social justice. 

As one of the interviewed leaders said, “In this place, Te Tiriti is the justice issue” (Leader 15). 

How do I talk about anything else, any other concepts or contexts of justice when Te Tiriti 

justice has yet to be fully achieved? I started to think about Te Tiriti as a framework, a tool for 

shifting towards justice, but while that is useful, and in a way true, it also diminishes the 

importance of Te Tiriti as the backbone of any leadership in Aotearoa—its significance as our 

place to stand. Perhaps this is a constant question for Aotearoa leaders to ask ourselves: What 

is the impact of Te Tiriti on our leadership context, or what should it be? How might that 

change my practice as a leader as I try to shift this Aotearoa context towards justice? 
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The literature has therefore confirmed what I have learned from my practice experience, that 

social justice is a concept that asks us to change power, system, social and economic structures 

towards equity and participation for all. Naming and enacting it is complex and, in a sense, a 

never-ending task given the barriers to it and forces that push against it. Leadership is essential 

to the achievement of social justice because without vision translated into action, change does 

not occur. How to support such leadership is the focus of the rest of this thesis. 

3.7 Theme 4: Frameworks, games, tools 

3.7.1 Reflection on Learning Agreement literature around frameworks 

The genesis of my DPP was a question around whether I could create, or curate something that 

would support NFP leaders to incorporate social justice into their decision-making. In my 

Learning Agreement literature review, I searched for frameworks already in existence that 

might inform the potential development of my own framework. An immediate challenge was 

put by the literature because it asked how it was possible to do justice within unjust systems 

(Reisch 2002). Nevertheless, the literature, while questioning the possibility of success, did 

offer up some framework suggestions. The literature largely focused on specific professions, 

particularly social work, education and public service, seeking to offer these professions the 

ability to incorporate concepts of justice into their practice (Ratts, Antony, and Santos 2010; 

Finn and Jacobson 2003; Crosby and Bryson 2005). Much of this literature did not describe a 

framework as such, but more the journey that professionals need to take to shift their practice 

towards social justice. This journey was most frequently described as moving from micro to 

macro (Berkovich 2014), from a focus on the individual to a focus on systems (Ratts, Antony, 

and Santos 2010) or from awareness to taking action and viewing activism as part of the 

professional responsibility (Finn and Jacobson 2003; Berkovich 2014). Along this journey, the 

literature offered up many lists of capabilities, practices and skills that leaders would need, and 

saw these as part of the framework for social justice action. 

This literature started to broaden out my thinking about the whole concept of developing a 

framework—showing me that, first, it would be difficult to design something simple or brief 

that could cover the multitude of factors that influence leadership decision-making. I needed 

to think more carefully about what I was trying to achieve. The literature also underlined the 

importance of asking good questions, being explicit about values and having a critically 

reflexive approach to leadership practice if leaders wanted to shift their action and thinking 
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towards social justice (Kania, Kramer, and Senge 2018; Starr 2014). This intersection of values, 

ethics and thinking resonated with my own experience of practice, and in this second literature 

review, I sought to expand on these concepts. As I read around the topic and simultaneously 

undertook my interviews of leaders, the usefulness of games and tools as well as frameworks 

emerged. 

3.7.2 New reflections and reading on frameworks, games and tools literature 

3.7.2.1 Types of frameworks 

With a focus on leadership of social justice and practice-useful literature, much of the literature 

in this review continues to be from within social practice sectors—social work, counselling, 

education and the public sector. The literature offered up a range of “frameworks”—often 

given a name to identify its audience. Table 3.1 briefly summarises the professional 

frameworks explored and discussed below: 

Table 3.1: Professional frameworks 

Name or 
description of 

framework 

Intended 
professional 

audience 

Key aspects Author(s) 

Citizen participation Public servants Moving to social justice 
focus via taking action in a 
series of steps: 

 micro 
 midi 
 macro 
 meta 

Vigoda (2001) 

Just practice Social work Moving to have social work 
understood as social justice 
work via a focus on: 

 meaning 
 context 
 power 
 history 
 possibility 

Finn (2016) 

Jacobson 
(2003) 

Socio-ecological 
framework 

Education Move educators from a 
focus on equity to activism 
to change systems 

Berkovich 
(2014) 

Leadership for the 
common good 

Public sector Shifting the focus of the 
public sector from individual 
need to the common good 

Crosby and 
Bryson (2005) 
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Name or 
description of 

framework 

Intended 
professional 

audience 

Key aspects Author(s) 

via examination of “key 
handles for reflective 
practice”: 

 dynamics of a shared 
power world 

 the wise design and use 
of forums 

 navigation of the policy 
cycle 

 understanding of 
leadership capabilities 

Critical 
consciousness 

Education Preparing leaders in 
education to focus on social 
justice through attention to: 

 critical consciousness 
 knowledge 
 skills 
 curriculum 
 pedagogy 

Ratts (2010) 

Conceptual tools for 
ethical decision-
making 

Fundraisers Considering the ethical 
consequences of decisions in 
fundraising through the 
adoption of 3 basic values to 
guide decision, asking how 
the decision affects: 

 the organisational 
mission that directs work 

 relationships with people 
with whom we interact 

 our own sense of 
personal integrity 

Fischer (2006) 

Cynefin framework Leaders—especially 
leaders facing 
difficult, complex 
decisions 

Help leaders to think clearly 
before making decisions by 
identifying the different 
domains (subsystems) in 
which we operate 

 understand the domains 
of clear, complicated, 
complex and chaotic 

 understand how to 
respond in terms of 
practice in each of the 
domains 

Snowden and 
Kurtz—the 
Cynefin 
Centre for 
Organisational 
Complexity 
(accessed web 
site 2022) 

 



66 

These different frameworks are complex. The frameworks encompass the education of 

professionals, the need for understandings of the socio-economic, ontological, cultural and 

epistemological issues that form the basis of thinking and action, so that thinking, and action 

can be refocused on social justice. Changing thinking through these various framework 

processes is viewed as essential because “as we expand our possibilities for thinking we may 

change the way a problem is perceived and therefore envision new possibilities for action” 

(Finn and Jacobson 2003, 72). Key questions emerged within these frameworks, such as whose 

truth counts, the nature of power and how it is created, how we can move on from our own 

assumptions and see the world from multiple perspectives, and how we prevent ourselves from 

stalling—or failing to move through all the dimensions of a framework or system as we work 

towards incorporating justice in our practice (Finn 2016; Vigoda and Golembiewski 2001; 

Ratts, Antony, and Santos 2010). Asking and answering these questions for ourselves in our 

own professional practice in part ensures that we continue to grow in our ability to have 

reflexivity in our work (Finn 2016). 

The Cynefin framework is not specifically aimed at social justice but is a framework to 

stimulate thinking and decision-making by leaders so that their practice changes according to 

context. While this may or may not directly link to shifts for social justice, the concept of 

understanding context and deciding appropriately seems applicable to the issue of how leaders 

might be supported to include social justice in their decision-making. 

While all these frameworks have their own validity in their professional context, as well as 

some wider applicability, many seemed too complex to easily use in my day-to-day practice. 

Marilyn Fischer’s (2006) framework for ethical decision-making in fundraising was much 

more straightforward and in practice applicable. Her article outlined how a set of critical 

questions could be used day to day, when situations arose for fundraisers that could tempt them, 

for good organisational reasons, to act in a way that might be considered unethical. This was a 

good model of making the complex practice-useful. 

3.7.2.2 Games 

A few methodological steps over from frameworks are games that help to shift participants 

towards a more systemic way of approaching issues. Thinking systemically is viewed in the 

literature as a key capability for those who want to work towards justice in their practice (Booth 

Sweeny and Meadows 1995). 
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Games as a word has come to be associated with computer games, but games were used in 

organisations and education long before the personal computer was invented (Hofstede et al. 

2010). Games are by nature experiential and, depending on the game, can involve whole-of-

body, emotional and intellectual experiences. Games can therefore be effective in shifting 

individual and group understanding of an issue. Indeed, Hofstede et al. (2010, 824) posit that 

“the confluence of systemic knowledge, practice, emotional involvement and social 

embeddedness ... creates the potential to achieve results that no other methods can match”. 

The literature cites many benefits of games, but those most mentioned are that they: 

 overcome habitual ways of thinking 

 build social empathy 

 are interdisciplinary 

 are interactive 

 are democratic 

 generate action 

 enable multiple perspectives 

 provide a discursive space for difficult ethical conversations 

 provide an imaginative space allowing for possibilities to be explored 

 are time effective. (Booth Sweeny and Meadows 1995; Meadows, Mehers, and Booth 

Sweeny 2016; Adelman, Rosenberg, and Hobart 2016; Hofstede et al. 2010) 

These benefits of games arise when games are well designed and focused on challenging the 

behaviours and thinking that prevent change from being envisaged or enacted (Ballard, 

Chappell, and Kennedy 2019; Booth Sweeny and Meadows 1995). While some games can be 

designed to be used in multiple situations, the literature suggests that to be effective games 

need to be mindful of and adaptable to individual contexts. Additionally, what happens at the 

end of the game is critical to its success in achieving change. Skilled facilitation of a game 

debrief is viewed as essential for maximum benefit, as is ensuring that participants reflect on 

their takeaways and a commitment to continued reflective practice (Booth Sweeny and 

Meadows 1995) and to ethical practice (Certuche, Lopez, and Vasquez 2019). Ideally, a game 

changes the way participants will think in future by laying the “trip wires” that we need in our 

brains to “ensure we default more frequently into the reflective model” (Meadows, Mehers, 

and Booth Sweeny 2016, 12). 
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A difficulty with the use of games is the multiplicity of factors, some of which are impossible 

to control, that influence whether the game achieves the desired outcomes for participants and 

the group or organisation. Keeping games as simple as possible is shown to assist; however, 

the game then runs the risk of slipping from simulation to parody, leaving participants with a 

false understanding of an issue or how easy it is to resolve or understand a particular situation 

(Adelman, Rosenberg, and Hobart 2016). Games focused on social empathy building also run 

the risk of stereotyping because it can be “difficult to get the perspective of a stakeholder very 

far outside one’s lived experience” (Ballard, Chappell, and Kennedy 2019, 432). 

3.7.2.3 Thinking systems: Dialogue as a practice 

Related to but separate from both frameworks and games are what might be called thinking 

systems. These are attempts to create and challenge leaders to use different modes of thinking 

to enable the creation of new understanding and knowledge that can in turn generate positive 

societal change. There are many such thinking systems within the literature. The development 

of a deep understanding of dialogue and its use in organisations is one that seemed practice-

useful because it is focused on generating understanding and solutions to problems. Debate is 

the most common mode of conversation when individuals or groups attempt to resolve 

problems. But the literature suggests this mode of thinking, which is based on individual power 

and win or lose, is unhelpful. Dialogue is the new way of thinking, a “discipline of collective 

thinking and inquiry”, which develops new insights, and allows action to unfold, rather than be 

planned (Isaacs 1993, 24). 

Rather than just being another idea about thinking, the literature shows that the practice of 

dialogue requires a systematised process to assist groups or organisations (Roberts 2002). The 

process is complex and would appear to take trained facilitators, which makes it not readily 

available to all. However, the six key components as described by Roberts (2002, 16) are 

potentially attainable if practised: 

 movement from blame to responsibility 

 giving significance to self-expression 

 affirming the other 

 co-ordination of action or invitation to improvise 

 self-reflexivity 

 co-creation of new worlds. 
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Of note is that dialogue as a thinking system is not about managing the dialogue itself but 

managing through and in dialogue. Dialogue as a methodology is about letting go of power; it 

should not be used as a tool to gain more power (Roberts 2002). Dialogue is therefore both a 

tool to be used and an attitude to be adopted for those seeking the genuine creation of new 

solutions to complex issues. 

3.7.2.4 Story as decision-making and learning tool 

Many cultures, including Māori, have long understood the power of story to carry important 

knowledge and to teach. Story as a leadership tool was a discovery for me, for my practice and 

for my DPP research. Although Chapter 2 contains the primary discussion of the place of story 

in this DPP journey, I also want to reflect briefly on the impact of the literature, for I would not 

have discovered the full potential of story if I had not read it. The autoethnographic 

methodology literature started the journey towards story, with its claiming of the reality and 

power of our own story within research, and the legitimacy of the “I”, of talking in the first 

person (Ellis, Adams, and Bochner 2011). Related to autoethnography is literature that 

understands and explores writing in and of itself as a form of research, learning and a method 

for creating new knowledge (Richardson and Adams St. Pierre 2005; Cassell and Bishop 2019; 

Eliastam, Muller, and Tahor 2018). Some literature also posits the legitimacy of fiction as a 

form of or tool within research (Reynolds 2014; Richardson and Adams St. Pierre 2005; 

Eliastam, Muller, and Tahor 2018). Indeed, for some, the insistence on a distinction between 

literature or fiction, fact or science is a form of colonialism and oppression that negates the 

knowledge, history and meaning of many cultures and peoples (Reynolds 2014; Eliastam, 

Muller, and Tahor 2018). Putting this literature together, I could see that story can be a 

leadership teaching and learning tool, especially useful when individuals and groups need to 

weigh decisions, define and resolve problems, and imagine and enact new outcomes. 

Therefore, its use by leaders is not only viable but potentially highly effective. 

3.7.2.5 Transformative education 

Sitting behind all these frameworks, tools, games and learning systems is discussion about the 

role of education and what type of education results in adults who as individuals, groups and 

communities make change. This DPP is not focused on educational theory per se, but as I 

explored the place of games as a possible way forward for my research, I needed to understand 

some aspects of educational theory and the concept of transformative education. Looking 
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briefly at some of the key writers and, in particular, Mezirow (1991) and his early 

transformative learning theory (Kitchenham 2008), the link between activism, change and 

transformative understandings of the role of education was clear. When we ask people to make 

change in their own lives or in organisations, community, or society, we ask them to go on a 

reflective journey that unpacks their assumptions, knowledge and experience, and to question 

themselves. This journey should lead them on to new or refreshed knowledge and a plan to 

enact it. For this journey to be completed, three types of learning are required—instrumental, 

dialogic and self-reflective. These learning types describe how, when and where learners will 

best learn and then why they want or need to learn in relation to their current and future meaning 

systems (Kitchenham 2008, 111). 

3.7.3 Reflection on literature around frameworks and games 

Sometimes in learning you do not know what questions you need to ask until you find the 

answers. The discovery of the potential for games and story to support leaders in social justice 

decision-making was one of the most significant of my DPP journey. Learning about existing 

frameworks for social justice in leadership practice started this journey. I realised that my naïve 

thinking around the ability to develop a simple decision-making framework had to be 

challenged. Shifting decisions towards social justice requires deep work, changes in thinking 

and challenges to assumption and culture, of individuals, organisations, and professions. This 

work needs to begin early, during training, orientation, and professional development. 

The literature would affirm that shifting from naïve assumptions through to critical 

consciousness is an essential part of the process of shifting practice towards social justice. 

Therefore, my literature review had done part of the job that was required. Yet I also know 

from my own practice, and from interviewing other leaders for my research that, as one of the 

leaders said, “busyness is the enemy of change” (Leader 5). Leaders are busy people. While 

we might aspire to the depth of thinking, learning and development that the frameworks of the 

literature propose, we do not often have time for that. Therefore, while recognising the 

profundity required, I was also searching for ways to make the complex simple enough to be 

applicable. Games and story brought potential solutions. It is possible to bring tools to practice 

that can draw on depth and complexity but make it practical for day-to-day leadership practice. 

This then became a new focus for my DPP research and for my personal practice. 
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3.8 Conclusion 

3.8.1 The complex made applicable 

In my Learning Agreement, I questioned the purpose of a literature review within a practice-

based and practice-focused doctorate. I concluded that: 

The answer is it is time. It is time in my life, my career, my practice to critically reflect on 

and review my knowledge, its origins, its assumptions, biases and limitations. There will be 

giants that I have never heard of that can inspire and challenge me. There will be concepts, 

theories and action already reflected on that can influence my current and future practice.… 

The literature will be part of my new tool-set as I go about constructing an answer to my 

questions— “What does it mean to be a practitioner of social justice, and can I frame my 

answer in such a way that other leaders can use it to support justice in their practice and 

decision-making?” (see Appendix D, p. 28) 

The traversing of the literature has certainly fulfilled that purpose. However, to summarise the 

impact of the further reading since the Learning Agreement, I would now not use so many 

words but the diagram in Figure 3.2.   
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Figure 3.2: Impactful literature review © Bonnie Robinson 

In the context of an applied programme of study and with a practice-useful lens, literature has 

shifted me from simplicity to applicable complexity. I understand that the epistemology, 

ontology and philosophical basis of the leadership of social justice is complex. But I also now 

understand the importance of taking this deep, complex knowledge and making it overt and 

practice-useful—complexity with applicability. This is what I and other leaders need to be able 

to shift our contexts towards social justice. 
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Chapter 4: Research Approach 

4.1 Introduction 

As discussed in the Positioning Chapter (chapter 12), to undertake this thesis I had to overcome 

the “furry monsters” of positivism (Figure 2.1) and understand that positivism is just one 

methodology and set of methods, arising from a particular research paradigm.  I had to tell the 

furry monsters that there are other paradigms, methodologies and methods that have validity. 

Research integrity comes not from the use of one approach, but from the alignment of 

methodology and method around theory, design, collection, analysis and communication of 

research (Hinchey, 2008, Cassell and Bishop 2019). 

This thesis utilises qualitative methodologies and methods as these align with a constructivist 

research question focused on an aspect of human experience (Mackenzie and Knipe, 2006). 

With a practice-useful lens throughout, this thesis could also be viewed as arising from a 

pragmatic research paradigm, where the methodologies and methods used focus on finding 

solutions (Mackenzie and Knipe 2006). 

Some ways of designing and implementing research can be both methodology and method – 

depending on use and research context. Autoethnography is both the overarching methodology 

and method of the DPP programme. Starting with the Review of Learning, the expectation was 

that as a student I would use the concepts of reflexivity, criticality and researcher as subject. 

Having started to understand and embrace these concepts in the Learning Agreement, I did not 

confine autoethnographic critical reflection to any particular chapter but wove it throughout 

this thesis. This weaving demonstrates the methodology and method itself and the reframing 

of knowledge that can arise from it. Therefore, this chapter outlines the methodologies and 

methods I used in my research and offers an autoethnographic insight into the place of 

methodology and method in my practice. In doing so, this chapter points towards the results of 

this interaction between methodology, method and practice, as a research finding in and of 

itself. This is further discussed in Chapter 9. 

To explore the above approaches to my research this chapter contains the following sections: 

 Section 4.2: The link between my positioning and research approach 
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 Section 4.3: Methodology and method as justice—an autoethnographic reflection on 

methodology in my practice 

 Sections 4.4–4.8: Methodology and method—an outline of the methodology and 

methods used in my research 

 Section 4.9: Ethics—how I have dealt with key ethical considerations 

 Section 4.10: Conclusion—using the concept of crystallisation to summarise my 

research approach. 

4.2 The link between my positioning and my research approach 

 

Figure 4.1: Link between positioning and research approach ©Bonnie Robinson 

Figure 4.1 depicts the linkage between my positioning statements and the methodologies and 

methods used in my research approach. The positioning, and the methodologies and methods 

that support my approach are mutually reinforcing. With an overarching concern to develop 

something practice-useful, my positioning was focused on answering my research question 

using reflexivity, valuing my practice experience, while also being concerned to produce 

something that other NFP leaders might see as valid and useful. This resulted in the choice of 

narrative-rich research methodologies and methods that use the analytical requirements of 
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reflexivity to turn practice stories into sources of new or reframed knowledge with practice 

change implications. The concept of crystallisation as discussed by Ellingson (2014) is relevant 

to the chosen research approach because it points to the way in which validity is strengthened 

through numerous sources of data and how this crystallisation of multiple sources can create 

accessible reframed knowledge that can be shared. 

4.3 Methodology and method as justice 

If the victors write the history, the dominant research paradigm gets to determine what is 

regarded as true. 

(Appendix D, p. 43) 

When I started my career in NFP social services, I did not know how significant issues of 

methodology and method might be for social justice–focused research and advocacy. 

Undergraduate and postgraduate degrees in history and theology had given me some research 

skills, but the philosophical and epistemological issues that have long surrounded research 

methodology remained purely theoretical. I did not see these issues as useful to my practice. I 

sensed the edges of the methodological debates but did not really engage with them. I railed 

against positivist dominance of what information was regarded as important but did not use 

these formal research terms. What I talked about was what I saw as a limited understanding of 

what matters, of what had to be considered before decisions were made that affected vulnerable 

people. 

This sense that it was not right to only have the option of positivistic research methodology 

started with my theological study. When I studied theology in the early 1990s, it was a time of 

theological change in New Zealand. Traditionally excluded groups, such as women and Māori, 

were starting to assert their right to be heard and have their own voice. Those who were opposed 

or concerned about this change used language such as orthodoxy and validity, and they viewed 

culture and context as irrelevant. They asked the new voices to measure themselves against the 

existing paradigm and tended to find them wanting. 

When I finished my theological study, I realised that I wanted to work for social justice and 

social change. Therefore, I went to work in NFP services and advocacy. At that time in New 

Zealand, rates of poverty, homelessness and unemployment were rising. The National 
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Government’s “mother of all budgets”1 cut benefits and radically increased the need for 

foodbanks and other community services (Nowland-Foreman 2016 b). Changes to government 

funding systems meant that the NFP sector had forced on it a culture and a set of values that 

were not its own (see Chapter 1 for further discussion of this issue). In this context, policy and 

research became very important. To try to achieve change, NFPs needed their own stories, from 

practice and from clients, to show the impact of government policies on the community and to 

reach out beyond the rhetoric of government bumper sticker policy statements, such as “there 

is no poverty in New Zealand”. 

Very few non-profit social service agencies had their own researchers. Social service agencies 

gathered a great deal of information and statistics. What the sector lacked was the capacity and 

capability to make good use of the information we held. There were, however, peak bodies, 

such as the New Zealand Council of Christian Social Services, that had some research and 

policy capacity. While working there, I produced research reports, submissions and policy 

papers to try to change the mind of both government and the general public. 

With the source data of NFP social service research in plain sight at our service centres, a tactic 

that was used by government was to disagree with our research methodology and methods. 

Government acknowledged what we said we were experiencing but challenged the claims we 

could make from this experience and the usefulness of our data. 

I remember one exchange vividly. We had undertaken a piece of research based on case studies 

from budgeting advice services. Called “Budgeting for a Deficit”, it showed that no matter how 

well the interviewed beneficiaries managed their money, it just was not enough to provide for 

basic needs. We had launched it in the media, gained some publicity and had a meeting 

scheduled with the relevant minister to discuss it. The morning before the visit to parliament, 

a friendly civil servant phoned to warn me that they had been able to find a fault with our 

method of using self-reported personal budgets, which, they had advised the minister, rendered 

our findings far less powerful. At the time I overcame this by walking into the minister’s office 

and saying, “Let’s not get bogged down in details. Let’s discuss our recommendations for 

action.” However, we made much less use of that research than we could have because I lacked 

 
1 The “mother of all budgets” was the 1991 budget delivered by the National Party Minister of Finance Ruth 
Richardson. It brought in a wide range of social and economic reforms. 
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confidence in it and felt it was less defendable, even though the cases were an accurate 

description of the situation for those interviewed. 

Unpacking this now, I can see that I was trying to work within two paradigms of research that 

at the time had been set up as polarities, necessarily in opposition to each other. What was 

being promoted by government was the positivistic quantitative canon, narrowly and rigidly 

applied. This meant that for government, only researchers who could use positivistic 

quantitative research methods involving large data sets could do research that policymakers 

would consider to be valid. I was easily pushed in this direction because my early academic 

training had promoted a similar view. Therefore, I and others in the social service sector were 

primed to doubt our qualitative methods. At the same time, however, as a practitioner-

researcher, I knew that the information that arose from positivist approaches was not the full 

story. Very often it was not story at all. It was numbers. What I was trying to achieve in my 

practice was to give the numbers a face and a name, to show the people impact, and I knew 

that this form of research had its own validity and contribution. But with the dominance of the 

positivistic methodologies, it was difficult to promote a different understanding of what 

counted in research. 

My reaction in my practice to this methodological dilemma (and I was not alone in this in the 

NFP sector) was to try to make my research ever closer to the quantitative canon that the 

politicians and policymakers said they would listen to. I replaced our stories with statistics and 

formulas. 

If I were doing this work today, given shifts in my own experience of undertaking and using 

research, I would be able to call on a wider variety of approaches. Participatory research, 

narrative research and autoethnography would now be some of the methods I would use. I 

would also feel braver about the validity of these qualitative methods of research and 

understand that they do not need to be defended any more or less than any other method. I 

would be able to explain how those qualitative methodologies have integrity (Ellis, Adams and 

Bochner 2011). 

Additionally, I could now discuss methodology and methods as justice and systemic change 

issues in and of themselves. The highly political context of my early experience as a 

practitioner-researcher prevented me from understanding that research methodology could be 

a valid and useful subject of discussion and debate within the social justice, social change 
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sphere. I interpreted critique of community-based research as always political opposition. I did 

not understand that methodological debate could assist me in my practitioner goals of changing 

policies and practices towards social justice by offering different approaches to social problems 

through different research methods. Today, through autoethnographic critical reflection on this 

experience, I understand that methodology and method can be linked to power and justice—

that the how of research can be as important an outcome as the what. The how can include or 

exclude, colonise or liberate, give voice or ignore (Denzin, Lincoln, and Smith 2008). 

Therefore, to contribute to social justice, research needs to be mindful of the justice of its 

methods as well as its outcomes. 

4.4 Autoethnography 

Teaching and Leading come from one’s inwardness. 

(Palmer 1997, quoted in Starr 2014, 78) 

The DPP programme is based on the methodology of autoethnography. Even with this 

predetermined methodology, however, there were choices to be made. Choices regarding the 

extent to which autoethnography influenced the methods used and which type or thread of 

autoethnography I would use. My research sits within what is described as evocative 

autoethnography—in which story has the task traditionally given to exposition. With my 

research question arising from undertaking and observing leadership decision-making, my 

evocative autoethnographic approach takes memory, experience, theory and reflection and 

weaves them into stories that aim to “put meanings in motion where they can be used, 

discussed, debated and prolonged” (Bochner and Ellis 2016, 117). 

Autoethnography offers the ability to combine the practical and the theoretical, and this made 

it an appropriate methodology and method for my research. From the beginning of my DPP, I 

had an agenda for it to result in a practice-useful outcome. I wanted the result to be something 

that I could use in my everyday leadership practice, within the constraints and realities that 

such a context brings. I strongly identified with Lewin’s (1946) thinking that research that 

results only in books will not suffice. Autoethnography offered a methodology and method that 

could be firmly rooted in my leadership practice and support me to both make sense of and use 

the tensions and struggles of this practice (Starr 2014). 

At the same time, autoethnography also offered me the chance to theorise from practice, to take 

the practical and explore whether new knowledge or reframed existing knowledge could extend 
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my practice and the practice of others (Lee 2008). Autoethnography offered me a structure that 

supported the integration of academic and professional knowledge and the application of both 

to my own reflexive practice (Mockler 2007). 

Autoethnography as a methodology is also serendipitously appropriate to the unpredicted 

Covid-19 context of my research. As a part-time student and a full-time worker in the health 

sector, I did not know when I began my study that much of my research would have to be done 

within a context of Covid unpredictability. The autoethnographic requirement of reflexivity 

enabled me to rethink, adjust and shift some of my methods from those originally proposed to 

Covid-19-possible processes, while retaining my overarching question and research goal. 

Evocative autoethnography’s embracing of story and imagination enabled me to make fuller 

use of the research material gathered in the difficult Covid circumstances. 

Using key literature (see sources below Table 4.1), I developed a set of attributes associated 

with research undertaken using evocative autoethnography and show how these are seen in this 

thesis. 

Table 4.1: Attributes of evocative autoethnography and how they are represented in my 

research 

Attributes of evocative autoethnography How these are represented in my 
research 

Located within a particular or identifiable 
“culture” 

My research is located within the culture of 
not-for-profit (NFP) sector. 

Researcher is already or becomes immersed 
within the culture  

I have worked in the NFP sector for more 
than 25 years. 

Researcher as subject or participant I am fully present within the thesis, 
including the research findings and analysis 
and especially in the practice stories. 

Often focused on epiphanies or times of 
existential crises that forces reflection on 
and analysis of experience 

My research question started with reflection 
on the impact of a particular period in my 
career—the 1990s and neoliberalism and its 
continued impact on the NFP sector (see 
also Chapter 1). 

Tells the story of experience—often or 
usually in the first person 

My first-person experience is interwoven 
throughout the thesis, especially the 
research findings and case studies. 

Accessible texts, usefulness, potential for 
social change 

Thesis is written in an accessible way in 
terms of language and style. Two of the 
practice stories have been published in the 



80 

Attributes of evocative autoethnography How these are represented in my 
research 

journal Scope (Robinson 2020, 2021). 
Findings have been used to develop 
presentations and workshops for two 
conferences. These will be made available 
for others to use after this thesis is 
completed. 

Analyses the stories rather than just telling 
them—using other tools such as existing 
research, theory and literature 

Thesis and research project interweave my 
personal practice story with the experience 
of other leaders and the literature. 

Using autoethnography as both “process and 
product” 

Autoethnography is the overarching 
methodology, a method and an outcome—
with the demonstration of the use of story in 
the research findings and practice stories 
and the development of story exercises to 
assist leaders in decision-making. 

Sources: Bochner and Ellis (2016), Ellis, Adams, and Bochner (2011), Adams St. Pierre (2015), Ngunjiri and 

Hernandez (2017). 

4.5 Practitioner action research 

We are in and of the moment that we are attempting to analyse, in and of the structures we 

employ to analyse it. 

(Conner 1989, quoted in Somekh 1995, 16) 

Leaders have to engage in study of their positioning and actions to understand their leadership 

and agency. 

(Starr 2014, 71) 

This thesis utilises a method described as practitioner action research. As the name suggests, 

there are two components to this method—practitioner and action. 

For the action research part of this method varying schools can be identified (Somekh 1995; 

Kemmis and Mattson 2007), some of which prescribe a structured, linear and iterative action–

reflection cycle that takes place over a period. My research is less tightly structured than some 

applications of action research but still uses some of its key attributes, including iterative 

action–reflection over time. I therefore use a broad understanding of action research, 

summarised by Bridgit Somekh (1995, 3) as a method that “bridges the divide between research 

and practice”, in which the findings are “fed back directly into practice with the aim of bringing 

about change”. This broader approach to action research allows for group and individual 
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practitioner research projects that can result in “new interpretive frameworks and strategies” 

through which the learning encourages the reinvention of practice (Campbell and 

Groundwater-Smith 2007, 33). 

I am therefore applying the method of action research in the sense of undertaking research in a 

way that owns the contextual nature of inquiry and requires a mix of critical reflection, 

theorising and practice change. This method is ideal for a research inquiry such as mine that 

starts with a question from or about practice but is open and flexible in terms of the direction 

and outcome of the research. 

In the literature, the method is often described simply as action research (Somekh 1995). The 

term practitioner is added to the action by those who argue for the necessity of practitioners in 

any field undertaking practice-based research as a critically reflective change tool (Campbell 

and Groundwater-Smith 2007). Viewed through this lens, action research becomes one form 

of praxis or practitioner research. Other forms of practitioner research include dialogic 

research, co-operative inquiry and research and development (Kemmis and Mattson 2007). 

Because my concern is to produce something practical for my own and others’ practice of 

leadership in NFP social services, the adoption of the term and method of practitioner action 

research is appropriate. 

Campbell and Groundwater-Smith (2007, 33) describe practitioner research as a stance. This 

resonated with my experience of doing research in practice and of how change in organisations 

occurs. One-off activities or research projects can have impact, but in the practice of leadership 

this is often limited. Change may result but this change often fades or drifts as other forces 

counter the learning. Research as a stance is more likely to embed its use into the culture of an 

organisation, making inquiry integral rather than occasional. 

Kemmis and McTaggart (2005, 600) in a discussion of the value of practitioner research in all 

its forms, including action research, state; “These people might not have changed the world, 

but they have changed their worlds. Is that not the same thing?” This points to another reason 

for my choice of practitioner action research—the valuing of the small changes and discoveries 

that can support the reframing and renewing of knowledge. While the theoretical scope of my 

area of inquiry is located within a macro issue, social justice, my research question was more 

micro—how this issue manifested itself in the decision-making of NFP leaders and in my own 
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decisions. Practitioner action research values the intersection of micro and macro, 

understanding that the relationship between the two is dynamic. 

Practitioner action research does not have an agreed set of methodological rules (Gill and 

Johnson 2002); however, certain attributes are often described when this approach is discussed. 

Table 4.2 shows these common attributes as described in key literature (see sources below the 

table) and how my research project demonstrates them. 

Table 4.2: Attributes of practitioner action research and how these are demonstrated in 

my research 

Practitioner action research 
attribute 

My research project 

Undertaken in a workplace or 
particular situation 

The research was undertaken in my workplace 
(autoethnographically) and with leaders in NFP 
social service sector. 

Theory is related to practice to explain 
observables 

I started with an observation about the role of 
leaders in promoting social justice (see Chapter 
1). 

Is focused on discovering and 
observing the subjective world 

My research project deals with an aspect of 
human decision-making, interacting with 
participants’ subjective views. 

Is research with not just about The conversational interview style enabled the 
leaders to take the discussion in a direction that 
was meaningful for them, not just me. The aim 
was to produce something that can be used by 
others. 

Interrogates assumptions and practices My research question explores leadership practice 
around decision-making, values and social 
justice, and drills into what influences and affects 
these. 

Aims to contribute to the individual 
and the profession as a whole 

A research goal throughout has been to produce 
something practice-useful.  

Aims to contribute to the resolution of 
social problems 

By exploring what supports leaders to make 
decisions including social justice, I aim to help 
leaders to move their contexts towards justice. 

Involves immediately useful work that 
can also be more widely used 

The research was useful to my own practice as it 
was being undertaken. Interviewed leaders 
expressed that they had learned from engaging. I 
have used the findings in workshops and 
conferences. The reflections and the story tool 
can provide ongoing learning in the sector. 
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Practitioner action research 
attribute 

My research project 

Can be regarded as a stance—an 
ongoing culture of reflective practice 
rather than a one-off research project 

A thesis by nature is a one-off document; 
however, with my overarching focus on 
producing something useful to practice, I 
developed material that has already been useful 
and used in my own practice, and with others, and 
that can have ongoing use in terms of promoting 
reflexivity in practice 

Sources: Kemmis and Mattson (2007), Campbell and Groundwater-Smith (2007), Gill and Johnson (2002), 

Somekh (1995). 

4.6 Narrative inquiry 

The work is harder, and the guarantees are fewer. There is a lot for us to think about. 

(Richardson and Adams St. Pierre 2005, 963) 

A great deal of human learning comes from storytelling. 

(Campbell and McNamara 2007) 

My research fits into the method that is described as narrative inquiry. Not in the sense of 

studying stories as phenomena (which is one use of it) but in the sense that I was interested to 

explore my own and other NFP leaders’ experience of a particular leadership issue, to value 

each individual’s experience while also making from the individual experiences something that 

has a wider application—a whole (Thomas 2012). 

Narrative inquiry might be described as a still emerging method of research that sits within the 

canon of qualitative research methodologies. It is described in many ways by those who use it, 

and part of the method involves constant reflexivity about the method itself as well as what it 

discovers. In general, however, it is viewed as a method that can be effective when the research 

question or scope involves the “unique characteristics of human existence” (Thomas 2012, 

208). The method seeks to draw out individual narratives about an aspect of human existence, 

experienced in a particular context, to discover more about the meaning of these narratives. By 

analysing individual narratives, “greater insight into and understanding of broad social 

phenomena” can be achieved (Thomas 2012, 212). In doing this, narrative inquiry “attributes 

significance to individual actions and events according to their effect on the whole” (Thomas 

2012, 209). 
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Like autoethnography, narrative inquiry as a method clearly identifies the researcher as a 

participant, not just an observer and recorder. Indeed, the method demands that as a researcher 

I begin with and continuously revisit my own narrative about the experience under inquiry 

(Clandinin and Caine 2008). As a narrative researcher, I must firmly locate myself within the 

text, and be upfront about my input, my experience as woven in with others and my role in 

taking the narratives from micro, the individual, to macro, findings applicable to a wider group 

(Thomas 2012, 215). 

This wider applicability enables narrative inquiry to answer the challenge of “So what?” and 

“Who cares?”—questions that all research grapples with (Clandinin and Caine 2008, 545). 

Narrative inquiry does not lay claim to meaning through the gathering of factual data but 

through the possibility of learning and growth for the researcher, the participants and others 

outside the research process. All these groups and individuals are potential research 

stakeholders who might apply the meaning of the narratives to their own stories of their reality, 

thereby generating potential social significance. 

The valuing of both individual narrative and collective meaning enables narrative inquiry to 

tackle big topics without having to write everything about that topic. Narrative “frees us from 

having to write a single text in which everything is said at once” (Richardson and Adams St. 

Pierre 2005, 962). This enables topics to be explored that might otherwise be considered not 

safe, not easy or too big for research, because we go into the research understanding that all 

research is partial, and that truth and meaning are complex. We must wait to see how the texts 

that emerge will validate themselves through making a contribution and generating meaning 

(Richardson and Adams St. Pierre 2005). 

The literature describes narrative inquiry in many ways. In Table 4.3 I summarise the common 

attributes of narrative inquiry as identified in some key literature (see sources listed below the 

table) and how I have used these in my research. 

Table 4.3: The attributes of narrative inquiry and how it is used in my research 

Attributes of narrative inquiry How used in my research 

A focus on individual experience of an 
issue, question or phenomenon of human 
existence 

My research examines the human issue of 
leadership decision-making through 
conversational interviews with 16 leaders, 
and case studies about my own experience. 
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Attributes of narrative inquiry How used in my research 

Using the recording and writing of narrative 
to communicate research findings 

My findings emerged from a narrative style 
of reporting and recording. 

Values individual experience while creating 
from it something with wider meaning or 
applicability. 

 

Possibilities for learning and growth 

Using individual narratives (interviews or 
practice stories), my research extracts 
concepts, ideas and ways forward that might 
assist NFP leaders as they seek to shift their 
contexts towards justice through their 
everyday leadership decision-making. The 
weaving together into one imaginative 
narrative reveals broader collective issues 
and solutions. 

Uses methods of data gathering appropriate 
to narrative—such as practice stories, 
interview, conversation and conversational 
interviewing 

My research uses practice observation and 
reflexivity and conversational interviewing. 

Consistently reflexive on the part of the 
researcher 

My own reflexive work is woven 
throughout my research. 

Validates the work through crystallisation 
and layered text 

The research makes greater meaning of 
individual experience through the collective 
analysis. The research is layered through the 
interweaving of my experience, 
participants’ experience, the text itself and 
the literature. 

Sources: Richardson and Adams St. Pierre (2005), Campbell and McNamara (2007), Thomas (2012), Clandinin 

and Caine (2008). 

4.7 Fictionalisation 

Fictionalisation as an approach to the communication of research that might be described as a 

subset of narrative inquiry (Eliastam, Muller, and Tahor 2018). Fictionalisation can also be 

seen as a form of evocative autoethnography (Ketelle 2004). Using fictionalisation, research 

findings are reported through semi- or totally fictionalised stories. 

Some literature, especially within the field of organisation studies, discusses fictionalisation in 

terms of the use of works of fiction, such as novels, poetry and plays, as sources of data and 

learning in particular professional settings (Phillips 1995; Watson 2011). This is not how I am 

using the method. Rather, I am using what are described as fictional narratives (Watson 2011) 

or composite narratives (Willis 2019) to communicate the findings of my research and the 

complexity of practice experience and critical reflection they contain (Eliastam, Muller, and 

Tahor 2018). 
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Composite or fictional narratives are based on real-world experience and/or actual interviews. 

In reporting or communicating this real-life data, techniques of fictional storytelling are used 

to convey the information and its potential meaning. Fictionalisation used in this way is seen 

as an analytical tool within social research (Watson 2011; Eliastam, Muller, and Tahor 2018). 

All research reporting has an element of interpretation (Richardson and Adams St. Pierre 2005). 

To communicate, all research must be shaped into a form that can be passed on to others. In 

choosing the genre of communication, all researchers, whatever the type and source of their 

data, exercise judgement that will influence what those receiving the communication 

understand about the research (Watson 2011). Naming one’s research as using a fictional form 

is therefore an upfront way of declaring the researcher’s presence within the research. From 

the beginning, readers know that this is reporting with interpretation, with the intent of 

conveying meaning as well as data. 

There are several reasons why researchers might choose fictionalisation. Fictionalisation 

allows the communication of complex situated information from individuals (Willis 2019), 

while allowing those individuals a high degree of anonymity. Fictionalisation can also mean 

the research has greater impact because it can be a more accessible form of reporting that 

encourages use beyond academic circles. It is therefore highly suitable for professional practice 

situations in which readers may be practice experts but not researchers (Phillips 1995). In this 

way, fictionalisation can encourage further use and development of research. Fictionalisation 

may also enable research into issues that are emotional or difficult to discuss. 

There is some debate within the literature around the use of any type of story data within 

research. Much of this debate focuses specifically on case study as a data gathering and 

communication method, rather than fictionalisation or story (Diefenbach 2008). The concerns 

tend to reflect the on-going debate around the validity of non-positivistic methods of research 

(Diefenbach 2008, 876), which I explore in section 2.1. However, those who question story 

methods do offer a reasonable reminder to researchers to bring “rational critique” (Diefenbach 

2008, 875) and overt discipline to story approaches. 

The challenge then for researchers using fictionalisation and composite narratives is to bring 

this rational critique and research discipline into their work and “convey accurate, yet 

anonymised portrayals of the accounts of a group of individuals” (Willis 2019, 471). The data 

needs to be robustly articulated within the fictional genre. Willis (2019), during research based 
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on interviews of politicians, developed criteria to assist her to write stories that had a clear and 

direct link with the data. A summary of these criteria is as follows: 

1. Each composite is based on transcripts from interviews. Composites are made up of 

individuals whose views were similar and who had similar contexts. 

2. All quotations come directly from the interview transcripts. 

3. Any emotions, opinions or judgements in the narrative are taken from transcripts. 

I have used these criteria in my fictionalised account of my research findings. Each of the 

characters in my story represent several interviewed leaders, and the dialogue is verbatim 

quotations from transcripts. 

In my practice stories, I leaned on Willis’s criteria to guide my practice story writing so that 

they could be accurate composites that describe typical practice events at the same time as they 

explore the intersection of theory and practice (Eliastam, Muller, and Tahor 2018). 

Fictionalised research reporting is an emergent form; however, there are some common 

attributes in the literature (see Table 4.4 and the sources listed below the table). 

Table 4.4: Attributes of fictionalisation and how they are demonstrated in my research 

Attributes of fictionalisation How they are demonstrated in my 
research 

Often uses data gathered from specific 
individuals, which is then anonymised 
through composite narrative or fictional 
story 

The communication of my interviews with 
leaders is a form of composite narrative that 
uses exact quotes from transcripts but 
anonymises them through the creation of 
composite characters and a fictionalised 
context. 

Provides opportunity for analysis that can 
draw on different data sources 

My practice stories are a mixture of data 
from my own practice experience, my 
interviews with NFP leaders and literature. 

Is concerned with making information 
understandable, usable and powerful 

With a practice-useful focus from the 
beginning of my research, I chose to use 
fictionalisation as a way to make the 
findings of my research accessible, easy to 
read and potentially applicable to other 
leaders’ practice. 

Promotes ethical upfront recognition of the 
researcher’s involvement within the 
research 

I can identify myself a character in my 
research reporting and practice stories. It is 
clear that I am involved in analysing and 
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critically reflecting on the range of data 
used in my research. 

Sources: Willis (2019), Eliastam, Muller, and Tahor (2018), Ketelle (2004), Watson (2011), Phillips (1995), 

Richardson and Adams St. Pierre (2005), Smith (2018). 

4.8 Method of my interviews 

My research question, from the beginning of my work on this DPP, was focused on discovering 

what supports leaders of NFPs to include social justice in their decision-making. Using the four 

methods described above, I undertook a research project to try to answer this question. The 

project resulted in two related but distinct outputs—analysis of leader interviews and reflexive 

practice stories. The leader interviews used a largely linear process of data gathering and data 

analysis. The reflexive practice stories, however, were non-linear in their development, being 

written at different stages of the thesis, with ongoing interaction between literature, research 

with leaders and autoethnographic reflection on praxis. 

4.8.1 Data gathering 

The 16 leaders interviewed for my research were selected using a snowball technique. I 

identified from my own networks several leaders whom I felt would add value to my research 

question. I approached them for an interview, which took place either in person or via Zoom. 

At the end of each interview, I asked the leader who else they would recommend and whether 

they could introduce me to another leader. Sometimes I would meet leaders at an event and 

realise through their presentation to the event or discussion that they might add insight and I 

would approach them for an interview. 

I was not looking for any kind of representative sample of leaders. Indeed, I do not know how 

I would calculate this given that there is no census of leaders within the NFP sector. In seeking 

out leaders, however, I did try to ensure I talked to some Māori leaders, because I recognised 

that Māori leaders would bring a cultural lens and experience to the discussion that is critical 

for an Aotearoa context. My Māori mentor helped connect me with Māori leaders. 

Initially, I focused only on leaders of NFP social service agencies; however, because of the 

snowballing technique I did branch out and interview leaders of funding organisations, 

leadership coaches, aid and development organisations, and some working in social enterprises. 
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Although my focus was not on the demographic make-up of the leadership group and my 

methodology did not look for any impact of demographic differences, the table of the 

interviewees characteristics is included for transparency (see Table 4.5). 

Table 4.5: Interviewees’ characteristics 

Characteristics Number of leaders 
interviewed 

Ethnicity  

Māori 5 

Pacifica 2 

Pākehā/European 8 

Other 1 

Area of current leadership  

Non-profit social services 7 

Iwi services 2 

Social enterprise 2 

Coaching/mentoring/training 2 

Funder (philanthropic) 2 

Aid and development 1 

Age range  

30–40 2 

40–50 5 

50–60 6 

60–70 3 

Gender—self-identification  

Female 7 

Male 9 

 

The interviews were recorded, via video recording or phone recording device, or both. 

Interviews took place in 2020 and 2021. Most leaders chose to be interviewed alone; however, 

two leaders were interviewed together at their request. 

A semi-structured interview schedule was developed (see Appendix A). During each interview, 

the discussion often moved well away from the structured questions, although the discussion 

was linked to the questions so that they were often answered even if not explicitly asked. 
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I typed word-for-word transcripts of each interview myself to become very familiar with the 

material. 

4.8.2 Data analysis 

After seven interviews, I undertook a preliminary thematic analysis of the transcriptions (G. 

W. Ryan and Bernard 2003; Cassell and Bishop 2019). The theme of values, personal and 

professional or organisational, emerged as being potentially of critical importance to my 

research question. This resulted in the initial development of the practice story “Plovers in 

Lockdown” (see Section 6.3). Simultaneously with the development of this practice story, I 

continued with more leadership interviews. 

Once all 16 interviews had been undertaken and transcribed, I undertook thematic and narrative 

analysis of the interviews using a deductive approach (Mortensen 2019). Broad themes were 

identified and then reanalysed for subthemes. Actual quotes from transcripts were sorted into 

these themes and subthemes. Outlying quotes that did not readily fit were kept and then 

reanalysed to identify whether any themes or subthemes had been missed (Mortensen 2019). 

This resulted in a 41-page document of 22,000 words of themed quotations. 

The photos in Appendix B show the process of taking the verbatim transcripts and translating 

these into coded themes. A quotation from a transcript can be seen under the theme heading. 

This theme of decision-making was then re-read, and I manually noted potential subthemes. 

Redactions were used to ensure no identification of participants because for my own coding 

purposes I used initials of the interviewed leader beside their quote and in the transcript. 

The themes and subthemes that emerged at this stage of the research were: 

 Theme: Leadership of mission focused NFP organisations 

Subtheme 

o Models/styles 

o Origins of personal leadership model 

o Difficulties with different leadership models 

o Māori models of leadership 

o Courage 

o Impact of neoliberalism and new managerialism 
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 Theme: The role of learning and leadership 

Subtheme 

o Curiosity 

o Reflective practice 

o Impact of life experience on practice 

 Theme: Leadership of social justice in NFP organisations 

Subtheme 

o As a personal and organisational orientation 

o Different understandings and expression of social justice 

o Social movements and social change 

o The place of the Treaty of Waitangi within social justice in Aotearoa New 

Zealand 

o Inequality and inequity 

 Theme: Social justice in day-to-day NFP leadership decision-making 

Subtheme 

o Challenges to using social justice in decision-making 

o Day-to-day decision-making 

o Values and decision-making 

o Frameworks, tools, ideas around supporting social justice decision-making 

 Theme: Values as a support and tool for social justice leadership 

Subtheme 

o Personal values—and their origins 

o Interaction of personal and organisational values 

o Organisational culture and values 

o Embedding values in organisations 

o Difficulties and challenges with upholding values 

The analysed material was then used as the basis for the communication (writing up) of the 

research project. The themes also suggested topics for a further reflexive practice story (see 

“Valuing People” in Section 6.4). This story was crafted in response to the writing up of the 

interviews. 
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4.8.3 Communication of the data—the writing up 

Perhaps one of the most difficult aspects of this thesis has been to find an authentic voice for 

my research. During the work for the Learning Agreement, I learned to write in the first person 

and see this as not only acceptable but necessary in autoethnographic work. Yet despite this 

learning, and what I thought of at that stage as a major shift in my practice, when I came to 

write up my leader interviews, I found the voices of my positivistic past dominating and I 

started down the path of writing up my data in a pseudo-quantitative manner. And then I 

stopped. This quasi-quantitative voice did not fit with my research methods. I was also not 

demonstrating the richness, complexity and depth of the interview conversations and the 

dynamic ongoing learning and knowledge reframing that was arising out of them. 

Another step change in my practice was required—from autoethnography to writing as a form 

of inquiry, writing as research, rather than just a recording of research. I began to understand 

that we write ourselves into our knowledge (Reynolds 2014) and this prompted me to explore 

fictionalised research reporting (see Section 4.7). 

My research interview findings are therefore communicated through what I call a factual 

fictional conversation between a group of NFP leaders and myself in which I discuss the 

findings of my interviews and what they might mean for our practice as leaders focused on 

social justice. 

As discussed in Section 4.7, my use of story to report on the findings of the interviews uses 

Willis’s criteria for composite narrative reporting. The meeting of the group of leaders that I 

report is imaginary. However, the words spoken by the leaders are from verbatim transcripts, 

with minor adjustment for grammatical clarity. The themes and subthemes discussed all arose 

from my thematic analysis of the transcribed interviews. Using myself as a character in the 

story, I have woven in my developing thoughts and ideas about what the themes and subthemes 

mean for my own practice and the wider practice of NFP leaders. The story is in chapter 5. 

Rather than an artefact/exegesis dichotomy, Chapter 5 is both results and an analytical 

reflective discussion. 

Before I could write up the findings as story however, I had to determine how to deal with a 

significant quantity of both verbatim quotations, and the spectrum of thematic material that 

arose from this story approach. With my practice-useful focus I wanted to ensure that I 

honoured the depth of the interview data collected but also enable the research findings to be 
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potentially useable in practice and engaging for non-researchers. I therefore focused on the 

themes that generated the most discussion during the interviews. Where a quote covered several 

issues, it was put under multiple themes. This helped to ensure themes were not under-

represented in my findings. This process reflected my interpretation of the significance of these 

themes for participants and for informing practice useful outcomes, rather than being simply a 

form of quantitative recording. If a theme generated less quotes, but covered practice-useful 

information, I utilised this theme. Within this deepened interpretation of the data, all the major 

themes (if not all the detail of every sub-theme) derived from the analysis of the interviews 

outlined in section 4.8.2 have been reflected in chapter 5, or elsewhere in the thesis, where in 

my judgement they were relevant to the core research intent. 

To enable this combination of keeping true to the depth of the findings and a practice-useful 

focus on their communication, I inserted myself into the story in the role of facilitator. I speak 

in the story to summarise the findings and themes of the interviews or to set up a question, 

which the leaders in the story then reflect on using verbatim quotations from the interviews.  

For example, the interviewed leaders gave 106 quotations, 6000 words in total, on the theme 

and sub-themes around values. To express the findings from these, on page 107 I present to my 

fictional groups of leaders a diagram that summarises one of the values sub-themes – the origins 

of personal values. I then chose some examples of quotations around this sub-theme and in the 

story the leaders react to the diagram using these verbatim quotes.  Tish expresses the concept 

of values being subconscious “My caring is so ingrained, I don’t purposefully think about it 

and I feel bad if I am not caring”.  Luke expresses the concept of  values being innate  when he 

says “We come with a preloaded values set, which probably doesn’t change much because it 

is part of who we are”, and Tom expresses the concept that values can change as a result of life 

experience when he says; “Like at church when I grew up, they dealt in certainties but later I 

came to see things as less black and white.”  These three quotations are included verbatim from 

the transcripts of Leaders 11, 3 and 7. Following this discussion my response in the story is to 

reflect back what they have said and to position that in terms of the emergent themes. My 

commentary – adding the adjective “hopeful’ serves to both summarise and as an assertion that 

prompts the next discussion, in which Angus goes on to describe the struggle of living with 

conflict, neatly concluding the interaction. In this way my voice is both conversational glue 

and reflective contributor.   
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Which is why it was heartening to hear from you all about the wide variety of sources of your 

values. Because we can’t do much about where leader come from in terms of those childhood 

absorbed values. But we can influence other value shapers like professional values, 

organisational values, reflection on experience. Which is hopeful, because it seems leaders who 

want to promote social justice can be both born and made. (Chapter 5 page 108) 

Chapter 5 therefore demonstrates and utilises a crystallisation approach to research, embracing 

rigour while allowing the flexibility to explore multiple viewpoints and perspectives, 

understanding that they can come together to enhance knowledge (Ellingson 2014) 

This factual fictional style of reporting is also a finding of the research because I suggest it as 

a tool that leaders can use in their decision-making—writing as method and outcome. 

4.8.4 Reflexive practice stories 

The reflexive practice stories arose from the non-linear nature of my research process and the 

interweaving of reflection throughout the research. As my research progressed key leadership 

experiences emerged that seemed to require exploration through a story approach. There was 

some deliberate selection, in that my practice stories focus on both personal and professional 

aspects of leadership and on areas where leadership decision-making can be complex. The 

practice stories represent an integration of all the key research inputs—literature, reflexive 

practice and interviews. 

4.8.5 Story tool and workshop 

The story tool was developed because of my own reflective practice. As I worked through the 

analysis of my leadership interviews and practice stories, I began to see that l could use story 

as a deliberate tool to assist my leadership decision-making to be based on values. Drawing on 

the work of Richardson and Adams St. Pierre (2005), Booth Sweeny and Meadows (1995) and 

McDury and Alterio (2003), I developed a short story tool worksheet with a focus on assisting 

leaders to apply their organisational values to issues or decisions. 

Initially, I planned to use this story tool only in my own practice and reflect on it; however, 

through a conference, I was given the opportunity to bring two groups of leaders together to 

trial it in person. The leaders were able to self-select to attend the workshop and were told that 

their feedback would be used as part of my thesis research, but that no identifying material or 

information would be used. The workshop was not recorded, but I took handwritten notes. 
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At the workshops, after introductions, a writing ice-breaker exercise was used to bring the 

group into the concept of writing. The story tool worksheet was handed out and verbal 

instructions given. Leaders were asked to use an issue or decision that was current for them in 

their professional life. They were told that they would not have to share this issue or story with 

anyone else and that therefore the content would remain completely confidential to them. The 

leaders then spent 20 minutes working through the story worksheet. When they were 

completed, I facilitated a discussion about what they had learned from using this process and 

manually recorded the comments but did not record which leader had said what. The findings 

of this workshop were then integrated into the discussion of the findings of my leadership 

interviews. 

4.9 Ethics 

Do thyself no harm. 

(Chang, quoted in Ngunjiri and Hernandez 2017, 9) 

Research Ethics Category A was granted on 20 August 2019. 

Campbell and Groundwater-Smith (2007, 16) note that “if there is capacity for benefit there is 

capacity for harm”. This succinctly describes the underlying ethical dilemma of research. In 

seeking to contribute, research can have a negative impact on individuals, a group, a profession 

or even a whole society. No research is ethically neutral. Therefore, all researchers, from 

whichever paradigm or methodological school, must grapple with the ethical implications of 

both their research process and potential outcomes. 

The methods and approaches that I used in my research have ethical considerations common 

to most research but also their own set of dilemmas. In identifying the ethical dilemmas, I might 

face and how I could manage them, I used a range of literature but relied significantly on the 

work of Campbell and Groundwater-Smith, Hinchey, Tolich and Mockler. These authors deal 

with ethical issues that are particularly relevant to qualitative, autoethnographic methodologies 

and the methods of practitioner action research and narrative inquiry. 

Tolich (2016, 1608) highlights the need for any researcher using autoethnography to think very 

carefully about the ethical implications of their research before they start, understanding that 

just because the research is about the researcher does not mean that it does not have significant 

implications for others because “the self is porous, leaking to the other without due ethical 
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considerations”. As I explored the ethics of this thesis, I used Tolich’s three broad ethical 

consideration categories—consent, consultation, and vulnerability—as my starting points for 

thinking through the possible ethical dilemmas I might encounter and how I could mitigate 

these. Consent relates to “respecting participants’ autonomy and the voluntary nature of 

participation” (1607). Consultation relates to checking with others about ethical decisions, and 

not publishing anything that the researcher would not be prepared to show to those mentioned 

in the text (1607). Vulnerability relates to assuming that all people mentioned in the text will 

read it and ensuring internal as well as external confidentiality (1608). 

In Table 4.6, I outline the major ethical issues I identified and my mitigation strategies. 

Table 4.6: Mitigation strategies 

Identified potential ethical dilemma Mitigation strategy 

Informed consent when the researcher is also 
the subject 

All consent is partial, even my own, because 
no one can foresee all possibilities. With the 
dual role of subject and researcher, I face the 
ethical dilemma of not knowing how the 
research will work out and how 
communication of the research will be 
received and affect me as both subject and 
researcher. Self-reflection is revealing and 
revelation has risk because I am unable to 
control how people will react to what I 
communicate or how they will use it. 

 

Reflects issues of: Consent, Vulnerability. 

 

Acknowledgement and constant awareness 
that risks exist for me as subject. 

Self-permission to edit the communication 
of my research if I have concern for 
myself. 

Use of mentors to check safety of my 
communication. 

Informed consent of unknowing participants 

No self exists in isolation, without interaction 
with other people. Autoethnographic-based 
research usually contains elements of 
reflection on the actions, words, ideas and 
contexts of other people as they affect self. It 
is difficult or impossible to ask consent of 
these others—especially because reflection 
may be on historical events and the 
individuals involved are no longer available to 
be asked. Harm may also be inadvertently 
done by communication of self-reflection 
even if the others are unnamed because 

Acknowledgement and constant awareness 
that risks exist. 

Use of story and fictionalised reporting, 
which creates a higher level of anonymity. 

Weighing questions of the ethics of telling 
the story as opposed to not telling the 
story. 

Careful anonymising and generalising 
within reflective writing to prevent 
identification of individuals. This includes 
anonymising organisational contexts and 
timeframes where possible. 

 



97 

Identified potential ethical dilemma Mitigation strategy 

readers assume who is being talked about, or 
judge those involved in the reflective story. 

Reflects issues of: Consent, Consultation, 
Vulnerability. 

 

Informed consent of knowing participants 

Ethics committees require evidence of how 
research participants will be identified and 
informed and their consent given. All consent 
is partial, however (see above), because 
researcher and participants cannot know how 
the research will unfold or be received. 

 

Reflects issues of: Consent, Consultation 

Formal ethics approval from the Otago 
Polytechnic ethics committee was sought 
at Learning Agreement stage. 

All knowing participants were sent 
information and a consent form prior to 
their participation. 

Participants were given the option of 
viewing their interview transcript if 
desired. 

Prior to each interview and the workshops, 
participants were asked to verbally affirm 
or reaffirm their participation. 

See Appendix F for copies of Ethics 
Approval and informed consent 
information. 

Balancing the micro and the macro ethical 
issues 

Within research there can be conflict between 
micro ethical issues—how the research affects 
an individual or one situation, and how the 
research affects a wider group, or society in 
general. It may be ethical not to use a 
particular bit of data to protect an individual, 
but it may also be ethical to use that data to 
promote a positive change. 

Reflects issues of: Consent, Vulnerability 

 

Acknowledgement and constant awareness 
that this risk exists. 

Use of multiple data sources translated 
into different forms of artefact. This 
enables research to continue even if it 
becomes necessary to not use a particular 
piece of data. 

Discussion of risks versus benefits with 
mentors and supervisors. 

Use of methods and approaches such as 
fiction that can provide a significant 
degree of anonymity for individuals. 

Multiple levels of accountability 

Practitioner action research and 
autoethnographic research produces multiple 
layers of accountability for a researcher—to 
self, family, employer, sector, community, 
academia. These accountabilities may result 
in conflict for the researcher in terms of focus, 
process, outcome and communication of the 
research. 

 

Reflects issues of: Consent, Consultation 

Naming the multiple layers of 
accountability for my research: self, 
employer, NFP sector, research 
participants and Otago Polytech. 

Using research in different ways, 
including in my own practice, with 
colleagues and staff, in meetings and 
conferences, and in publications. 

Sources: Campbell and Groundwater-Smith (2007), Tolich (2016), Hinchey (2008), Mockler (2007). 
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4.10 Conclusion 

As discussed at the beginning of this chapter, a concept that can summarise the combined 

impact of my research methodology, methods and approach is that of crystallisation as 

described by Ellingson (2014) and Richardson and Adams St. Pierre (2005). My research could 

be seen to sit within this broad field. Crystallisation provides a framework for research that is 

mixed method and relational and engages multiple lens. It affirms the need for validity, but 

understands this in a postmodernist, post-positivistic way, encouraging and supporting 

“boundary-spanning work” (Ellingson 2014, 2) along a research continuum that stretches from 

positivism, through constructionism and post-positivism, to art (Ellingson 2014, 2). 

Crystallisation values validity but deconstructs where it can be found. Within crystallisation, 

“we feel how there is no single truth, and we see how texts validate themselves.… 

Paradoxically, we know more and doubt what we know. Ingeniously, we know there is always 

more to know” (Richardson and Adams St. Pierre 2005, 963). This is a rigour of constant 

evaluation regarding what our texts are telling us—what we do and do not know. The rigour 

provides freedom to continue to explore using multiple sources, viewpoints, and perspectives, 

understanding that they come together, crystallise, to create knowledge. 

Within this freedom that is crystallisation, Ellingson offers (2014) five tenets to guide research. 

My work can be seen to fit within these tenets, in that my research: 

 seeks to produce knowledge about a particular human phenomenon through the 

generation of deepened, complex interpretation (Tenet 1) 

 uses forms of analysis that straddle different parts of the qualitative research continuum 

(Tenet 2) 

 includes more than one genre of writing or other form of representation (Tenet 3) 

 includes a significant amount of self-reflexivity in the process of research design, data 

collection and communication (Tenet 4) 

 embraces knowledge as “inevitably situated, partial, constructed, multiple and 

embodied” (Ellingson 2014, 5) (Tenet 5). 

My research methodology, methods, and approach, therefore, can make the claim of 

positioning within the field of crystallisation. My methods embrace rigour while holding to a 

flexible and dynamic approach that can deliver a contribution to what will always need 
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continual exploration. No research involving a human process can claim all truth about that 

process, but it can crystalise a moment in this process and, in doing so, add to what is known. 
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Chapter 5: Communication of Research Findings 

5.1 Introduction 

We are not supposed to be perfect; we’re supposed to be useful. 

(Leonard Peltier, quoted in Reynolds 2014, 10) 

I did not come to this doctoral work with a blank sheet of paper. Perhaps the very nature of an 

applied doctorate would generally rule that kind of research out. A lifetime of experience brings 

a lifetime of knowledge, skills, bias, theory, practice and questions—all of which must 

inevitably influence the purpose, nature and method of any research I undertake. It also gives 

my research a deliberateness—I am primarily interested in research that is applicable to my 

context and my practice, although the purpose of research is also to be surprised and discover 

either new or reframed knowledge. 

I undertook my interviews with leaders, therefore, not to discover their general thoughts about 

leadership but specifically to understand what social justice meant to them and how they 

enacted it through their decisions. 

I also undertook the interviews because I wanted to expand my thinking beyond my own 

experience and practice. To discover others’ experience and practice around the same issue of 

social justice in decision-making and to use this experience to deepen my practice and create 

something that might also be useful to others. 

My communication of this part of my DPP therefore needs to match my research context as a 

practitioner-researcher reflecting on a lifetime’s journey and assist me to fulfil my research 

goal of producing practice-useful research. Chapter 4 describes in detail the methods used in 

my research. 

This chapter contains a factual fictional story that communicates the findings of my leader 

interviews, how these have affected my practice and how these findings might also have wider 

use by leaders within the NFP sector. 

As I have chosen a story approach for this chapter and in order not to break the flow or style 

of a story, any referencing is by numeric footnoting. This style of referencing is only used in 

this chapter. 
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5.2 The story: A million small decisions towards justice—a fictional factual 

conversation on leadership of social justice 

The cast of characters: 

Me: as me—but with the benefit of hindsight and further analysis and thinking about 

the subject matter of my interviews. 

Luke: represents the leaders I interviewed who oversee larger organisations, within the 

non-profit sector. 

Tom: represents leaders of national and in some cases international organisations with 

a faith-based dimension to their individual backgrounds. 

Mitch: represents Māori leaders who approach their leadership and service delivery 

from a Kaupapa Māori perspective, sometimes interwoven with a faith-based approach. 

Sharon: represents leaders who have worked as organisational leaders, but now work 

more in the leadership development, coaching and mentoring space. 

Tish: represents leaders of Pacifica-focused organisations, many of whom operate from 

an overt faith-based perspective. 

Angus: represents leaders from social enterprise or for-profit organisations that seek to 

use business for good in their communities. 

Jack: represents leaders who work in international aid and development as well as the 

philanthropic funder space. 

As I looked around at the group of leaders sitting in a circle, I wondered how I had pulled this 

off, and also if I would pull this off. It has been hard enough to get these leaders to be available 

for interviews. I never expected to be able to get seven of the 16 in one room at one time, for a 

feedback session on my findings and further discussion. Leaders, by definition, tend to be very 

busy people. While the literature often divides leadership and management—with leadership 

being about vision, strategy, and direction, and management being about overseeing the 

implementation of this2—in my experience and, I had found, the experience of these leaders, 

 
2 Paton, Mordaunt, and Cornforth (2007), Crosby and Bryson (2005), Schein (2010). 
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leaders also “got stuff done”. It wasn’t all about theorising (although it was also about this, of 

course). 

It had been somewhat of a miracle to discover that seven leaders were attending the same NFP 

leadership conference and that I could therefore arrange a couple of hours to feed back to them 

what I had learned from all their interviews about leadership of social justice. 

I was quite nervous about the cultural aspect of calling and holding this meeting. After all, I 

had managed to interview five Māori leaders, all of whom had considerable depth of knowledge 

of Te Ao Māori and had mana in their work and in their whānau and iwi. I wanted to learn and 

be respectful. Fortunately, Mitch, whom I had interviewed and who also had mentored me 

around engaging with Māori, said he’d sort the tikanga. We’d therefore just finished a short 

mihi whakatau and a time of karakia. 

I took a deep breath and began. 

“Kia ora, everyone, and once again thank you for making yourself available. I thought this was 

too good an opportunity to miss. Thanks also for signing new ethics forms, since by attending 

you are revealing your identity to each other at least. I thought a good process for our time 

together would be for me to lay out what I think I’ve learned from your interviews, what I 

might do with that and how it has been practice changing for me and ask for your feedback 

after each bit. I’ve got a few PowerPoint slides, but I’d prefer this to be discussion rather than 

presentation. How does that sound?” 

There were murmurs of support, so I continued and clicked on my first slide, which read: 

When we lead and decide by values, we create the space for social justice to occur 

“Well, the overarching thing that I have learned from interviewing all of you is this. That when 

we lead and decide by values, we create the space for social justice to occur. This is a shift that 

has come directly from talking with you all, combined with my reading and thinking. I started 

my DPP journey focused quite narrowly on social justice, as words, as a concept, perhaps as a 

value itself—but I’ve realised that social justice comprises multiple factors, and that many 

different values, if enacted, lead to positive shifts towards justice. So that maybe if my 

overarching goal is enabling justice to occur, the pathway is not only about encouraging and 
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supporting leaders to work towards social justice, but also about supporting leadership through 

values.” 

Jack piped up: “I really like that, because honestly no leader wakes up and goes ‘Which social 

justice agenda shall I advance today?’ Yet a million small decisions do exactly that.” 

Tish also spoke up: “Yeah, I think this is important, because you remember that I didn’t know 

what the term social justice meant. I had to look it up, to be honest. I believe in it but it’s not 

something that forms my soul. But when we started talking about equity, fairness, people being 

able to fulfil their God-given purpose in life, then I was on board. That’s what I try to achieve 

as a leader because my Christian faith tells me that is what God want us to do.” 

Mitch pitched in at that point as well: “And for me as Māori, the words social and justice can 

be quite negative. Social means social welfare and justice is a system that is not just for Māori. 

But I know that things in society need to change for Māori to have tino rangatiratanga in every 

sense and part of their lives. Although personally I totally relate to the words. I sort of had two 

conversions when I was young, one to Christ and a second one to social justice.” 

Angus, the founder and owner of what he described as a “social outcome business” and who I 

was worried might feel out of place in this group of largely NFP leaders, pitched his claim to 

belong by saying, “I think your thesis statement rings true. In business you have to find the 

right path, the righteous path. If the leadership of business is motivated by the right values, and 

vision, it can and has made people’s lives better. But leaders who share the view that business 

is there for the good of the community are vital, otherwise the script of the market rules.” 

“I wonder,” said Luke, one of my more philosophically reflective leaders, “if you might think 

about the term space in your statement in two ways. Firstly, as creating a place where social 

justice can emerge—almost like tilling the soil so something can grow. But also creating actual 

space in leaders’ lives or thinking—because leadership is always so full on, and busyness is a 

good way of stopping change.” 

I liked that idea and made a note but was keen to keep the conversation moving. After all, I had 

47 pages and 14,000 words of themed quotes. Leaders can talk. And think. And talk. 

I flicked on my second slide: 

For leaders to create the space for social justice to occur they need: 
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1. A vision to shift the context they are in towards something more just, and; 

2. To be values driven and make decisions based on values. 

I spoke to my points briefly: “As I read through all my interviews these two things jumped out 

at me. You all wanted to create a more socially just society, world, community, and key to that 

was your use of values in your leadership and your decision-making. As I was interviewing, I 

came across the concept of ‘shifting the context you are in towards something more just’ in a 

journal article,3 and I thought it better described what you and I are trying to do than saying 

something like ‘a vision for social justice’—although obviously you have that. But given the 

different terms relating to justice you all related to, this phrase felt more encompassing of your 

many approaches.” 

“And since nearly all of you, when I asked about social justice, jumped straight into a 

discussion about values, it seems that the pursuit of one necessarily involves the other.” 

Tom said, “I like that concept of shifting towards justice. It kind of makes me feel better, 

because sometimes that’s all I’ve been able to do. To push a bit and make that small step.” 

“Yeah, but I think that thing about vision is important to keep,” said Luke. “I agree with you, 

Tom, that small steps help but we also need big steps, big social movements and systems 

changes. And for that you need a vision of how you as a leader and your organisation 

contributes to the wider movement for change.” 

Brenda spoke up: “Colonisation is the social justice issue for Māori. And that takes big and 

little steps. But mostly big ones. It’s about power, and that is rarely given away, usually taken. 

So, we need big steps, but sometimes we also just need some actions that shift things for 

whānau right now, but at the same time work on the root causes of the injustice.” 

I tried to summarise where this was going: “So are you all telling me that I need to keep in my 

statement the concept of a vision for social justice, as well as shifting the context towards 

justice?” 

“Yes,” said a couple of voices, but then Mitch challenged us, “This all assumes we know what 

we mean by social justice.” 

 
3 Reynolds (2014). 
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“It certainly does,” I replied, “and I guess I haven’t defined that for you, but there were quite a 

lot of commonalities in how you all defined it. You all used slightly different words, but I took 

the meaning to be that you wanted to enable everyone to have what they need to live a full life, 

equal opportunity to fulfil their potential, and therefore we need to change systems that 

marginalise and stop some people from being able to do this. Some of you talked about this in 

terms of your religious background—John 10:10 “life in all its fullness”. Others in terms of 

being a birth-right for all people.” 

There were nods and murmurs of agreement, but Mitch was not quite satisfied. “I guess that is 

OK. But for Māori its more about what is injustice, and what is the cause of these injustices. 

And only then can we mitigate them. If you are talking about social justice in New Zealand, 

then basically what you are saying is that for Māori that we are equally involved, equally 

empowered and equally resourced and co-leading this with you.” 

“The Treaty as the pathway for equity and balance. But beyond that, enabling self-

determination and development,” added Brenda. 

“I don’t think what you say contradicts Bonnie’s attempt at a definition of social justice in 

leadership,’ said Luke. “But maybe what your definition is missing, Bonnie, is the depth of 

emotion that goes with injustice. So as leaders our commitment can’t just be intellectual; it’s 

got to be emotional. It’s about who I am, where I come from, not just what I think or believe.” 

“Whakapapa, whānau,” said Mitch. 

“OK, so do I need to thicken out my statement to be something like ‘Leaders need an embodied 

commitment to a vision for social justice and to act constantly to shift the context they are in 

towards something that is more just’?” 

Several voices said that this was much better, but Mitch wanted to push further. “Nice words, 

but for Māori you can’t be talking about this without mentioning the Treaty. And the Treaty 

can’t just be one of many contexts. For Māori it is the context.” 

“In a bicultural context history is always in the room. You have to take account of that,” said 

Brenda. 
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“So, there’s some universality to the concept of social justice, but you are saying that for Māori 

it must be linked to the context here. Could I perhaps add into my statement ‘recognising that 

in Aotearoa the context always includes Te Tiriti’?” 

Brenda said, “I think it’s more that here Te Tiriti embraces all contexts and all peoples because 

if we work through its implications then the society we want happens. And so, Te Tiriti is not 

just an issue for Māori; it’s for anyone who claims the word leader in this place.” 

“What concerns me is that your statement doesn’t really explicitly talk about what I think is 

critical to social justice,” said Luke, “which is focusing on systemic change. As leaders we 

need to keep the scope big. Not just good works but engaging with systemic change, with the 

deep structural forces that structure society.” 

“So, the vision you want included is one that recognises systemic injustice,” I replied. 

“Yes. If we are a leader that aspires to social justice and social transformation, then we need to 

have an understanding about bigger systems change and bigger overarching issues,” said Luke. 

“Yet without losing sight of the small positive changes we can and should make,” said Angus. 

“Like I like Mason Durie’s concept of putting things right and regaining what has been lost.” 

I was seeing the potential for dichotomy to develop in the discussion between the focus on 

large-scale change and smaller actions. My interviews and some of the literature suggested 

that, in fact, what we needed was plurality. The ‘and and’ space.4 This was a definite shift in 

my practice from my research—since I’d always had a tendency to dualistic thinking, given 

my leadership practice grew up in the 1990s, a time when the duality of neoliberalism was the 

dominant theoretical framework.5 Even though I resisted it then, it had seeped into my 

epistemology and my practice. My research had been a process of ‘unlearning’. 

“I know that in the academic literature some people see systemic thinking as focusing on the 

ideal and then closing the gap from reality, and complexity thinking focusing on small steps 

that lead to major change.6 I wonder if in our real worlds of leadership we are always needing 

to embrace both. A vision for major shifts, and a vision for small steps that make something 

 
4 Kania, Kramer, and Senge (2018), Henderson, Thompson, and Henderson (2006), Malcolm (2014). 
5 Nowland-Foreman (2016 a). 
6 Crosby and Bryson (2005), Finn (2016). 
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more just right now. Systemic and complex thinking. A theory of change that embraces both,” 

I said. 

I went to the whiteboard and drew a diagram. “I wonder if this sums up where we’ve got to,” I 

queried. “I like to draw diagrams because I think it helps me to realise whether I really 

understand something if I can sum it up in a picture.” 

Figure 5.1: A million small decisions towards social justice ©Bonnie Robinson 

“If I could draw it, those small arrows would be zooming around and colliding like atoms—

creating that bigger explosion of change,” I said. 

“That is a big ask,” said Angus as he studied my picture. 

“But that is the task of leaders of social justice, to embrace the big picture every day in all that 

we do,” said Luke. 

This seemed like a good moment to shift the discussion to the second point from my earlier 

slide—how values enable and support leaders to focus on and enact social justice. 

“This big ask is kind of where I came into this doctoral work,” I said. “If it’s a big ask for 

leaders to embrace social justice and work towards it in every context of their leadership, then 
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how do leaders come to do this? How do we support leaders to do this? That was one of the 

questions I wanted to find answers to by interviewing you all. And what immediately came out 

was values. All of you said that what sat behind your leadership and your vision of social 

justice, social change, equity, were deeply embedded and strongly held values—personal and 

organisational.” 

“With due respect to your research I am tempted to say, of course,” said Luke, “in the end, we 

have to talk about values; otherwise, leadership becomes managerialism. And social justice is 

a value.” 

“Is it? Or is it an outcome, a destination?” I asked. “Because when I interviewed you all, your 

definitions were more around what social justice looked like. So maybe it is a value, but it is 

also the end result of all your values. The journey, or the way to get there, seemed to be about 

holding to values.” 

“Do we need to define it either way?” asked Brenda. “So, for me, values are verbs. We do 

them; they are the bedrock of all we do.” 

“It begs the question as to whether you could achieve social justice without it being a value 

that you hold, without caring about it,” said Tom. 

“It’s that big vision small actions and decisions bit again,” said Luke. “There are surely many 

values that lead to social justice. We don’t have to knowingly uphold all of them. We just have 

to know that the values we do have will lead us there.” 

“You talk about holding to values as if it is a choice,” says Mitch. “From a Māori perspective, 

I believe we are born from values. The root is the creator and Te Wairua. The foundations are 

the values. They are a window into that core of who we are as Māori. Then you build on how 

you want to apply that.” 

That comment led us nicely into my next point. I put up a slide I had developed for a 

presentation on my research findings that I had undertaken the previous year when I was 

halfway through my interviews. Subsequent interviews had thickened out the analysis that had 

arisen from the early work. 
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Figure 5.2: Sources of values ©Bonnie Robinson 

“The question of where leaders who promote social justice get their values from is an 

interesting one that you partially answered in your interviews,” I said. “This is important 

knowledge because if we want to encourage more leaders to be focused on social justice, we 

need them to hold to a set of values that will send them in that direction. Therefore, I was 

interested to find out where your values came from, the values that drive you to seek social 

change, equity, justice. What I found in what you said is this,” I said, referring to my slide. 

“Have a look at that for a minute and let me know what you think of this summary. Does it 

capture your experience of where your values come from?” 

There was silence for a minute or two. Then a few nods and “yes, good summary” comments. 
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Then Mitch said, “Talk me through innately human.” 

“Well,” I replied, “that arose from what you and others said about Māori being born into and 

through values. Aroha being at the beginning of all things and people. Other leaders talked 

about their values as being with them from their earliest memories. Obviously learned through 

family, but not in the conscious sense, but innate.” 

Tish laughed. “I think I said something like that. My caring is so ingrained I don’t purposely 

think about it and I feel bad if I am not caring.” 

“We come with a preloaded values set, which probably doesn’t change that much because it’s 

part of who we are,” said Luke. 

“Some of the literature I’ve read would support your unconscious value concept—some writers 

consider that as humans we are born with a sense of morality and our lives are either a 

confirmation or an unlearning,” I replied.7 

“Sometimes unlearning is a good thing,” said Tom. “Like at church when I grew up, they dealt 

in certainties but later I came to see things as less black and white.” 

“Which is why it was heartening to hear from you all about the wide variety of sources of your 

values. Because we can’t do much about where leaders come from in terms of those childhood 

absorbed values. But we can influence other value shapers like professional values, 

organisational values, reflection on experience. Which is hopeful, because it seems leaders who 

want to promote social justice can be both born and made.” 

“That’s my personal experience,” said Angus. “I had a very well-paid high-flying corporate 

career. But I was required to do things every day that impacted negatively and in the end, I 

could not live with it.” 

“Thanks, Angus, because that comment moves us nicely into this.” I put up another slide and 

read out this statement: 

“Leadership of social justice requires constant awareness of and reflection on the 

alignment and dissonance between personal and contextual/organisational values.” 

 
7 Kidder (1992), McCuddy (2008). 
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“When I did my original analysis of your interviews for my ‘Plovers in Lockdown’ article, I 

kind of missed this. On re-reading what everyone said, this jumped out at me as being a key 

issue for leaders who want to shift towards justice. As leaders of social justice, we need to 

constantly reflect on the alignment or not of our personal and organisational values. We work 

in organisations, in institutions, even”—with a nod to Angus— “if they are organisations of 

our own creation. And sometimes the values totally align and sometimes they don’t. And even 

if they align, sometimes the decisions we have to make put the values in conflict with each 

other. Which is just reality and perhaps it doesn’t have to get in the way of moving towards 

social justice, as long as we are conscious of it.” 

“This issue is very powerful,” said Jack. “I’ve always tried to reflect at what point do my 

personal values end and my corporate values take over, and how do I manage the dissonance? 

And I think that the day I lose that tension is the day I start to worry.” 

“The people stuff is where I feel this most,” said Tish. “I hate sacking someone, but I will do 

it, but I have to switch into the values of the organisation—the CEO taking responsibility, being 

accountable and focusing on the needs of the people we serve. But then I also use my own 

values because people get about six months before they get ka kite.” 

“It’s an interesting question,” said Luke. “Because there is a shadow side to our personal values, 

that sometimes is not in the best interests of the organisation. Probably a value of mine is 

loyalty. In hindsight, sometimes I can see I’ve confused loyalty to an individual with loyalty to 

the organisation and I maintained loyalty to an individual for far longer than I should have.” 

Mitch responded, “Unless you know who you are, your whakapapa, the origin of you values, 

then you can end up reading from a script that is not yours, and you start doing stuff that is not 

equitable or just because it’s good for the organisation.” 

“This is sounding like a ‘right versus right’ discussion,” I said. “It is right for leaders to uphold 

the values of the organisation and it is right for leaders to uphold their own values. Perhaps the 

most important thing is awareness of which values set we are operating from in our decision-

making moments, or perhaps even more important, how any difference or dissonance affects 

how we lead and what we decide. So that if we are trying to shift towards justice, we know 

when the values that do that are being applied or not.” 
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“So, you are arguing to bring this decision-making process from unconscious to conscious,” 

said Luke. 

“Yes, I guess I am,” I said. “And my interest is in how as leaders we do this in our everyday—

the big and the small decisions.” 

I flicked up the slide I’d prepared for my plovers’ presentation. 

Figure 5.3: What supports leaders ©Bonnie Robinson 

“When I first did my analysis of your interviews, these were the things that stood out as 

supporting you to hold to your values in your leadership and decision-making,” I said. 

“I’m curious about curiosity,” said Angus. 
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“So was I,” I said. “In fact, the concept of curiosity being something that supports values-based 

leadership and decision-making was an aha moment for me in this research. It seems to me 

now that leaders who want to shift their context towards justice need to have curiosity.” 

“I got told when I started in my current role that if I wanted to work here, I needed to have 

some kind of intellectual curiosity,” said Tom. 

“For me it’s about always being at my learning edge,” said Luke, “and when I am not, that is 

when I should leave.” 

“Many of you used different words, but it seems to me that the overall concept was the one of 

curiosity. Beyond, or maybe before, learning, it is a desire to question, to find out more, to be 

genuinely interested, to be cynical yet hopeful and always looking to understand more, know 

more. Anyway, that is what I took from many of the leaders I interviewed.” 

Angus said, “I’ve never thought about it in those terms, but I’ve always done a lot of research 

about issues, and there were two books that really crystallised my thinking; they were quite 

inspirational around making sure our business was benefiting the community.” 

“What I hear and heard was that this curiosity keeps us leaders restless for change,” I said. “So 

maybe it is connected to the drive to enact social justice, which you do through leading through 

your values. Curiosity means not being satisfied with the status quo.” 

“But I think you have to personalise it,” said Tom. “I just find it fascinating when you are in 

the middle of a group of clients, and you are listening to them talk and you hear what they 

think, and they are incredibly intelligent people and experts in their own context. I find that 

fascinating intellectually, but it has a practical application as well when you are trying to make 

a difference and if you understand these things, it changes your views.” 

“And I always see a real part of my leadership role is to foster and lead into that kind of learning 

and say, yeah, cool, what happened, what did you learn?” said Tish. 

“We need more time for these curious learning conversations,” said Sharon. “Conversations in 

which we are constantly asking how aligned are we to our values, and calling each other out 

kindly, asking, ‘Hey, what would your decision or behaviour look like if we looked at it through 

our values?’” 
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“For me that knowledge bit is just being Māori,” said Mitch. “It’s the language and the stories 

and the depth of history and spirituality. The knowledge and the tikanga that goes with that 

knowledge—it’s traditional knowledge in action. And there is such depth of knowledge and 

meaning behind it that goes back generations, so I know who I am. And then that informs how 

I do things, the why and the how.” 

This conversation seemed to be confirming my summary of what supports leaders’ personal 

values. “So, what I am hearing from you is that curiosity, which is an attitude and a state of 

mind, drives you to learning and to reflection. Reflective practice,” I said. 

“Yes, and that reflection is about unlearning as well as learning,” said Luke. “And it needs to 

become like a muscle, that reflection.” 

I liked that image. “Developing muscle memory requires both deliberateness and automation.” 

I reflected, “You have to practice, repeat the same thing over and over, so that in the moment 

that you need your body to work in a certain way, it can do so almost unconsciously. Is that 

perhaps a good metaphor for values-based decisions and leadership? We need to consciously 

practice, so that in those busy moments of leadership when we have to react, like we’ve had to 

during Covid, we draw on our values automatically.” 

“In terms of your research interest, Bonnie, the question is what might be useful to develop that 

muscle?” asked Luke. 

“And what confirms identity,” said Mitch, “the I know who I am bit?” 

“Yes. But maybe before we try to answer those questions, we need to also look at what enables 

the organisations we work in to develop this. Because while those things I’ve listed might help 

uphold our personal values, we don’t work inside our own little bubble. We work in 

organisations, and they have values as well,” I said. 

I put on my next slide. 

What Embeds Values for Social Justice in Organisations 

 Stories 

 Rituals 

 Regular reflective discussion 
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 Measures and reporting 

 Behaviour mapping 

 Training 

 Multi-level attention 

 Correct calibration 

 Clarity of purpose 

“A development from my earlier thinking is this,” I said. “In my early thinking I was only 

focusing on the personal values of leaders of social justice. But then in interviewing, I realised 

that of course the values of the organisations that we lead, and the interplay between these 

values and our own, are of equal importance to whether we can shift our context towards 

justice. So, I tried to identify from the interviews what you said about how you embed values 

into an organisation.” 

“I see you’ve included calibration,” said Brenda. “I think this is really important but not often 

talked about. What I see is that it’s really important that the values are correctly calibrated, and 

what I mean by that is they are not too restrictive and not too loose. When they are correctly 

designed, they become a useful daily reference point for how we make decisions as an 

organisation, how we undertake processes as a collective of people. They really do help guide 

decision-making processes, choices.” 

Angus spoke up: “I think something that is missing from your list is having a long-time horizon. 

You don’t embed values into an organisation quickly. You’ve got to be prepared to go through 

seasons that are low, invest in people to keep generating positive benefit. And you have to play 

this long game with integrity. It’s got to be part of every part of the organisation. Like you can’t 

hire someone, saying ‘their values suck but they are great at their job’. There is just no integrity 

to that. And this will make for some difficult decisions and sometimes make things difficult.” 

“I guess that is why I see a lot of organisations not really doing anything with their values,” 

said Tom. “Because you’ve got to really have everything aligned. I have this strong notion that 

at every level there needs to be a consistent ethos that we strive to do.” 

“That’s about checking,” said Mitch. “At our marae we just revisited our values, what they 

were with each other and how they were exhibited. So manaakitanga and what is the thing we 



116 

do that expresses this. It’s not just a theoretical thing around values or purpose; it is about really 

having that conversation.” 

“That’s another gap in your list,” said Tish. “Relationship. We have to start with some sort of 

relationship. That is the only thing that will be enduring enough. Partnership from beautiful 

diversity is a difficult pathway, so if you can set at the beginning your shared values, then 

you’ve got something to come back to and check yourself as a group.” 

“So that’s also getting back to what we talked about before,” said Jack. “Being conscious about 

values. What we have to do is invite our colleagues more deeply into values by making the 

process overt. We have to deepen and thicken the discourse around what we are standing for 

as an organisation and have everyone constantly interrogating their practice around how 

aligned it is to the values.” 

“In summary, then, you agree with my list of what can help to embed values, but you want me 

to add in time frame, relationship and across-organisation alignment?” I asked. I got nods of 

agreement. 

“Which takes us to courage,” said Brenda. “You have to have courage to use values in this 

way, to allow values to lead rather than having a command-and-control style. It takes courage 

and a dogged sense of belief. But the more you allow the values to define processes, procedures 

on a leadership level, the more you have courage.” 

I nodded in agreement with Brenda’s identification of courage as a critical leadership attribute 

and put up another slide from my plover’s practice story. 
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Figure 5.4: Leader interviewee experience ©Bonnie Robinson. 

“The issue of courage was also an aha moment for me in my research,” I said. “That leadership 

of social justice, and leadership through values takes courage. It is not just about knowledge; 

it’s about being prepared to do the mahi.” 

Tom nodded his head in agreement. “I often think of some things that I’ve done, and I see huge 

cowardice. You know I didn’t, and I should have. And other times I feel really proud of the 

courage that it took. Every situation is different because you are always weighing up. And 

sometimes you have to read the situation and decide if saying or doing this or that will help. 

Standing in an organisation you have to decide if you will lose everything. Sometimes it’s also 

asking, “Is this the right moment?” 

“I kind of have this belief that good things have to be fought for,” said Jack. “I go into things 

expecting that there is going to be a bit of a stoush, not in a violent way, but I go in expecting 

that there is going to be a contest of ideas and there is going to be a bit of resistance. And that 

takes courage.” 
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“You also need courage because it’s a lonely place, isn’t it?” said Luke. “To really make a 

stand or work in a way that is socially just often means you have to be a traitor to other things 

or be subversive, and subversives are often lonely because it’s isolated.” 

“Yes, when you start to question those fundamentals, it gets hard,” said Brenda. “Caring for 

the poor is OK, but when you stick the name of a migrant on a food stamp then its political.” 

This discussion seemed to be confirming my diagram. But then Mitch said slightly jokingly, “I 

am a little insulted by the ‘moment of strategic cowardice’.” 

“Well, maybe I was partially just having fun with words there,” I replied. 

“Yes, but sometimes the greatest skill and maybe courage is knowing when not to speak or act, 

when to wait. That whole time horizon thing that Angus talked about before. You might need 

to underpin your diagram with that long time horizon,” said Tom. 

That made a lot of sense and I felt would confirm what I had been trying to explain and propose 

when I drew the diagram earlier on in my research. “I agree with that. What I was seeing, when 

I drew this, was that courage was essential to leaders of social justice, for all the reasons we’ve 

talked about tonight. But what I also saw was that courage can be both intrinsic and learned. 

Maybe we need a bit of inborn or childhood-shaped courage in us to start with, but our 

experience as leaders can also build courage as we reflect, and learn, and”—with a nod to 

Brenda— “build relationships.” 

“Mm,” said Tish. “What about the reverse, though? I’ve seen systems somehow dimmish 

people, squash their ability and desire to make change.” 

“That can, of course, happen to all of us at times,” I said. “But what I heard from all the leaders 

I interviewed and tried to capture in this diagram was a process that might mitigate against that 

being a permanent state. If we recognise that as leaders we constantly move around this circle, 

then those moments of cowardice or defeat are not permanent. They are a stage on the journey. 

And if we add in the long time frame that Angus talked about, that is even more helpful, because 

we know that, like Martin Luther King said, ‘the arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends 

towards justice’.”8 

 
8 Quote taken from a speech by Martin Luther King Jr at the National Cathedral 31 March 1968. 
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“So, what we need are tools or a framework that support us to keep going around the circle and 

not get stuck,” said Jack. 

“Yes, well, that’s the second point at which I came into this mahi,” I said. “Looking for that 

framework, those tools, the things that can help leaders every day.” 

“I think this is very timely,” said Luke, “because one thing I’ve observed, values are 

increasingly important in the world that we live in with Covid. And I think our ability to be 

soothsayers and to predict the future was shrinking anyway, but I think the pandemic has 

shrunk it still further. And so, leaders and organisations have to be very dexterous in responding 

to rapid change in the world. I suspect to orientate in this very unstable world we have to have 

a core value set and use it constantly.” 

“Which is where this is going next for me,” I said, “trying to develop some day-to-day tools, 

for want of a better word, that can help us as leaders to do the reflection and learning, despite 

our busyness, and support us to do values-based decision-making that shifts our contexts 

towards justice. I don’t think there is any simple, magic bullet because, hey, if it was easy, it 

would have been done already, right? But what I am trying to do is take some of vast array of 

thinking from philosophy, morality, ethics, and put it into things I can use in my everyday 

practice and hopefully other leaders, such as yourselves, might be able to use as well.” 

I put on the final slide I had prepared: 

Suggested components of a framework/tools to support leaders in value-based decisions 

 Practical ideas + ask big questions 

 Consider constraints, trade-offs 

 Applicable to all the components of leadership and management—HR, governance, 

finance 

 Encourage learning and reading 

 Enable reflective practice “on the hoof” 

 Ways to have values discussions with others—community, clients, staff 

 A set of powerful questions that link values to day-to-day issues 

 A universal set of social justice values to use as well as a way to insert our own and 

our organisation’s values into this framework 
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“When I talked about developing a framework or tools to support leaders in day-to-day values-

based leadership, everyone was keen to have something. Some of you saw that this was a gap 

or would be useful. When I asked what might go into this framework or toolkit, this is what 

you said.” 

“There is a lot there to try and fit into something simple that can be used every day,” said Jack, 

“but it might have been me who said that to be useful any framework or tool needs to help us 

start with the grandest of questions, but immediately account for constraints and help us to 

make the trade-offs. Because we don’t get to make social justice in a vacuum—any framework 

has to be applicable to the real world.” 

“We need a framework or something because it should force us back to the fundamentals and 

into much tougher conversations with ourselves and others,” said Brenda. 

“There is something missing for Māori, or from a Māori understanding,” said Mitch. “That is 

whakapapa—for me when I need to check what I am thinking, saying or doing, I can and must 

go back to who I am and where I am from and the values that go with that. What does that look 

like?” 

“Therefore, are you saying that I need something in my tool or framework that sends leaders 

to their whakapapa, their origins, as a tool or support in their decision-making?” I asked, 

wanting to be clear I was not imposing my own cultural understanding. 

“Something like that,” said Mitch. “For Māori who are connected to their marae, hapū, iwi, 

this should be almost automatic, but I can understand that for some it is not, and for non-Māori, 

you will have your own understanding of what this means. But really, I think in Aotearoa we 

should be putting forward Māori kaupapa as our way of working. I hold the view that if Māori 

are able to step forward and work in ways that are best for us, it will be best for all of us.” 

“I think something else that needs to be in there is what we are measuring,” said Tish. “There 

needs to be tangible outcomes. This is where the rubber hits the road in organisations, and if 

we are not prepared to commit to measurement then we just drag things along the road for years 

and never actually get there.” 
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“And also need to take into consideration the emotions we experience as leaders,” said Tom. 

“You know sometimes I have been burning with social justice fury at what is happening, and 

how do I manage that?” 

I was feeling somewhat daunted by the task of trying to put all these important components, 

especially Te Ao Māori, into any kind of tangible framework, system, tool, and said so to the 

group. 

“I want to honour your input and ideas, but when I develop my framework, it also needs to be 

something I can own and use,” I said. 

“Well, maybe, Bonnie, you could start by telling us what you have learned already in terms of 

your own practice of leadership from our interviews. What has changed for you? Maybe that 

can be a place to start? You can acknowledge our ideas that you’ve listed in that slide, but then 

add to that your own thoughts and maybe reshape our ideas into that usable thing.” 

I thought for a moment and then wrote these words on the whiteboard I was using as a 

PowerPoint screen: 

Be overt about values: 

 Use my own and the organisation’s values as a deliberate decision-making tool 

 Share my values thinking with staff in “as and when” decisions/discussion 

 Use values to create processes for decisions and action, including in crisis (e.g., 

Covid) 

 Use values to assist with “Right vs Right” decisions 

Thicken out values conversations through applying reading, learning and reflection 

Stay curious 

Use story to create understanding, meaning, reframe knowledge and solutions 

Look to the “and and” space for solutions and ways forward 

Create space for collaborative conversations 

As I looked at the list myself, I said, “You know I already had thought about and identified 

some of these before this meeting, but in fact, a few of them have emerged out of this 

collaboration tonight. Including the importance of collaborative conversations.” 
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“Being overt about the use of values has been a significant shift in my practice. I think I’ve 

always innately been values led and made decisions based on my values, but I probably didn’t 

talk about that enough with my team and do it deliberately and consciously. Since I’ve been 

studying and talking with leaders, I realised that I need to be quite deliberate about this. So, 

I’ve been experimenting with different ways of doing this, around big and small decisions. 

Simple things like asking, ‘What would our values say about this decision?’ or ‘Let’s run this 

issue through each of our organisational values in turn.’ Staff have been quite fascinated and, 

in some cases, moved to discover that this is what I do and that decisions can be made like this. 

And I think being overt like this starts to thicken out the place of values in the organisation and 

in my own practice.” 

“Perhaps an even bigger shift in my practice has been the use of story in my thinking and my 

leadership decision-making. In a way, interviews are like a story—not that you made up what 

you told me—but you tell me your story of practice as a leader of social justice, as a values-

based leader, and my conversation with you creates reframed knowledge, perhaps, hopefully 

for both of us. And in taking this further, I realised that I could use story, fictionalised 

imaginative accounts, to work through what I was learning through this, and also in my 

everyday practice.” 

“And I realised that Māori have long used story to teach and to learn and have never had the 

same positivistic hang-up about story and fact—it all leads to understanding. So perhaps I am 

just discovering as a non-Māori what has always been available to me in this place if I had 

known to look.” 

At that point I looked at my watch. We had about 20 minutes left. Everyone seemed engaged, 

but I decided to keep the energy by changing to an activity. I decided to be brave and share a 

draft story tool I had been experimenting with. I had not been sure if I would use it, because I 

didn’t know where the conversation might go, but it seemed like a good opportunity, so I asked 

the group. 

“If you can spare another 15 minutes or so, there is something concrete I’ve been experimenting 

with around using story as a values-led decision-making tool. Would you be willing to give it 

a go? It won’t take long. I’ve deliberately tried to create something that we can use quickly, in 

the moment.” 

There was general murmur of agreement, so I handed out my story worksheet. 
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Story as a tool to support values-based decision-making ©Bonnie Robinson 

“Some knowledge is generated only in the act of telling” 

Pick an issue/decision that is current in your role, or your organisation as a whole. It should be 

something you are working on right now or in near future. You are going to write this issue as a story. 

Issue/decision: ________________________ (one or two word description) 

Give your story a name: _________________________________ 

Who are the characters in this story—remember to include yourself. Give them a name (does not have 

to be their actual name) and a brief description of who they are and part they play in this story. If you 

have a large group of people, pick one or two to represent them. 

1._______________________________________________________________________________

_ 

2._______________________________________________________________________________

_ 

3._______________________________________________________________________________

_ 

4._______________________________________________________________________________

_ 

Write your story of this issue: you can use any style you like, “Once upon a time”, dialogue, 

descriptive, poetry. 

Focus on: What do the characters do about this issue in your story? What are they thinking? What do 

they say to each other? 

My story 

 

The ending: what are the possible endings to this story? 

Ending 1: 

 

Ending 2: 

 

Ending 3: 

 

Reflect 

What values are being expressed in this story? —list them here 

 

How do these values compare with your organisational values? —list them under align and clash 

Aligning Values       Clashing Values 

 

 

 

Are there any organisational values missing? If so, choose one of these missing values and revisit the 

ending of your story. If you applied this value to your story, what might change? [If you have time, you 
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can apply each organisational value to your story and see if that changes]. If the values are all 

represented, pick one and apply it to the various endings of your story. Does focusing on that value 

change anything? 

Next steps 

Having written your story and applied your organisational values reflect on: 

Focusing on aligning or clashing values—what conversations about this issue do I need to have and 

with who? 

Have I learned anything new from my story about this issue—if so, what do I need to do with this new 

thinking or information, who do I need to share this with? 

Which ending to my story most reflects the organisation’s values and culture? 

What is my next step? 

“Let me explain the purpose of this story tool. My idea here is to have something that uses 

story to help us make decisions and incorporate our organisational values in our decisions. The 

reason for using a story is that hopefully it takes us out of our habitual way of thinking about 

things and gives us the opportunity to look at things from multiple different perspectives. You 

can also change a story, parts of it and the ending, to experiment with how things might go if 

you change a particular aspect. Story can be done in groups or by yourself. In this case I am 

suggesting that you do the exercise by yourself—that also protects confidentiality.” 

I then talked through the process: “Pick a decision or an issue that is current for you in your 

work. Then think about this issue as a story—and give your story a name. Once you have done 

that, think about the characters in your story. If there are lots of people involved, you might 

have to pick one or two to represent them. Then write your story. Once you have done that, I’ll 

check in with you and give you the next instruction. Remember, this is just for you, so don’t 

worry about your writing ability, and the story can take any form. If stuck, sometimes just 

starting with ‘once upon a time’ can help. You’ve got 10 minutes. Go.” 

Silence descended on the room as the leaders thought and wrote. After about 10 minutes I 

stopped them and said, “If you turn to the next page, you will see a space to try out some 

different endings. Have a think about at least one more possible ending to your story. If you 

make a different decision, what could happen?” 

Once everyone seemed finished with that, I moved on to the next section, which asked the 

leaders to look at their stories and their various endings and reflect on the values they saw 

expressed. How did these values compare with their organisational values? Where was there 



125 

alignment? Where a clash? Having done this, they could reflect on any missing values or 

clashes and think about next steps, prompted by a series of reflective questions. 

When most leaders seemed to have worked their way through this process, I called a halt, 

saying, “If you have more reflection or storytelling to go, you can take this away and do it 

again. For now, I’d be interested in your feedback on the process.” 

Tom, Brenda and Luke all spoke up and talked about how the story helped them “gain clarity” 

about the issue. 

Tish said, “It was useful to reflect on what values were present. I’ve got a difficult decision to 

make, but I can see that in all the possible endings the value of compassion is present, so I 

know that however it ends, it will be OK.” 

Angus said, “I must admit I didn’t think this would work, but it did, and I want to keep going 

with my story.” 

Jack and Luke both reflected on the way the different perspective came out for them.  

“I understand some different people’s perspectives now and realise I have not asked them,” 

Jack said. 

“I didn’t realise I was making as many assumptions as I have been until I did this,” Luke 

reflected. 

Sharon commented that she liked the creativity, and Mitch liked the way the story could give 

“voice to the people”. 

Overall, the group seemed to like the process and find it useful. I asked for any way I could 

develop or change it. 

Mitch said, “I’d like to see how you would change it for us in a group setting as in our Kaupapa 

Māori–focused team that is generally how we try to work, I don’t make many decisions on my 

own.” 

Sharon said, “I think it might work better if we applied different values and then wrote the 

different endings, or maybe not better but that might be another way to do that.” 
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It was great to know the story tool had merit, and there were some good ideas for further 

development. 

Our time was nearly at an end, and so I asked the group if there were any other comments or 

questions about anything I had shared from my research or that had been discussed. 

Sharon said, “I can see that from your study, story is an important tool for you now and you 

think maybe for all of us. But if you had to pick just a couple of other learnings that you could 

create into something for all of us to maybe use, what would they be?” 

I thought for a moment and then replied, “Well, firstly of course, anything that helps us hold 

to our values. So as part of that I guess one thing is the idea of right versus right decision-

making.9 Understanding that has been very helpful in my practice. I’ve shared the idea with 

staff as well and they also find it helpful because so often that is what we are doing. And when 

we understand this, we tend to make decisions more aligned to our values and to social justice. 

“And I guess the other one would be encouraging curiosity, staying curious about our decisions 

as leaders. This leads to questions, and good questions seem to help me with better decisions”. 

“Well, that sounds like some really useful leadership decision-making tools to me,” said Luke. 

“Just remember that as leaders we often only have a few minutes to think about things.” 

“Absolutely. We look forward to trying them out one day,” said Tom. 

“Covid willing,” said Angus. 

“Covid willing,” replied everyone. 

With that I asked Mitch to close the meeting for us and he said this karakia: 

“Manaakitia mai mātou katoa, o mātou hoa, o mātou whānau, aio ki te aorangi.” I’ll translate: 

“Bless us all, our colleagues, our family, peace to the universe.” 

Our time was up for today. But I left, and I hoped everyone else had as well, with new ideas 

about how we could continue to uphold social justice in our leadership and our decision-making 

and some more work to do for my thesis. 

 
9 Kidder (1995). 



127 

5.3 Conclusion to Communication of Research Findings 

This factual fictional story has summarised the findings of my interviews with 16 leaders and 

a story workshop. Many ideas about how leaders can uphold social justice in practice are 

captured within the story, with key findings including: 

 That all leadership contexts can be seen as places for making shifts towards social 

justice, and that in Aotearoa, context always includes Te Tiriti o Waitangi. 

 The overwhelming importance of positive for social justice values in supporting leaders 

to uphold social justice in decision-making – which need to be grounded in whakapapa, 

knowing who we are and where our values come from, both personally and 

organisationally. 

 The need for the overt use of values to enable leaders to embed their use within their 

own practice and their organisations, for example through the use of stories, rituals, 

regular reflective discussions, reporting and accountability requirements, such that they 

become both intentional and automatically present. 

 The need for leaders to have practice-useful tools to support them to understand, 

articulate and use values in their decision-making. 

 The potential for story itself to be a useful tool for leaders who want to use values to 

uphold social justice in decision making. 

The leaders encouraged the development of a tool to support everyday values-based decisions. 

Such a tool would support more reflective practice ‘on the run’ and be applicable to all aspects 

of leadership, management and governance. It would provide powerful questions linking values 

to day-to-day issues; help consider practical ideas, support collaborative values discussions and 

encourage practical learning. The story tool provides one way of synthesising these findings 

into a practice-useful tool that can be further developed in use over time. 

These findings are further discussed, refined, and their potential identified, in the  discussion, 

framework of practice and conclusion chapters. The use of story as a practice-useful decision-

making tool is explored in three different ways in chapter 6 through three practice-stories. 
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Chapter 6: Practice Stories 

6.1 Introduction 

The three practice stories in this chapter represent my journey with autoethnography and with 

story. Written at three different stages of my research, the beginning, middle and towards the 

end, these practice stories emerged from a practice–reflection–research loop in which practice 

informed my research, and my research then influenced my practice. Whereas in chapter 5, 

story is used to communicate the voices and data of the leaders I interviewed, this chapter 

focuses primarily on my own voice, and my own autoethnographic reflection. The three 

practice stories demonstrate the tensions that arise when I strive to lead organisations using 

values and with social justice as the ultimate goal while managing day-to-day realities and 

pressures, including the pressure of balancing personal values with organisational values. 

Taken together, as a progression, they demonstrate both my developing thinking around the 

importance of values, and the use of autoethnographic reflection and story as answers to my 

research question of how to support NFP leaders to uphold social justice in decision-making.  

“Can You Build a Bicycle While You Ride It?” was written as a deliberate experiment in using 

what I was learning from my research in my practice. Using techniques from evocative 

autoethnography, I reflect on the initial impact of Covid-19 on my leadership of an NFP aged 

care organisation. Through this reflection, the importance of values starts to become apparent 

as I grapple with how to hold to personal and organisational values amid the unknown and 

complex ethical context that was managing health services through a pandemic. It also 

highlighted how values could support my leadership to remain focused on social justice despite 

the instant decision-making Covid-19 often required. 

“Plovers in Lockdown” extends the use of autoethnography, introduces an element of story, 

and demonstrates the reflective intermingling of literature, leader interviews, self and 

professional practice. These different research approaches and sources of data are combined, 

resulting in a reflection that links a personal experience of values clashing with action with 

early findings regarding what leaders and literature suggest might support me and others to 

adhere to our values. The practice story demonstrates how autoethnographic reflection and the 

act of writing in and of itself can bring forth new or reframed knowledge. 
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“Valuing People” uses and demonstrates the use of fictionalised story as a tool to work through 

issues of social justice as a leader within NFP social services. The practice story is a fictional 

exploration of the issue of the Living Wage within an organisation and how the different 

stakeholders (characters) might react. Having written the story, I then identify how I can deepen 

and develop the learning, create an action plan and shift my practice. This reflexive process 

reveals how ideas and knowledge can be discovered by the story itself because the writing 

brings issues to the surface that may otherwise have been assumed, unspoken or not brought to 

conscious thought. Once these issues are revealed by the act of writing and reflecting on the 

story, as a leader I can start to understand and plan how to deal with them. 

These practice stories therefore bring alive practice issues related to leadership of social justice 

and the use of values at a personal, professional and governance level, while demonstrating 

how story can be a tool to support me and other leaders as we meet our daily challenges. 

  



130 

6.2 Practice Story 1 

Can You Build a Bicycle While You Ride It? 

An Auto-ethnographical Critical Reflection on Leadership, Values and Doing Doctoral 

Work during Covid-19 

Think of love as a state of grace not as a means to anything … but an end in itself. 

(Love in the Time of Cholera, Gabriel Garcia Marquez) 

Values, Covid-19 and decision-making 

May 2019. If there was ever a time for values and for justice in leadership, it is now. If there 

was ever a time for pragmatism and simply doing the best that you can in leadership, it is now. 

Perhaps these things are always held in tension, but usually this tension is a backdrop, only 

held up to the light in erudite discussions. Yet when the Covid-19 crisis began, as the leader of 

an aged residential care non-profit, I had to find a way to live within this tension—to lead 

through values even though I was reacting and deciding things so fast there was no time for 

conscious thought of them. 

Someone said to me that leading through Covid-19 is like building a bicycle while riding it. 

Amusingly apt because so many of the decisions that had to be made were new to all of us. 

Thinking beyond such bumper sticker wisdom, however, as we moved from crisis to 

management, I reflected that if you were not used to values-based decision-making, if you did 

not have justice, aroha, at the base of who you are as a leader and who your organisation is, 

then this would not have been the time you could learn them. This was a time for reflex, rather 

than reflection, and what is at the base of what drives me as a leader and my organisation came 

out and will come out in a myriad of big and small decisions. I cannot fake who I am as a leader 

in this circumstance. Covid-19 strips all things bare, to the base. I am revealed for who I am 

and what I focus on. 

“Begin with a question: What stands at the centre of the work of a particular organisation” 

(Jeavons 1992, 406). When the Covid-19 crisis first started to appear and to have an impact on 

me, my team, my leadership and our services, I did instinctively reflect on the values behind 

how we would respond. I told the team that these were our priorities and in this order: 

1. Be good “corporate citizens” and protect public health. 

2. Continue to care for our residents/clients and protect them and staff. 
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3. If we could not go broke in the process of doing 1 and 2, that would be great. 

These priorities did not really have to be thought about or debated. It was an “of course” 

moment. Of course, also easy for me to do this because as an essential service, my organisation 

is not likely to go broke. We will take a dent, for sure, but we all have jobs now and will have 

them afterwards. As the crisis unfolded, and decisions had to be made, I knew I was not going 

to have to lay off staff or reduce wages—an emotionally less complex place from which to 

hold values. 

To give myself some credit, however, the way I have tried over a lengthy career in social 

services to be a values-based leader, with a long-held understanding of social justice, of the 

common good, has given me solid ground to stand on as I lead through this time. Although my 

current leadership decisions have been incredibly pragmatically based, made quickly (yes or 

no), behind them is a sense of who I want to be, and how I want to be viewed and the 

organisation judged, during and after this crisis. This is no easy matter, and not automatic just 

because I work for a non-profit. All organisations tend toward institutionalisation, and 

institutions often choose survival over mission (Jeavons 1992). In a crisis, this is especially so. 

To hold to values, personal and organisational, that go beyond marketing but are about 

morality, ethics, justice, humanity, and love is never simple. To lead with such values and to 

make them real in both the organisation’s goals and the processes we use to achieve these goals 

is complex and replete with contradictions (Berkovich 2014). In normal times, let alone a crisis, 

I know the temptation to walk away from this complexity and go with what works. 

As part of my DPP focusing on frameworks for social justice decision-making, I am 

interviewing leaders of non-profit or social change organisations. Lockdown rather interrupted 

this, but the two interviews of leaders I managed to undertake before Covid-19 talked about a 

decision circle from values to pragmatism and back again, and how any framework or system 

of decision-making needs to support this. I wonder whether there is also a step that might be 

called “preparation”. You need to prepare yourself as a leader, by critical consciousness and 

reflective practice, for the pragmatic moments, for the times when you need a social justice 

reflex and do not have time for reflection—learning in anticipation. Perhaps this practice results 

in the ability to create a reflective framework that works in that moment—such as the one I 

created with my team for this crisis. 
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This preparation might also allow for redundancy—redundancy in the positive sense, a store 

of values, ethics, humanity for my own leadership and for my organisation. We are comfortable 

with the concept of redundancy when we plan temporal things—plant, stock, systems. Perhaps 

more than these temporal backups, as a leader I need moral redundancy, developed and stored 

up through attention to this sphere of leadership, so that it can be drawn on when a one-in-one-

hundred-year crisis hits, when personal or organisational mission drift threatens or when I am 

tempted to walk on by from the complex and contradictory. 

Justice in a crisis 

As a student-researcher focusing on social justice, since Covid-19 hit I have also been reflecting 

on the place of social justice in a time of crisis. Does social justice matter or is it only a 

“peacetime” thing? To say that it must be put on hold would suggest that it is not a fundamental 

part of society, or an organisation, but something optional. But does it look different in a time 

of crisis? As a leader of services for older people, I was horrified by some of the discussion 

that hinted that maybe we could have sacrificed a few more lives for slightly less economic 

pain. They would have inevitably been older people’s lives, and therefore, the unspoken 

argument went, not that important. 

It was good to hear the Prime Minister and other commentators say that this was a false 

dichotomy—between the economy and people’s lives. For leaders to name and speak into 

justice issues is, in my experience of leading and being led, not a given. The field of 

management, which is the pathway by which I and many others emerge into leadership, tends 

to promote a kind of “moral muteness” (Bird and Waters 1989), a reluctance to discuss concepts 

that might reveal who we are, or challenge our inherent epistemology and spirituality (Fry and 

Slocum 2008). Much easier, and usually more rewarded, are discussions of pragmatism and 

achievement—especially in a crisis. How easy, in Covid-19, to pretend that there are no moral 

or justice decisions, only practical ones. Yet I know that even amidst the Level 4 seriousness 

and urgency, there were always moral choices in my leadership—choices for or against justice. 

Perhaps my Covid-19 experience of the importance of outing dialogue that promotes false 

dichotomies in decision-making and the need to overcome moral muteness will be part of any 

framework or process to support leaders in social justice–based decision-making. I need to 

confront my zero game assumptions and prejudices, dream new possibilities (Bochner 2000) 

and enable or encourage other leaders to do the same. 
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Methodology and Covid-19 

An interesting reflection as a student-researcher using autoethnography as my primary 

methodology has been how the whole response to Covid-19 is relying on scientific positivist 

methods. The cure, when it comes, or a vaccine will need to pass the randomised trial gold 

standard. As a practitioner-researcher of many years, trying to find ways to capture and have 

taken seriously community-based stories, I have long railed against the traditional canonical 

understanding of research. Therefore, I am slightly amazed at how much in this context I want 

this scientific method to be the truth and have quickly come down hard on information that 

comes from any other source. 

Perhaps my reaction to Covid-19 is reasonable and not a denial of the validity and need for 

other methods and methodologies but an affirmation that it is important to use the right 

methodology for the right purpose. A virus and epidemiology are problems or disciplines that 

come with some specific methodologies. This is not to say we cannot use a mix of 

methodologies, but it is important that we use the ones that take the problem or question we 

are examining forward. It will be interesting to see whether Covid-19 starts to re-emphasise in 

people’s minds the overarching dominance of the positivistic scientific method. Will other 

methods survive the crisis? Will my research topic survive the crisis, or will it, like everything 

else around us, never be quite the same? 

What will keep me from falling off the bicycle? 

So back to the bicycle, speeding downhill, not quite built yet. Like everyone, I guess, I have 

been hanging on for dear life, learning skills I never thought I would need, adapting as I go. 

On reflection, it helps that I have built a few leadership bicycles before, although never under 

this pressure. But perhaps the most important thing at this time is letting go of being certain 

about the end point of this leadership journey and having faith in my ability to hang on, 

strengthened by the values that have sustained me and others. Some things endure—aroha, 

justice. There are signs this is so. Maybe my DPP research and reflection can in some small 

way capture what is good out of Covid-19. I hope so. 
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6.3 Practice Story 2 

Plovers in Lockdown 

An Autoethnographic Study about Values in Leadership Decision-Making 

Discovering plover town: Walking into a conflict between my values and my actions 

Auckland was two days into lockdown late in August when my husband came back from 

supporting our local bakery, a little excitement in his voice as he gave me the news that “there 

are baby plovers on the wasteland”. 

My first thought was “Cool” and then “What exactly is a plover?” 

I live in a newish subdivision and there are still undeveloped parts. Nature always takes on 

these unbuilt areas. Grass self-seeds, plants grow green mountains on the builder’s rubble, 

ponds form in the hollows when it rains and birds start gathering. Pukeko rule, of course, but 

from time-to-time other birds arrive and try to make this urban outpost home for a while. 

The wasteland is our local bit of this green guerrilla resurgence (take back the land!). It is a 

large flat section next to our small shopping centre and has recently been fenced, which cuts 

off the shortcut to the bakery but does not stop the birds, or the cats, since it is a wire fence 

with wide mesh. 

Later that afternoon we went for our lockdown walk. Being good citizens, we keep to places 

that are local, and this means we know the square meterage of our small suburb incredibly well. 

The plovers are welcome added interest. 

The plovers, it turns out, are a family of six—Mum, Dad and four fluffy chicks. Cute as. The 

first day I saw them they were at the venturing out from Mum stage. Although they can feed 

themselves almost from birth, plovers do not develop the ability to fly for three months after 

they hatch. Mum and Dad keep a careful watch, and Dad did a dive bomb reconnoitre of us as 

we stood watching. Something eventually spooked them. Mum called and Dad cried, and the 

chicks shimmied back to Mum and sat under her, completely unable to be seen. 

We carried on with our walk, our Covid-suppressed spirits lifted a bit by the experience of 

plover watching, the simple wonder of nature, and how some things seem to be innate to all 

species, such as the need to protect the vulnerable young. 
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And then we started counting cats. As we walked home, suddenly it was like the suburb had 

literally rained cats. They were everywhere. So, we started to worry. Those silly plovers, 

nesting on open ground; they were surely doomed. 

Back at home I looked at my beloved Burmese, M, and felt guilty. Moving into this house and 

getting a pet was a big deal. For years we had lived in housing supplied by my husband’s 

employer. Buying this house meant I could keep a pet for the first time in 11 years. I have 

always loved animals, especially cats. I love their grace when they jump, their soft fur and the 

fact that in their DNA they know they used to be worshipped as gods. When we moved into 

our own place, I got two Burmese kittens, Max and M. 

I knew when I did this that it was, in fact, wrong. The world does not need more cats. New 

Zealand and its wildlife do not need more cats. I knew about the destruction of our bird and 

lizard populations due to cats, but I still went and got two cats, because I wanted to feel at 

home, and I wanted something to nurture. In the end, I put what I wanted above the needs of 

our native species. I went against my values. 

To be fair, or maybe just self-justify, I have tried to be a very responsible cat owner. We keep 

the cats in from dusk to dawn—which is when they catch most of their prey. When Max died, 

I resisted the temptation to replace him. Cat population down by one. But still, M exists, and 

from time to time I come home to a murder scene. I just hoped she was too lazy to head to 

plover town. 

Each day during lockdown we walked past the plovers and counted chicks. My heart would 

skip a beat if we could not quickly see four. Once we had, we would head off on our walk, 

happy again. Then, of course, the inevitable happened. One day we could not see four chicks—

only two. We waited and waited but could not see them. 

When I got home after that walk, I looked at M as if she were an accessory to murder. “Stupid 

cats,” I thought. “You are all urban cats here, well fed, no need to hunt.” “That’s nature,” said 

my husband with annoying equitable logic. “If you have a cat it will hunt, and much, much 

more than you think. Most of their kill they don’t bring home. You know that. You knew that 

when you got the cats. You made a choice.” 

I began to plot, or perhaps fantasise, about what I could do to save the plovers. Maybe I could 

distribute leaflets around the neighbourhood imploring cat owners to keep their cats in at night. 
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“Justice for plovers!” Maybe I could head down to plover town at dusk and dawn and try to 

scare away the cats. Yeah, right. I had to face the grim reality that there was nothing I could do 

to save the plovers and that by having a cat I had knowingly contributed to the possibility, 

perhaps the inevitability, of their demise. 

Valuing plovers or valuing cats: The plover versus cat dilemma 

There is a grace, to be prayed before meals, attributed to the McLeod Clan in Scotland that 

goes “And make us worthy of the esteem in which we hold ourselves”. Typical Protestant self-

deprecation, but also a valid corrective for leaders who aim to be values based. 

 

Figure 6.1: The plover cat dilemma ©Bonnie Robinson 

What the plovers had brought forward for me, in a very practical way, was an ethical dilemma 

and a concrete example of where my values had not driven my decision-making. My values 

said the stewardship of creation had priority, and in the New Zealand context that meant no 

cat. Yet even with this knowledge and conscious value, I instead fed my personal emotional 

needs. Given that my doctorate examines how leaders can enact values in decision-making, 

especially the value of social justice, my values failure was disappointing. If I could not even 

stick to my personal values in my personal life, what hope in my leadership life? And what 
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hope of building systems or processes to support values-based decision-making out of my 

study? 

To help my critical self-reflection I returned to the literature and to the data from the leadership 

interviews I had undertaken so far. The literature suggests that leadership is a complex and 

contradictory mix of the personal and the professional—of your own values, the organisation’s 

values and simple pragmatism (Berkovich 2014). Balancing these is difficult, and in a sense 

the art that is leadership (DePree 1989). Much of the literature sees leadership as the task of 

setting vision, direction, ethics, values and culture, whereas managing is seen as the task of 

doing (Paton, Mordaunt, and Cornforth 2007; Crosby and Bryson 2005; Finn and Jacobson 

2003; L. V. Ryan 2000; Schein 2010). Some literature and my experience of practice as a leader 

would debate this distinction as artificial—leaders manage, and managers lead—especially in 

smaller organisations with flatter structures (Mintzberg 1971; Pervin 1997). The literature 

shows that values do require leadership and not just management (Mills and Spencer 2005). To 

make a definitive difference, values can never just be a management tool; they require belief 

and embodiment. Enacting values—achieving something with them—is therefore as much of 

a challenge as developing them (L. V. Ryan 2000). I did not enact my values when I got my 

cats, and the plovers or other wildlife will pay the price. 

Recognising plovers when you see them: How do leaders come to have and to hold on to 

values? 

“Why is it so hard to do all the good I want to?” I asked, as my husband and I plodded a little 

dejectedly around our suburb after yet again seeing only two plover chicks. “I want to do right 

by creation, I believe that we are stewards, but I seem to constantly make choices that are good 

for me and not so much for the planet. Like I am not going to pick up those stray paper face 

masks ungloved,” I said, looking at a couple of soggy blue masks caught in a hedge, “despite 

what they’ll do to the fish if they get into the sea via the drains.” 

“So self-critical as usual,” said my husband. “At least you think about what is right and wrong, 

I meet people in my work who have no idea about that. Knowing that there are choices between 

right and wrong behaviour is a place to start.” 

He was right, of course, but also wrong. In my experience of leadership, knowing right from 

wrong is not all that is required. Right and wrong decisions are simple—children make them. 

In leadership, and in life, we are often called on to make what Kidder (1995) calls “right versus 
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right” decisions, and these are difficult. These take an ability to judge fine nuances. They take 

values consciousness. 

How then do leaders come to have values that can assist them to lead through complex 

decisions? As we walked during lockdown, I thought about my own experience and the 

experience of the nine leaders I had interviewed about social justice leadership. These leaders 

were focused on shifting whatever context they found themselves in towards justice, equity 

and the common good. To achieve these outcomes, all the interviewed leaders identified 

personal values as a key driver. The organisational values were important, but the source of 

their identity and actions lay in strongly held, deeply embedded personal values. But where did 

they get these? Are values-driven leaders born or made? 

The literature, in a nature versus nurture type of debate, is divided as to how leaders come to 

have strong values. Some suggest that leaders come to leadership with these values inherent in 

themselves (Mills and Spencer 2005), cite religious belief (L. V. Ryan, 2000) or point to the 

ability for life events and social context to embed values (Russell 2001). Others suggest that 

values can be nurtured in leaders through training (Finn & Jacobson, 2003) and the way 

morality and ethics are discussed within organisations (Dempsey 2008). Kidder (1995) argues 

that morality is innate and that there are some universal values that transcend time and culture. 

The experiences of the seven leaders interviewed at this point in my research were largely in 

agreement with the literature around the origins of their values, but they described this 

differently. The leaders identified with these sources: 

 Context—Geography, economic situation, social situation and culture all influence 

which values leaders hold as most important. The organisational context of leadership 

is also critical, especially the interaction between leader values and organisation values. 

 Family—For most of the interviewed leaders, family background was important 

because the values they held had been demonstrated in childhood. For two leaders, 

however, it was rejecting some of the values they had been raised with that shaped them 

most strongly. This rejection was precipitated by a particular event and led them to 

choose different values for their adult life. 

 Whakapapa—For Māori leaders that I interviewed, their strong sense of knowing where 

they come from was a primary source of their values. Values were interwoven with 
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their knowledge of history, ancestry, the example of their ancestors and current 

kaumātua. 

 Education and training—For some leaders, their profession, training or codes of 

practice had a significant impact on their values. Over time, the professional values 

come to be identified as personal values. 

 Faith/spirituality—For many leaders interviewed, faith, in particular Christianity, was 

core to their values. 

 Innately human—Some leaders felt that certain values were so innate to being human 

that perhaps they were not values, as in conscious concepts, but akin to being part of 

our brains, hardwired. 

While the literature and my research might agree that there are many sources of values, my 

personal plover versus cat dilemma suggests that enacting values is not as easy as espousing 

them. There are multiple pressures on each of us as individuals and as leaders, some of which 

drive us towards and some away from our values. The leader interviews identified attributes or 

approaches that supported them to uphold their values: 

 Reflective critical thinking—The interviewed leaders discussed the importance of 

reflecting on their leadership and how decisions and actions might be influenced by 

personal and organisational values. This understanding that reflection and critique are 

important functions of a leader was common to all the leaders interviewed, despite their 

diverse backgrounds and leadership contexts. 

 Learning and knowledge—Related to critical thinking was a leadership commitment to 

learning and knowledge. Through deliberate learning, formal and informal, leaders 

sought to refresh their ethical toolbox, tease out assumptions and find new models. 

 Letting life affect practice—Described by most leaders interviewed and cited within 

some literature (Finn and Jacobson 2003; L. V. Ryan 2000), is the importance of 

allowing what occurs to change thinking and then practice. There is a sense that the 

values that drive leaders who seek social good and social justice are both fixed and 

fluid. Leaders reflected core beliefs that did not change, but their understanding of 

them, how they could be enacted and the priority of one value over another changed as 

experiences came to layer understanding and ability to act. Leaders felt the need to find 

an intersection between values and practicality. 
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 Meeting real people in real places—A subset of life influencing practice, but an 

important one to the leaders, was the influence of meeting people within their own 

contexts and how this changed or cemented leaders’ values and their commitment to 

upholding values. People’s actual lives, experienced by leaders either directly or 

indirectly through managing service provision, took theoretical knowledge of values 

into the arena of praxis. 

 Curiosity—Only one leader explicitly used this word but nearly all the leaders 

expressed the concept—that curiosity was crucial to their values. Curiosity in this 

context meant a genuine interest in finding out about people and contexts that were 

unknown, “other”, and to do this first-hand, not through books or theory. Curiosity for 

leaders is an innate need to know and to understand before judging or acting. The values 

arising from the ontological approach of curiosity seemed to be more strongly held, 

able to stand up to organisational, societal or political opposition. 

 “I know who I am. But it’s not about me”—Leaders and the literature indicate that a 

combination of self-knowledge and selflessness is seen in values-based leadership. 

Servant leadership (Russell 2001; Spears 2010) upholds this model. Aspects of servant 

leadership, which was developed by Robert Greenleaf (2002) in the 1970s, are 

referenced in many theories and discussions of moral, ethical and effective leadership, 

in which the leader has both drive and humility (Collins 2005). Many of the leaders 

interviewed indicated that once they knew that the focus of their leadership was not 

themselves but always the commons, then the enactment of values was easier because 

leadership became focused on mission not personal achievement. 

Plovers in the real world: Enacting values in leadership practice 

As I was taking a break from study a few days after thinking about how leaders come to have 

values, my husband suggested we go by the plovers and see how they are doing. I said no. “I 

don’t want to know. What if there are no chicks left? I can’t face it.” 

“Running away won’t change nature,” said my husband. 

“Yes, but I don’t have to see the grim reality of it,” I said. As we walked, avoiding plover town 

I did reflect, “I wonder what Aristotle, Kant and Mills would say about the choice between cats 

and plovers?” 
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“OK, so that is way too big a question for one walk, and also we need Glen if you want to talk 

about this,” said my husband. Glen is a friend of ours who is a professor of moral philosophy. 

“It’s just I know from my study that these ethical dilemmas are not new,” I said. “They go back 

centuries and there are loads of erudite books on how to resolve them. But in the moment, when 

I am at work, I don’t have time to remember or invoke all that. And in the moment when I had 

to choose between getting a cat or not, my emotions won. Ethics always seems easier in theory 

than in practice.” 

“Maybe if we’d known about the plovers when we moved in, your decision might have been 

different,” said my husband. “Aren’t decisions often contextual?” 

“Well, that’s one theory,” I replied. 

The literature is full of theories on how to hold to values and resolve the ethical dilemmas they 

bring. Some clearly come from a particular branch of moral philosophy, focusing leaders 

towards Aristotle’s focus on character (Covey 1989; Greenleaf 2002), Kant’s view of right 

action (Kidder 1995) and Mills’s concern with future benefit for the many or a combination of 

all of these (Collins 2005; Schein 2010; Bird and Waters 1989). Others focus on methodologies 

for supporting values-based decisions such as frameworks or questions (Fischer 2006; Kidder 

1995). 

Michael McCuddy (2008) tries for a practical middle ground between many of the theories by 

offering up the concept of self-fullness, which is the simultaneous pursuit of self-interest and 

the common good. Self-fullness is a midpoint between selfishness, which McCuddy views as 

negative except when survival is required, and selflessness, which he views as unattainable by 

most. Described by McCuddy as a “both/and moral orientation” self-fullness recognises “the 

need for human beings to make decisions and take actions that reflect both self-interest and 

service to others” (4). 
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Figure 6.2: McCuddy’s concept ©Bonnie Robinson 

This is, of course, a noble ideal and, on the surface, a workable solution to the potential conflict 

between individual and community needs. But as I pondered my plover versus cat dilemma, it 

felt as if this middle ground could be just a moral justification of action that is still primarily 

oriented to my personal needs. Self-fullness could be an “almost anything goes” approach 

because you could manipulate the continuum. Until you add in McCuddy’s ultimate moral 

basis for decision-making—stewardship—which pushes the continuum strongly towards 

selflessness. For McCuddy (2008, 5) stewardship “Reflects the wise use, development and 

appropriate conservation of resources that have been entrusted to the care of human beings.… 

[It is] a protective restraint that humans impose on themselves.” Using stewardship, my 

dilemma would therefore be more likely to be pushed in favour of the plovers and no cats. 

McCuddy’s self-fullness is one theory or construct of how to enact values. But as I walked the 

lockdown walks, I thought about what my interviewees had said about what affected their 

ability to use their values in decision-making. 
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Figure 6.3: Leader Interviewee experience in practice ©Bonnie Robinson 

The leaders described a continual cycle of action, reflection and learning, strengthened by 

curiosity. Leaders’ values, personal and organisational, met existing and new contexts, issues 

and people, requiring decisions to be made that presented challenges to or confirmation of 

values. 

In applying their values to these varying contexts, people and decisions, leaders noted at least 

three general approaches: 

 Moments of great courage—There were moments when the leaders made decisions and 

felt that in doing so, they upheld their values, at times in the face of opposition and in 

situations in which there might be a personal or organisational cost. 

 Moments of strategic cowardice—There were moments when the leaders did not make 

a values-matched decision or when they remained silent. This was deliberate and 

strategic because they judged that the time was not right. They needed to wait for 

support or information, so that they had a better chance of being able to achieve a 

values-based practical outcome. 
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 Moments of actual cowardice—These were moments when the leaders felt they had not 

acted in accordance with their values. They had gone against their values because of 

fear, a lack of power or agency, reputational issues or the need to keep a job. 

The diagram is a circle because what leaders described was not a linear process. While they 

learned from each experience and courage might be gained, there would still be moments ahead 

of cowardice, especially strategic cowardice. This therefore reflects McCuddy’s framework, in 

which no one can always live within selflessness (courage) but nor should they always live 

with selfishness (cowardice). 

Fly, little plovers: Implications for research and leadership practice. 

Reflecting on the interview findings and McCuddy’s framework, I decided to solve my plover 

versus cat dilemma. I was driven to do so by the inevitable. One day we could not see any 

chicks at all—not that day nor any other for the rest of lockdown. I was dejected, and then 

resolute. 

“How are those conversations with the giants of moral philosophy going?” my husband asked. 

“I’ve made up my mind,” I said. “When M dies, no more cats. I’ll do fostering for the SPCA 

or the Guide Dog people instead.” 

“That will take great emotional resolve on your part,” said my husband. 

“Values seem to take that. That’s why I need to do more work out of this whole episode.” 

So much had arisen out of my plover story, its interaction with my leader interviews and the 

literature around values in leadership. If I am to make this useful for my own practice and the 

practice of other values-led leaders, I need to focus on one or two key discoveries. 

1. Curiosity 

The concept of curiosity is worthy of further reflection and research, especially around its 

relevance for supporting values-led decisions. Curiosity in this context seems to be about more 

than learning. Some leaders described it as almost a way of living, of approaching the world, 

and ethical issues. Curiosity denotes an openness to the “and/and” space, where there are more 

possibilities than are known and resolution to issues can be found in the “we”, in the collective 
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space, in the places where people meet. The place of curiosity and how to nurture this in leaders 

is worthy of further exploration. 

2. Putting “I” into ethical reflection by leaders 

Bird and Waters (1989, 81), in their research on the moral muteness of managers, state: 

It is an idealistic misconception to suppose that moral reasons by virtue of their logic alone 

inspire the feelings of obligation and desire that make people willingly adhere to moral 

standards. 

My plover journey has shown me that I do not always operate by the logical truth of my values. 

To go beyond the singularity of logic and become open to plurality, the adoption of narrative 

methodologies and the first-person story has been practice changing for me. 

Writing story in the first person gives transparency but simultaneously allows for 

experimentation and the exploration of options. The practice of first-person narrative writing 

might therefore be a tool to enhance the ability of leaders to make values-based decisions. In 

writing my story of the plovers, I was prompted to deeply examine my personal values and 

why I had failed in this instance to enact them. Beyond logic and rationality, I was able to see 

the power of emotion and personal need. Using this form of reflection in my practice, I 

deliberately placed myself in the “story” of my difficult leadership decisions. Using narrative, 

I could become different characters and tell the decision story from varied perspectives. Like a 

360° view, story gave greater breadth and depth to my decisions. Given the nuance often 

required in decision-making, this tool might be usefully explored and used by leaders in a wide 

variety of contexts, including the day-to-day leadership we all undertake of our own lives. 

Plovers versus cats: The result 

After giving up hope for the plovers, I was out for a post-lockdown walk and heard much 

squawking as I passed the wasteland. Looking around I saw Mum, Dad and two noisy 

teenagers. Perhaps in the contest between plovers and cats, or values and actions, right now it 

is a draw. Maybe if values are strengthened by narrative reflection and curiosity, in future the 

wildlife might win. 
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6.4 Practice Story 3 

Valuing People 

A Reflection on Using Story as a Leadership Decision-Making Tool 

Introduction 

This practice story has two dimensions. First, it is a fictionalised practice story about a human 

resources (HR) issue with a social justice component. Second, it is a reflection on using story 

to support decision-making around challenging organisational issues and decisions. The 

practice story demonstrates my developing understanding of what is required to use story as a 

decision-making tool that can support leaders who want to shift their contexts towards justice. 

1. The story 

Tasha—the cleaner 

Tasha jammed her finger into the biometric clock-in clock-out system. Of course, because she 

had done it too fast, it didn’t work and just beeped at her to try again. Damn. She was already 

half an hour late and she knew the system automatically started docking pay if you were more 

than 15 minutes late. Which she could do without this week as it was days until payday, and 

she’d already had to trim the grocery money. Maybe if she worked longer at the other end of 

her shift, her team leader would approve it so she could be paid in full. She probably would, 

she was pretty understanding and didn’t mind too much if the work got done. Plus, it wasn’t 

Tasha’s fault she was late; the bit of trash that passed as her car had failed to start again and 

she’d had to wait for a bus. Afternoon shifts were a nightmare for the bus, so few came outside 

of peak commuter hours. Bus companies didn’t seem to think shift workers needed public 

transport. 

Tasha might “only be a cleaner”, as she often heard her job described by her family, but she 

did take some pride in her work. Cleaning at an aged care facility was a bit more involved than 

cleaning offices at night like she used to do. The residents liked to chat, and they trusted her 

with their precious belongings. Also, at this rest home all the staff, no matter what they did, 

were asked to be part of making the place a real home. Some of the cleaners complained that 

they didn’t get any more pay to go to training and take part in activities with the residents. But 

Tasha liked the residents a lot—they reminded her of her grandparents back home—so she 
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didn’t mind, and anyway, it made the work a bit more interesting. But she agreed with the other 

cleaners that at their pay rates, it was almost impossible to make ends meet. She usually ran 

out of money well before payday. 

Tasha had recently been asked if she would like to be one of the union reps to help negotiate 

the wages for the year. She’d said no, she could not spare the extra time involved. But really it 

was because she didn’t want to admit to the others that she was not in the union. When she’d 

signed on to work, she was so broke she didn’t think she could afford any deductions, so she’d 

opted out of KiwiSaver and not joined the union. Plus, this place seemed to be nice. The union 

seemed an unnecessary expense. 

Pity, though, she would have liked to be in the meeting and see what went on. Tasha had heard 

through the grapevine (rest homes were nothing without the endless gossip), that last year the 

boss had tried hard to give a really big pay rise to the cleaners, but the union said the nurses 

needed to get more because they had the hardest job or something. 

Tasha agreed that the nurses worked hard and had to do some difficult things. But they were 

already earning far more than she was, and she knew that if she wasn’t around to do some, let’s 

face it, not very nice cleaning, they’d have to do it. And anyway, shouldn’t they care that some 

people in their team didn’t really earn enough to live on? They probably did, they were a nice 

group, but of course, when it came to money people didn’t want to miss out. Maybe she’d be 

the same if she’d spent three years studying and had to pay for all that. Tasha would love to be 

a nurse, but her English wasn’t great, and her maths worse, and anyhow, how would she pay 

for the study even if she could do it? She wasn’t even sure she could manage the healthcare 

assistant training. No, she was probably going to be a cleaner forever. So, it would be nice if 

the boss could get the bigger pay rise in this year. Maybe she should join the union or maybe 

she should say something to Gwen, the nurse who was one of the union delegates. If the 

cleaners didn’t get a decent increase this year it just wouldn’t be right. It wouldn’t be fair. 

Gwen–Registered nurse 

Gwen got the email from the union about delegate training and groaned. That was the last thing 

she needed. Didn’t the union get how busy nurses were? She just couldn’t spare a half day 

away, nice though it might be to have a paid break from the job. But no, she was just too busy; 

she’d have to say she couldn’t attend. 
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Although last year had been interesting. She’d met delegates from a whole lot of places and, 

of course, they’d all compared notes on their wages and conditions. It had been interesting to 

meet up with District Health Board nurses. It would be great to earn what they did; it would 

make a big difference to her family to be earning potentially $20,000 more. Of course, that was 

only if she worked shifts, like evenings and weekends, a lot, which she didn’t really want to, 

not with a young family. That was one of the reasons she worked here. They offered set shifts; 

you never had to work nights or weekends unless you wanted to. But the difference in pay, 

really, it was too big. Something had to be done. 

Last year Gwen had felt quite pleased with herself and the rest of the negotiating team, when 

they had got a sizeable increase for the nurses. Didn’t take them anywhere near the DHB, but 

a step in the right direction. Not that management was bad here. She had to admit they treated 

staff well. Always tried to operate a full roster of staff, and when she’d been sick for several 

weeks, her job had been secure, no question. But still, being nice didn’t pay the bills, and there 

was an unpaid student loan from her studies. 

The union said in the letter about the training that they would need to be tough again this year 

and push hard for more money. Gwen did feel a bit bad at times that the other staff hadn’t got 

as big a pay rise last year. Of course, it wasn’t really the nurses’ fault; management needed to 

put more money in. After all, the place couldn’t operate without the nurses. And nurses were 

professionals; they had a practising certificate that could be taken away if they screwed up. Not 

to mention the fact that if they did screw up, they could kill people. No doubt about it, the 

nurses deserved to be paid the most. 

Gwen did know that some of the cleaners did not always have enough money to pay rent and 

things. She was quite friendly with one cleaner and knew that she was often completely out of 

money well before payday. Gwen brought in hand-me-downs for her daughter, and sometimes 

bought her lunch or dropped her home when her car was broken. Tasha did a good job as a 

cleaner and she was great with the residents; they loved her. It was wrong that she had to 

struggle so hard. Still, a cleaner was not as responsible a job as a nurse was. They could never 

earn anything close to a nurse’s wage. It just wouldn’t be right. It wouldn’t be fair. 

Anna—the CEO 

Anna sat in her office, looking at the spreadsheet on her computer screen, and sighed. No matter 

how many times her finance person crunched the numbers, they just didn’t add up—to a decent 
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pay increase for the cleaning staff, that was. The increase in fee from the DHB was likely to be 

around 3%. The nurses would want 5% minimum to settle. That didn’t leave much for the 

cleaning staff, even if they found savings in other areas to increase the size of the total pie. 

Even if she did that, Anna knew the nurses’ union would probably ask for their slice to be 

bigger again to keep the pay relativities. 

Anna’s goal for some time had been for the organisation to become a Living Wage Employer 

and make sure that her bottom paid staff had at least the living wage. Social justice was a core 

personal value, and the organisation was non-profit, and so Anna felt it ought to be paying all 

staff a wage they could live on. But with the government the monopoly purchaser of the 

services, money was always tight. That was not really the main problem, though; the main 

problem was what happened in bargaining. It was meant to be about all staff pay, but always 

ended up being mainly about the nurses pay. 

The organisation was not yet an official Living Wage organisation. Anna wondered if that was 

also part of the issue—because they weren’t, the living wage was not being talked about at all. 

The board had never talked about it directly. Anna feared bringing the issue up because she 

thought some might see it just in terms of risk—getting tied into wage increases that they might 

not be able to afford, and therefore say no. Anna had not pushed it, because the board were 

happy for her to try for a higher wage for the lowest paid staff anyway, so she figured it was 

not worth standing on principle if she was going to get the same result. But then sometimes she 

felt that part of the whole point of the living wage was that people knew about it and believed 

in it. It was about more money for low-paid staff, yes, but it was also about people agreeing 

that everyone deserved to be paid enough to live on. 

That was part of the problem in the annual union negotiations. Most remuneration scales were 

supposedly based on experience, qualifications and the complexity and risks involved in a role. 

This was fine when wages were high, but if you worked in a sector in which even the top paid 

people were not paid that well, then it was bad news for staff at the bottom. But the living wage 

required people to think differently about pay—to accept that there should be a level at which 

everyone got paid, and then on top of that we account for qualification, skills and 

responsibilities. But in the aged care sector, underfunded as it was, this would mean that the 

gap between the cleaners and the nurses pay reduced—and some of them did not like that. They 

felt undervalued. 
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Anna could see that if she didn’t change staff mindsets about pay, then she would never be able 

to get higher pay for the cleaners through the negotiation process. But how to do this? No one 

liked talking about money. And no one wanted to openly say “I deserve more.” Anna couldn’t 

see how she was going to win this one. But it wasn’t right, and it wasn’t fair. 

Kath—care partner 

Kath sat in the staff room and ate leftover afternoon tea while she waited for Tasha to finish 

her shift. Everyone had told her that she would put on weight working here and they were not 

wrong. Despite caregiving being quite physical work, there was always too much food around. 

She was only eating because she was bored and tired. But she’d said she would drive Tasha 

home since her own car was broken. Tasha usually got a ride with one of the nurses, but she 

was not on duty today so Kath had agreed—she knew Tasha’s daughter would be home alone 

and Tasha always worried about her when she was on a pm shift, so the faster she could get 

home the better. Tasha’s car was always breaking down. Kath knew that Tasha often couldn’t 

afford to get it fixed straight away. Kath felt bad for Tasha struggling so much. She knew she 

worked hard, and she was good at her job, but the wages were so much lower than the 

caregivers. Care partners weren’t rolling in it, but it was liveable now—especially if you could 

do some nights or weekends. Kath had tried to convince Tasha to become a care partner, but 

she thought her English wouldn’t be good enough to do the training, and these days you had to 

do the training; it was compulsory. Kath thought she should try and convince her because that 

was the only way she’d earn more money. 

Kath remembered last year when they’d been voting on the pay deal. It didn’t really matter to 

Kath because care partners had pay equity now, so their wages were set by the government, 

but she’d gone to the ratification meeting anyway. The union had said the nurses needed to get 

the biggest pay rise. It wasn’t that they didn’t care about the cleaners; it was just that they were 

afraid the nurses would leave for the DHB. And if there weren’t enough nurses on shift it was 

difficult for the care partners. Even some of the cleaners at the meeting had agreed. Life without 

enough nurses in a care home was tough, so they’d mostly voted to give the biggest increase 

to the nurses. But it didn’t feel totally right, and Kath wondered if they’d been unfair. 

Joan—the board member 

Joan shuffled uncomfortably in her chair as he listened to Anna the CEO talk about the 

upcoming bargaining round with the union. She was discussing the proposal in the board papers 
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to try again this year for the biggest increase to go to the cleaning and laundry staff. They’d 

had quite a sizeable increase last year, but not quite as much as the board had approved or the 

CEO wanted, because of some things that went on during the bargaining and ratification 

process apparently. The politics of the union passed her by a little, but from what she could 

gather it seemed necessary to always pay the nurses more. Which made sense. They were hard 

to get, the market was tight, so their price and value went up. That is how business operates; 

that was the real world. That wasn’t her discomfort. It was the words “bring to living wage 

level” that worried her. It wasn’t that she was personally against the idea that the staff should 

be paid enough to live on. Of course, they should. But the living wage worried her. It was like 

the old industry agreements. Joan just didn’t think nationally set wages helped. Every business 

was different, and it wasn’t fair to expect them to pay the same if their financial or market 

circumstances were different. Joan worried about getting caught up in a system that would tell 

them what to pay when that had to be their own decision. You couldn’t just ignore the finances 

and pay what was considered “fair” if it was going to tip the organisation over. She knew the 

CEO understood that. Even though Anna was, frankly, a tad idealistic at times, the finances 

were generally managed well. Joan made a point of always complimenting the CEO if they 

made more surplus than budgeted. But the living wage discussions always made her feel 

uneasy, like they were getting into something political rather than being practical. No, if Anna 

tried raising this again, she’d have to say something. Maybe she should chat to the board 

chair—see what she thought. Perhaps the chair could head the issue off with a quiet chat to the 

CEO and make sure the pay discussions stayed focused on the numbers, on what was 

affordable, on what was fair to the organisation. 

2. The case study of the use of story as a decision-making tool 

Reflection Stage 1—Moving from story to analysis 

I wrote these stories in mid-2021. This was soon after I had finished most of the analysis of my 

leader interviews and I was experimenting with story as a tool to support leadership decision-

making. I was aware from my own practice and leader interviews, that HR was a decision-

making space where we often felt the conflict between our values and the decisions required 

and where it could be difficult to find a way to shift decisions towards justice. I therefore 

decided to explore a significant HR issue using my developing thinking about the use of story 

as a decision-making tool. 
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My experience of collective bargaining in several organisations and over many years was that 

it was possible to be technically successful – agree a deal that was almost affordable, and where 

everyone received a pay increase – but still feel compromised at a values and justice level. I 

knew that across all the organisations I had worked in, the lowest wage staff, like cleaners were 

not really getting enough to live on, despite our best efforts. Yet that was not the only source 

of my discomfort. I was concerned by some of the dialogue during bargaining—the way the 

process forced normally collegial and supportive staff to split into their professional groups 

and sort of pit them against each other—albeit in a friendly and gentle manner because in the 

organisations I had worked for they were genuinely nice people who cared about each other. 

I had also reflected on the way in bargaining I was so easily pulled into the role, language and 

perspective of “the employer”. I could see that without meaning to I bought into some 

traditional management paradigms, including that a good outcome and success for me as the 

leader was sticking firmly to our pay offer budget or, even better, coming in under it. I felt that 

my values had not been entirely lived up to in bargaining, but I struggled to know how to move 

this issue forward with values intact, given all the pressures to act and decide according to 

different values and paradigms. 

I therefore decided to experiment with a story tool that I had been developing in response to 

my interviews with leaders and reflection on the literature, to see whether this could assist me 

to think more deeply and find a better way forward. 

At that stage, my story tool for decision-making was a simple series of questions: 

 The decision or issue: What is it about? 

 If the story had a name, what would it be? 

 Who are the characters in this story? 

 Tell the story—What happens? Who thinks what? Who says what to whom? 

 What are the possible endings to this story? Are there more than one? 

I wrote the story above in response to these questions. It was enjoyable and produced some 

learning in its pure fictional story form, and initially I left the story at this point. After 

completing my research findings and undertaking a presentation to a seminar on the use of 

story, I realised that deeper learning required another step—analysis of themes or issues that 

had arisen in the story and how these might affect my actions and decisions. As McDrury and 
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Alterio (2003, 111) in their work on story in higher education state, “critical reflection is shown 

through outcomes. A decision to do things differently or gain knowledge into why a situation 

happened as it did.” I needed to prompt myself to find the outcomes. I returned to my story and 

initial reflection and looked at what else I could add to thicken out my learning and potential 

action or decision-making. 

Reflection Stage 2—Analysis of themes, issues and emotions 

There was also a need to separate emotional themes from action or policy themes. While 

emotions are important and linked to decision-making, to go beyond catharsis and act, we need 

to go beyond emotion (McDrury and Alterio 2003). My set of story-directing questions needed 

expansion. I therefore added the following questions: 

 What emotions are being expressed by the different characters? 

 What issues/themes have emerged as you have written/shared this story? 

 What is the next step for you because of this story? 

Using these new questions, I looked again at my story. 

The emotions: 

 frustration 

 concern 

 compassion 

 worthlessness/worth 

 courage 

 disquiet/discomfort. 

The themes/issues: 

 different understandings of what is fair/not fair 

 working poverty 

 perceptions of value, worth 

 professional boundaries and hierarchies 

 lack of transparency (about the living wage motivation) 

 underfunding of the aged care sector 

 the need to educate and shift mindsets about living wage and how wages are set 
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 the need to have an official policy so that education and discussion can occur 

 clash of values and paradigms. 

Next step or action: 

 Get living wage on the board agenda so that it can be discussed and possibly adopted 

as a policy. 

Having added to my analysis, I could see that a key next step was to deal with the issue of the 

living wage as an official organisational policy, which meant raising it with the board and 

educating at governance level. By going around the back door, getting approval to raise the 

wages but not to the living wage as an official remuneration policy, the real issue of fair wages 

for those paid least was not being addressed as a core organisational value, and therefore, wages 

that staff could live on were potentially at risk. 

Reflection Stage 3—Identification and analysis of the place of values in the issue 

The Stage 2 reflection raised a further aspect of my storytelling tool—the need to identify the 

values being expressed by the different characters within the story. My leadership interviews 

had identified the upholding of values as critical in the support of leaders who want to 

continuously shift their contexts towards justice. If this was the case, then my storytelling tool 

needed to prompt identification of values and what was happening to values within the issue 

or decision being examined. 

I therefore added more questions to my story tool: 

 What values are each of the characters expressing in the story? 

 How do these values compare to your organisational values? 

Looking at my story from a values perspective I could find the following values: 

 fairness—expressed by all the characters in my story 

 justice—expressed by the CEO 

 integrity—expressed by the CEO, the registered nurse 

 compassion—expressed by all the characters in my story 

 respect—expressed by the registered nurse, the care partner and the cleaner 

 responsibility—expressed by all the characters in my story. 
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Thinking in terms of the organisations I had worked for and their organisational values, there 

was much alignment. The organisational values included compassion, integrity, justice and 

respect. I also knew from training and staff surveys that the staff teams identified with the 

organisational values.  This was encouraging because if my goal was to introduce the concept 

of the living wage, staff were starting with a set of values that would make them potentially 

receptive at a conceptual level. What I might need to work through was the sense that value 

and worth could be expressed in ways other than pay relativity. 

This values alignment also revealed that one way I could overcome being dragged into 

“management speak/think” within the industrial bargaining context was to communicate 

clearly about our organisational values and how they are demonstrated in what we pay and in 

how we treat each other. 

This values analysis of my story also revealed that I did not know how well aligned board 

members were to the organisational values. We had never asked, educated or tested this overtly 

with all existing board members. As CEO, I made assumptions about the board based on 

discussion and decisions around the board table, and I considered that I saw the values in action, 

but I did not know how well aligned individuals were. Practical concerns about the living 

wage— “How do we afford it?” “Will we still be in charge of our pay rates?”—that had been 

raised by some in the past, might be just that. There might not be values concerns or ideological 

opposition. I would not know unless I asked. 

My stories also affirmed what I already knew—that the fundamental problem was the 

underfunding of the aged care sector, which meant wages were traditionally low. A new 

realisation from the story analysis, however, was that although as an individual and as 

organisations we were involved in lobbying to effect change, the staff probably did not know 

or remember this. Maybe it would help them to not see me as part of the problem, if they knew 

how much energy I was putting into trying to resolve the funding issues. 

Reflection Stage 4—Outcome from the whole story process 

As a result of undertaking this story process, I came away with a clear set of steps to take that 

might assist me to move the issue of the living wage forward. Arranging them in the order they 

probably need to happen, I came away from this exercise with this plan of action: 

1. Test values alignment with board members. 
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2. Get living wage on the board agenda so that it can be discussed and possibly adopted 

as a policy. 

3. Explore how we can demonstrate the importance of each role and appreciation of this 

among staff. 

4. Use organisational values as the starting point in discussion about the living wage with 

staff. 

5. Deliberately discuss values and use values-aligned language in the industrial bargaining 

context. 

6. Inform staff of my own and the organisation’s role in lobbying for more funding. 

Richardson and Adams St. Pierre’s (2005, 467) writing about writing state “Some data is only 

collected in the act of writing.” This prompts the question—Could I have found this way 

forward without using a story tool? Yes, of course. As an experienced leader and someone who 

undertakes reflective practice, I would probably have been able to arrive at a plan. There were, 

however, distinct findings from the process—from the act of writing and formal reflection on 

this: 

1. There was new or clarified knowledge. Aside from Step 2 (above), all the outcomes 

arose, or arose more clearly, from the story process. In particular, the linking of values 

alignment to the issue of the living wage came out strongly in the stories in a way that 

it had not when I just tried to think about it as an HR issue. 

2. I was able to do this analysis with some depth, but relatively quickly. If “busyness is 

the enemy of change”, as one of my interviewed leaders stated, then finding ways to 

work with depth, breadth and speed is useful. 

3. I was able to gain depth in perspective while keeping the issue totally confidential to 

myself. While this topic might not need total confidentiality, since I could share it with 

my board chair and my leadership team, it did need to be confidential from the key staff 

it affects, until decisions could be made at a governance level. 

Possible further refinements of the story decision-making tool 

The final stage of my reflection on my story also raised some potential further 

refinements/usage of my story decision tool: 

1. Add robustness by experimenting with different attitudes from the same characters. A 

question that arises from the use of a story is whether I need to know what the people 
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represented by the character think? That would depend on the claims I am making for 

the story, how I am going to use it and the extent to which I have existing knowledge 

of the people to work from. For use in a practice context, the story is perhaps more 

powerful and useful if I know the people or groups being represented reasonably well. 

When that is not possible or to add robustness to the thinking, I could rework any of the 

characters using different attitudes and see what difference this made. For example, if 

the nurse just did not care about her colleagues, what might have to change in terms of 

my outcomes? In this instance, because I know the various groups of staff and 

organisations well, I feel confident that I have reflected the majority views. However, 

in future use of this tool I may challenge myself with some alternative perspectives. 

2. Use the tool in groups as a way of talking about issues. Some professions use practice 

stories as a reflective tool (McDrury and Alterio 2003; Whitinui 2014). This is often 

focused on discussing real experiences in practice that professionals have or might 

come across to develop professional skills. My story tool might be able to go beyond 

professional skill and focus staff on broader, bigger picture issues, especially those that 

might be sensitive or personal, such as the issue of pay. By fictionalising and, in this 

case, talking in the thrid person, we can be involved without it being about ourselves as 

individuals. I can express thoughts, feelings and ideas, and test them out. I am also 

prompted by the process to put myself in others’ shoes. This suggests that story can be 

a useful tool in group discussions, creating a safe or safer space for staff to express their 

views and hear others. 

There is, to date, no conclusion to this practice story. The opportunity to use these insights has 

not yet been gained since bargaining in my current place of employment has been delayed 

because of government policy changes around pay equity for caregivers and nurses. This has 

dramatically changed the pay landscape within aged care, and until this is resolved it will be 

difficult to think about other aspects of pay. However, the use of this story as a decision-making 

tool has given me an action plan that can be put into practice when circumstances allow, and I 

use story as decision-making tool regularly in my own practice and share it with others. 

6.5 Conclusion to Practice Stories  

These three practice stories show the development of my thinking around how to approach and 

answer my research question. By experimenting with the use of autoethnographic reflection, I 
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was able to use fictional stories as a tool to support my practice of leadership of social justice. 

The stories demonstrate how the use of autoethnographic, and fictionalised stories can assist in 

my goal to include social justice in my leadership decision-making through the ability to reflect 

and re-story using different value lenses or different stakeholder perspectives. This discovery 

of the practice-useful nature of story pointed the way towards the development of my 

framework of practice, in which being a storyteller, listener and co-creator is critical to my 

overall framework and understanding of what my practice is. 
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Chapter 7: Discussion 

7.1 Introduction 

The DPP is an approach to doctoral level study that comes with an inbuilt agenda. Based on 

practice and with autoethnography as the predetermined and overarching methodology, it 

demands that, as a student, I view my life and career as data—as the ground upon which the 

doctoral work stands or at least starts from. This was the attraction for me. After a lifetime of 

activism, practitioner research and leadership, I wanted a form of study that would make use 

of all of that, while also extending or reframing my knowledge. 

My research question—What might support leaders of NFPs to uphold social justice in their 

decision-making? —arose directly from my background. My life’s mission has been to 

contribute to social justice through my work, and I have therefore made my career within the 

NFP social service sector, because I felt that this sector was more likely to contribute towards 

social justice. As I became more involved in leadership, I discovered that even though the 

organisation’s mission and the services provided outwardly spoke to social justice, at times the 

decisions within the organisation did not. I experienced and observed leaders struggling against 

multiple pressures, external and internal, that pushed against social justice. Upholding a 

concern for social justice felt like a “big ask” and I wanted to understand what might support 

this ask. I recognised that this question could potentially be too large in scope to answer, I 

therefore focused on practice-useful research and narrowed my focus to concepts that had the 

potential to be of use in everyday leadership moments. 

This chapter explores the overarching results of the research, thinking, reflection and putting 

into practice that has been my journey with this DPP. This chapter discusses four key insights 

from this doctorate: 

o Values that are positive for social justice link vision and pragmatism, supporting 

a pragmatic-visionary approach that is required if leaders want to consistently 

shift their contexts towards justice. 

o Leaders need practice-useful tools to support them to uphold social justice–

oriented values “in the moment”. 

o Story is a useful tool to support leaders to uphold their values in decision-

making. 

o How story shifted into a research method that in itself contributes. 
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My framework of practice, which arose out of these insights developed from this thesis, is 

contained in the next chapter. 

7.2 Key insights from this doctorate 

1. Values that are positive for social justice link vision and pragmatism, supporting a 

pragmatic-visionary approach that is required if leaders want to consistently shift their 

contexts towards justice. 

No manager wakes up and goes—which social justice agenda shall I advance today, and 

which social justice issue will I deal with today? —yet a million small decisions do exactly 

that. (Leader 1) 

Values are our verbs. We should be doing them. (Leader 14) 

As a result of my research with leaders, reflection on my own practice and reading the literature, 

I have come to understand that if you want to be a leader who shifts all your leadership contexts 

towards social justice, then you need to be a pragmatic-visionary because without vision, 

nothing structural or systemic changes, and without pragmatism, nothing is done that will result 

in real change in people’s lives. 

Being visionary in the context of the goal of social justice means understanding that we can 

have new ideas about how our collective life can be lived that are not bound by the systems 

and structures that currently exist; we can “open up possibility of the way things can be” 

(Reynolds 2014, 130). Pragmatism in the context of social justice means understanding that we 

do not achieve everything we envision at one time and that we need to “generate concepts that 

people can use” (Reynolds 2014, 141). Values that are positive for social justice are a link 

between vision and pragmatism, supporting them to be in balance and influential on each other, 

since values are nouns and verbs—a combination of concepts and actions. 

Social justice is both easy and difficult to define. It is therefore often defined by its absence—

by descriptions of what occurs when social justice is not in place (Reisch 2002). While there 

might be some universality to understandings of social justice or injustice (Lebacqz 1986), 

there are also contextual specifics, if not of substance, at least of emphasis. For example, in the 

Aotearoa context, the issue of the upholding of Te Tiriti is of critical importance to any 

discussion of injustice and to our understanding of what social justice might look like because 

it should form the basis for all our formal socio-economic and political relationships. There are 
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also cultural differences in terms of whether social justice is focused primarily on individuals 

or a community. 

In terms of a practice-useful focus, the literature is divided as to whether landing on an exact 

definition is required (Finn and Jacobson 2003; Rountree and Pomeroy 2010). Some of my 

interviewed leaders did not identify with the term social justice, although they did “believe in 

it” (Leader 12) and strive to enact it. In response to this mix of perspectives, I saw the need for 

my own practice to craft a more robust definition than the one I started out with when I began 

my thesis (see Chapter 1). I therefore adapted a 2018 Nieto and Bode definition (quoted in 

Spitzman and Balconi 2019, 2) to describe my understanding of what social justice is: 

Social justice is a philosophy, an approach and actions that focus on affording each person 

the real—not simply a stated or codified—opportunity to achieve their potential and full 

participation in a democratic society, by ensuring each person and all communities of people 

have access to the goods, services and cultural capital of their society, while also affirming 

the culture and talents of each individual and the groups with which they identify, and the 

need for all societies to be sustainable in their use of the earth’s resources. 

My first definition broadly stated the same concepts but with less precision as to what social 

justice might look like and what inputs are required. My adapted Nieto and Bode definition 

allows for some dynamism and movement and has breadth in terms of individual and collective 

focus, but also has concrete actions and outcomes built in. This definition places social justice 

in the context of thinking and doing. When I talk about social justice in this chapter and in my 

framework of practice, it is this understanding that I am referring to. 

I therefore do not define social justice as a value but as a concept that leads to an outcome. 

Values, however, are critical to keeping the concept alive and enabling action to occur. When 

we lead and decide through values, we create the space for social justice to occur. Values that 

are positive for social justice need to be values that have the potential, if embodied and enacted, 

to uphold social justice. Values can be simply defined as “concepts or mental constructions 

that capture and express what is important to us” (Henderson, Thompson, and Henderson 

2006). While such a definition is technically correct and easy to understand, it could result in 

an “anything goes” or at least a neutral approach to values, in which things such as greed can 

be accepted as a valid value. Although some literature might argue for this type of neutral 

definition (Schein 2010; Kidder 1995; McCuddy 2008), in fact, few discussions of values in 

leadership use a neutral understanding when they discuss how to embed and enact values. Most 
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literature, and my interviewed leaders, assume values to be concepts that are positive for 

individuals and for the collective. 

I do not have a definitive list of values that might be considered positive for social justice, but 

the creating of or holding to such a list does not appear to be essential to the goal of social 

justice. The literature and the interviewed leaders described many values that they viewed as 

linked to social justice—equity, fairness, compassion and respect—to name a few. Important 

for my Aotearoa context, Māori leaders interviewed and some of the literature around Māori 

leadership models also did not see the need for specific codification of values (Spiller and 

Stockdale 2013; Spiller, Barclay-Kerr and Panoho 2015; Haar, Roche, and Brougham 2019). 

For Māori, values are interwoven with history, family, spirituality and tikanga, and cannot 

easily be separated out or named in English in a way that gives true reflection of their meaning 

(Spiller, Barclay-Kerr and Panoho 2015). There is much to learn from this inbuilt interweaving 

of the many factors that contribute to values. Māori understanding of values also highlights 

that the expression of values must be done in a way that relates to the particular cultures and 

contexts to which they are being applied. Values are much more likely to be owned and lived 

if they are agreed upon in a participatory way that can enable cultural, contextual, group and 

individual differences to be discussed and recognised. 

That values and social justice are interconnected is not an unexpected finding of my research. 

Much of the literature around management and leadership discusses the importance of leaders 

having awareness of their own and the organisation’s values, promoting and demonstrating 

these as a key leadership capability (Collins 2005; Henderson, Thompson, and Henderson 

2006; Schein 2010). What was less expected was the overwhelming importance of values to 

the interviewed leaders. As soon as I started asking my questions about leadership of social 

justice, the issue of values and the challenge of upholding them was consistently raised by 

leaders. Values, both personal and organisational, were the stability and the driving force that 

enabled leaders to hold to a vision for social justice while negotiating a path through day-to-

day actions and decisions and the many pressures of leadership. This statement from one leader 

sums up the leader experience and my own experience of the importance of values: 

The how is really critical. We say around here the how is just as important as the why. And I 

think if either one of those gets out of whack you are in trouble. You can’t say you are ending 

homelessness and then not care about how. The how is around our values and baking our 
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values in so they are very much part of our culture. And baking those values into every part 

of operations, strategic and governance. (Leader 8) 

How and why, vision and means, concepts and pragmatism—these need to be constantly in 

balance, testing and supporting each other for leaders to be able to hold to and enact social 

justice. Values are the bridge, the linkage, the stability, that enable leaders to constantly circle 

round from ideals to practicality. This is important because social justice leadership often deals 

with institutions and existing systems and structures. Leaders need tools to help them with 

wayfinding or navigating within what can be complex competing demands. Leader 1 echoed 

this when they stated: 

But we don’t get to make social justice in a vacuum. Any thinking has to be applicable to the 

real world. We need to circle round from the grandest of ideas and questions and then 

immediately account for the constraints and trade-offs. (Leader 1) 

Values that are positive for social justice, when deeply held by both the individual leader and 

the organisation, consistently push decision-making and action in the direction of social justice. 

Promoting decision-making and action by leaders based on values is therefore as important as 

explicitly promoting social justice. Values can be shared and embedded, going beyond the 

individual and creating a social justice–focused organisational culture that is not totally 

dependent on the enthusiasm, focus and passion of one particular leader. The use of stories, 

rituals, regular reflective discussion and the mapping of behaviour to values by leaders with 

their teams enables organisations to develop a kind of muscle memory so that values can be 

automatically drawn on both individually and collectively (Schein 2010; Henderson, 

Thompson, and Henderson 2006). This is important because the journey to social justice is 

long, and therefore the vision and the actions need to make sense to those within organisations 

here and now and communicate beyond that to future generations who will carry on with the 

work (Cochran-Smith and Lytle 2007). 

The use of values as the “navigator to the north star of social justice” (Leader 14), works most 

effectively when there is alignment between the leader’s personal values and the organisational 

values. In this situation the values are all pointing towards the same goal and there is less 

conflict and internal complexity. However, leaders can also influence the values of the 

organisation, through consistent implementation of their personal values. This creates the space 

where the leader and the organisation can be influential for social justice change as leaders shift 
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the language, the dialogue, the ideas and then the action to reflect positive for social justice 

values. 

The overwhelming importance of values became particularly clear when I discovered Vikki 

Reynolds’s (2014, 130) concept of shifting all our contexts in just directions. My thinking 

shifted from viewing social justice as a specific activist action or series of activist actions to 

understanding it as a socially just focused movement within an organisational, socio-economic 

or location context. This was a liberating and a challenging shift in my thinking in terms of my 

practice and my research. 

In my practice, it liberated me from believing I had to be able to name specific activist actions 

or be working within an activist-oriented organisation to make a difference for social justice. 

All contexts could be places needing and able to make change towards social justice. Yet there 

was also a challenge. As a leader I can no longer silo social justice into certain spheres, roles 

or locations. All contexts in which I find myself have potential for social justice, and it is the 

values and culture of these contexts, influenced by leaders, that can make social justice 

possible. 

From a research perspective, this new approach liberated me from thinking that to make an 

impact on the practice of NFP social service leaders, I must somehow support them in every 

decision, to anticipate all the types of leadership decisions and find a framework or tools that 

empower them to decide in favour of social justice. At the same time, this new approach 

provides the challenge of recognising that potentially every leader, whatever their situation, 

can have an impact on social justice, if their own values orient them towards this. When we 

shift our contexts towards justice, it becomes an overarching paradigm, not limited to time-

bound specific moments or actions. In this way, positive for social justice values become 

something that is not optional. They are essential for social justice to occur, and therefore, if I 

am to contribute, I need to support leaders to develop and uphold these values. 

This is testing because having and holding to positive for social justice values is not as easy as 

it sounds. While there might be some universality to the concept of values, (Kidder 1995), 

upholding positive for social justice values can be problematic, personally, organisationally 

and collectively. There are many pressures on leaders—competing paradigms and models of 

leadership, potential values dissonance with third parties and stakeholders, funder or 

contractual requirements and the sheer busyness of leadership roles. As one of the leaders said, 



165 

“busyness is the enemy of change” (Leader 6). All these factors can test the holding on to and 

the enacting of social justice–oriented values. 

In the face of these challenges, leaders identified factors that assisted them to uphold and enact 

their values. These factors were a combination of their own personal characteristics, often 

developed from childhood, within family, faith or culture, and learned factors, from 

professional training and practice. Organisational and environmental factors also played a 

significant role—some organisational cultures and practices actively promoted values and 

others did not. Values-based leadership and decision-making was therefore revealed as 

something that can be learned. This is a hopeful finding for leaders interested in social justice. 

If values-based leadership helps leaders shift their contexts towards justice and values-based 

leaders can be developed, then we can increase the quantum of leaders who promote social 

justice by focusing on how leaders are trained and mentored and by the tools and strategies we 

provide. 

2. Leaders need practice-useful strategies and tools to support them to uphold social justice–

oriented values “in the moment”. 

The concept that leaders need strategies and tools that can assist them to use values in the 

moment emerged from the intermingling of the literature, my changed approach to the concept 

of leadership of social justice and the leader interviews. The literature describes many 

programmes or conceptual models that can be used to encourage values-based leadership—for 

example, Henderson, Thompson, and Henderson’s (2006, 201) work on SMART values, 

Fernandez’s (2002) study using the Motives, Values and Preferences Inventory system and 

Schein’s (2010) work on values and organisational culture. These are all well-researched 

systems or models for understanding and using values in organisations and useful in the right 

context. However, my own experience of practice and what the interviewed leaders told me 

was that they and their organisations often did not have the resources for lengthy training 

programmes or the capacity to implement complex models. Even if they did, in-the-moment 

decisions often mattered as much as big strategic decisions in terms of whether their own and 

the organisation’s values were upheld. To have impact, values must move beyond training or 

concept and be applied to daily action. Big strategic decisions set the direction, but leaders 

found that the organisation could stall or go off track if daily decision-making did not 

consistently uphold values that would support their strategy or if there was a clash between 

espoused values and actual behaviour. As the leaders said, “there can be a fundamental 
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contradiction about staff description of the workplace and the values” (Leader 3) and “a 

disconnect between the processes and the values; sometimes people adopt processes that just 

don’t go with the values set and don’t enhance the culture” (Leader 4). 

When I discussed the idea of using frameworks the leaders responded positively, but they were 

not looking for a framework exactly. They responded positively to the concept of tools they 

could easily use in their everyday decision-making. Indeed, some of the leaders saw these kinds 

of practice-ready tools as a gap in the resources available to them, or if not a gap, an area of 

leadership that could benefit from more awareness and support. In increasingly turbulent times, 

leaders saw values as ever more important—a way to steady themselves and their organisations 

as they steered into and through uncertainty; therefore, tools that could help them uphold their 

values were a welcome concept. 

And I think our ability to be soothsayers and to predict the future was shrinking anyway but 

I think the pandemic has shrunk it still further. And so leaders have to be very dexterous in 

responding to a rapid change in the world. At the moment we’ve got Covid, but we’ve got 

issues of climate change, of rising inequality. I suspect to orientate in this very unstable world 

we need something that helps with our core value set. (Leader 3) 

The question therefore arises as to what kinds of tools would be useful? When I first started 

my DPP I thought that the result of my research might be the development of a specific 

structured sequential decision-making framework that would steer decisions towards social 

justice or at least incorporate the social justice impact. At that stage, I wanted a framework 

because I thought that this might be the way to limit what I experienced as a major barrier to 

social justice—the fact that its inclusion in decisions often seemed dependent on an individual 

leader’s personal orientation. I was looking for a way to locate an orientation to social justice 

decision-making within the fabric of an organisation, so that it had a chance of transcending 

individual preference and changes in leadership. Therefore, simultaneously with interviewing 

leaders about their experience of social justice in their decision-making, I looked at existing 

decision-making frameworks as background for potentially developing my own or adapting 

existing frameworks for my purpose. 

There are a multitude of frameworks in the academic and popular literature. Some are general, 

with the purpose of helping us to think differently and shift our mental models, such as De 

Bono’s (1999) Six Thinking Hats, and Weick’s Sensemaking (Browning and Boudès 2005). In 

particular, within this genre, I explored the Cynefn framework because it was designed to assist 
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people and organisations to deal with issues that are complex—which social justice inevitably 

is—and because at first glance it appears relatively simple to use. This is a framework that is 

proven to assist with thinking and decision-making (Snowden and Boone 2007) and it could 

certainly have a place in any leader’s practice. It was, however, also an example of frameworks, 

systems or tools that require significant investment in training or knowledge to be used 

effectively and appropriately or at more than a surface level. Given my own and the interviewed 

leaders’ experience of busyness and the reality for NFPs that there is often a shortage of 

resources to pay for training, I was not sure that simply promoting or adopting this type of 

complex framework was the complete answer to the need for in-the-moment support. 

This sent me in search of frameworks that had been developed for particular professions, which 

perhaps could show me how a framework could be built into professional practice and be more 

specific to a practice context. Social work and education provided some (for example, Finn 

2016; Berkovich 2014), but there were also frameworks from fundraising and the public sector 

(Crosby and Bryson 2005; Vigoda and Golembiewski 2001; Fischer 2006) (see section 3.7). 

These frameworks each described what was required by a professional to shift from simply 

doing their job with individual clients or groups to achieving the change required for social 

justice to occur. These frameworks suggested that professionals could make this shift in 

thinking and practice through reflexivity and critical thinking, often using checklists or sets of 

reflective questions, sometimes with an emphasis on group or peer work. Most of these 

frameworks, if learned, understood and implemented, had potential to assist NFP leaders with 

the decision-making challenges they faced. However, while critical thinking in a structured 

way seems to be an essential leadership capability, none of the frameworks I explored felt 

completely applicable to the practice reality of day-to-day leadership decision-making in NFPs. 

My own practice experience and the experience of the interviewed leaders suggested that 

leadership practice was not just about the bigger moments and decisions; practice is also about 

the micro—the constant daily decisions and actions that form the everyday experience of 

leadership. When considering this aspect of practice what seems to be needed are tools that 

understand that leadership often means simultaneously dealing with multiple smaller decisions 

that might be both simple and complex and making such decisions more quickly and with less 

information than might be ideal. 

So, take the components of an NFP—budget, strategic, work plan, financial, HR, projects 

and programme—and ask how would we nuance, align, adjust by our values? And I wonder 
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if there is a tool around that because I think the struggle is shifting the values from being on 

paper to being a lived experience. (Leader 14) 

In this reality of busy in-the-moment decisions, it is possible to do technically competent work 

yet not uphold social justice values, for example, by growing the size of an organisation through 

increased government contracts while failing to deliver services that actually achieve change. 

To avoid this, an understanding of what values are in play and how they affect decisions can 

assist leaders to remain focused on the goal of social justice. The literature and my own and 

the interviewed leaders’ experience suggest that a nuanced understanding of the power of 

values to shape decision-making and action is a leadership capability that can be developed 

through both formal and informal learning, in personal or professional contexts (Fischer 2006; 

L. V. Ryan 2000; Booth Sweeny and Meadows 1995). The leaders talked about the background 

to their values and to a values approach to their leadership, citing a wide range of influences, 

including whānau, faith, professional training and development, and organisational context: 

We all have a preloaded values set which probably doesn’t change that much because it’s 

part of who you are. (Leader 3) 

The aunties created the biggest learning curve for me, that is for sure. We use buzzwords 

now, social innovation, whānau/person-centred practice, but for me I’ve always had those 

models around me. The aunties kind of just did things. (Leader 16) 

What happened to me was that when I was young, I went to a church where there were a lot 

of young ones studying psychology and stuff.… So we would have these full-on discussions, 

full in faith and Christ, but also questioning, and no subject was out, so that really helped me. 

(Leader 7) 

Practice-useful tools for in-the-moment decisions can provide a kind of structure, discipline 

and prompt supporting leaders amid pressured practice environments to apply this commitment 

to social justice values in the leadership moment at hand. Practice-useful tools might also 

provide education and awareness raising for leaders who are yet to make conscious the impact 

of values on their leadership and decisions. By using short, easy-to-use tools that make values 

overt, leaders can be encouraged to think about their values and how they could use them to 

support their leadership. If these in-the-moment tools are found to be practice-useful, they 

might also encourage leaders to seek opportunities for more in-depth training and reflection so 

that they can enhance their ability to use values. Leaders also need these kinds of tools so that 

they can overcome habitual ways of thinking or operating (Booth Sweeny and Meadows 1995) 
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and become more reflective in their day-to-day decision-making, laying “trip wires … so our 

brains default more frequently into the reflective model” (Booth Sweeny and Meadows 1995, 

12). 

A dilemma for leaders and for the development of any system, training, tool or framework is 

the interweaving of personal and organisational values. The intersection of personal values and 

organisational values is not necessarily always negative—it can lead to creative learning for 

both the individual and the organisation (Schein 2010; Henderson, Thompson, and Henderson 

2006), but it does create a tension that must be worked through, especially in situations in 

which decisions must be made quickly. As discussed in my practice story “Building a Bicycle 

While You Ride It”(see Section 6.2), in a context of fast decision-making or when there are 

multiple decision options, it is helpful if leaders have a reserve of values reflection to draw on, 

or if they do not have this, to have tools that can assist them to reflect on how to negotiate the 

tension between personal and organisational values. If this tension is about the applicability of 

positive for social justice values to a situation or decision, then how this tension is resolved 

will affect the ability of the leader or organisation to shift their context towards justice in that 

moment. This tension, because it is complex and reoccurring, is not something that can be 

resolved once and for all but will continually re-emerge and be revisited as leaders face issues 

and decisions with their organisational contexts. People often work for NFPs because there is 

a strong values alignment; however, the tension still exists and can, in fact, be more difficult to 

acknowledge because the assumption is made that there is total values alignment. 

I’d always reflect on at what point do my personal values end and my corporate values take 

over and how do I manage the dissonance. And needless to say, I [did what the organisation 

needed], but I always felt the tension. And I remember thinking about it and thinking that the 

day I lose that tension is the day I really start to worry. (Leader 3) 

This tension goes both ways, with a “constant interchange between personal and organisational 

values” (Russell 2001, 79), both leader and organisation sometimes being the barrier to making 

the decisions required to shift the context towards justice. 

I was required to do things every day that did not align with my values and that impacted 

negatively on other people and was accepted because that was part of my role but got to the 

point that I could not live with it. (Leader 12) 
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The shadow of my own personal values. Probably a value of mine is loyalty. In hindsight, I 

confused loyalty to an individual with loyalty to the organisation and I maintained loyalty to 

an individual far longer than I should have. (Leader 3) 

In my three practice stories, “Can You Build a Bicycle While You Ride It?”, “Plovers in 

Lockdown” and “Valuing People” (see Chapter 6), I explored how I experienced this tension 

in my personal life and leadership practice, and reflected on what the literature and the 

interviewed leaders told me might assist with this tension. The concept of analysing and making 

overt the overarching values that are at play arose from this. It is apparent from literature and 

experience that often when decisions are made, there is a dominant moral perspective or belief 

system that influences which values are taken into consideration or have the most impact on a 

decision (McCuddy 2008). If this is overt, then it can be a useful part of the decision-making 

discussion, but if unacknowledged, it can lead to decisions that go against espoused values, 

resulting in incongruence between what individuals and organisations say they are about and 

what they actually do. Overcoming this requires the ability to step back from a decision and 

undertake some analysis of what is driving that decision, examining “the gap between beliefs 

and actions” (Berkovich 2014, 299) and how our values have influenced our interpretation of 

the information, issue or situation. 

Practice-useful tools can also support leaders to develop or maintain critical social justice 

leadership attributes. When discussing positive for social justice values and what supported 

them to uphold them in practice, the interviewed leaders named two personal attributes: 

courage and curiosity. For some leaders, courage and curiosity were values in themselves. 

Curiosity supported leaders because it led them to ask questions about their thinking, decisions, 

actions and values. Curiosity encouraged leaders to constantly be at their “learning edge” 

(Leader 6). 

You have to have some kind of intellectual curiosity. I think I have always had that. Someone 

will say something and I will think, “That’s interesting. I wonder if I look at that a bit more, 

will I move from that?’’ (Leader 7) 

We need more time for these curious learning conversations in which we are constantly 

asking, How aligned are we to our values? (Leader 14) 

Courage supported leaders, because upholding positive for social justice values could lead, not 

only to tension between competing sets of values, but also conflict and isolation because leaders 
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had to choose to take a different stance on an issue or decision or adhere to a different 

understanding of leadership than an accepted norm. 

Because it’s a lonely place, isn’t it? To really make a stand or work in a way that is socially 

just often means you have to be a traitor to other things or be subversive, and subversives are 

often lonely because it’s isolated. (Leader 9) 

And there is also a lack of courage perhaps, to use them [values] in that way. To allow the 

values to lead instead of the command-and-control leadership or whatever. (Leader 14) 

Courage and curiosity may be developed early in life through family, whānau and community. 

However, they can also be learned, or at least developed, through practice and within practice. 

As leaders use positive for social justice values in their everyday leadership, their courage 

grows, and they become more curious about options for moving their context towards justice. 

Tools that support leaders to use values in their day-to-day leadership decision moments, 

therefore, can also build these social justice leadership capabilities. 

Courage is also easier to maintain if you are not alone. If leaders do move away from command-

and-control leadership and use tools and practices to build a collective culture of values, then 

they are more likely to face challenges collectively, as part of an organisation. This creates an 

environment where the courage required to enact change towards social justice is more 

sustainable. 

If a social justice impact is a “north star”, then values can be a navigator and values-oriented 

practice-useful tools and strategies the navigator’s instruments. In this way, use of values in 

even small, daily decisions can affect wider structural, systemic and societal change. 

3. Story is a useful tool to support leaders to uphold their values in decision-making 

From this need for practice-useful, day-to-day tools for leaders who want to shift their contexts 

towards justice emerged the use of story. Reaching the point at which story became integral to 

the process and the outcome of my thesis required an intermingling or synthesis of the 

literature, my leader research findings, a story workshop and my own practice development. 

Storytelling is an old methodology, since stories have been around as long as humanity has had 

language. For centuries, oral storytelling was the primary methodology for the passing on of 

knowledge, values, culture and information. For many cultures around the world, including for 
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Māori here in Aotearoa, story continues to have a vital and important role in shaping the way 

in which leadership is exercised (Spiller, Barclay-Kerr and Panoho 2015). Stories come 

naturally to most people and are constantly used in nearly every part of life, in every sector and 

organisation, as we interact with each other and attempt to take action, pass on information, 

connect or make meaning. 

In terms of my research goal of assisting leaders who want to shift their contexts towards social 

justice, the use of story as a deliberate practice tool took shape when it became apparent from 

the literature and the leadership interviews that story was an innate critical thinking tool. I could 

see from my own leadership practice and the leader interviews that as leaders we were already 

using or could use story as a reflexive tool that can make “sense of the tensions and struggles 

of leadership” (Starr 2014, 76), encourage shifts in mental models (Kania, Kramer, and Senge 

2018) and create “texts that change us and the world we live in for the better” (Ellis and 

Bochner 2006). 

Story supports the critical thinking required for social justice–oriented leadership and decision-

making. As verbs, values are about action and stories are a powerful way to recount, explore 

or define experience, actions already taken or that should be taken (Tyler 2011). 

And the whole team adopting those values and then obviously finding stories to reinforce 

those values. And this is the critical role of the leaders to be alert to that. It was absolutely 

critical that all my storytelling to the staff and to the public, I am telling stories of compassion. 

(Leader 3) 

Beyond the sharing of experience that can be reflected and built on, story can also assist leaders 

as they try to apply their values to their contexts and decision-making on a daily basis. Story 

assists because it has the potential to enable alternative perspectives (Tyler 2011). Story can be 

reworked, retold, re-storied (Rosile and Boje 2002). There are multiple opportunities to 

experiment—to apply different values and see how these affect what happens and where the 

story lands. 

Can see the compassion (value) in all the endings so now I know that however this issue ends 

it will be OK. (Story tool workshop participant 2) 

Story requires simultaneous objectivity and subjectivity. I must think beyond myself to what 

others involved in this story might think and feel. At the same time, I must dive deeply into 

what I am thinking and feeling, and into my assumptions, about myself and the other characters 
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in the story. Tyler (2011, 142) describes this as the power of story to create a “stop-reflect” 

moment for an individual or a group, creating the possibility for leaders to be “more fully aware 

of the reasons behind what might otherwise be debate, rather than dialogue, impasse rather than 

action”. 

I understand different people’s perspectives now and realise I had not asked them. (Story 

workshop participant 3) 

I didn’t realise I was making assumptions until I did this. (Story workshop participant 5) 

Using story prompts this kind of critical reflection, and if it is to be used as a leadership tool, 

story also requires it. For story, like any practice tool, reflects my or our own perspective, and 

that perspective is always partial. To enrich, test, challenge and deepen the meaning that 

emerges from a story requires a degree of discipline or process that identifies learning and 

points towards change or action that might result from this learning. 

As the interviewed leaders told their own stories of social justice practice through the 

interviews, the integral relationship between critical thinking and storytelling emerged because 

they innately used the stories to answer my questions about what personal and organisational 

qualities support social justice. The literature around the use of story confirmed and extended 

this finding, suggesting that creating some kind of critical reflective structure is essential to the 

use of story as a learning, development or leadership tool. These structures, systems or 

facilitations of storytelling seek to shift the use of story along or around a learning continuum 

or circle from finding, telling, expanding, processing, reconstructing or re-storying through to 

deciding or determining and action taking (McDrury and Alterio 2003; Tyler 2011; Bochner 

and Ellis 2016). 

As I worked with what I had discovered about story through literature and the leader interviews, 

I began to develop a structure that took me deeper into critical reflection on my stories. This 

involved continuing to ask questions of the story and then questions of the answers to these 

questions, to maximise the analytical and reflexive knowledge that could be gained. It also 

involved prompts to action or next steps relating to the learning gained. This started to 

transform story, shifting it from a novel or fun way to think about an issue (which it is) to a 

tool that developed thinking, planning and action. When this was put into practice with other 

leaders through the story workshops, the importance of the reflective step was again confirmed; 
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participants noted that using multiple story endings, deliberately using different value lenses 

and structured questioning, resulted in clarity about the issues in their story: 

Putting me in an observer role, seeing what they see. (Story workshop participant 12) 

Giving me another look at it, different perspective. (Story workshop participant 13) 

Helped identify the key bit. (Story workshop participant 10) 

The literature on using story as an educational or learning tool outlines some ideal conditions 

for the use of story, including the setting up of appropriate contexts, relationships, time frames 

and facilitation, especially when story is used in group settings (Tyler 2011; McDrury and 

Alterio 2003). While these conditions are useful and might set the use of story up for success, 

my research and practice experience suggest that one of the benefits of using story for leaders 

is its accessibility and flexibility. Story is a tool that is readily available to all, can be used on 

one’s own or in large or small groups, and can be done quickly or over a lengthy period. It can 

be revisited, revised and reanalysed. Not all the ideal preconditions are required for story to be 

meaningfully used. What is required for it to be a practice-useful support for leaders who want 

to shift their context towards social justice is a knowledge of how to apply values-based critical 

thinking to the story. This can be quickly learned if leaders are enabled to do so through 

structured questions, a story tool framework or other prompts that encourage the reflection that 

is required. 

Accessible though story is as a leadership decision-making tool, it is not trivial or simplistic or 

easy: “It is no process for the faint of heart” (Tyler 2011, 137). Arising from head and heart, 

not entirely rational, messy and non-linear and with the real potential for unmasking more than 

the teller intends (Tyler 2011), stories as a tool come with huge potential but also risk. Story 

can bring forth uncomfortable and difficult information. In this way, however, story does fit 

well with a commitment to social justice—which inherently is difficult, uncomfortable and 

risky because it challenges the status quo within any context. Tools to support leaders who 

want to shift their contexts towards social justice are therefore necessarily tools that unsettle 

while they clarify. 

Leaders need many tools in their toolkits. Story is just one, but my research suggests, perhaps 

one that merits further investigation and use. As leaders head towards the north star of social 

justice, using values as their navigator, story can be a useful and accessible interpreter of maps. 
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4. How story shifted into a research method that in itself contributes 

In my learning journal, as I was starting to write up my thesis, I noted the following: 

I like what Eliastam says about “the entanglement of experience and theory”. That is a great 

phrase and also true to my experience in practice and of this DPP. Theorising is helpful. It 

helps to understand what is going on within and behind practice. It can also change practice—

as greater understanding of what I am or could do can result in me doing/behaving/thinking 

differently. But practice is also quite reactive at times, and theories sometimes feel too high 

level to be of use. It is the “entanglement” that is of most use—that reflective circle of 

research and stories. (Journal January 2022) 

As I worked with my material and with story as an approach, I began to understand how it 

enabled this entanglement of experience and theory to be used in a way that honoured the depth 

of both these sources of data. Using story as the binding agent in my thesis, I could bring theory 

and practice together reflexively into a whole that revealed new perspective and new or 

reframed knowledge. Story provides an accessible method for approaching reflective practice-

based research. Story as research method therefore has the potential to empower more NFP 

leaders who seek to uphold social justice to undertake research—adding to the sum of our 

knowledge in this field and making inquiry more likely to be integral to the work of NFP 

organisations. Therefore, not only can the content of my DPP contribute to my and others’ 

practice, but the way in which this has been undertaken can also contribute—showing how 

research into big, difficult but important topics can be tackled using accessible methods. 

7.3 Conclusion 

My practice experience of social justice leadership within NFP social service organisations was 

the start of this thesis journey. Having experienced the many pressures on leaders, I wanted to 

understand how I might support myself and other leaders of NFP organisations to better uphold 

social justice, especially in our day-to-day decision-making. With a practice-useful lens and 

focus, the intermingling of reflection on literature, interviews with leaders and my own practice 

resulted in a reframing of my original assumptions about what I would develop. I now 

understand that positive for social justice values, however they are described, if upheld in day-

to-day leadership practice and decision-making, can support leaders to move whatever context 

they are in towards social justice. While there exist many frameworks, models and training 

programmes that can assist leaders and organisations to embed values, tools that can be quickly 
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used are also important if busy leaders of NFPs are to be supported to uphold positive for social 

justice values in the face of many pressures not to. The use of story as a structured yet accessible 

reflexive device is one example of such a tool. This, and other aspects of decision-making are 

worthy of more research and practice exploration. 

My framework of practice, presented in the next chapter, brings the findings of this thesis 

together into a practice framework that supports my own leadership and may also be applicable 

to other NFP leaders who seek to uphold social justice. 
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Chapter 8: Framework of Practice 

8.1 Introduction 

When undertaking a professional practice doctorate part-time while working full-time within 

your practice, the interweaving of theory, reflection and practice is inevitably constant. The 

defining, refining and articulation of my practice is therefore also constant because this 

interwoven learning affects how I practice and then how I understand what it means to practice. 

I knew from the beginning of this DPP that I was a leader who wanted to focus on social justice, 

and this has not changed. Within this continuity of purpose, however, there have been shifts 

and learning. These shifts have enabled me to develop an articulated and overt framework of 

social justice leadership practice, which is something I did not have at the start of this DPP 

journey. 

In this chapter I examine: 

 the shifts in thinking that affect my framework of practice 

 where my framework of practice has landed. 

In developing this chapter I needed a model for reflection that could assist me to draw together 

the many threads that impact on my framework of practice. I drew on Fiona Gardner’s (2014) 

two-stage model of critical reflection, which invites us to look and look again at our emotions, 

our reactions and the meaning we create from a context. Therefore, in this chapter where I 

reflect on and name my framework of practice, I reflect on evidence from all aspects and 

artefacts of this DPP learning journey: my Review of Learning, my Learning Agreement, my 

journal, the literature and this thesis itself. 

8.2 Shifts in thinking and practice 

A feature of my DPP has been its non-linear nature. While there has, of course, been a 

beginning, a middle and an end to the entire DPP, the research, reflection and learning has not 

been linear in terms of when it occurred. A metaphor for the way my research and learning 

evolved might be tumbleweed—which grows from a base, then detaches and spins around, 

sometimes going backwards to move forwards to its ultimate destination, both gathering and 

shedding material to and from its form as it goes. 
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All the features of my framework of practice evolved during my doctoral studies. Some features 

were already in my awareness when I started my research. The evolution of these features was 

therefore about growing and deepening my understanding of how they might work in my 

framework of practice, as I interacted with new learning, gaining clarity through both letting 

go of previous assumptions and paradigms and gaining new perspectives. These features are: 

 from social justice leadership to leading all our contexts towards social justice 

 an understanding that values-based decision-making creates the space for social justice 

to occur 

 from a simple practice-useful lens to the intersection of theory and practice. 

Other features of my framework of practice, also perhaps unconsciously used in my leadership 

practice, were identified and clarified through my journey to an articulated framework of 

practice. These are: 

 truth and validity in autoethnographic practitioner research 

 shifting story from a research approach to a social justice leadership decision-making 

tool. 

Below I use Gardiner’s model of reflecting and reflecting again to look at each of these 

significant shifts in my thinking and practice and their contribution to the development of my 

framework of practice. 

Shift in thinking 1: From social justice leadership to leading all our contexts towards social 

justice 

This thesis originated in my lifelong orientation towards social justice. In my Review of 

Learning, I traced the origin of this to my family upbringing within a politically aware and 

liberal family, reinforced by theological study and a career in NFP social services, research, 

policy and advocacy. 

My understanding of what it meant to be a leader of social justice was challenged from the very 

beginning of my DPP. In my Learning Agreement written in 2019, I identified that although I 

had long been involved in action towards social justice, I had not formally studied the concept 

since my theological degree. In writing the Learning Agreement and preparing to design and 
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undertake my research project, the shift required was to reflect on the epistemology of my 

understanding of social justice. At the start I was not necessarily happy with what I discovered: 

I realise that while I might think of myself as most significantly influenced by Catholic social 

teaching and liberation theology, that I am equally, but less consciously, influenced by the 

other approaches. What has been especially confronting for me has been the extent to which 

… many of the concepts suggested by Mills etc.10 are taken as normative.… Therefore much 

of my social justice thinking and action has been … an amelioration of this “norm” rather 

than a questioning of the fundamental approach. (Appendix D, p. 31) 

As I wrestled with the multitude of theories around what social justice is and how it is enacted, 

I began to question how I was going to be able to approach my research topic of supporting 

leaders in social justice decision-making, given the vastness of the literature and breadth of the 

philosophies, definitions and cultural contexts of social justice: 

It often feels with this DPP that I need to have done a doctorate in philosophy before I did 

this one, as the approach to social justice leadership that I want to take comes from a position 

of morality, and ethics and critical reflection on one’s epistemology. (Journal 18 October 

2020) 

How do we support leaders without having to turn them into psychologists, anthropologists 

and philosophers? (Journal 26 April 2021) 

Looking again (Gardner 2014), I can see that three discoveries helped me to find a pathway 

through the size and complexity of the theoretical background of social justice leadership and 

resulted in my being able to articulate my framework of practice. 

The first discovery was made as I read literature around research methods. Eliastam, Muller 

and Tahor’s (2018) paper focuses primarily on the use of fictionalisation in research, an 

approach I went on to use. However, the concept of “the entanglement of experience and 

theory” (12) that sat behind their fictionalisation discussion prompted me to realise that I did 

not need a linear approach to the leadership of social justice in which the theory is settled on 

once and for all and before action can take place. It is the entanglement, the constant tumbling 

 
10 John Stewart Mills was a proponent of utilitarianism. His ideas were reacted to or developed by many subsequent 
philosophers, including in John Rawls’s contract theory and Robert Nozick’s libertarian entitlement alternative. 
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together of experience, reflection and theory that simultaneously supports and challenges my 

leadership practice. 

Second, the leader interviews shifted me from thinking that every leader needed the same 

language and understanding of social justice, or a common definition, for them to be upholding 

social justice in their decision-making. When interviewing leaders, the language very quickly 

moved away from the term social justice, but the focus, the purpose, the decisions and the 

actions were definitely about the concept of social justice. 

Very interesting that neither woman resonated with the term social justice, in fact one of them 

said she had to go and look it up. Yet when I asked them what was at the nub of their practice 

or what did resonate with them, they did talk about social justice concepts. For one it was the 

Treaty, and for the other equity.… So, I need to think about the issue of language which is of 

course so culturally driven. Perhaps my use of the term social justice is denying a wide variety 

of other cultural interpretations of what it means to have a society based on aroha, justice, 

equity. (Journal 29 August 2020) 

The interviews with leaders started to broaden out my understanding of what social justice 

could look like within leadership practice and how it could be supported. 

The third shift came about through the interaction of literature and leader interviews. While 

conducting my interviews, I read Vicki Reynolds’s (2014) paper on rhizome and messy inquiry. 

I initially read it to explore different research approaches; however, within the paper Reynolds 

discussed her work and the reason for her research and noted that “as an activist I am always 

striving to change the social context in just directions” (130). Combined with other literature 

seeking to encourage particular professions to be activists for social justice in their contexts 

(Finn 2016; Capper, Theoharis, and Sebastian 2006; Brown 2004; Agosto and Karanxha 2012), 

I began to look at social justice leadership with a new lens. Instead of looking for specific acts 

of social justice or constant overt statements of commitment to social justice by leaders and 

organisations, I started to understand that leaders had the potential and, I would argue, the 

responsibility to promote social justice in every organisational context. As I reflected in my 

journal: 

Whereas at times, working in aged care, I have felt that I did not have or had to justify my 

place at the social justice table, I now can see that a valid approach to leadership is to 

constantly look for the justice needs and opportunities wherever I am. Every context can be 
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shifted towards justice and in this way, over time, justice is advanced. As [Leader 1] said 

right at the beginning, “a million small decisions towards justice”. (Journal 16 May 2021) 

Reflecting again (Gardner 2014), I can see that in articulating the concept of “a million small 

decisions towards justice” (Leader 1), this leader had named what had been an intrinsic 

approach for me. Therefore, by consistently asking the social justice questions I managed to 

shift my organisation’s focus from being “just” a rest home to a provider of a wide range of 

services for vulnerable older people. Although I had achieved practical change in my role as a 

leader, through this DPP I am now able to articulate this innate approach as part of my 

framework of practice. This articulation means that my framework of practice has the potential 

to be useful to the practice of other NFP leaders, especially those working less directly or 

overtly in social justice–oriented roles or organisations. 

Shift in thinking 2: Values-based decision-making—creating the space for social justice to 

occur 

My understanding of values—their place in decision-making and in social justice—is the 

second key part of my framework of practice that evolved throughout this DPP journey. 

Reflecting on the various artefacts of this DPP, from the beginning I knew that values were 

important—to me personally and to my research topic of how to support leaders in NFPs to 

include social justice in their decision-making. In my Learning Agreement, I explored values 

as the basis for social justice, agreeing with Mills and Spencer (2005) that without values social 

justice is not possible, and considering values as core to social justice leadership: 

Purpose, meaning and values are what people crave, whatever their role and it is these things 

that motivate us, especially if what we need to tackle is challenging, worldwide and 

generational in nature. (Journal November 2019) 

However, reflecting again, I can see that I needed to find some mechanisms by which leading 

and deciding through values could occur. With my practice-useful lens reflecting on what I was 

reading and hearing from my leader interviews, I struggled to understand how we got beyond 

what Bird and Waters (1989) described as “moral muteness”, whereby leaders are unable to 

articulate values and morality because of lack of skill and sometimes lack of courage. Having 

read Henderson, Thompson, and Henderson (2006) and Schein (2010) as examples of more 

seminal works focused on the capabilities required for leaders to be values based, I also 
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wondered how these complex and lengthy models of understanding and using values could 

work for NFP leaders within the busy reality of their everyday leadership life: 

How real is all this values-based leadership and decision-making? It seems that most people 

are just managing day to day with little time to think deeply or do anything about it if they 

do. (Journal 12 February 2020) 

To find a way to use this complex and deep knowledge within my leadership practice and my 

research around what might support other leaders, I needed to unravel whether social justice 

was a value and one that all leaders needed to explicitly have or whether many values could 

lead to social justice: 

Sometimes I’m not sure whether I am exploring values and leadership decision-making or 

social justice and leadership decision-making.… When I start talking about my own 

leadership and others talk about theirs, I seem to end up talking about values more than I talk 

about social justice. (Journal 16 May 2020) 

Covid brought about an aha moment. Reflecting on my leadership as the pandemic hit (see 

Section 6.2), I realised that it was clearly articulated and put into practice values that were 

enabling me to lead through this crisis and to maintain a focus on equity and social justice as I 

did. However, I also recognised that the middle of a crisis is not necessarily a time to learn the 

required values, and in a sense, leaders needed a redundancy of values, extra for use when there 

is challenge or crisis. Linking this with what the interviewed leaders were saying about the 

place of values, I realised that leaders needed to prepare for leading social justice by having a 

constant critical lens on the enactment of their values in their leadership practice so that when 

this was tested, they could draw on their reflective skills and translate this knowledge into 

action and decision. The focus of my thinking could therefore shift from the creation of some 

kind of set framework for decision-making that might result in a linear “know–do” structure, 

to a critical reflective approach to the use of values that continually created the space for social 

justice to occur: 

Social justice is where values land, where they “hit the road” and become real. In theology 

we’d say social justice is the incarnation of values.… Maybe the alteration to my practice 

through this DPP is creating a way to keep the space open given the numerous things driving 

leaders away from that space. (Journal 17 February 2021) 
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Combined with the change in my understanding of how leaders could make change in their 

contexts towards social justice, this new positioning of values in my practice started to shape a 

framework of practice that was focused on leaders having capabilities and tools that would 

enable them to develop and uphold positive for social justice values. This includes creating the 

conditions and organisational culture within which these values will guide decisions and 

actions. 

Shift in thinking 3: Practice-useful lens to the intersection of theory and practice. 

There is a sense of trying concepts on for size—taking literature or someone else’s thoughts 

and seeing if they make sense and work in my life, leadership, context. 

(Journal 7 October 2021) 

From the very beginning of my DPP journey I had a focus on producing something that would 

be useful in my own practice of leadership and in the practice of others. Therefore, the DPP 

methodology appealed over a more traditional doctoral programme. I came to this applied 

methodology with some very specific practice requirements from my context. Working in a 

health organisation that operates 24 hours a day 365 days, undertaking training is challenging 

because staff cannot easily be taken out of their roles for more than 30 minutes. As I explored 

concepts, models, theories and ideas, I was therefore always doing the 10-minute test—could 

I explain this in a way that would make sense in 10 minutes or be useful in 30? 

At first, I expressed this desire for practice-useful knowledge in terms of finding what would 

be useful in my context of the NFP sector. Theories were acceptable only in terms of how easily 

or well they translated into this “real world”. Reflecting again, I can see that as I moved further 

through my research, with literature, leader interviews and my own reflection interacting, I 

came to understand that a linear approach, with theory coming first and practice being the 

response, was not the only way to use theory and research within a practice-focused study. 

Discovering the concept of something being praxical—when “ideas and theory are the result 

of practice not the other way around” (Andrew and Le Rossignol 2017, 237) was a first step in 

shifting the place of theory within my practice because this concept gave due credit to practice 

as a place from which knowledge could emerge. This opened the possibility that theory and 

practice could be interwoven into my leadership practice in a way that supported my emerging 

goal to be a values-based leader, shifting contexts towards justice. Theorising and developing 

concepts were therefore not a “neutral practice” (Reynolds 2014, 130), but an action that “holds 
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the promise of justice-doing [and] opens up possibilities of the way things can be” (Reynolds 

2014). Theory was no longer a precursor to social justice action but an integral part of the 

toolkit for leaders of social justice. 

Looking again at my Review of Learning, I can see that at times in my practice as a leader I 

had probably been undertaking this intersection of theory and practice. However, my early 

academic life, embedded as it was in Enlightenment dualistic approaches, meant that I tended 

to view theory and practice as necessarily separate. I did not always understand that I was using 

both or why this might be important to leadership of social justice. My research has enabled 

me to move past the dualism of either practice or theory, articulate the intersection of each, and 

understand this to be a critical part of my leadership practice. I now recognise that my 

leadership practice needs to include the roles of “scholar-practitioner” and activist professional 

(Schein 201,0 Berkovich 2014)—leadership that translates theory into concepts that are 

actionable and back again in a virtuous cycle of critical reflection that shifts thinking, decisions 

and actions towards social justice. 

Shift in thinking 4: Truth and validity in autoethnographic practitioner research 

The issue of truth and validity within research has been a constant question since the beginning 

of my DPP journey and one that has shaped my framework of practice. It was a question that 

arose out of my practice. In writing my Review of Learning, I realised that I wanted the ability 

to argue for the validity of community and practice-based research more adequately, having 

previously experienced rejection of this by those who believed only in positivistic quantitative 

forms of research. 

During my Learning Agreement, I became quite excited by the methodological debates and 

began to see in them an issue of justice related to my issue of social justice. I began to 

understand that “the dominant research paradigm gets to decide what is true” (Appendix D, p. 

43) and viewed these debates as being about power as much as methodology. 

In my Learning Agreement I was exploring the methodology of practitioner action research 

with its critical reflection on the intersection of theory and practice, and overcoming of the 

traditional division between what the literature calls formal and practical knowledge (Campbell 

and Groundwater-Smith 2007). Indigenous understandings of research methodology, process 

and outcome were also challenging my thinking about the place of positivistic and 

constructivist understandings of research and how different methodologies were tested or 
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validated. Having had most of my early academic training from within the positivistic scientific 

experiment mindset, I was challenged by Denzin and Lincoln’s description of how Māori value 

dialogue within the community as a method for assessing knowledge and the claims of research 

(Denzin, Lincoln, and Smith 2008, 10) and by other Māori and indigenous researchers who 

challenged the colonisation of research methodology, including foundational conceptions such 

as time, space, subjectivity and what knowledge is (Wilson 2001; Whitinui 2014). 

Reflecting again, I can see that while I was embracing new understandings of what research is 

and does, I remained uneasy. I still wanted my research to have some kind of validity beyond 

my own experience. I still wanted some understanding of truth: 

I guess I’m just not quite comfortable with the pendulum swing over to anything goes as long 

as the people/culture/context is researching itself and agrees. I’m sure that authors might 

argue that this is because I am white, middle class, Western and holding to the belief that 

there is an objective truth out there. Yes and no. I struggle with the notion that anything goes 

and that there are no criteria at all. There must somewhere be solid ground. (Journal 4 June 

2020) 

The shift came with Covid and story. When Covid arrived in 2020, I wrote a practice story 

about leadership (see Section 6.2) and reflected that despite embracing different methodologies 

I was firmly rooted in the positivistic school and the double-blind randomised trial when it 

came to the vaccine. I wondered whether any other methodologies would survive the Covid 

crisis. During the third Auckland lockdown in 2021, I wrote another more extensive practice 

story focusing on leadership and values, using autoethnography, fiction and a more traditional 

literature review and qualitative research analysis (see “Plovers in Lockdown” in Chapter 6). 

These two practice stories show my shift in thinking. In the process of writing these practice 

stories, I had realised that dualistic either/or thinking about research methodology was not 

necessary. Truth and validity could be found in multiple forms of research. What counted were 

the claims being made for the research and the criteria being offered up to evaluate these: 

Perhaps what the various research authors are trying to say is that everyone’s place to stand 

is different or differently described and understood. Also, they really do have some criteria –

they just are about different things. For example, some indigenous researchers say that love, 

justice, equity and humanity can be criteria—which of course I would agree with.” (Journal 

June 2021) 
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Coming back to Ellingson’s (2014) “five tenets” to guide research (see Chapter 4), I was able 

to understanding that truth and validity were still present, just differently presented. I was able 

to make the shift to understanding story as an appropriate approach to research, bringing its 

own discipline and rigour around whose stories are told and what they are used for. This opened 

the door to the use of story in my framework of practice. 

Shift in thinking 5: Story—from research approach to social justice leadership decision-

making tool 

The use of story as a leadership of social justice decision-making tool was a significant shift in 

my practice that arose directly out of undertaking this DPP. While the Review of Learning is 

essentially a critically reflective story, when I wrote it I related more to the criticality than the 

story. Therefore, when I proceeded to write my Learning Agreement, story did not feature as a 

method or outcome of my proposed research, and I had no sense that story could be useful to 

my goal of supporting leaders of social justice in their decision-making. By the end of this 

DPP, however, I have come to see story as an essential part of my framework of practice as a 

leader trying to uphold social justice in my leadership decision-making. 

Reflecting again, several changes in my thinking brought me to this new understanding of the 

place of story in my practice. The significant change in understanding around how truth and 

validity can be upheld in many different methodologies is described above. This certainly 

opened the door to story being an approach to research that could contain sufficient rigour that 

it would give me confidence to share my findings within my sector or community—which had 

been a key success criterion for me from the beginning: 

If the story does not speak into other situations, what use is it except to me? (Journal 19 April 

2020) 

If I had known about the validity of narrative and story, I would have approached things 

(community research) differently. (Journal 30 June 2020) 

Another change was discovering more about Māori concepts of leadership, ethics and values 

and how these are learned, enacted and passed on. The dualism that I experience in Western 

Enlightenment-based thinking between art and science and fact and fiction, and my linear 

understanding of the relationship between knowledge and action was challenged by what the 

interviewed Māori leaders and literature said about how Māori interweave knowledge, culture, 
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values and leadership models. I came to understand that for Māori these factors are social and 

collective creations (Ruwhiu and Cone 2013) with overlapping stories (Whitinui 2014) that are 

continually told and tested, always partial, evolving and reformed through acceptance and use 

by the community. This suggested that I could look more deeply at story as a deliberate tool to 

support leaders—for if positive for social justice values were essential to leadership of social 

justice, story seemed to be, if not essential, at least important to the development and upholding 

of these values. 

The third change in thinking that propelled story from research method to being part of my 

framework of practice was my growing realisation that story was a form of inquiry and 

knowledge discovery that could support a values-driven approach to leadership decision-

making, through its ability to work with multiple perspectives and support reflective thinking 

in a “generative process that supports outliers” (Reynolds 2014, 136). The reflective nature of 

story and of narrative (which is one form of story) can reveal our existing mental models, 

assumptions and knowledge, and at the same time elicit new models and knowledge. 

Additionally, the very act of writing can teach the use of values (Ellis, Adams, and Bochner 

2011) because the storytelling process can involve multiple endings that can test out the impact 

of different values as applied to all the variables. In this way, storytelling can strengthen the 

ability of leaders and those they are working with to think morally and decide and act on the 

basis of values, as they test them out or reflect on learning within a story model. 

The fourth shift towards story as part of my framework of practice was seeing how story could 

support social justice shifts themselves. I came to see that “fiction is one of the most powerful 

ways to undermine dominant narratives” (Eliastam, Muller, and Tahor 2018), challenging 

understandings of how the world has to be and creating new options. Testing this out in my 

own practice, with other leaders in a structured story workshop and in the use of story in the 

writing up of my research findings, I was able to positively answer my question “Does story 

offer a values-based leader a decision-making tool?” (Journal 5 September 2021). When 

undertaken with reflexivity and criticality, story can assist leaders as we focus on developing 

our ethical selves engaged in social action (Richardson and Adams St. Pierre 2005). 
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8.3 My framework of practice as a leader focused on social justice working 

within not-for-profit social service organisations. 

 

Figure 8.1: Framework of practice ©Bonnie Robinson 

My framework of practices locates me as a visionary-pragmatic leader in the NFP social service 

sector who is constantly trying to shift all my leadership contexts towards social justice. To do 

this, I use values that are positive for social justice in my leadership decision-making and 

encourage others in my organisation to do likewise. Leading and deciding using positive for 

social justice values creates a space where social justice can occur. The identification and use 

of positive for social justice values in my leadership decision-making is upheld by one practice 

lens and one reflective tool. 



189 

8.4 Description of the components of my framework 

8.4.1 Visionary-pragmatic leadership: Shifting all our leadership contexts towards social 

justice 

This part of my framework is both launching and landing pad for the framework. This is who 

I am and who I want to be as a leader: visionary because to lead social justice I need an 

understanding that how things are is not just and to encourage other leaders, staff and board 

members to do likewise; pragmatic because I also know that without action, no change will 

occur. Using this vision-pragmatism dynamic, I do not need to name any specific social justice 

action because what is required will change from context to context, but I aim for a constant 

awareness and focus on making that change for social justice in whatever context I am in. 

8.4.2 Promoting and using values that are positive for social justice in leadership decision-

making 

I support this visionary-pragmatic stance on leadership using positive for social justice values 

in my leadership decision-making. Using positive for social justice values in my leadership 

creates a space where social justice can occur as the “million small decisions” (Leader 1) of 

leadership weave together into a shift towards social justice. 

8.4.3 Story as a leadership critical reflective tool 

To support my ability to uphold positive for social justice values and be a leader who seeks to 

shift all contexts towards social justice, I use story as a tool to assist me with the critical 

reflective approach required. As a leader I facilitate, co-create, listen and tell stories that assist 

me to reflect on how my positive for social justice values are or are not being affected by 

decisions in context. 

8.4.4 Practice-useful lens on the intersection of theory and practice 

In addition to story, making use of the intersection of theory and practice also supports me as 

a leader of social justice. As a leader focused on social justice, I need to embrace the roles of 

activist professional and scholar-practitioner (Schein 2010; Berkovich 2014), using theory and 

translating this into action for social justice within my professional context and then using my 

practice experience to inform theory. In this way, my practice can contribute both to the shifting 

of contexts towards justice and to our knowledge about how this occurs. 
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8.5 Mapping of my framework to my thesis 

As described above, my framework of practice evolved out of the development of this thesis 

in a non-linear way. Work undertaken early, and discoveries made at the end on were both 

influential. Table 8.1 maps the links from this thesis to my framework of practice. 

Table 8.1: How my thesis links to my framework of practice 

Part of framework Origins in this thesis Example of the evolving 
thinking that led to the 

framework 

Visionary-pragmatic 
leadership—shifting all our 
leadership contexts towards 
justice 

Literature Review (Section 
3.5, 3.6 and 3.7) 

 

Positioning (Section 2.3.2 
and 2.3.4 

“…social justice leaders 
overtly aim to shift every 
context they are in towards 
justice.… Wherever it is 
found, leadership requires a 
multitude of skills, 
attributes, attitudes and 
models, but in particular, it 
requires the ability to 
develop and hold to social 
justice promoting values, 
using these to support 
thinking and visioning, and 
to gather others to work 
towards more just futures.” 
(Section 3.5.3) 

Promoting and using values 
that are positive for social 
justice in leadership 
decision-making 

Literature Review (Section 
3.4) 

Practice stories  

Research findings 

Values are “blueprints or 
foundations for making 
decisions, solving problems 
and resolving conflicts” 
(Section 3.4.2.4) 

Upheld by a practice-useful 
lens on the intersection of 
theory and practice 

Literature review (Section 
3.2) 

Positioning (Section 2.1.2 
and 2.3.5) 

Research findings 

Practice stories 

For it is this invitation to 
continue to think through the 
implications of social justice 
… that creates “alternative 
visions for decent lives…” 

Taking social justice from a 
complex philosophical 
socio-economic political 
ontology, to a concept that 
can be in practice is 
considered essential…” 
(Section 3.6.2.1) 
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Part of framework Origins in this thesis Example of the evolving 
thinking that led to the 

framework 

Upheld by story as a 
leadership critical reflective 
tool 

Literature review (Section 
3.7) 

Positioning (Section 2.1.1) 

Practice stories 

Research findings 

Putting this literature 
together, I could see that 
story can be a leadership 
teaching and learning tool, 
especially useful when 
individuals and groups need 
to weigh decisions, define, 
and resolve problems, and 
imagine and enact new 
outcomes. Therefore, its use 
by leaders is not only viable 
but potentially highly 
effective. (Section 3.7.2.4) 

 

8.6 Implications of my framework of practice 

Leadership of social justice is, of course, a lifetime’s work, a visionary goal and a vast subject 

with many possible approaches. My framework of practice is but one concept. The 

framework’s advantage for my own leadership practice and, I hope, for other leaders within 

NFPs is that it provides a simple way into a complex issue. 

The framework assumes that as a leader within NFP organisations, I and other leaders who 

might use it want to contribute to social justice. My goal has never been to create something 

that would convert the unconverted leader to social justice, but to support leaders who already 

had this orientation. Given this prerequisite, however, the framework is otherwise quite flexible 

and non-linear. You can jump in at any point and the framework will still point you towards 

and support you in a leadership practice that is focused on shifting your leadership context 

towards social justice. 

Jump in at the values: Understanding that my goal is to be a visionary-pragmatic leader who 

tries to shift all my leadership contexts towards social justice, I can head to values, 

understanding that by using positive for social justice values in my decision-making, I am more 

likely to be shifting contexts towards social justice. 

Jump in at the storytelling: If as leader I need support to understand what positive for social 

justice values look like and how to use them in my decision-making, story can help me. 
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Consciously adopting story as a reflective tool will allow me to explore issues and how values 

affect them more critically, and I can do this on my own or collaboratively with others. I can 

also use this reflective tool with my own stories, as creator or co-creator and teller, but also 

with other people’s stories, as facilitator and listener. This widens opportunities for practice-

useful learning and reflection on where shifts that uphold social justice might be needed or 

found and on how the use of positive for social justice values might affect these shifts. 

Jump in at the intersection of theory and practice: A practice-useful lens on the intersection 

between theory and practice encourages my leadership to seek out new information, to think 

more deeply and to apply this to my values and my decisions. In doing this, I am adopting into 

my leadership practice the role of activist professional and scholar-practitioner—I am 

encouraged to make use of what I know and apply it to my specific context and the wider 

issues. This intersection of theory and practice also affects my values and use of values—

supporting my leadership. 

Jump in with critical reflection and learn this as you go: This framework might also appear to, 

and to a certain extent does, have another prerequisite for its use—that of being a critically 

reflective, reflexive leader. The leaders I interviewed, as did I, already had significant 

capability around reflection within their leadership practice and this enabled them, and me, to 

undertake some of the thinking that is required if we are trying to find ways to use values to 

shift our contexts towards social justice. However, although an element of this capability is 

required, the framework in and of itself can encourage and develop critical reflection. The focus 

on values, and the use of story and practice-useful theory cannot be used without some 

thinking—they are thinking activities. Therefore, these activities push my leadership practice 

beyond the surface issue towards deeper and broader understanding. Even if I was a leader who 

was always or was in a particular moment, inclined to action without reflection, using the 

framework would lead me towards seeing more, diving deeper and considering more ideas 

about how to shift this issue, context and my leadership towards social justice. 

8.7 Conclusion 

This chapter has brought together the many stories that make up this thesis and focused them 

into an articulated framework of practice. Drawing on story as a supportive decision-making 

tool and understanding reflexive critical thinking as a key leadership capability, I have created 

a framework for my practice that supports my goal of constantly upholding social justice. 
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Values that are positive for social justice, when attended to and shared, create the space where 

social justice can occur. While this is my framework of practice, developed through the 

autoethnographic overarching methodology of this DPP, I have also shown that there is 

potential for this framework to be shared with, used by and useful to other NFP leaders. In the 

final chapter of this thesis, I explore future possible uses of this framework and how this sharing 

might occur. 
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Chapter 9: Conclusion—The End of This Story and the 
Beginning of Another 

My purpose remains the same as ever, but I’ve learned some new methods and concepts that 

hopefully I can share. If the world is to change, we need the collective, not just a few, to act. 

Social justice will come of a change of purpose and meaning in all organisational decision-

making, not just action by a few. 

(Journal 12 February 2022) 

When you undertake a professional practice doctorate while working full-time within your 

sphere of practice, people within your workplace inevitably ask the question “So what is your 

doctorate about?” This is a good question. Short answers such as “It’s about leadership” or “It 

is about social justice” tend to elicit further questions, such as “What about leadership and what 

about social justice?” If I explained in full, then usually the follow up was “OK, and what are 

you going to do with it once you are done?” 

The chapters of this thesis contain the story of how I have come to answer these questions, and 

others. In this final chapter, I summarise the key personal practice learnings from my DPP 

journey and explore the “What now?” question asked by my colleagues in terms of future and 

further use of my framework of practice and continued research. 

9.1 Key personal practice learnings 

In my discussion chapter I noted that story unsettles while it clarifies. Perhaps this is also a 

statement about the entire journey of doing this DPP. In answering my research question about 

what supports leaders of NFPs to include social justice in their decision-making, I gained clarity 

about much of my practice, but I was also challenged by what I was learning, and this required 

change or development of my practice. 

There was clarity around: 

 the centrality of holding to positive for social justice values in leadership 

 the shape of my framework of practice as a visionary-pragmatic leader focused on 

social justice 

 the importance of some key leadership capabilities such as being courageous and 

curious 
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 the essential nature of a reflexive approach to leadership—with a reflection–learning–

action–reflection loop continuously in play 

 the importance of being able to articulate personal and organisational values 

 the value of story as a qualitative research method and a leadership decision-making 

tool. 

There was challenge around: 

 understanding that as a social justice leader my aim should be to shift all the contexts I 

am in towards justice and that therefore social justice is diffuse and not limited to 

specific contexts or actions 

 the need as a leader to engage in criticality and link theory and practice, so that learning 

results in change and action 

 making story effective and valid as a leadership decision-making tool using reflexive 

structures within my story approach 

 articulating and being overt in my practice about my use of values and my north star of 

social justice. 

The clarity and the challenge have both shaped my thesis and resulted in a hopeful framework 

of practice that sees the big ask of social justice as possible for my leadership and the leadership 

of others. 

Vicki Reynolds (2014) talks about research and theory as being potential places of healing 

because they can take experiences and make meaning of them in a way that can result in 

positive change. While I would not want to make such a bold claim for this thesis, what I have 

experienced and hope I can offer to others is thinking that shows that social justice can become 

real in the daily decisions of NFP leaders. Simple yet deep tools such as story support us to use 

our values, personal and organisational, as we daily work to make shifts towards social justice. 

9.2 What now? 

There are two areas where the contribution of this thesis to NFP leadership of social justice 

could be extended—in further research and in further use of my framework of practice. 
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9.2.1 Future possibilities for research and practice-useful developments 

And what would help them. I think exactly what you are doing—researching it and valuing 

values. The whole piece of work that we need to do to be values-based practitioners. 

(Leader 14) 

1. Developing story as a leadership practice tool 

I did not start my thesis with story in mind. My research question was around how we could 

support leaders who wanted to enact social justice and, especially, how to support leaders to 

include social justice in their decision-making. Values arose from the research as a critical 

factor and then, in considering how to uphold positive for social justice values, story emerged 

as a potentially highly practice-useful tool, especially around making decisions. Because of the 

emergent nature of this finding, this thesis has only started the work to explore the potential 

impact of story. From my preliminary work, using story in my own practice and trialling it in 

two workshops, I have identified several areas for further research and exploration: 

 Capabilities for effective use of story—Do leaders need certain capabilities prior to 

using story? 

 Do different story types change the impact or outcome of using story as a leadership 

practice tool? 

 Does writing or telling (oral storytelling) affect differently the way in which story can 

be practice-useful? 

 What is the impact of different cultural understandings of story on how we might use 

story? 

 Are there optimal contexts for the use of story and how would we create these? 

 What are the differences between using story as an individual or in a group? 

2. Encouraging curiosity as a leadership capability 

The concept of curiosity as an essential leadership capability arose from the leader interviews. 

Beyond learning, curiosity is an attitude, a stance and an approach to practice that is always 

interested and questioning. Developing curiosity and staying curious appears to be a capability 

that enables leaders who want to enact social justice to maintain criticality in their thinking and 

dissatisfaction with the unjust status quo. Further research on curiosity in leadership might 

include exploring: 
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 the role that curiosity plays in developing, supporting and sustaining leaders focused 

on values 

 testing whether and how curiosity can be developed and used by current and potential 

leaders. 

3. Right vs right decision-making tools using values 

From the literature, my own practice and the leader interviews emerged the importance of what 

Kidder (1992, 1995) calls “right versus right” decisions. These are the difficult decisions of 

leadership, when there is more than one option that would uphold values, morality and ethics, 

but they might have very different outcomes and you cannot do both. In these situations, a 

depth of understanding of values and how they influence our decision-making is required, as 

well as a nuanced understanding of morality and ethics within our own particular leadership 

context. Yet not all leaders have had the opportunity to formally study morality and ethics, and 

even if they have, time pressures are constant. There is room for further research: 

 What practices, tools or strategies can support leaders to think ethically while making 

in-the-moment decisions? 

 How can moral and ethical understanding be developed in leaders outside of formal 

educational training? 

9.2.2 Future research using my framework of practice 

This DPP explored what might support leaders of NFP organisations who want to focus on 

social justice to include social justice in everyday leadership decision-making. My framework 

of practice therefore primarily supports the answers I found to this question. However, in 

undertaking the research and thinking to develop my framework, further questions about its 

use have emerged and these merit further research. 

1. The framework’s usefulness for leaders who are not leading within the NFP social service 

sector but want to shift their leadership context towards social justice. 

In this DPP I remained focused on NFP leaders, with one exception—an interview with a leader 

of a social enterprise. Given the similarity in viewpoints of that leader with those of NFP 

leaders, there is room to explore whether my framework of practice might be useful to leaders 
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outside the NFP sector who want to pursue social justice, social purpose or social change within 

their contexts. 

2. Whether use of the framework could encourage leaders who are not yet focused on social 

justice as an aspect of their leadership practice to become so. 

As stated in Chapter 7, I did not set out to convert leaders who are not focused on social justice. 

Yet the reflective nature of my framework and, in particular, the potential of story as a values-

enhancing leadership tool suggests that my framework might have some use as a critically 

reflective tool that encourages leaders to think more deeply about their role in society, systems 

and structures. 

3. What kinds of storytelling are most useful in supporting and promoting critical reflection on 

values and social justice? 

It might be useful to explore the use of story as a leadership critical reflection tool in a more 

granular way. Are there particular types of story, ways to write, tell and listen to story that 

enhance their reflective nature, shift them into a reflexive mode, and bring a focus to values 

and to social justice? What are these and, practically, how can they be used in leadership day-

to-day practice? 

My framework of practice has provided me, and I hope other leaders, with a practice-useful 

tool that can be used now. Further research will test and maybe promote its wider use. 

To conclude this story, the final ending of this version at least, (since we can always go back 

to stories), I will let one of the interviewed leaders speak, in their own words, about the power 

and the responsibility of NFP leaders who seek to uphold social justice: 

It’s a difficult thing to talk about your own leadership in our world because you are never a 

leader on your own. You are never a leader without people who believe in you and who have 

taught you and you are often a moment in generational thinking. Hopefully you contribute. 

And the word that I would use is “in service”. So, the more power you attain, the more you 

have responsibility to use that for the betterment of the people around you … and have 

courage to call out in those moments when the systems do not benefit the people. (Leader 16) 

However long our moment in the generational thinking, when we lead and decide through 

positive for social justice values, we create stories of change that can shift all our contexts 



199 

towards social justice. My hope for this thesis is that it can support NFP leaders as they 

continue, in their time and place, to tell stories and make decisions that uphold social justice. 
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Appendices 

Appendix A: Semi-Structured Interview 

Brief introduction to my research. Go through the ethics information and forms. Explicit 

permission to record the interview. 

1. Tell me about your leadership role in this organisation or other significant leadership 

roles currently or in the past? 

 

2. What do you understand social justice to mean? 

- If you don’t relate to the term social justice, what term would you use? Why? 

 

3. When you are leading in what ways to you take the requirements of social justice {or 

the term they have used, are more comfortable with} in your leadership? 

 

4. Thinking specifically about decisions you have to make as a leader, in what ways, do 

you take social justice (or preferred term) into account? 

- Can you give me an example of when as a leader you have actively considered social 

justice your decisions as a leader? 

 

5. What makes it possible for you to include social justice in your leadership and decision-

making? 

 

6. What is the place of values in your leadership? 

- Are these your personal values? 

- Organisational values? 

 

7. How do your values/organisational values impact on your ability to include social 

justice in your decisions? 

 

8. Are you able to describe a time when you could not or found it difficult to include social 

justice in your decision-making? 

- What was the issue? 
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- Why was it difficult 

- What were the consequences for you, the organisation? 

 

9. If I was able to develop a framework/system/process to support leaders to include social 

justice in their decisions, what do you think this framework would need to include or consider? 

- Why do you choose those things as important to a framework? 

 

10. In what ways/situations might you find such a framework useful to your leadership? 

 

11. Anything else you would like to add to our conversation? 

 

12. Anyone else you think I should interview? 
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Appendix B: Photos of Process of Taking Verbatim Interview Records into 

Themes 

© Bonnie Robinson 
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Appendix C: Ethics Approval 
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Appendix D: Application to Māori Research Office 

Dear Kaitohutohu Office 

Re: DPP research 

I am a DPP student and am emailing to consult you regarding my proposed research. 

My research topic is:  

What frameworks or systems can support leaders of non-profit social service organisations to 
include social justice in decision making? 

The DPP guidelines suggest I answer four questions at this stage, which I do below. If you require 
more information, please get in touch. 

1. Will my research involve Māori?
While my research is not specifically focused on Māori no discussion of social justice in New Zealand 
can take place without recognition of Te Tiriti o Waitangi. The place of Te Tiriti and its implications is 
the ultimate social justice conversation and sits behind all other social justice conversations in New 
Zealand contexts. 

As a practitioner-researcher I am not qualified to address issues related to Te Tiriti and my project 
cannot deal with the breadth of these issues, however no social justice decision making framework 
can have validity without reference to these. Therefore, as part of this project I will need to take 
advice on and find ways to appropriately discuss the place of Te Tiriti. 

2. Is the research being conducted by Māori?
The research is not being conducted by Māori. My ancestry is Cornish and Scottish. Despite this I 
hope that my project might have within it echoes of tikanga Māori and Māori world view. This is 
because of my personal background, growing up in Gisborne, with siblings marrying into Nagti 
Porou. Also, through my career I have been privileged to be welcomed into and work alongside 
Māori social service organisations and they have been generous in sharing their ways of working. 

I was also privileged in 2018 to be on a week-long course with Professor Shelley Spiller of Waikato 
University on Wayfinding. This opened my eyes to an aspect of Māori understanding of leadership 
that I found resonated with me personally and professionally, and I plan to explore how or whether 
such concepts can be incorporated into my research. 

How the enriching involvement of concepts like Wayfinding can be incorporated into this project will 
be an iterative process involving identifying fellow travellers, wise advisors and critics who can walk 
alongside me in the process. 

3. Are the results likely to be of specific interest to Māori? And
4. Could the research potentially benefit Māori?

My research is theoretical in nature and therefore will not directly impact on Māori as it is being 
undertaken, however I would hope that its outcomes might have positive impact in some way on 
Māori, as the promotion of social justice by any leader or organisation should improve 
circumstances for Māori. 

I will be seeking to gather around me fellow learners who will contribute to my thinking, test and 
critique my frameworks and identify ways forward. This will be a voluntary self-selected and open 
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group which may or may not involve Māori non-profit leaders. If Māori do participate, I will need to 
talk with them about how to appropriately include them. 

I am fortunate to have access to Māori who can guide and assist me. As an ordained minister of the 
Presbyterian Church of Aotearoa New Zealand, Te Aka Puaho, the Māori division of the church, is 
available to provide guidance. 

The Baptist Union of Aotearoa New Zealand, of which the organisation I currently work for is a part, 
also have a Māori Ministries advisor who is available to members of the church and church 
organisations for advice and guidance. 

From my personal and professional networks, I have a range of people who can assist me to keep 
the impact of my work on Māori within my consciousness. My sister-in-law is Nagti Porou and works 
in disability education. I have a 30-year close friendship with a woman who is Nga Ruahine and 
works as a leader in the non-profit sector. A training course in 2018 with Global Women connected 
me with women from several Iwi, some of whom work directly for Iwi organisations. These family 
members, friends and colleagues have been and are available to advise, challenge and support me 
around how my research might impact on Māori. I will draw on these people and they will keep me 
honest. 

I would welcome any further ideas, suggestions or input from the Kaitohutohu office. 

Thank you. 

Yours sincerely 

Bonnie Robinson 
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