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Leadership Team through Phenomenology 
 
 
 
 
 
Introduction 
 
Understanding the culture within senior leadership teams is crucial for any organisation aiming to 
foster effective governance and strategic alignment. Traditional methods such as surveys often 
fail to capture the full complexity of leadership dynamics. Phenomenology, especially insights 
from Maurice Merleau-Ponty on perception and embodiment, provides a profound framework for 
exploring these dynamics, offering a deeper look into how senior leaders experience and 
influence the culture around them. 
 
 
The Importance of Leadership Culture 
 
The culture among senior leaders significantly affects organisational policies and the overall 
workplace environment. It shapes decisions, influences corporate ethos, and sets the tone for 
employee engagement. As such, an authentic examination of this culture is essential, not only to 
ensure that it aligns with organisational values but also to understand the unspoken, perhaps 
unconscious, elements that govern senior leaders' interactions. 
 
 
Merleau-Ponty and Phenomenology 
 
Maurice Merleau-Ponty's phenomenology emphasises the primacy of perception and the 
embodied nature of human experience. He argues that our bodies and our sensory experiences 
are integral to how we understand the world and ourselves within it. For senior leadership teams, 
this perspective suggests that leaders' physical presence and their perceptual experiences play a 
significant role in shaping their interpretations and actions within the group. 
 
 
Applying Merleau-Ponty's Insights to Leadership Dynamics 
 
Embodied Leadership: According to Merleau-Ponty, our bodies are not merely objects in the 
world; they are expressive entities through which our intentionality is communicated. In 
leadership contexts, the physical presence, posture, gestures, and even proxemics (the use of 
space) can profoundly influence meetings and decision-making processes. Understanding these 
aspects through phenomenological analysis can reveal how leaders' physical expressions 
contribute to the team's dynamics and decision-making styles. 
 
Perception and Reality: Merleau-Ponty's notion that perception shapes reality can be particularly 
insightful in analysing how leaders perceive threats, opportunities, and each other. These 
perceptions significantly impact how strategies are formulated and implemented. 
Phenomenological research can uncover these perceptual frameworks, offering clues to the 
underlying assumptions that guide leaders' decisions. 
 
 



Conducting Phenomenological Research with Senior Leaders 
 
Implementing this approach involves several tailored strategies: 
 

1. In-depth, Embodied Interviews: These are not just verbal exchanges but are attentive to 
the physical cues and embodied expressions of the interviewees. Such interviews can 
provide insights into how leaders physically react to questions about conflict, change, and 
strategy, revealing deeper emotional and psychological states. 

 
2. Observational Studies: Watching senior leaders in action, particularly in meetings and 

informal settings, can offer invaluable data on the non-verbal cues and the physical 
environment that influences their interactions. 

 
3. Reflective and Interpretive Analysis: Using Merleau-Ponty's principles, analysts interpret 

these data to understand how leaders' bodily presence and perceptions influence the 
leadership culture. 

 
Insights from Phenomenological Analysis of Leadership Teams 

 
Phenomenological research might reveal, for instance, how a leader's posture during meetings 
can influence the discussion's flow or how physical arrangements in the boardroom might 
enhance or stifle communication. It might also uncover how leaders' perceptions of each other 
shape their collaborative or competitive behaviours. 
 
Utilising Insights for Organisational Development 
 
The insights gained can lead to practical interventions: 
 

1. Realigning Physical Spaces: Adjusting meeting layouts to foster more open 
communication and collaboration. 

 
2. Training on Body Awareness: Helping leaders become more aware of their non-verbal 

cues and how these might be perceived by others. 
 

3. Developing Perception-Informed Strategies: Creating strategies that consider leaders' 
perceptions and how these affect organisational objectives and employee morale. 

 
Conclusion 
 
Merleau-Ponty's phenomenology offers invaluable tools for understanding the subtle, often 
overlooked aspects of leadership dynamics. By focusing on both perception and the embodied 
nature of experiences, organisations can achieve a deeper understanding of their senior 
leadership's culture. This approach not only unveils the real dynamics of leadership teams but 
also provides the basis for impactful organisational development tailored to the authentic needs 
and styles of its leaders. 
 


