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This article shares the genesis of a new idea we called transleadership, as it is
informed by Nicolescuian transdisciplinarity. While aligned with several leading
edge approaches to leadership, we propose that transleadership stands out because
it emerges at the convergence of seven transconcepts: complexity (emergence),
logic and reality, intersubjectivity, sensemaking, tensions, power and influence,
leverage, and the creation of in vivo, hybrid knowledge. Transleadership accom-
modates the intricate and complex process of leading a diverse collection of
(often contradictory) people, ideas, and consciousness to a new space and place
where transdisciplinary knowledge can be created to address wicked problems
facing humanity, using transdisciplinary thinking.

KEYWORDS: Complexity, intersubjectivity, leverage, Nicolescu, sensemaking transdisci-
plinarity, transdisciplinary leadership, transleadership.

INTRODUCTION

World Futures focuses on new paradigms emerging at the cutting edge of contem-
porary sciences, and serves as a venue for leading edge, creative transdisciplinary
contributions to paradigmatic evolution. The evolution of new paradigms requires
leadership, generally understood to mean the process of guiding or directing people
or an initiative into the future. Transdisciplinary contributions to paradigmatic evo-
lution require transdisciplinary leadership. Trans is Latin for beyond and across.
Transdisciplinary means beyond disciplines, involving more than just academics
to solve problems facing humanity. Transdisciplinarity refers to iteratively cross-
ing the boundaries long established around higher education and problem solving
with the rest of the world (Nicolescu 1985).

A concept originating in the early seventies, transdisciplinarity (TD) has two
predominate definitions. Some define it as joint problem-solving of problems
pertaining to the science–technology–society triad (Gibbons et al. 1994; Klein
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TRANSDISCIPLINARY INITIATIVES 165

et al. 2001; Nowotny 2003). Others view transdisciplinarity as striving to remove
the boundaries between higher education and the rest of the world, to solve
the problems of the world (most notably Nicolescu 1985, 2002). Klein (2004)
referred to these approaches as “two currents of definition [that have] gained wide
attention” (516). Common to both approaches is the understanding that complex,
wicked problems (i.e., no apparent solution and no right or wrong answer) are at
the center of transdisciplinary practice, not the disciplines (Lawrence and Després
2004; Leavy 2011; Pearce 2010).

Consequently, siloed, disciplinary knowledge and problem solving that ignores
civil society is no longer sufficient to solve wicked problems (e.g., global environ-
mental issues [climate change], unsustainability, health pandemics, water resource
management, poverty, and energy issues) (McGregor 2012). Transdisciplinarity
does not disregard disciplines but complements them. It involves dialogue and rec-
onciliation between all sciences and civil society and is an invitation to open up to
what lies beyond siloed disciplinary boundaries (de Freitas, Morin, and Nicolescu
1994).

Leavy (2011) claimed that the cumulative impact of transdisciplinary perspec-
tives and innovations over the last 40 years is a new paradigm in its own right.
Transdisciplinarity recognizes that the subject at hand extends far beyond the
subject-matter of respective academic disciplines, and promotes theoretical, con-
ceptual, and methodological reorientations (paradigm shifts). Transdisciplinarity
enables us to ask different, unorthodox questions, the answers to which impact
the future of humanity (McMichael 2002). Yet, in spite of its perceived status as a
new paradigm (and potential to facilitate paradigm shifts), there is no established
definition of transdisciplinary leadership.

The literature is rife with ideas about the challenges inherent in managing and
leading transdisciplinary initiatives and endeavors, be they collaborative teams,
research, and/or projects (as evident in these edited collections: Burns and Weaver
2008; Hirsch Hadorn et al. 2008; Klein et al. 2001; Nicolescu 2008; Somerville
and Rapport 2002). These initiatives collectively “provide a wealth of concrete
hints and recommendations” (Wiesmann et al. 2008, 434) about leading transdisci-
plinary initiatives. Yet, the lack of conceptualization of transdisciplinary leadership
persists despite that Wiesmann et al. (2008) identified management and leadership
as one of the most common stumbling blocks in transdisciplinary practice.

The absence of a clear understanding of “what is transdisciplinary leadership”
poses a problem because addressing wicked problems requires a new kind of
knowledge, necessitating (a) complex partnerships at the interface between and
among the academy and society and (b) a new methodology for generating that
knowledge. The complex and intricate process of creating this new knowledge,
at the interface between higher education and the rest of the world, has to be
led (influenced, guided, directed). The orthodox approaches to leadership, which
view leadership as a person or a role rather than an integral process shaped by
worldviews and context, will not be effective (Volckmann 2010). Leading such
complex partnerships to solve wicked problems requires a new concept that pushes
the boundaries of conventional approaches to leadership, an idea itself that seems
to defy definition. Volckmann (2013) asserted there are nearly 50 different theories
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166 SUE L. T. MCGREGOR AND GABRIELLE DONNELLY

of leadership, and countless definitions of leadership. Stogdill (1974) famously
declared there are “almost as many definitions of leadership as there are persons
who have attempted to define the concept” (259). To accommodate this conceptual
lacuna, this paper tendered the new concept of translead and applied it to creatively
engage with transdisciplinary, wicked problems.

As a caveat, the idea of transleadership developed in this article is very much
inspired by Basarab Nicolescu’s notion of transdisciplinarity (see his article in
this issue). He posited that transdisciplinarity is a methodology for creating new
knowledge, replete with its own ontology (multiple levels of reality mediated
by the Hidden Third), inclusive logic, and epistemology (knowledge is complex,
emergent, and embodied). These ideas are woven into the ensuing discussion of
the elements of transleadership.

TRANSLEAD

From an etymological perspective, trans is Latin for across: to cross over, go
beyond, to move back-and-forth, to move into another state or to another place.
Lead is Old English lædan, to guide, to cause to go with, to bring forth (Harper
2013). Inspired by their root meanings, the translead concept conveys the idea of
guiding someone or something during the process of bringing forth something, by
crossing over, going beyond, moving back-and-forth and/or moving into another
state or to another place. The notion of iterative interactions leading to a new state
is key to the process of transleading. Paradigm shifts and paradigmatic evolution
(the emergence of new ideas and insights) require ideological and intellectual
movements from one state to another. “Very often, the threads of a new concept,
theory or approach emerge concurrently with different people in different locales.
This is true with the concept of transdisciplinarity” (Somerville and Rapport 2002,
xiv). Transleadership is concerned with bringing these minds together, to better
ensure the emergence and evolution of powerful, innovative approaches to wicked
problems.

To begin the process of conceptualizing transleadership, anticipating that others
will also have opinions about this new concept, this article shares the results of a
thematic analysis of literature pursuant to the challenges inherent in managing and
leading transdisciplinary initiatives and endeavors. A theme is a concept, trend, or
distinction that emerges from reiterative readings of written documents. More to
the point, a theme represents components or fragments of ideas or experiences that
may be meaningless when viewed alone but have meaning when brought together
(Aronson 1994; Owen 1984; Spradley 1979). As with any thematic analysis,
data collection entailed iterative readings of pertinent documents (journal articles,
books, book chapters, conference papers, website postings) until patterns began
to emerge. This process generated eight themes (Figure 1) or ideas found to
be inherent in addressing complex problems at the interface of disciplines and
society. For this article, they are prefaced with the word transleading, intending
to provoke and stimulate further dialogue about the merit of the concept we have
called transleadership, which entails crisscrossing and going beyond traditional
approaches to leading, taking people to new places and new states of understanding
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TRANSDISCIPLINARY INITIATIVES 167

TTransleading...

Complexity and 
Connections

Logic and 
Realities

Intersubjectivity

Sensemaking

Tensions

Power and 
Influence

Leverage

In Vivo, Hybrid 
Knowledge

Figure 1. Proposed elements of transleadership.

and insights, transcending their former positions to new transdisciplinary positions
(Latin transcendere “climb over or beyond, to surmount,” Harper 2013).

LEADERSHIP FOR WHAT?

The concept of transleadership raises a key question that is often assumed or
overlooked by leadership scholars and practitioners: Leadership for what? Jack-
son and Parry (2011) posited that this question of purpose is probably the most
important question; yet, the most difficult to answer. The purpose of transleader-
ship is explicit however; namely, to traverse transdisciplinary spaces comprising
a diverse collection of (often contradictory) issues, people, ideas, and conscious-
ness to collectively address complex, wicked problems facing humanity, using
transdisciplinary thinking.

Why lead this way? As mentioned above, today’s ecological, social, politi-
cal, and cultural crises are not isolated but interrelated, creating an increasingly
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168 SUE L. T. MCGREGOR AND GABRIELLE DONNELLY

layered and complex global polycrisis (McGregor and Volckmann 2011; Sardar
2010). The assumptions that have undergirded modernity are disintegrating and
daily reality is visibly more fluid and changing. The image of a predictable, clock-
work universe fails us (Morin 1999a; Korten 1999). Modernity has become liquid
(Bauman 2008) and the current era has been described as “postnormal times”
(Sardar 2010). Recognizing that science and the world were “no longer func-
tioning in the ‘normal’ way” (Sardar 2010, 436), Ravetz and Funtowicz (1999)
coined the term postnormal to account for the uncertainty, complexity, high stakes,
value disputes, and the real risk of danger inherent in the wicked problems facing
humanity.

In this era of postnormal transition and change, the lack of clarity and agreement
around what leadership is (could and should be) may reflect how the definitions,
conceptualizations and metaphors associated with leadership are also undergoing
a transformation induced by the throes of late modernity (Montuori and Fahim
2010). The transition from solid to liquid modernity (Bauman 2008), and from a
clockwork universe metaphor to one of emergent, living systems (Korten 1999)
throws the old views of leadership into question, namely the heroic images of the
past or the predictable hierarchies of command-and-control, that, while stifling to
many, were also comforting and normal. Indeed, long-held myths about control,
knowability, and progress are now visible and clearly inadequate, highlighting just
how much people do not accurately perceive or understand (Wells 2013).

Not surprisingly, the study of leadership, as well as the way leadership is
conventionally understood by the general public, is in a dynamic and emergent
state. For most of the twentieth century (normal science), the study of leadership
was centered on the individual, charismatic leader. Trait theory and behavioral
theory suggested that leaders were born, not made (a view that still informs the
implicit assumptions many individuals hold about what constitutes leadership).
The characteristics and abilities of leaders were studied without considering the
context or environmental conditions that supported the development of leaders
(Bryman et al. 2011; Northouse 2013).

This lopsided, leader-centric perspective was challenged by the “new leader-
ship” theories of the 1980s and 1990s, most notably principled, authentic, servant,
and transformational leadership, which signaled a new way of conceptualizing
leadership that broadened to include followers (Northouse 2013). Transforma-
tional leaders transform the attitudes, motivations, and behaviors of their followers
(Bryman 1992). More recently, attention has been directed toward a continuum
of shared leadership, from co-leadership on one end to distributed, leaderless
leadership on the other. Through this lens, leadership is not seen as a role but as a
creative process that can be shared among members of a group or an organization
(Jackson and Parry 2011; Volckmann 2010, 2013).

As discussed in this article, transleadership reflects this shift from leadership as
solely an individual activity to a co-creative act. Given the influence of complexity
concepts on the authors’ thinking, we offer something akin to a post-heroic con-
ceptualization of leadership wherein leadership is viewed as a “collective construc-
tion process with several people involved . . . in interactive learning processes”
(Cervani, Lindgren, and Packendorff 2007, 50). This approach blends hierarchy
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TRANSDISCIPLINARY INITIATIVES 169

and collaboration with an awareness of relational power (Foucault 1980) and its
influence on sense-making (Pye 2005).

Transleadership acknowledges that leadership is not just something one is
born with; instead, leadership capacities and skills can be developed in concert
with others (Avolio 2005). The complexity principle of emergence exhibits the
striking feature of leading (Wells 2013), whether in natural or social systems, and
with that, adaptation and the potential for transformation and transcendence. As
people look to develop successful strategies around wicked challenges, an array of
transleadership capacities needed is also emerging and can be cultivated, a number
of which are proposed here (Figure 1).

OVERVIEW OF PROPOSED ELEMENTS OF TRANSLEADERSHIP

Per Figure 1, the rest of the article tenders an inaugural attempt to conceptu-
alize the new idea of transleadership. Transleading entails grappling with the
complex intricacies of problem solving amongst a collection of diverse entities
all focused on addressing wicked, messy social, political, economic, and envi-
ronmental problems facing humanity (the aforementioned polycrisis). “Making
this work” is a human and ecological imperative because not solving these is-
sues means the future of humanity and the planet are at stake. A special form
of leadership is required, one that respects complexity, emergence, inclusiveness,
rigor, and pragmatism—transleadership is suggested as a concept to scaffold fu-
ture philosophical, intellectual and pragmatic debate, dialogue, discourse, and
deliberations.

Recognizing that these transconcepts are interconnected (Figure 1), we wrestled
with which one to start with, in order to develop our argumentation for this idea.
We decided to start with complexity (emergence), move to logic, and then follow
with intersubjectivity, sensemaking, tensions, power and influence, leverage and,
finally, the creation of in vivo, hybrid knowledge. We reasoned that the notions
of complexity, emergence, logic, and realties needed to be introduced early in the
discussion since they are fundamental to the invisible challenges around ensuring
healthy, multi-stakeholder engagement to address wicked problems.

Transleading Complexity and Connections

Using science as an example, Mitchell (2013) explained that disciplinary work can
feel like a lone activity, something undertaken by individuals and small groups
working far apart from each other. “But underneath that illusion lies a reality:
[people] are deeply interconnected—just like the natural world they study. In
fact, they are ultimately guided by its invisible patterns and paths. Their con-
nections mirror what we know about the natural world and, more importantly,
where we have found the greatest questions. The challenge is our ability to per-
ceive the answers” (18). Mitchell’s analogy serves as a segue to a discussion of
the role of complexity and connections in transdisciplinary problem solving and
the intricacies of transleading this process.
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170 SUE L. T. MCGREGOR AND GABRIELLE DONNELLY

Creating transdisciplinary knowledge is all about complexity, emergence, and
the intellectual fusion of disparate worldviews into new integral knowledge (Mc-
Gregor 2004). Nicolescu recently recognized the need for a “future detailed study
of transcomplexity” (2010, 8), but he did not define the term. Since trans means
crisscrossing back and forth, going beyond, over, through, traversing even tran-
scending (surpassing), transcomplexity likely means going beyond traditional no-
tions of complexity. In the meantime, Nicolescu (2010) draws on Morin’s (1999b,
2005) notion of complexity, claiming it comes the closest to what is needed to
deal with transdisciplinary problems.

Unlike complicated problems (messy and entangled), complex problems have
the additional property of emergence. First observed in the natural sciences, bi-
ology in particular, emergence refers to novel qualities, properties, patterns, and
structures that appear from relatively simple interactions among people, qualities
that did not exist when presented in isolation. These new qualities are layered in
arrangements of increased complexity (Morin 2005; Nicolescu 2008). Translead-
ers would recognize that trandisciplinarity assumes that everything is complexus;
that is, woven into a web, where the focus is on the relationships (Nicolescu 2005).
Knowledge can be viewed “as a spider web of connections across nodal points of
meaning. The task of transdisciplinarity is to create meaningful webs of meaning
across forms of knowledge and action that are characterized by complexity, dif-
fusion, permeation, and heterogeneity” (Klein 2002, 59, emphases added). The
resultant knowledge is embodied, a part of everyone who co-created it within this
intricate, integrated, deeply complex web of relationships and diverse knowledge
(McGregor 2009).

The entire process of transleading complexity is dependent on transcendence,
defined as “giving up of sovereignty on the part of any one of the contributing
disciplines [and sectors], and the formation, out of the diverse mix, of new in-
sight by way of emergent properties” (Somerville and Rapport 2002, xv). Gray
(2008) recognized the challenges inherent in this approach: “Transcending the
well-established and familiar boundaries of disciplinary silos poses challenges for
even the most interpersonally competent” person (S124). Imagine the challenges
presented when the boundaries between the university and the rest of the world
are being transcended to address complex, messy problems. “The needs of stake-
holders outside academia, rather than just the needs with scientific potential, must
be integrated with- even drive- scientific [or disciplinary] activity” (Gray 2008,
S124). At the same time, specific disciplinary insights and contributions cannot be
disregarded in this quest for integration and emergence. This integration requires
both distinguishing each contribution as well as connecting to the whole, without
falling into the comfort of atomism or holism (Morin 1996).

Thus, people’s resultant confidence in any decisions that emerge from the trans-
disciplinary problem solving process is enhanced through inviting multiple views
on the issue, deliberating these views, and keeping options opens. Transleaders
would have to respect the necessity of making decisions in context, and of ac-
knowledging relationships and dependencies (van Huyssteen and Oranje 2008).
Desbois (2012) shared a deep and engaging discussion of the essence of rela-
tionships during the solution of transdisciplinary problems. He urged people to
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TRANSDISCIPLINARY INITIATIVES 171

“get the best out of the relational potential [emphasis added]” (87), appreciat-
ing that the ability to realize potential in a relationship is compromised if each
person enters the relationship “deprived of his [sic] external voiceprint, more or
less conscious of the impact of his presence, of his contributions to the creation
of reality” (88). Transdisciplinary work depends heavily on “the emergence of
continually connected beings, who are able to adapt themselves to the chang-
ing exigencies of . . . life, and who are endowed with a permanent flexibility
which is always oriented towards the actualization of their interior potentialities”
(Nicolescu 2012, 11).

Transleading Logic and Realities

Given the rich complexity of wicked problems and the inherent dynamics within
multi-sector interactions, it stands to reason that when stakeholders from different
disciplines and sectors come together to address wicked problems, there will be
instances when they do not agree because others’ ideas are contradictory to their
consistent way of viewing the world. To illustrate, it is difficult for academics to
view the world the same way as those living the problems. It is hard for scientists
(who need proof) to value narratives, spirituality, mysticism, or supranatural ideas.
It is challenging for artists or those concerned with the ecosystem to accept the
dictates of corporate thinking. Yet, each of these perspectives, every single one,
is needed to address wicked problems. Nicolescu (1985, 2011b) referred to these
perspectives as Multiple Levels of Reality, pushing people’s acceptance of reality
beyond the conventional scientific, economic, and corporate realities.

These disagreements among stakeholders likely stem from different ideological
positions, namely positivism (shaped by Classical Newtonian thinking) and post-
positivism (other ways of knowing aside from scientism). Newtonian thinking uses
exclusive logic, based on dualism, fragmentation, linear thinking, and determin-
ism (McGregor 2011). Transleaders would appreciate that addressing complex,
transdisciplinary problems requires a more inclusive logic than that provided by
exclusive linear logic. Inclusive logic permits each of empty domains, worlds
that do not exist, and worlds that might eventually exist (Nolt 2010). This logic
accommodates the eventual, possible, creation of new, integrative knowledge that
does not yet exist. Nicolescu (1985) called this the Logic of the Included Middle
and Desbois (2012) coined the term transconsistent logic.

In more detail, classic linear logic (Newtonian exclusive logic) is based on three
fundamental axioms (i.e., self-evident truths, not susceptible to proof or disproof):
(a) the axiom of identity: A is A; (b) the axiom of non contradiction: A is not
non-A; and (c) the axiom of the excluded middle, meaning there is no third term
T (Latin tiers), which is simultaneously A and non-A. Classical logic says A and
non-A cannot exist at the same time; classical scholars call this idea consistency.
In classical logic, a contradiction exists when people try to say A (he is brave) and
non-A (he is not brave) exist at the same time. In simple language, if something is
true (A), it cannot be false (non-A), and vice versa. There is no Third possibility,
that of being true and false, brave and not brave, at the same time (Nicolescu 1985).
Suggesting such a thing is illogical; he is either brave or he is not.
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172 SUE L. T. MCGREGOR AND GABRIELLE DONNELLY

Realizing that in order to address the complex problems facing humanity, there
had to be a way to reconcile the co-existing (a) certainty of consistencies and (b)
possibilities opened up with contradictions, Nicolescu (1985, 2011b) proposed a
change to the third classical linear logic axiom, submitting that a third term T can
exist, which is simultaneously A and non-A. The Logic of the Included Middle
informs the third “T,” which stands for tiers inclus, the included third (Nicolescu
1985). In these instances (for example, in the contentious social, economic, and
political spheres), topics, ideas, and people that should logically be excluded or
antagonistic can be connected (Brenner 2008). Transdisciplinary quantum logic
assumes that when A and non-A do co-exist at the same time, when a third state
does emerge, a contradiction is resolved. This new state represents the result of two
contradictory things interacting and coming to a temporary resolution (Ramadier
2004) (e.g., the scientist accepting insights gained from a narrative reflecting an
indigenous wisdom tradition).

When A is actualized (exists in fact), non-A is potentialized (has the capacity
to exist in the future) and vice versa, alternately, without either ever disappearing
completely (Brenner 2005, 2008). Both the scientist and the indigenous elder
retain their identity while a new insight is gained from their interaction. “[T]hat
which appears to be disunited is united, and that which appears to be contradictory
is perceived as noncontradictory” (Nicolescu 2008, 7). Brenner used the term
transconsistent logic to refer to the “realm beyond the consistent” (2008, 161),
where new knowledge can emerge because potential was released and acted on.

Non-A can be potentialized (gain the capacity to develop in the future) and a
third T state (e.g., new insights) can emerge because quantum logic assumes the
space between things (the vacuum) is not empty. If it were empty, the realization of
anything is impossible because there is no energy. Quantum physics assumes the
vacuum is at its lowest possible energy state without being empty. This vacuum
contains fleeting waves and particles that pop in and out of existence, making this
space full of potential (Dittrich and Gies 2000). The dawning of a temporary new
T state represents the emergence of new insights and perceptions in this vacuum,
made possible because of the temporary reconciliation of any contradictions or
antagonism between A and non-A (Cole 2006; Ramadier 2004).

The new T state denotes temporary unification of contradictions and antago-
nism among various points of view thereby increasing the generation of transdis-
ciplinary (TD) knowledge about a complex problem (personal communication,
Basarab Nicolescu, January 14, 2011). Nicolescu (2011b) claimed that without
the temporary T state, problem solvers would not be able to integrate perspec-
tives from different realities (e.g., economics with environmental, spiritual with
scientific), let alone integrate TD-Subject (consciousness and perceptions) with
TD-Object (information and facts). Such dualistic thinking is not acceptable in
transdisciplinary initiatives.

Nicolescu (1985, 2011a) further believed the vacuum (shaped by transconsistent
logic) is ripe for chances to move around and connect with other realities if people
can move past their urge to hold onto their own point of view. This potentiality
means transleaders would assume the Hidden Third (temporary T-state of non-
resistence) is a quantum way to represent people coping with their resistance
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TRANSDISCIPLINARY INITIATIVES 173

to shifting perspectives and worldviews. If people can overcome their resistance
to differences or contradictions, it frees them to cross into the zone of non-
resistance, the vacuum, to other points of view. The Hidden Third (informed
by transconsistent logic) is a way to conceive of people moving to a new place
(complements of transleadership) where they become open to others’ perspectives,
ideologies, value premises, and belief systems, inherently letting go of aspects of
how they currently know the world. Desbois (2012, 94) actually used the term “the
logic of conciliation” to accommodate this mediated process.

With a deep respect for transconsistent logic, transleaders would value doubt
and resistance to new ideas, viewing them as a resource. They would see merit in
vagueness, uncertainty and unpredictability because these states serve as prompts
for potentialities. Transleaders would use the gap (the latent energy in the vacuum)
as a support system for constant adaptation and resiliency, while choosing their re-
sponsibility to the enterprise and being future- and solutions-oriented. They would
iteratively deconstruct, de-frame, re-frame, provoke, and calm down communica-
tions as a way to make complementary what presents as contradictory. Transleaders
would focus on the interlocutors (people questioning and taking issue with things),
seeking to understand and respect their logic and worldviews to stimulate dialogue
and deliberations. Finally, they would capitalize on the energy (the tensions) that
emerge from the antagonisms, using this tension to prompt movement (to be
discussed shortly) (comments were informed by Desbois’ [2012] discussion of
transdisciplinary logic and how this translates into professional practice).

Transleading Intersubjectivity

In addition to a new respect for inclusive logic and the necessity of accommo-
dating contradictions, transleaders would have to appreciate that the process of
creating new TD knowledge involves not only what people know but how they
communicate what they know during collaborative processes and how they come
to some common understanding (or not) (i.e., intersubjectivity). As an illustration,
consider this example of four stakeholders trying to address a wicked problem.
“Capable of argumentation, [four] stakeholders enter the process of negotiation,
confronting different types of knowledge through a series of encounters. During
the process, a fifth type of knowledge emerges, which is more than the sum of
the four others, a kind of hybrid product resulting from ‘making sense together”’
(Després, Brais, and Avellan 2004, 477). The formation of this new knowledge, via
transdisciplinary collaborations, involves the intricate process of intersubjectivity
(Després et al. 2004; Leavy 2011).

The concept of intersubjectivity has varied meanings; see Després et al. (2004)
for a detailed accounting of this concept. Basically, intersubjectivity comprises
inter, which means between, and subjectivity, which means judgements based
on individual personal impressions, feelings and opinions rather than external
facts. If something is subjective, it exists in someone’s mind. If something is
intersubjective, “it” exists or occurs between conscious minds and people are
capable of sharing “it” or holding it in common. There is intersubjectivity between
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174 SUE L. T. MCGREGOR AND GABRIELLE DONNELLY

people if they can agree on a given set of meanings or definitions of a situation
(Gillespie and Cornish 2009).

In regards to transdisciplinarity, “the process by which spokesperson for dif-
ferent types of knowledge learn to listen and understand each other is called
intersubjectivity” (Després et al. 2004, 477). Intersubjectivity is a major achieve-
ment in transdisciplinary initiatives. It implies that the various perspectives came
together to move beyond their individual capabilities. It especially involves peo-
ple spending a lot of time “coming to shared definitions of concepts . . . that
work across highly diverse cultural contexts” (Leavy 2011, 77, see also McGregor
and Volckmann 2011). Després et al. (2004) agreed, observing that “participants
should meet many times to forget whom they are representing or talking for,
and concentrate on the best understanding of the issues at stake. Progressively,
shared meanings, diagnoses, and objectives emerge where individual interests and
views are seen [and appreciated] from different perspectives” (477). Gillespie
and Cornish (2009) concluded that “intersubjectivity [is] the variety of possible
relations between people’s perspectives” (19). “Those perspectives can belong to
individuals, groups, or traditions and discourses, and they can manifest as both
implicit (or taken for granted) and explicit (or reflected upon)” (Gillespie and
Cornish 2009, 19–20).

It is a given that contemporary societies are characterized by a great diversity
of interacting perspectives, each operating from distinctive view points (Gillespie
and Cornish 2009). As well, those involved with addressing wicked problems
bring their respective view points to bear on the problem. Transleaders would
appreciate that achieving intersubjectivity “involves a difficult mediation process
and a ceaseless effort of mutual understanding between [diverse] stakeholders for
learning and acting” (Després et al. 2004, 477). Transdisciplinary initiatives often
struggle with collaboratively trying to find a common language so disciplinary
concepts can be fused with community perspectives (McGregor and Volckmann
2011). Intersubjectivity is all about confronting, assembling and putting to work
all of these different perspectives (called guardians of knowledge), and entails
an ongoing, mediated effort to find mutual understanding, an enterprise that is
best informed by transdisciplinary leadership (Brown, Harris, and Russell 2010;
Després et al. 2004; Klein 2004).

Transleaders leading intersubjectivity would also need tools for (a) capturing
different forms of knowledge and knowing, (b) integrating and communicating
this new knowledge, and (c) creating vibrant dialogue (van Huyssteen and Oranje
2008). They asserted that creating a “language” for dialogue has the effect of
infiltrating, invigorating and connecting participating stakeholders. Desbois (2012)
tendered intriguing insights into the complexity of leading these sorts of dialogues.
He believed the way things are worded and heard in a conversation really influence
the tenor of the dialogue. He identified an array of factors that influence these
exchanges: “the meaning of the words, the temporal interval, the memorizing of a
frozen snapshot dragged away from the continuous and permanent actualization of
the world, the person’s interpretation via their various characters [roles] and their
contextual logics, the various levels of reality [viewpoints] that are used” (Desbois
2012, 90). Language (words and their meanings) have the potential to “encrypt
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TRANSDISCIPLINARY INITIATIVES 175

and distort” (Desbois 2012, 87) unless respected and accounted for during the
process of achieving intersubjectivity.

Transleading Sensemaking

The process of fostering intersubjectivity (coming to common understandings)
involves people making sense of a dynamic, divergent situation and construc-
tively dealing with the aforementioned contradictions. Consider that the essence
of transdisciplinarity is crossing the boundaries or borders created by single dis-
ciplines or societal sectors (private, public, university, civil) in order to create
understandings, insights and complex new knowledge (Pearce 2010). These many
stakeholders each have their own values, belief systems, attitudes, experiences and
mental models (McGregor 2011). Their ideological and value-based approaches
to life anchor them and give them stability. When they encounter opposing views
during the process of addressing complex, wicked problems, they may experi-
ence interruptions in their continuity, their longstanding connections to people
and ideas. This interruption may lead to feelings of unfamiliarity (Ojha 2005),
creating discontinuity, which evokes a real need to make sense of the situation
(Mandler 1984). “Sensemaking is a motivated, continuous effort to understand
connections (which can be among people, places, and events) in order to antici-
pate their trajectories and act effectively” (Klein, Moon, and Hoffman 2006, 71,
emphasis added).

Transleaders would need to understand how different people ascribe meaning
to and interpret wicked problems and the variety of different solutions proposed
by stakeholders. Misunderstandings, confusions, and misinterpretations abound
when multiple view points come into contact (Pearce 2010). Indeed, Weick (1995)
defined sensemaking as understanding how different stakeholders and agents con-
struct meaning as data are converted into useable information and then knowledge.
People embark on sensemaking processes when they recognize the inadequacy of
their current understanding of events and issues, especially when compounded
with many different viewpoints (Klein et al. 2006). Dervin (1983) explained that
people’s “reality is neither complete nor constant but rather filled with fundamen-
tal and pervasive discontinuities or gaps” (4). This gap is even more pronounced
when stakeholders engage with complex, wicked problems.

Transleaders would gain an appreciation for the dynamics and processes in-
herent in sensemaking in instances of discontinuity. Fortunately, transdisciplinar-
ity accommodates discontinuity, described as “the dark light of the unknown”
(personal communication, Basarab Nicolescu, January 10, 2011). When people
encounter the unknown, they struggle to make sense of things that are unfamiliar
so they can face unpredictable environments (Ojha 2005). Being aware of a situa-
tion and the role of sensemaking would help transleaders investigate and improve
the interactions among people and their flow of information and consciousness
(perceptions). They would better appreciate the cognitive gap (Dervin 1983) that
arises during discontinuity. In respect to this gap, Pearce (2010) posited that sense-
making helps people to understand (a) how the system is currently attempting to
respond to the wicked problem, (b) how the wicked problem arose because of the
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176 SUE L. T. MCGREGOR AND GABRIELLE DONNELLY

mental models (thinking) used by those within the system, and (c) sensemaking
helps people understand issues from many perspectives.

Taking lessons from Klein et al. (2006), transleaders would further appreciate
that sensemaking satisfies the human drive to understand and comprehend their
changing world. It helps diverse groups of people test and (dis)approve the plau-
sibility of their ideas and explain any anomalies. Interestingly, biases inherent
in any joint problem process are presumed to be escapable, especially when the
interactions among stakeholders happen in the natural settings of those experi-
encing the wicked problem. Transleaders would realize that people’s involvement
in sensemaking anticipates possible future-making actions, although they are un-
certain. They would appreciate that, contrary to common presumptions, the most
successful approach to sensemaking is to deliberately jump to an early conclusion
and then think hard about it, deliberately testing it as people make sense of the
myriad of ideas floating around, while at the same time working with the urge to
find a tidy solution early on. Not surprisingly, sensemaking is very much a social
activity (not just an individual undertaking), meaning it promotes the achievement
of common ground and common language needed to address complex, wicked
problems. This process is rife with tension.

Transleading Tensions

The task of transdisciplinary leadership is to create and foster synergy and emer-
gence among people that allows for the free exchange and integration of diverse
ideas, worldviews and perspectives (Gehlert 2012). Those leading transdisci-
plinary initiatives are challenged as they try to balance (a) intense periods of
meetings of the minds and (b) deep periods where disciplinary and sectoral con-
tributions need to be elaborated and respected, leading to (c) intense periods of
meetings of the minds. All the while, these recursive (turning back in on itself)
processes, as well as mutual learning, integration, and reflexivity, have to be man-
aged and led (Wiesmann et al. 2008). Desbois (2012) agreed that tensions need to
be led during transdisciplinary initiatives. de Mello (2008) talked about people’s
“yearning . . . to transpose the installed tension by dialogue, insight and cre-
ativity” (89). Pearce (2010, 159) actually challenged transdisciplinary leaders to
“maintain the tension created by the paradoxes present [when addressing wicked
problems].”

Tension is Latin tensionem, “a stretching” (Harper 2013). Tension is usually
viewed as an intense situation or set of circumstances that pushes, draws, or holds
things apart, caused by conflict or strain from differing views or aims. In tense
situations, relationships can be characterized as strained, perhaps stretched to the
breaking point. When the tension is reduced, things slack off because they are no
longer taut or held tightly in a strained position. Conventional leadership theory
assumes that tensions have to be managed so they do not become barriers to de-
velopment, growth, and goal achievement (Lotrecchiano 2010). Transdisciplinary
approaches to leadership respect this stance but go further, assuming that tensions
can be used to generate new knowledge, to bring disparate things together (Desbois
2012). Based on the quantum concept of emergence, transdisciplinarity accepts
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TRANSDISCIPLINARY INITIATIVES 177

that tensions hold things together as they emerge; therefore, tensions need to be
respected and transled to a new state or another place. Transleaders would focus
on “converting the energy of resistance into the energy of action and realization”
(Desbois 2012, 114).

Lotrecchiano (2010) believed embedded tensions and emergent innovations
and knowledge are intrinsic components of most social systems shaping the hu-
man condition. Transdisciplinarity is concerned with the human condition (Leavy
2011), which is in constant flux (dissolving and coming back into wholeness
again). Constant movement leads to tension, the interplay among conflicting ele-
ments where forces are being exerted on someone or something. Transdisciplinary
leadership assumes tension is evidence of order emerging from shifting energies
(i.e., chaos is order emerging, just not predictably). When people and ideas come
in contact with each other and get motivated (move about during problem solving),
an energizing force is generated from the tension (called fusion). The strength and
potentialities that emerge from working through tensions are transforming and
transcending (McGregor 2004).

Leading transdisciplinary initiatives entails a deep respect for the emergent
tension among agents moving from a current state to future possibilities (McGregor
2004, 2010). Somerville and Rapport (2002) observed that “[t]he tension between
perspectives, which is commonly found in transdisciplinary endeavors, [is] fruitful
in producing new insights and furthering old ones” (xiv). As emergent tensions and
exchanges arise during transdisciplinary endeavors, transleaders would harness
the informal dynamics from interactive agents to better ensure the creation of
new transdisciplinary knowledge, what Uhl-Bien, Marion, and McKelvey (2007)
called leading the “adaptive tension” (309). Note as well that leading this adaptive
tension during emergent thinking (so characteristic of transdisciplinary work)
could lead to adaptative truth, co-created in self-organizing living systems (Davis
and Sumara 2006). The latter represents transtruth because the truth emerges as
people transcend borders and worldviews, as they co-create new TD knowledge.
This dynamic process is deeply shaped by the interplay of power and influence,
which has to be transled in a productive and respective manner.

Transleading Power and Influence

Transleaders can learn from van Huyssteen and Oranje (2008), who recognized
the profoundly influential role that power plays in the process of transdisciplinary
problem solving and decision making. Their research revealed the importance
of individual and blocks of power as either enabling or constraining dialogue,
relationship building and consensus in decision making. Managing and leading
power within a complex transdisciplinary situation shapes the resilience of the
system of decision makers. Resilience refers to the ability to bounce back after
being stretched, bent, or compressed. Since the intent of transdisciplinarity is
transcendence (climbing over something to get to a new place), those involved
have to be resilient, able to respond to and shape power dynamics as they encounter
resistance when moving from one place to another.
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Nicolescu (2012) posited that power plays out in different forms during transdis-
ciplinary knowledge creation. He held that people’s realities (worldviews, percep-
tions, beliefs) change and move as people co-create knowledge, claiming “reality
is plastic” (16). When people choose to enter into this dynamic space, they can
respond to it or they can impose their will and dominate the situation, perturb
it. This dynamic has to be transled, or else groupthink can emerge in transdisci-
plinary work. Groupthink occurs when group members try to minimize conflict
and reach a consensus decision without critical evaluation of alternative ideas or
viewpoints. Differences between participants are suppressed usually because the
group does not know how to bridge power differences (Gray 2008). Transdisci-
plinary knowledge cannot be created if different points of view are not heard and
integrated.

Davis and Sumara (2006) addressed this issue with the concept of level jumping
wherein transleaders would enable people to acknowledge the profound similar-
ities across a diversity of phenomena, helping them depart from radically en-
trenched sensibilities of seeing only the differences, not their common ground.
People addressing complex issues need to embrace the vibrancy inherent in diverse
elements, ideas, and agents, while appreciating that the redundancy (commonali-
ties) inherent in mixing diverse elements serves as a source of stability, innovation,
resilience, and creativity.

As noted earlier, transleaders would have to deal with groupthink (suppress-
ing one’s ideas so a decision can be made), which is a real possibility while
addressing wicked problems, especially when the needs of all stakeholders must
be integrated yet squabbles emerge about the validity of each others’ positions,
arguments and worldviews (Gray 2008). People leading from a transdisciplinary
perspective would see the role of “leader” as flexible, situating themselves as one
of many voices. Their notion of power would shift, even from the transforma-
tive notion of power-with or -through people. A transleader would strive for the
creation of emergent group power created through a fusion of knowledge. When
people and their energies and ideas bounce off each other, new energy is cre-
ated, more so than when these ideas and people remain unconnected (McGregor
2004). Transdisciplinary thinking would benefit leaders tasked with leading the
power dynamics inherent in dealing with wicked problems. It offers an effective
approach to co-building and co-creating knowledge, consensus, making sense of
the complexity of the issues at hand, and co-creating solutions that deliver results
with wider support and agreement (Pearce 2010).

Transleading Leverage

Strategizing to address wicked problems is a real challenge because these problems
reflect a network of many stakeholders with respective interests and power agendas
(often contradictory). Transleading the process of creatively engaging wicked
problems would entail a deep appreciation for how to leverage people, ideas,
perspectives, and concepts to find an integrated and strategic way forward. Indeed,
when McGregor and Volckmann (2011) interviewed leaders who are trying to bring
transdisciplinarity to higher education, it emerged that these people depended
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heavily on leverage. Senge (1990) defined leverage as small, well-focused actions
that can sometimes produce significant, enduring improvements, if they are in the
right place, at the right time. The principle of leverage holds that the best results
come from these small, well-focused actions (imagine using a pry bar to move a
very large rock) rather than from large-scale efforts.

McGregor and Volckmann (2011) concluded that transdisciplinary leaders must
believe that systems and institutions can be leveraged for more holistic and in-
tegrated approaches to learning, research and community engagement; the latter
leads to deeper and more socially robust knowledge. Complex change requires
that leaders be allowed to emerge in many parts of the system, people who have
the wherewithal and knowledge to leverage small parts of the system to effect
far-reaching, systemic change. Unfortunately, the areas of highest leverage are
often the least obvious (Senge 1990), creating true challenges for transleaders.
Entire systems (and issues arising from the dynamics of these systems) work on
the principle of leverage; yet, any system’s functioning is totally unobvious unless
the transleader understands the forces at play in the system, revealing the most
opportune leverage points for large change (Senge used the trim tab on a boat as
an example).

Senge (1990) concluded, “[t]here are no simple rules for finding high-leverage
changes, but there are ways of thinking that make it more likely. Learning to
see underlying [patterns and] ‘structures’ rather than ‘events’ is a starting point”
(65, emphasis added). This insight means transleaders would become adept at
seeing patterns that shape the whole picture whereas others would just see sin-
gular events. The underlying essence of the whole issue would be evident to a
transleader, providing insights into where to place leverage within the “pressures
and crosscurrents of real-life . . . situations” (Senge 1990, 115). He explained
that when things go wrong, people tend to point at specific events to explain the
causes instead of examining the deeper systemic patterns of complex relationships
among these events and other contextual circumstances. Focusing on just events
and not patterns creates opportunities for the overall health of the issue and the
system to decline, leading to or exacerbating a wicked problem.

As well, superficial solutions that apply pressure to a low leverage point (an
event) do not work in the long term because the pressure (leverage) cannot be
sustained (Harich, Bangerter, and Durlacher 2012). In order to find high leverage
points (strategic places to apply small but effective pressure), transleaders need
to see through complexity to the underlying structures and the repetitive patterns
that generate the rhythm and trajectory of the system (Senge 1990). Harich et al.
(2012) agreed, claiming that high leverage points are found by calm, prolonged
true analysis of a situation, not just by intuitive hard thinking. Highly strategic
actions can help a system shift into a totally new mode (i.e., translead to a new
space), like using a tug boat to reposition a tanker.

Another interesting dimension of leverage and transleadership is that “different
leaders will be required at different stages to address the wicked problem” (Pearce
2010, 159). As well, there by may different configurations of shared leadership
and of leadership capabilities and sensitivities. This reality means transleaders
would remain open to recognizing and approaching as yet unengaged stakeholders
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who have the power to either enhance or derail the work already invested in
addressing the problem, giving them the opportunity to become engaged and
involved. Knowing who to leverage and when “has proven successful in building
and sustaining long term relationships and trust, which have unexpected benefits
over the course of the relationship” (Pearce 2010, 159). Pearce (2009) asserted
that how a leader engages with the total system and those within the system
is critical, recommending divergent instead of convergent thinking. Divergent
thinking involves exploring, inquiring, examining, explaining and enticing as
many points of view at hand as possible, including leveraging naysayers and
skeptics.

Transleading In Vivo, Hybrid Knowledge

On a final note, the ultimate goal of transleadership is the creation of new knowl-
edge to address wicked problems, knowledge that did not exist before it was
integrated from disparate perspectives into an integral whole. Transdisciplinary
endeavors involve an interplay of knowledge created through reciprocal rela-
tionships amongst agents addressing a wicked problem. These transdisciplinary
initiatives are sustained by knowledge feedback loops reflecting situations where
people are invested in achieving both the requirements of individual agents and the
requirements of whole systems. In effect, the outputs of this knowledge interplay
become inputs into addressing the wicked problem (Lotrecchiano 2010).

This reciprocity is why Nicolescu (2005) described transdisciplinary knowl-
edge as in vivo knowledge, alive and emergent. In vivo is Latin for “within the
living” (Harper 2013). TD knowledge has to be alive because the problems the
knowledge addresses are alive, emerging from the life world; moreover, these
problems change as people engage with them, as do the people themselves
(McGregor 2009). Transleaders would appreciate that transdisciplinary endeav-
ors and initiatives that create open, in vivo knowledge are characterized by:
complex problem solving; the interpenetration of epistemologies (dissolution of
disciplinary boundaries); methodological pluralism (solve problems in context);
collaborative deconstruction and joint redevelopment; stakeholder involvement
and embeddedness; praxis perspective (putting theoretical knowledge into
practice); information exchanges across boundaries (open systems); and, the
shifting of different levels of reality (Lotrecchiano 2010).

Somerville and Rapport (2002) explained that when in vivo TD knowledge is
formed, it stems from the combination of disciplinary and sectoral knowledge,
creating something new from each and every constituent stakeholder, sufficing
the whole. The participant stakeholders’ knowledge can be said to be deeply
embedded in each other (embodied), made possible because “transdisciplinarity
dissolves the boundaries . . . and creates a hybrid which is different from each
constituent part [yet inclusive of them as well]” (xiv). A hybrid is an offspring
resulting from cross-breeding, cross fertilization and fusion.

The hybridization of knowledge creation refers to the combination of knowl-
edge and ideas from different areas to build new, integrative, integral knowledge,
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which both distinguishes and connects: multiple stakeholders and sectors, disci-
plines, ways of knowing, perspectives, and different forms of knowledge (Wals
2010). During this hybrid knowledge creation process, people learn to mentally
disassemble a complex, routine system and draw on other ideas to reassemble in
a different way. This cognitive process leads to a desired “loss of psychological
inertia [or resistance to change]” (Zlotin and Zusman 2005, 2). The TD stakehold-
ers would use the new mental energy (the aforementioned intellectual fusion) to
critically analyze existing situations, compare them to what is needed, and come
up with new integrated knowledge to address the wicked problem (Zlotin and Zus-
man 2005). TD knowledge emerges through this process of complex integration,
understood to mean opening things up to all disciplines and to civil society-
knowing so that something new can be created in a new space (the quantum vac-
uum) via synthesis and the harmonization of contradictory ideas and perspectives
(Nicolescu 1997).

Not surprisingly, the rigors of transleading a process focused on creating knowl-
edge that is alive are profound. Leadership must become entangled with the mul-
tiplicity of factors shaping a wicked problem, and this entanglement produces a
chaotic relationship or space free to generate new channels for emergent knowl-
edge (Nonanka and Konno 1998). McMichael (2002, 218) went so far to describe
transdisciplinarity as “a relationship, perhaps an affair, that transports participants
to new planes of insights and fulfillment.” Indeed, transleadership is focused on
leading people to new spaces full of potential and possibilities, where contradictory
and complementary ideas can find a home together.

CONCLUSION

The premise of this article was that a new concept is needed to accommodate
the intricate and complex process of leading a diverse collection of (often con-
tradictory) people, ideas, and consciousness to a new space and place where
transdisciplinary knowledge can be created to address wicked problems facing
humanity, using transdisciplinary thinking. While aligned with several emergent
approaches to leadership, transleading stands apart because of its deep considera-
tion for the nuances of transleading (beyond conventional approaches to leading)
several elements inherent to addressing wicked problems: complexity, logic and
realities, intersubjectivity, sensemaking, tensions, power and influence, leverage,
and in vivo knowledge.

Transleaders would ask what is beyond the dividing line between disciplines
and societal sectors. They would take a quantum leap over the highest peaks of
business, governments, humanism, and ecological integrity, requiring, leading to,
an opening of new TD spaces for research, reflection, and paradigmatic change
(inspired by Gil Otaiza and Toba Igualada 2009). These quantum leaps would
produce exponential synergy and transdisciplinary insights and strategies based on
(a) the mediated integration of multiple perspectives (realities); (b) the employment
of transconsistent, inclusive logic; and, (c) the creation of emergent, complex,
embodied, in vivo knowledge to address the wicked problems facing humanity.
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