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  Introducing a conscious approach into academic practice


Introducing consciousness in the academy
This paper aims to initiate debate about introducing a conscious approach into academia and the complex emotional geographies that arise. We understand a conscious approach as embodying reflexive practices, including compassion, values and insight, encouraging a state of awareness embracing all senses, emotions, feelings and experiences (Harrill 2019). This approach draws on certain aspects of mindfulness, such as non-judgementality (Kabat-Zinn 2003), but its distinctiveness lies beyond being a practice. Rather, it is a holistic perspective on cultivating compassion and empathy for the self and others and embedding these emotions into practice. A conscious approach therefore represents a purposeful awareness of a way of doing things, sometimes a different or alternative way of doing things. This implies a willingness to disrupt established patterns and behaviours, in this context to challenge the systemic causes of problems within neoliberalised academia. Our efforts to start a debate about how individuals and academic institutions can work towards becoming ‘conscious practitioners’ are thus inspired by broader calls to ‘honour the ways in which emotional geographies are inherently woven through all human experiences and interactions, with other people, places and things [and] are implicated in issues of social and spatial justice’ (Askins and Swanson 2019).
To explore this we analyse introducing a conscious approach into a key, but understudied, space of academic practice – conferencing. Literature on conferences demonstrates their tendency to reinforce hierarchies, boundaries, and expectations around behaviour and identity, often with negative emotional consequences. In response, and drawing on a long tradition of work in feminist and emotional geographies that has emphasized working with participants and honouring their voices in order to bring about change (Askins 2018), our paper thus discusses our attempt at ‘Conscious conferencing’, an approach based on making mindful decisions to disrupt the normalised assumptions and practices underlying conferences. The paper explores how we developed a day event on the theme of emotions in academia entitled XXXX XXXX [suppressed to support blind reviewing].
Experimenting with adopting this conscious approach impacted on organising the event itself, the methods of analysis adopted, and the structure of this paper, all of which seek to gently disrupt academic norms. Much of the paper is written in the first person to destabilise the expected academic language. This also reflects the close emotional involvement in the event of the two authors, each of whom arrived at this particular academic and personal moment from different routes that converged professionally and emotionally. The co-production of the event and the writing of this paper was a conscious and emotional experience before, during, and after it.
We begin by discussing introducing a conscious approach into academia and the emotional geographies involved and how we researched this. Then we explore how we consciously and emotionally disrupted space and practice at the event by deploying three ‘gentle disrupters’ to create a different ‘atmosphere’ - Creating a new multi-sensorial space and atmosphere to challenge boundaries; Communication, Community and Co-Creation; and Emotion. The concluding section explores broader issues in introducing consciousness into academia.

Introducing consciousness and encountering emotions in academic spaces
Recent literature (Smith et al. 2009a; Davidson et al. 2005; Bondi 2005; Askins and Swanson 2019) demonstrates that academia encompasses a wide range of emotional geographies, arguing the need to acknowledge these and develop ways of changing academic practice to tackle inequalities, hierarchies and power relations. We argue that a conscious approach has much to offer attempts to analyse and challenge the emotional geographies of the neoliberalisation of academia (Askins and Swanson 2019; Smith et al. 2009a), including job insecurity; increased metricisation and competition; discrimination, harassment (Loveday 2018; Berg et al. 2016; Lawhon 2018), emotional labour, stress and burnout (Kinman and Wray 2013; Calgaro 2015); vicarious trauma (Baird and Kracen 2006); and compassion fatigue. At the same time, we need to acknowledge spaces imbricated in the process of becoming ‘joyful academic subjects’ (Moss et al. 2018). A range of solutions have been proposed in this regard, including compassion at work, self-care in the academy, and attention to an ethics and politics of care (Askins and Blazek 2017; O’Dwyer et al. 2018; Calgaro 2015); the reinvention of organisations, mindfulness and wellbeing practices (Boynton 2020; O’Dwyer et al. 2018); and practical resources and support mechanisms for researchers (Calgaro 2015). However, these approaches emphasize individual responsibility rather than challenging institutional/systemic problems via an integrated value-led approach, and there are fewer studies of the impacts of these alternative practices (see Benozzo et al. 2018).
To expand our individual consciousness brings us ever closer to becoming aware of our thoughts, beliefs, emotions, feelings and reactions to experiences, both as individuals and as a collective. In therapeutic settings, a higher state of awareness of emotion allows the focus to be directed towards sensing and learning (Greenberg 2015). A conscious approach has been argued to offer more sustainable options in business and management (Kofman 2008) specifically through the expression of values. The shift towards disrupting business norms by following conscious principles is exemplified through the practice of conscious capitalism (Mackey and Sisodia 2014).  This involves adopting a ‘conscious philosophy’ that engenders a higher purpose, stakeholder synergy, and ethical leadership to develop a conscious culture (Mackey and Sisodia 2014). In academia, a conscious approach offers an opportunity to increase awareness and responsiveness, especially when this involves contesting norms, promoting compassion-focused practices and new perspectives in leadership and management, and aligning these with appropriate values and principles to foster an eco-system of trust and collaboration.  We are therefore advocating a holistic, conscious approach in academic practice, that acknowledges the longer history in geography of attempts to address inequalities within the academy along the axes of race, class, gender, and sexuality (Peake and Sheppard 2014), and more recent attempts to develop creative geographical practices that can ‘open new critical spaces and modes of representation for creative geographers’ (de Leeuw and Hawkins 2016). Further, by focusing on a conscious approach, we seek to contribute to broader calls across higher education institutions to explore principles, practices, and approaches that support academic wellbeing and a ‘culture of acceptance around mental health issues in academia’ (Shaw and Ward 2014).  
Conferencing is a key academic space linked to the neoliberalisation of academia. Conferences are rarely informed by a conscious approach, but instead ‘shape, regulate, normativize and control accepted and expected behaviour and identities’ (Benozzo et al. 2018: 3; Thompson et al. 2012; Bell and King 2010; Henderson 2015; Ford and Harding 2008), reinforcing hierarchies and inequalities. However, conferences can be more heterogeneous spaces than these accounts suggest, offering rewarding (even joyful (Moss et al., 2018)) emotional experiences - excitement, travel, escapism, meeting new people, confirmation from peers – and can be ‘spaces of resistance and difference’ (Henderson 2015: 917), of subversion (Ford and Harding 2008), and even ‘dangerously emancipatory’ (Thompson et al. 2012).
A conscious approach involves reflecting on this ambiguity, acknowledging the range of emotions present (and absent) to reframe the space of the conference. A broader example is the ‘Unconference’ - ‘voluntary, informal learning experiences that reject traditional conference structures’ (Carpenter and Linton 2018), avoiding top-down organisation, using different facilitation styles, and being more participant-led. Paying conscious attention to disrupting normal conference arrangements to facilitate an experience that can be transformative also has support from Sethi’s (2011: 359) experience of an Unconference that disrupted boundaries, blended the personal and professional, integrated healing ceremonies and storytelling, and ‘created an atmosphere of comradeship [that] allowed me to breathe and relax at an academic event…I walked away with a stronger voice and conviction than I came with’ (Sethi 2011: 359).
Therefore, if, as Bell and King (2010: 438; see Benozzo et al. 2018) argue, ‘Conferences are an inter-corporeal space wherein academic identities are constructed through embodied experience’ then we need to ‘Rethink…conferences as a collective learning space…[by] reshaping the…environment in ways that disrupt established practices’. This conscious reshaping requires attention to the conference ‘atmosphere’, ‘a concept and experience of the in-betweenness of subject and object in which the emotional and sensory experience are central’ (Bille et al. 2015: 32). Atmospheres are complex relationships between places, people and experiences, combining the material and non-human, and ‘are always located in between experiences and environments’ (32), not simply reducible to their human or material components. Importantly, atmospheres are ‘phenomena that create effects and have an impact on the people exposed to them in an open-ended yet dependent relationship’ and can be staged to achieve particular goals (Bille et al. 2015: 37).
Thus, since conferences are spaces that can offer positive affirmations, but also reproduce hierarchies and inequalities, they are a key site of academic practice in which to experiment with introducing consciousness by critically reflecting on and changing the conference ‘atmosphere’.

Consciousness as method: emotionally disrupting space and practice
To apply a conscious approach our philosophical position aligns with others emphasizing an ‘ethics of care’ (Askins and Blazek 2017; O’Dwyer et al. 2018) in which empathy and compassion are key components alongside value-led practices (Kofman 2008). There is a longer heritage of attention to these issues in feminist and queer perspectives (Moss et al. 2002; Sharp 2005), but we add to this by embracing non-Western frameworks and practices covering both professional and personal praxis. Approaching method from these perspectives requires deep critical reflection specifically in the decision-making process alongside creativity and experimentation to avoid being prescriptive and re-creating hierarchies and power dynamics.

A conscious approach is also reflected in a post-qualitative methodology that embodies constant reflection, heightened awareness, and consideration of emotion to satisfy three criteria: implementing decisions; honouring values; and challenging norms. Embedding these principles and practices allows for the disruption of embedded approaches to practice by ‘doing things differently’. This required identifying and critiquing our values to ensure alignment with our endeavours and philosophy. Thus, to incorporate our values into decisions around method and analysis we used a ‘conscious mind-set’ to attempt to do things differently. However, it remains difficult to research the ‘strange, ambiguous causal powers’ of atmospheres (Anderson 2009; Anderson and Ash 2015: 42) and render them in representational terms.
Post-qualitative methodologies invoke experimental methodologies and exploration to research the complexities of emotions and atmosphere and, paralleling the conscious approach, Lather and St. Pierre (2013: 631) argue that ‘The ethical charge of our work as inquirers is surely to question our attachments that keep us from thinking and living differently.’ Exploring our commitment to ‘doing something different’ acknowledges both authors’ openness, reflexivity, and positionality, enabling us to reflect deeply on our sense of purpose, place, and involvement both as researchers and participants to explore complex emotional and affectual processes.
Previous research on conferences has engaged with reflexive auto-ethnographic insider analyses (Bell and King 2010; Ford and Harding 2008; Sethi 2001; Benozzo et al. 2018) in which the emphasis on critical self-reflection and participation requires that ‘researchers become part of the inquiry and use their own experiences to inform the study’ (Ford and Harding 2008: 235). Following this framework, we reflected on how our emotions and experiences (both professional and personal) framed our conception, design, and running of the event, whilst also developing an awareness of how it impacted on both self and others during the whole process. 
Designing the event became indistinguishable from method, as the process of attempting to ‘stage’ a different atmosphere was both an act of co-creation and generated data. We designed the event itself, organised it (with others) and ran it, and participated. We made observations during the preparations for the event and on the day itself, followed by a long- term reflection on the process. This was similar to an auto-ethnography - ‘a study and a text in which the researcher-author describes a social setting to which s/he has a ‘natural access’, is an active participant, more or less on equal terms with other participants’ (Alvesson, 2003:
174) – but one that was carried out jointly, involving jointly discussing and co-writing about the experience (Ellis and Bochner 2000; Humphreys 2005). This process of the two conference organisers/authors discussing, writing,  and  reflecting  was  repeated  over  time  following Benozzo et al’s. (2018: 16) call to deploy post-qualitative writing modes ‘to disturb normalized academic research and writing practices in which research is ‘done’, ‘data’ are ‘obtained’ and then ‘reported’, and written ‘up’’, thus disrupting academic conventions of method and analyses. 
Following Bell and King’s (2010) methodology we collected a variety of ‘data’ in the form of other textual sources generated before, during, and after the event, to distribute responsibility and decision-making between participants as an explicit co-creation of knowledge. These included emails and face-to-face discussions between ourselves, both as researchers and participants, together with communication with other participants and contributors who provided suggestions and feedback during the process. 
Participants were invited to participate in feedback (or not) via a method of their choice (as it was inappropriate to impose formal evaluation techniques), including verbal feedback, and through creativity (doodles, drawing, sketches) and discussion, ‘recorded’ through participant observation. Post-qualitative perspectives acknowledge method as a form of ‘performativity’ (Le Grange 2018), and this allowed us to offer a range of forms of feedback including letting participants’ provide this feedback as they saw fit. Since the aim was to create an informal, supportive space in which participants could discuss emotional issues it was felt that recording the event was inappropriate. Instead, participants were invited to write, draw, or engage in other creative practices on ‘feedback bunting’ (Figure 1) that was displayed in the room to promote discussion and a sense of community, and that also generated data. Further, we observed and noted conversations and behaviours from participants before, during, and after the event that also formed data relating to the diversity of experiences and participants’ performances.  This approach to data collection is shaped by a conceptualisation of atmospheres as revealed in bodily feelings, and qualified in emotions and other actions (Anderson and Ash 2015). 

Consciousness as analysis, consciousness as practice
A conscious approach encompasses reflection on practice, method, and analysis, including how to write in ways beyond the conventional format of journal papers. Here we outline what a ‘conscious conferencing’ approach involved in practice and merge this with an ‘analysis’ of our experiences. Through continuously reflecting on how to provide an appropriate atmosphere for people to talk about the emotional aspects of their work we developed a set of ‘gentle disrupters’, aligning with what Benozzo et al. (2018) term ‘minor gestures’ as part of a ‘strategy of disruption’. We coined this term to illustrate the dynamic and changing nature of disrupting the norm, adapting the concept of ‘disrupter’ from the innovation literature (Bower and Christensen 1995) combined with the word ‘gentle’, to develop a compassion-based approach. These ‘gentle disrupters’ – that involved thinking anew about addressing multi-sensory space, communication and language, and embedding wellbeing - were intended to challenge the normative assumptions and practices underpinning the experience of academic conferences in three main ways.
In this section we continue our conscious approach by presenting the emotions, opportunities, and tensions experienced as a collective voice as an alternative form of analysis and representation. Specifically, we reflect upon how to ‘actively represent’ (Anderson and Ash 2015) the outcome of ‘staging’ an atmosphere. This includes analysing the experiences and emotions of the participants, together with our own exchanges and experiences as co-creators and co-authors. Here, we have sought to honour our own voices, express our emotions and ‘speak our truth’ to provide an ethnographic account of the experience. Inspired by Ford and Harding’s (2008) mix of auto-ethnographic approaches, and Lather’s (2016) ‘topographical analysis’, we present the key narratives that emerged from the event, merging our own voices with those of other participants. Instead of a formal qualitative coding we try to write in a way that represents our and others’ experience, to try and understand the atmospheric conditions that ‘shape, without determining, representational life’ (Anderson and Ash 2015: 34). As such these are not discrete categories presented in a linear order, but are overlapping ‘messy’ fields, with fuzzy boundaries, repetitions, omissions, and silences (Pullen and Rhodes 2008).
Therefore the approach we adopt in our reflections that follow disrupts standard conventions of presenting analyses by using a conscious approach to openly express and recount our experiences both bodily and emotionally as a method of analysis itself. This thereby allows us to ‘use those experimental disturbances to create post‐qualitative possibilities for writing an academic paper differently’ (Benozzo et al. 2018: 3).
Creating a new multi-sensorial space and atmosphere to challenge boundaries
Attempting to disrupt spaces is exciting and challenging, requiring constant reflection embedded in values and a core of ‘good intentions’ enriched by compassion and empathy about the purpose of our decisions and actions. We kept these values in mind as we planned the event and discussed what more theoretical questions such as ‘how is an atmosphere conditioned, how does it condition and affect?’ (Anderson and Ash 2015: 35) would mean in practice. This involved developing our own supportive space in which to engage in deep reflection to reach conscious, meaningful decisions. Many of our decisions were made consciously in spaces chosen to enhance our own feelings of peace and calm, in a natural environment or sharing food, providing ourselves with ‘nourishment’ to enrich our well-being. This process of developing our own ‘atmosphere’ was vitally important to critically reflect upon and make decisions affecting ourselves and others cultivated from a place of mutual respect, warmth and support.
However, creating a new atmosphere for ourselves and the event was complex and challenging. Our attempt to introduce ‘gentle disrupters’ involved many discussions regarding their intention and purpose, likely impacts, and how it felt to ask such questions. For example, we grappled with how to engage our participants without recreating us/them boundaries as researchers and being aware of unconscious bias. Navigating the complex and diverse emotions surrounding the entire process and acknowledging their dynamic and relational properties before and during (and still continuing long after) the event, was, and is, complex and transformative, enriched by taking a conscious approach.
Our approach to the design of the event was extended to involve participants as co-creators, thus distributing responsibility for decision-making and provoking further conscious thought. Our initial email inviting participation in, and comments on, the proposals for the event generated lively discussion about format, language, and possible activities, that aligned with a conscious approach, developing a collective conscious ethos.
One email exchange before the event took place is particularly illustrative of this, where a participant suggested:
…perhaps avoid the structures/formats of ‘keynote’ and ‘discussants’ and timed contributions (as these imply a hierarchy of participants and a strict formula), and reconfigure the regular spatial and hierarchical architecture of academic conferences/workshops. That is, get rid of the platform, podium, panel...could the speaking space be arranged in such a way as to be more conducive to the type of material/experiences we’ll be dealing with, and the kind of engagement you’d like to foster? Regular academic speaking spaces are just so unimaginative, repressive and not really conducive to what you want to elicit here. I’m not suggesting you get all ‘hippy’ on it – I’d suggest that avoiding schmaltz is just as important as avoiding academic rigidity – but perhaps think a bit more creatively about the space and format within which the kind of speech and reflection you want to elicit might be possible.
As this contributor suggests, however, there can be fine judgements about how far this approach can be taken, to disrupt but perhaps not entirely displace the fact that it is an academic event.
Thus through our own reflections and involvement with a range of participants we addressed the multi-sensorial and material nature of the space for the event. We chose a room that was small, ‘non-corporate’, and that could be altered in various ways to facilitate co-creation, break down hierarchies and boundaries between ‘keynote speakers’ and ‘audience’, and continually disrupt people’s sensory experiences to provoke reflection on participation and emotions.
To break down the hierarchal nature of theatre style seating we adopted ‘horse-shoe’ groups of seats on the same level to create intimacy and encourage discussion, enabling speakers to interact with the audience (Figure 2). We considered the multi-sensorial and embodied dynamics of being in the space to create an immersive experience. Subdued and natural lighting was mixed with candles, chains of small white fairy lights, and multi-coloured fish bubble towers to shape an atmosphere that differed considerably from normal academic spaces (Figure 2). Coloured fabric drapes - the colours of which matched those of the printed programme, themed around appropriate chakras (energy forces) - softened the room. The use of quiet background music and lavender placed on tables addressed the soundscape and smellscape.
Academic conferences rarely pay much attention to the embodied nature of conferencing. To address this from the start, participants were invited to take part in a grounding exercise focusing their attention on their embodied presence and setting intentions for the day. A ludic element was introduced through mindful colouring and positive affirmation cards to encourage reflection and support wellbeing. Draping multi-coloured scarves over seats and leaving it to participants to interact with them developed into spontaneous tactile experiences such as stroking the material, creating cravats and hair/wrist bands. The spontaneous development of a shared sense of play and creativity engaged the senses but also developed a sense of community and co-creation. The consciousness approach adopted here thus involved disrupting the materiality of space in order to create an immersive, embodied experience to support participants in engaging with and expressing emotion.
Related to these ‘gentle disrupters’ we also incorporated a number of non-Western or traditional practices with origins in complementary therapy. These included smudging - an ancient practice of clearing negative energy to cleanse spaces traditionally using smoking sage that is considered a healing herb; ‘mindful colouring’ - a practice designed to relax and focus the mind; mushaira poetry - a blend of poetry and food at lunchtime to encourage thoughts around mindful consumption to maximise a sense of nourishment; and Ayurvedic acupressure
- a non-Western practice incorporated to offer a departure from traditional Western therapeutic practices.
It is difficult to analyse and represent what impact these disrupters had. Anderson and Ash (2016: 46) suggest that ‘atmospheric change can be understood as a matter of affects meeting one another in ways that produce…new relations between the entities within that atmosphere.’ These initiatives were undertaken to compassionately (gently) challenge differences and hierarchies, to break down boundaries and create a space in which emotions could be discussed openly without fear of judgement.
Throughout the process we felt a sense of honour about being able to create a space in which to explore emotions and provoke discussion. The attempt to break boundaries also invoked a degree of apprehension tempered with excitement – would people notice or use the little props in the room or take to the aesthetic, or would it put them off? We experienced a unique and affectual encounter with the space as peaceful, calm and exhilarating. This was shared with other participants who found that the new space and the breaking of boundaries provoked an emotional and affectual response.  This was shared on the feedback bunting when they talked about feelings about ‘A new space’ in which ‘The atmosphere is unique’ and ‘Dissolving boundaries between professional and personal is a very welcome and relevant approach.’ Participants expressed emotions of newness, welcomeness, uniqueness, and warmth and gave thanks – ‘Thank you for creating such a warm, inviting space’ and ‘Great event - thanks for trying to make it less ‘stiff’’. This feeling that things were a bit ‘less ‘stiff’’ reflected our attempts to disrupt traditional academic space. 

We also noted expressions through verbal and non-verbal cues during our observations of the day - the warm smiles, the nodding of heads, embraces, increased eye contact, and open body posture. The space invited intense communication between participants interspersed throughout the day, observed within and outside of activities. Our observations acknowledged focused exchanges between participants - supportive signals were witnessed embodied by maintained eye contact, touch, the tone of voice. Participants’ excitement over the new space was noted during exchanges between each other and with ourselves over lunchtimes and breaks, where many participants expressed surprise, excitement, relief, and joy of the impact and opportunities a new space can offer. The ‘buzz’ of the event was manifest in the excitement and energy level and the desire of participants to express their emotions to us and each other demonstrated the impact of our attempts to break boundaries and create a new atmosphere. As one participant noted, ‘All the little touches made it feel different to usual academic events.’
The different atmosphere played a role in the event offering an authentic, non-judgmental space in which participants felt supported in talking openly about emotions and negotiating the boundary between the professional and the personal. Setting the tone for the event and introducing the compassionate environment shaped an atmosphere in which there was a remarkable intensity of disclosure, openness, and engagement around issues of sexuality, mental health, suicide, disempowerment, and the emotional impact of researching sensitive issues. Participants noted the role the atmosphere played in this, commenting ‘Thank you for providing a different environment for us to explore these topics. It made me think differently about my research and my approach’.
Here, then, we contribute to theoretical conceptualisations of atmosphere as ‘a vague yet anything but weak phenomenon that is staged, culturally informed, and manipulated to achieve social, political, and economic goals by tapping into people's emotions and affects’ (Bille et al. 2015: 37). ‘Staging’ the atmosphere impacted on the social process of talking about emotions in academia, helping to challenge the boundaries that we wanted to break down, blurring personal and professional boundaries around emotions, and bringing into the open conflicts around emotions in research. For participants to report feelings of thankfulness, welcome, safety and care shows the working out of the atmosphere in bodily expressions and emotions as ‘data’ captured by our observations and exchanges. As Anderson and Ash (2015: 45) suggest, ‘an atmosphere is revealed precisely as it is expressed in bodily feelings, and qualified in emotions and other actions.’ Here, participation in the event was impactful in terms of changing people’s thinking about emotions in research through experiencing an atmosphere that supported the open acknowledgement, discussion and exploration of emotions. The event gently disrupted behaviours and patterns of thought as a part of the overall aim of introducing consciousness. 
Communication, community, and co-creation
If conferences are disciplining spaces, the kinds of discourses that structure language and behaviour around conferencing require attention to address the normalising of hierarchies. Considerable time was spent on trying to communicate via a language that escaped normal conventions. There was a deliberate attempt to avoid words such as ‘keynote’, ‘network’, and ‘conference’ to break down hierarchies and structures, and to move from language that implied purely professional exchanges towards developing the notion of community. We purposefully composed emails that contained less formal language that were sent from both co-participants/authors rather than an individual organiser to cultivate a community feeling.
The language of the event was therefore carefully considered to focus on inclusivity, community, supportiveness, and positivity, for example referring to participants as ‘contributors’. We introduced other forms of textual and embodied communication: informality around dress was encouraged; the printed programme included all contributors to align with our ethos; and we used the colours of specific chakras (blue to enhance self-expression and purple to enhance intuition and wisdom) to align with the theming of the atmosphere and to embed our approach visually.
To contribute to a space that embedded compassion and empathy, embraced difference, and was responsive to people’s needs, we consciously encouraged a sense of community, manifest in our desire to co-create and co-produce the event with our participants. This is expressed in one of our emails to participants during the co-design phase:
What has been really amazing for us is that it has not just been a matter of asking people to come and contribute but that everyone has given feedback and support and has helped shaped the day. Our thinking about it and how to do it has changed massively as a result and will continue to develop!
This sentiment demonstrates the strong sense of ‘kinship’ as a community that arose, creating our own ‘tribe’ of like-minded individuals. What emerged from participants’ experience of the day from the feedback bunting emphasized this strong sense of sharing, with people expressing that ‘We are all in the same boat’, ‘Talking together and sharing experiences is vital’, and ‘Have appreciated the opportunity to share’. In other contexts, such as initiatives seeking to empower and support individuals experiencing a range of mental and physical challenges (e.g., Combat Stress, MIND), evidence suggests that sharing personal experiences can facilitate increased social and community ‘bonds’ leading to enduring and supportive relationships (Umberson and Montez 2010). Employing a conscious approach facilitated the sense of connectedness and ‘kinship’ that transcended beyond the event into the cultivation of new friendships as reported by some participants, demonstrating the impact and ‘ripple effect’ that the approach can offer. 
We also noted our own responses of increased empathy and desire to connect with one another and with other participants during and beyond the event. Comments from the feedback bunting suggested that the atmosphere enabled participants to share personal experiences and powerful emotions and co-creation was central to this: ‘To co-create/co-produce is an amazing concept to start the conversation on encountering emotions’.
To contribute to a strong sense of community activities were offered to embed compassion and empathy into the day and nurture and nourish all participants to support them considering the sensitive subjects under discussion. We provided a shared ‘mushaira’ event (a south-east Asian form of poetry reading that encourages audience response) combined with lunch where participants were invited to sit together on long tables with food passed around to encourage sharing. The lunch was provided by a social enterprise and paid close attention to local sourcing, nutrition for nourishment, recycling, and minimizing waste. The poetry and the food were closely interlinked, encouraging reflection on the links between eating together and emotion. Participants valued this link between thinking carefully about the food, eating, emotion, and care for others, with one commenting via email, ‘Conference ‘food’ always makes me feel rubbish and unable to think and I’d love to see more nutritious food provided. Thank you for setting such a good example’. Other activities included a dedicated ‘reflective room’ with books and resources offering a space for reflection alongside the opportunity for engagement with an Ayurvedic acupressure practitioner. At the end of the event participants were offered a gong bath (healing through sound vibrations) to fulfil the function of supporting and relaxing participants as a shared community experience.
However, there were also limits to creating a sense of community and co-creation, often exacerbated by the very pressures of neoliberalised academia that the event challenged. We tried to be explicit about not taking ownership of the event, particularly as there was a wider team involved, but this raised an ethical and moral quandary around the possible limits of a conscious approach. As conscious practitioners we would seek to encompass all participants
in the ‘benefits’ of activity, such as outputs, or emphasize conscious action and its wider impacts over outputs, but as academics we are still constrained by the demands of probation and promotion, revealing the limits to care in the academy. 
Another facet of promoting a sense of community through co-creation was to advance conscious conferencing as an inclusive practice along a wide range of social axes including gender, sexual, ethnic or racial identity, able-bodied/differently bodied, physical/mental health, age/career stage/life cycle/family. This raises questions around how to address inclusivity in a conscious way in practical terms. We set out to create an event that was inclusive and promoted the conscious/feminist approach to allow all participants to feel comfortable discussing emotions regardless of gender. The organising team was gender balanced, but the contributors and participants were highly skewed towards women, despite efforts to balance gender. However, the men who attended participated equally and openly and therefore we felt that we challenged gender barriers. The event was reasonably ethnically diverse but still dominated by white British men and women. To minimise labelling and identifiers, participants were asked in advance about ‘access’ issues, but this was actually limited to physical access to the building. During the event, people disclosed mental health issues (and debated the issues around disclosure), probably in a way that would not have happened in another context, but what silences and unspoken issues remained cannot be known.  Further, we reflected upon the potential problem of self-selection in attending the event. Although we celebrated the positive feedback received from participants, we were also mindful of the potential silences and feedback biases where participants may not have felt able to share experiences and emotions due to (self-)censorship or fears and insecurities. Further research into the impact of a conscious approach could help to address these issues. These points raise questions about the potential limitations of the impact of a conscious approach.
Emotion
Attempts to reshape the atmosphere of the event were aimed at changing participants’ emotional engagement to provide support for discussing deeply emotional issues in their research. A conscious approach understands emotion as dynamic and embodied, situated in and across relational space and social practices (Smith et al. 2009a), embodied by individuals and circulating between them. We acknowledge the complexities and obscurities of emotions (such as articulation – see Hemming et al. 2020) and the challenge of identifying, understanding, and attempting to engage them in different spaces. In this sense, then, emotions are important components of – and can be shaped in indeterminate ways by – atmosphere, playing a role in ‘the in-betweenness of subject and object in which the emotional and sensory experience are central’ (Bille et al. 2015: 32). 
Our desire was to develop a conscious approach to activate a range of emotions to challenge boundaries and facilitate change. However, an initial step was the recognition of the interweaving of our individual emotional drivers that ultimately lead to the genesis of the event. This meant a deep reflection upon our intentions that sometimes activated previously unknown emotions. In the planning phase we took an open approach to ideas and activities using ideas that we generated ourselves and also incorporating suggestions from other participants, that is representative of co-creation, a key feature of a conscious approach.
Reflecting upon the awareness (or not) of our emotions throughout the process was in itself emotional, uncovering anxieties and hopes for the opportunities and challenges involved in using this approach. We acknowledged our determination to create change and our feelings of frustration about current academic practices. We experienced excitement and apprehension at trying something new and creative, frustration around gaining funding, a tinge of anxiety watching ticket sales, but also joy, fun, and emotional support in a mutually engaging, creative process. We also felt an anticipated sadness and anti-climax afterwards. Finding a range of collaborators who were not just interested in the event but bought into and shared the ethos was unexpected but inspirational. We learnt a lot about ourselves during this process and were witness to changes in ourselves and others, through the collective sharing of emotion, as participants revealed through the feedback bunting when they recorded that ‘I’ve never spoken about these feelings before’ and ‘I never realised the full extent that my research had on me until now.’ These comments also relate to the flexibility offered by the space we created and the event format that supported the exploration of emotions. They also emphasize the intimacy between emotion and a conscious approach as a highly sensory experience through which to feel, explore, and deeply reflect upon how to embed the core values of a conscious approach in practices and processes.  
However, we were also aware of the possibility of activating unwanted emotions for participants. The extent and range of disclosure and emotions shared in the room was impactful and we considered how we would deal with the emotions aired. For example, during a discussion during the event related to the lack of support mechanisms within institutions, many participants articulated heightened emotions of frustration and tension. We acknowledged these emotions, sharing with the group our own thoughts and feelings. We offered support by offering the opportunity to discuss these feelings in more depth either in the discussion or outside to acknowledge and honour the emotions present. In these situations, and indeed throughout all of our emotive experiences during the event, we decided that we would talk through all our experiences to support our own wellbeing.
A range of emotion was generated as ‘data’ both from ourselves and participants who welcomed the flexibility of ‘feedback bunting’ with many drawings, doodles, and images accompanying the words on the bunting to capture and express their emotions (Figure 1). This captured a range of positive emotions and feelings, such as ‘Thoughtful’, ‘Provocative’, and ‘Informative’. Participants noted that it was an ‘Interesting and inspirational day - given me lots of different ways to consider the emotional impact of my research and experiences’ and a ‘Wonderful day - so many thoughtful touches that I really appreciated’, provoking responses of ‘Thank you for your efforts and care.’ That the event proved ‘provocative’ and ‘inspirational’ relates to the conditioning and affectual aspects of the atmosphere as the in-betweeness of subject and object, an outcome of the different materiality of the event, but also the social relations on the day expressed as mutual compassion. 
The willingness to share a range of (sometimes conflicting and unwelcome) emotions relates to the breaking of traditional boundaries in the conference space to provide a safe, supportive atmosphere in which to explore and share emotions both individually and collectively.   Our observations from our notes and conversations and reflections during the day highlighted the range of emotions present within and between individuals and as a collective. Examples included the shared experiences of researching sensitive and emotive topics as inducing ‘anxiety’, ‘distress’, and even feelings of being ‘overwhelmed’. The perceived lack of care and support within academia invoked ‘anger’, ‘frustration’, and ‘isolation’. The ‘energy’ in the room was palpable at times, with the soundscape filled with active discussion, heightened tensions, frustration, and sometimes silence. We reflected upon these to offer a sense of understanding of the nature of emotion embodied in this space as relational, dynamic and fluid.
A conscious approach involves empathy, compassion, and kindness, and the way that participants talked about a lack of these in their everyday working lives contrasted strongly with how these feelings were expressed on the day. Reflecting upon our emotions throughout the process also brought us to unsettling territory that in some senses echoed the experiences that were actually being discussed. For example, the idea of discussing very sensitive issues publicly aroused feelings of distress, fear, and anxiety. A conscious approach may lead us to places we may not want to go and we must be prepared to acknowledge and embrace the uncertain and sometimes turbulent emotions that can arise.
The entire process was a sense-making activity around emotions. Our sense of breaking new ground was achieved through the exploration of our own emotions and the witnessing of others’ encounters. An interesting question we have asked each other is would the event have been so affective if emotion hadn’t driven us in the first place? We don’t know, but what we
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can say is that without emotion, the event would never have happened. Thus, our conscious approach has allowed us to identify and embed the key emotions associated with this perspective, to inspire kindness, empathy, and compassion to attempt to respond to the significant challenges faced in neoliberalised academia.

Conclusion: placing consciousness at the heart of academia
We advocate a conscious approach to ‘doing academia’ to further address the continued marginalisation of emotions in academia and the emotional pressures associated with its neoliberalisation (Askins and Swanson 2019). If a process of awareness and constant reflection is central to consciousness, and constant reflection activates emotions that can thereby elicit action, what are the broader implications of this for academic practice? The account above has analysed how adopting a conscious approach was employed to disrupt the conference as a specific space of academic practice, not to provide a model or prescriptive approach, but to explore one attempt at embedding consciousness to see how this activates emotions and informs practice. The actual form of other practices and the emotional geographies involved will depend on the type or space of academic endeavour and what different practices can be co-created within a specific context (for another exploration of creative geographical practice in this context see de Leeuw and Hawkins 2017).
The wider aim of this paper is to join other calls to continue to take emotional geographies seriously and explore how this can be transformative in the sense of changing the tone of debate and provoking action (Askins and Swanson 2019), whilst also recognising the limits of our actions. After the event we discussed - at times with a feeling of unease - the tensions generated by our practice. Could the sense of community that underpins co-creation be sustained in other events? Our design choices were socially and culturally situated - although we attempted to be culturally inclusive, using ideas from non-Western philosophies and religions, they still originated from our positionality as white, British, middle-class, and straight, and related strongly to engagement with various therapeutic practices in the UK. We struggled to find alternative language in a context in which academics face instrumental pressures to be ‘invited keynotes’ and produce ‘outputs’. What is the ‘value’ of attending such an event and how is that measured, particularly in the current metrics-driven climate, given that a conscious approach would veer away from attempts at evaluation or measurement?
We also felt a sense of anguish over who owns and benefits from the co-created event, including writing (and hopefully publishing!) this paper. Though conscious practitioners would argue for open disclosure, or at least as open as people feel comfortable with, at times the limits of disclosure became apparent. The question ‘How open can I be?’ was debated, with even those who were willing to disclose personal experiences in the space of the conference acknowledging that this could be considerably more difficult to do in other professional contexts. Finally, we acknowledge issues of applicability (is it suitable for other types of conference?), effort (very time-consuming) and resources (is there funding to support intentions?), buy-in (is the support and openness from others available?), and the scaling up of conscious practices (is it extendable to large conferences?). However, the act of considering these issues is itself a key indicator that consciousness has been introduced.
What would introducing consciousness into academia mean more generally? The challenge is scaling up consciousness as an approach in a way that can facilitate change in practice throughout the academy and embed compassion as central to processes and practices in universities (cf. Askins and Swanson 2019; Askins and Blazek 2017). Gentle disrupters of different kinds are one approach that may be applicable in a range of contexts, but what others might be deployed? Consciousness in academia therefore has to be embedded into institutional processes to make it a core value in mission statements, ethos, and strategy documents so that it permeates all core functions, practice and systems, including ethics, HR, strategic planning, data collection and analysis, teaching, career progression, post-graduate training and supervision. That this is achievable more broadly is evidenced by one of the author’s further activities, including conducting talks to raise awareness of the perspective, embedding wellbeing into curricula at their institution, and developing conscious activities both professionally and in the wider community, and the development of an institutional well-being initiative (‘The XXX XXX’). This demonstrates the wider applicability of this approach in changing practices and processes.
In the context of the neoliberalisation of academia this suggests a culture shift in how universities think and work against the current emphasis on outputs, metrics, competition, and rankings. Alternative forms of outputs could be more valued, such as a strategic commitment to beneficial social change. ‘Gentle disruption’ at least opens the conversation, allows people a voice, shows a willingness to engage and break down boundaries. Consciousness forms the basis of a way to do this because from engaging with it we can develop a holistic viewpoint regarding what needs to be done practically. This paper demonstrates in a small way that this concept can be used effectively to do things differently. If universities as institutions adopted a conscious approach it would create a compassionate culture able to challenge and address systemic issues as a core part of practice by disrupting the norms. The challenge is now how to achieve this ambition.
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