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1. Introduction

The myriad of challenges plaguing media management - digitalization (Küng, 2017),

erosion of industry boundaries (Zabel & Telkmann, 2020), sociocultural changes (Horst &

Järventie-Thesleff, 2016) - are forcing the industry to undergo serious transformations in

order to survive. For example, traditional media organizations need to develop new business

models and secure new income streams (Baumann, 2013; Donders et al., 2018). For this,

media organizations will need to manage processes of organizational change (e.g. Lischka,

2019; Altmeppen et al., 2019). Meanwhile, new media organizations continue to drive their

expansion and naturally evolve their innovative strategies (Evens et al., 2018;  Grönlund, et

al., 2018). All this leads to new practices and institutional patterns of behavior that aim to

enable media organizations to flourish (Kosterich, 2019;  Grönlund, et al., 2019). However,

these organizational changes are sometimes so fundamentally re-shaping existing ways of

working, understandings and mindsets that media managers are struggling to support and

continuously drive this innovation forward (Horst, 2020; Oliver & Picard, 2020). Therefore,

transformational leadership practices, which can facilitate these continuous changes, and

inspire people to support these new trends and create a new future for these organizations

become key (Carroll et al., 2008; Horst & Järventie-Thesleff, 2016).

Transformational leadership and its related practices, with an emphasis on

action-taking and effective communication have often become important during a time of

crisis (Haddon et al., 2014). Transformational leadership is defined as a form of leadership in

which leaders communicate and enthusiastically work towards a vision for the organization

(Amernic et al., 2007). The approach puts a premium on the use of language and aspires

leaders to consciously choose motivational communication to support change and lead

towards their organisational vision (Amernic et al., 2007, p. 1841). This shifts our focus

towards understanding how leaders make sense of change, communicate their vision and

guide their staff through transformational change.

The current status-quo, characterized by the alarming world crisis at a global scale;

the coronavirus pandemic, “has affected the global economy like no other crisis in the history

of mankind” (Rai et al., 2021,p.2). Apart from the detrimental effects on the health sector,

this crisis also signalled a critical point for businesses, forcing them to further accelerate their

digital transformation processes, part of which are “empowering people to work in new

ways” (World Economic Forum, 2020). Thereby, the role of leaders takes a catalytic role

toward the future of businesses, and thus, worth investigating. Evidently, a growing research
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interest was seen for emerging strategy practices (Burgelman et al., 2018; Baumann, Horst &

Järventie-Thesleff, 2019) and transformational leadership practices (Carroll et al., 2008)

specifically.

1.1. Academic relevance

In order to shed light on the ‘know-how’ of managerial practices (Alvesson &

Sveningsson, 2003) during a time of crisis, a purely theoretical approach is insufficient and

must be rooted in an in-depth analysis of empirical data in relation to the framing (Alvesson

& Sandberg, 2013). The present study attempts to develop a more complete and nuanced

understanding of (female) transformational leadership in a crisis context, by providing

empirical evidence on the emerging practices within media organisations.

Although there is a plethora of studies on gender and leadership (Denise, 2020;

Offermann, 2020; Bierema, 2016; Mohr et al., 2015), there has not been much research effort

focusing upon the context of female transformational leadership, within media management.

Media management research has addressed leadership in general, (Bronstein & Fitzpatrick,

2015; Dal Zotto, 2005; Pérez‐Latre & Sánchez‐Tabernero, 2003), but remains an

under-developed field. An exception is seen in the paper by Pavlik (2013), who envisions that

transformational leadership could help re-think journalism and mass communication

education in the 21st century. He underlines that because “media are in the midst of a sea of

change, educators and professionals alike are groping for a pathway to a future in which they

play a vital role” (Pavlik, 2013). He emphasises that innovation and entrepreneurship can

serve as frames to guide behaviour in practice and support more innovative responses of

media practitioners (Pavlik, 2013). Despite this relevance, no studies have to date addressed

female transformational leadership in the context of media. Having said that, it would be

interesting to examine this context through the lens of Finland - a socio-politically

progressive country, ranking third in the Global Gender gap Index (2020), while praised for

their (female) Prime minister’s; Sanna Marin, effective communication and decision-making

in responding to the coronavirus crisis (Johnson, 2020). Furthermore, the present study

explores leadership from the context of crisis, emerging as a result of the pandemic virus that

occured in 2019, adding thus, contemporary relevance.

Ultimately, by advancing the visibility of managerial practices, this study will

contribute to a growing field on “leadership-as-practice” (Raelin, 2019). Furthermore, it will
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bring new empirical evidence from the field, which can allow for scholars and industry

practitioners to create the necessary dialogue, enrich the discursive vocabulary on this area,

and ultimately, enhance the learning of effective leadership practices or strategies (Alvesson

& Kärreman, 2007; Carroll et al., 2008; Horst & Järventie-Thesleff, 2016).

1.2. Aim and Research Question(s)

This qualitative study aims to understand leadership practices that were carried out

during the coronavirus pandemic crisis, through the case of Finnish female managers

operating in the media industry. This paper takes a practice-led approach by conducting

semi-structured interviews, with the aim to understand the managers’ perceptions. Interviews

are key tools in understanding such nuanced concepts, for they afford us a close look at the

managers’ perceptions on their daily practices, in navigating through the dramatic industry

transformations

The focus will be on those mundane details exercised by the manager, which are

rooted in the routine activities (e.g. listening, informally chatting etc.); ‘the managerial

mundane’ and the ‘post-heroic’ (Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2003) . Their significance is not to

be underestimated, because the micro-actions, micro-phenomena and micro-activities are

interconnected to the macro-level, i.e., aspirations and plans (Carroll et al., 2008), and

ultimately, these practices distinguish between a manager and an effective leader (Alvesson &

Sveningsson, 2003).

Essentially, the fruitful empirical insights do not solely contribute theoretically, but

more importantly, they add to the field of leadership-as-practice (Carroll et al., 2008; Horst &

Järventie-Thesleff, 2016; Raelin, 2019) (add more explanation). Ultimately, this research

seeks to answer the following questions:

Main research question:

How do (Finnish) female managers lead through transformational change during the

pandemic crisis?

Sub-question (1):

What kind of leadership practices do these female leaders employ?

Sub-question (2):

What is the relevance of female leadership practices for transformational change?
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1.3. Synopsis of the Research Method

This study is established within the constructivist paradigm.  Due to the exploratory

nature of the research, a qualitative constructivist research design was chosen to facilitate

sixteen one-on-one interviews (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2013). Specifically, the data was

gathered via 45 minute (approximately) in-depth interviews, using a semi-structured protocol

(Alvesson & Sandberg, 2013). This data collection method was chosen as it allowed us to

afford a closer look at the female managers’ multiple perspectives on their day-to-day

practices, and perspectives are nuanced and complex and cannot be measured quantitatively.

The data was reconstructed and analyzed via Qualitative Content Analysis, (Schreier,

2013). Specifically, in order to understand such complex and nuanced perceptions, the most

effective method of analysis is thematic analysis, suitable for social sciences (Braun &

Clarke, 2006; Boyatzis; 1998).

1.4. Overview of the Thesis Structure

The second chapter is dedicated to setting the theoretical framework of the study. The

third chapter discusses the rationale behind the various research design decisions, followed

by the fourth chapter that analytically reports the findings that emerged inductively. The fifth

chapter discusses the findings’ implications, as well as the overall credibility of the research

and its limitations. Finally, chapter five draws a final conclusion, followed by a future

research proposal.
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2. Theoretical Background

This chapter starts with a navigation through the crises plaquing the media industry in

section 2.1., followed by an exploration of the role of media management during a time of

crisis in section 2.2. Then, in section 2.3. the focus is drawn on Transformational Leadership

theory, discussed later from a leadership from a practice-based approach (section 2.3.1.).

Finally, this chapter will end with an exploration of (Finnish) Female Leadership in section

2.4.

2.1. Crisis and Uncertainty in Media Management

This section highlights the causes behind the dramatic transformation in the media

industry (change sentence), which are namely a result of (1) digitization, (2) the ill-defined

industry boundaries, and more recently, (3) the COVID-19 pandemic crisis. As a result, the

media landscape is currently defined by uncertainty, and continuous rapid changes.

2.1.1. Digitization

New digital technologies and internationalisation have transformed the life of

businesses, and the media industry is no exception (Küng, 2017). International trade has

strongly increased, markets have converged, ownership structures have shifted, consumer

behavior has changed, and new media business models have been developed. Therefore, the

media market needs to meet new economic realities and audience expectations (Donders et

al., 2018, Evens et al., 2018).

There is a scholarly consensus (Horst & Moisander, 2015; Donders et al., 2018,

Lischka, 2019) that digitization is the most important driver of change for the media industry,

bringing forth a great amount of challenges and opportunities. Negroponte has essentially

referred to digitisation, as the “transformation of atoms into bytes” (Donders et al., 2018).

This technological innovation has undoubtedly brought trailblazing changes in the

media market. For example traditional media is facing an increasing amount of competition

due to the digital innovations as well as the changing viewing behavior of the audience.

broadcasters and start-ups create a number of possibilities in terms of developing new

services and business models (Donders et al., 2018). Horst & Moisander (2015) highlight the

paradoxical challenges media firms are encountered with during this time of digital

innovations, namely, balancing stability, traditions and self-focus with flexibility, change and
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openness to collaboration - in an environment that questions established industry routines

and strategic practices (p.10).

2.1.2. International Media Trade

Altmeppen et al., (2019), in their empirical study concluded digitization as being a

means to, and a goal of cross-border activities (Altmeppen et al., 2019) and accelerates

cross-border learning (Osarenkhoe, 2009; Tran, Yonatany & Mahnke, 2016). Cross-border

media activities refer to any activities media companies pursue in foreign territories, for

example, investing or shares in foreign companies (Altmeppen et al., 2012; Neubert, 2013).

According to Chan-Olmsted & Chang, 2004, cross-border media market growth ideally

provides opportunities for synergy and economies of scale. Furthermore, Donders et al.,

(2018) discuss how legacy media for example has been affected by cross-media ownership.

This was caused by the economic internationalisation of media, which was enabled with

digitisation. Donders et al., (2018) emphasise how European countries in particular allow

considerable extents of cross-media ownership (p.92).

The effects of internationalisation and digitisation are undeniable. On the one hand,

these trends contribute to capitalism by strengthening multinationals, however, a crucial

impact affecting both, traditional and new media organisations is the increased

homogenisation and commercialization of culture. This challenge is caused by the ownership

of multitude domestic media companies by the bigger players, favouring power to the nation

states and supranational organisation (De Bens, 2007, p.17 in Donders et al., 2018).

Furthermore, as a result of digital innovations, consumers are more powerful than ever,

having a cumulative range of options. For example, viewers can choose between digital and

linear media; national or international, and over an increasing number of platforms (despite

journalistic value). Thereby, the viability of legacy media is in the hands of the consumers

(Donders et al., 2018). In an industry that is constantly changing, having control over

consumers’ data is a success factor. Data control enables direct engagement with the viewers,

and consequently, to offer higher customer experience (Donders et al., 2018). However, as

discussed earlier, legacy media ownership is now scrutinised by nation states and

supranational organisations (De Bens, 2007). In addition, advertising revenues are deflecting;

with the digital setting offering unlimited advertising, making it thus the ultimate preference

for advertisers (Donders et al., 2018).
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Consequently, legacy and small new media markets experience a lot of uncertainty

regarding the sustainability of their business models (Evens et al., 2018; Donders et al., 2018;

Grönlund, et al., 2018; Baumann, 2013). There is a heavy pressure to develop innovative

business models and secure new income streams in order to survive in an ever-increasing

competitive media market that will attract viewers to pay for their content, in return for

journalistic value and social engagement (Donders et al., 2018). For this, organisations will

need to manage processes of organisational change (e.g. Lischka, 2019; Altmeppen et al.,

2019). This will be further discussed below.

2.1.3. Erosion of Industry boundaries

The evolutionary digital media advancements and innovative business models that

have increased competition, globalisation and consumer preferences, led consequently to

disruption of industry boundaries (De Wit & Meyer, 2010). Bettis (1998) has described

traditional boundaries of the media industry [...] as less meaningful as a network of firms,

with similar competencies and capabilities, competing in a dynamic, ambiguous and

changing marketplace (Oliver & Picard, 2020, p.62).

The erosion of industry boundaries signifies fundamental effects in media

management. This means that developing strategies to compete in an industry with ill-defined

structures is especially challenging (Kung, 2017; Oliver 2014, Oliver & Picard, 2020),

leaving media strategists unable to shape corporate perimeters (Porter, 1980). The primary

function of corporate strategy is to set the long-term direction of a media firm and shape the

corporate perimeter of activities. (Oliver & Picard, 2020, p. 80). Thus, the media industry is a

complex and uncertain industry.

2.1.4. The Pandemic Crisis or the ‘Great Resignation’

The pandemic crisis is considered the biggest turning point of the 21st century, being

referred to as the ‘fourth revolution’ and the ‘Great Resignation’ (Rai et al., 2021). This crisis

has presented one of the most formidable challenges in recent history to all areas from the

governments to businesses, and society. Many consider it to be the ultimate tipping point for

the 21st-century (World Economic Forum, 2020). It has led to fundamental disruption in the

work environment at a global level, transforming drastically business processes. The
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pandemic crisis has forced fast-track digitisation of business processes to be accelerated,

transforming the business setting.

This unexpected transformation of business structures became a wake-up call for

companies (World Economic Forum, 2020), to drive their expansion and evolve their

innovative strategies and competencies, in order to sustain their businesses. The coronavirus

outbreak is associated among others, with a variety of negative effects on mental health,

including feelings of anxiety, sadness, fear and uncertainty (Cheng and Cheung, 2005; Ren et

al., 2020; Montani & Stagliano, 2021) as well as post-traumatic stress symptoms and

depression (Perrin et al., 2009).

As the pandemic crisis has affected people and businesses in an unprecedented

manner, it would be therefore worthwhile researching the relationship between organizational

change and leadership practices in this period of time.

2.2. The role of Media management in a time of crisis

As a result of these crises discussed earlier, the media landscape is currently defined

by uncertainty, and continuous rapid changes ( Lischka, 2019; Altmeppen et al., 2019) -

stressing consequently the critical role of media management during a period of

transformational change.

As discussed earlier, traditional and small online media markets are urged to develop

new innovative business models, strategies and income streams in order to sustain their

businesses in a competitive, continuous and complex media market defined by evolutionary

digital technologies (Donders et al., 2018; Lischka, 2019). Meanwhile, new media

organisations are continuously striving to evolve their business models (Evens et al., 2018;

Grönlund, et al., 2018).

There has been a considerable research contribution to media management literature

by introducing potential revenue models and distribution strategies (e.g. Fletcher & Nielsen,

2017; Ladson & Lee, 2017; Lehtisaari & Grönlund, 2012; Doyle, 2015, 2016). Nonetheless,

Gunzel and Holm (2013) identify these models as being conservative, defensive, and merely

adaptations of the existing business logic. The need for a business renewal process and

organisational transformation (Evens & van Damme, 2016), with new capabilities needed to

adapt to deal with the social media platforms (Wilkström & Ellonen, 2012). Thus, Evens et

al., (2018) highlights the urgency for media management to develop business innovation
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models; ones that are fundamentally transformed by changing the entire business model logic,

(Gunzel & Holm, 2013).

Nevertheless, Horst & Moisander, (2015) note that media management struggles to

manage strategic renewal. Managers find it particularly challenging to constantly encourage,

inspire and cultivate innovation. Having said that, the process to successfully achieve

innovative business models is no easy task. Scholars (Brown, 2016; Horst, 2020) have

discussed that a key point in driving change forward is the implementation of reflective

practices - critical in achieving organisational transformation that can potentially lead to

successful business model innovations (Afuah, 2014). Observation develops the capacity to

identify opportunities from failures, by looking at the changes in the environment

(Achtenhagen, Melin & Naldi, 2013). For example, Oliver (2020) recognizes that questioning

the organization's fundamental existence is necessary for driving change, yet Schein (2004)

notes that this is seen to be a difficult task (Schein, 2004). Therefore, media management

need to advance skills in order to achieve emerging strategies in the future (Horst &

Jarventie-Thesleff 2016; Horst et al., 2019).

2.2.1. Organisational Change starts with rhetoric

As new technological developments are replacing existing products with newer

ones, the impact of these digital changes, evolutions or developments, go further, affecting

the competency of personnel. This means that managers are required to transform their

processes in order to adapt to the new environments, by sharpening their knowledge, skills

and abilities. In order for media companies to meet the growing needs of the industry,

managers must manage processes of organizational change (Lischka et al., 2019).

Lischka et al., (2019) discuss upon ‘renewal’. Renewal is a type of organizational

change that involves the modification of existing organizational characteristics and

“includes the process, content, and outcome of refreshment or replacement of attributes of

an organization (in Lischka 2019, p. 183 quoting Agarwal & Helfat, 2009, p.282). Horst &

Moisander, (2015) as well as Oliver, (2014) note that renewal is very much dependent on

the ability to link environmental change and corporate strategy. Considering the current

status-quo following the pandemic crisis, whereby the work setting is dramatically shifted,

it is a highly relatable note.

In this paper, we will take into account the argument by Daft & Weick (1984) that

companies are interpretation systems that employ sensemaking of their environment (ADD
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PAGE number). Lischka et al., (2019) note that a pessimistic interpretation of the

environment is an obstacle towards business development, because strategy renewal

opportunities are being overlooked and omitted. Similarly, Horst & Järventie-Thesleff

(2016), point out that the manner in which the given environment turbulence is being

framed, will prove to be crucial towards the future of the company, when leading the

organization through the change. For example, a pessimistic reaction may be detrimental

for the company’s future, while a positive and opportunity-offering reaction, will help

companies renew their processes. Therefore, renewal is thought to be integrated within

corporate narratives (McClellan, 2013), meaning that the rhetoric behind a company can

either facilitate or complicate organizational change (Lischka et al., 2019). Considering

that communication shapes organizations (Czarniawska, 1997; McPhee & Zaug, 2009),

then, in order to understand current leadership practices with the aim of potentially defining

and improving the future of work, putting organizational discourse and practices under the

microscope becomes key.

Previously, in section (2.1), I discussed transformational leadership; in which

rhetoric is the protagonist, for through the use of language, such leaders aim at supporting

change and lead towards their organizational vision (Amernic et al., 2007, p. 1841). An

understanding of such practices can consequently lead to long-term success via renewal

processes or organizational change (Lischka et al. 2018). The pandemic crisis forced digital

transformation processes (World Economic Forum, 2020); re-shape existing ways of

working and mindsets, in a radical manner. Empowering people to work in new ways

facilitate digital transformation processes (Maijanen, 2020). Therefore, transformational

leadership practices, which can facilitate these continuous changes, and inspire people to

support these new trends and create a new future for these organizations are central (Carroll

et al., 2008; Brown & Groves, 2010; Horst & Horst & Järventie-Thesleff, 2016; Ford, J.

2020)

2.2.2. Need for Transformational Leadership

Chari et al., (2018) found that during a period of crisis, three factors drive

successful organisational change, and thus, should be adopted. These are namely, fast

decision-making, innovation, as well as operational and strategic agility are key. To support

organisational change, Brown & Groves (2010) in their empirical study investigated how

new media management overcame resistance to change -  a phenomenon called 'Inertia’.
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Hannan & Freeman (1977; 1984) defined Inertia as “the inability of organisations to adapt

their strategy at the same pace as the environment changes,due to fear or anger towards

uncertainty Allcorn & Godkin, 2008; Lischka et al., 2018).

Brown & Groves (2010) concluded on five practices deemed important by the

subordinates during a time of organisational change. First of all,  (1) leaders’ commitment

of time, then, (2) having constant and open communication at all levels and departments,

(3) providing the necessary resources to overcome survival anxiety, such as training to

reduce learning anxiety and build confidence in the ability to change, was seen as

important. In addition, (4) the employees were willing to put in the extra hours and work,

provided that their efforts were rewarded and recognized by their managers and finally, (5)

charging the team members with new ideas to work with was also important.

In a crisis context, transformational leadership is seen as a suitable style (Haddon et

al., 2014) thus, it is relevant to the context of the present study. In their empirical study on

crisis leadership, Haddon et al., (2014) examined employees’ leadership preferences during a

crisis. Their study highlights that employees’ expect an active leader and effective

communicator during a time of organizational crisis. Interestingly, a preferred crisis leader

was linked to both, masculinity; by being agentic through decision-making and actions, and

to femininity; by being communal through maintaining high levels of communications.

In addition, their study suggested that three out of the four  transformational

leadership style  components (Avolio & Bass, 1994) were seen as important; namely,

‘intellectual stimulation’, ‘idealised influence’ and ‘inspirational motivation’, whereas

‘individual consideration’ was regarded as less significant. Nonetheless, the components of

transformational leadership were not encapsulating the notions of active leadership and

effective communicator during a time of crisis. Nonetheless, this study is limited in that it

does not shed light on effective leadership practices from a practice-based approach, but it

merely provides broad description on the leadership practices perception from employees’

point of view.

2.3. Transformational Leadership Theory

Scholars distinguish between different leadership styles such as transformational

leadership, transactional leadership and charismatic leadership (Barbuto, 2005). A plethora of

studies have found that transformational leadership is the most debated model (Griffin &
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Rafferty, 2004), while it has gained increasing scientific popularity by scholars in

management studies, as it provides a new paradigm for understanding leadership in

organizations (Haddon, 2014).

Traditionally, the transformational leadership model (Bass & Avolio, 1994) is

constructed by the four ‘I’ components: (1) Individualized consideration, (2) Inspirational

motivation, (3) Intellectual Stimulation, (4) Idealized Influence. In essence, this model

incorporates values central to motivating, inspiring, supporting the subordinates, and more

broadly, it is central to human relations by communicating a compelling vision.

Nonetheless, scholars  (Ford, 2020; Carroll et al., 2008; Alvesson & Sveningsson,

2003) criticize - the traditional portrayal of  leadership; this notion of “the great leader”

discussed in popular literature (Alvesson & Einola, 2019) - as being one that is theoretically

limited, omitting practical and empirical evidence, and therefore, one that is not fit to the

notion of the contemporary leader. The “Great Transformational Leader” is overemphasized

in a romanticized, mythological-like discourse - the positive outcomes generated on the

individual level by the ‘heroic’ leader, (Alvesson & Einola, 2019), while its practices are

connected to vague, complex and grandiose concepts - visions, engaging speeches, radical

change and inspiring ideas ( Carroll et al., 2008; Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2003).

Specifically, the empirical evidence of a practice theoretical approach, finds that

progressive leadership is indicated through the ‘extra-ordinary’ practices of the leader -

manager, which are rooted in their mundane, ordinary acts (Alvesson &  Sveningsson, 2003;

Carroll et al., 2008). In addition, Alvesson & Sveningsson (2003) emphasized that effective

leadership or managerial practices, or strategies (Horst & Järventie-Thesleff, 2016; Horst &

Moisander, 2015) are a product of a collective effort (Raelin, 2019; Carroll et al., 2008;

Pérez‐Latre & Sánchez‐Tabernero, 2003). Alvensson (2003) argues that even a visionary or

charismatic leader is established through the interpretation of their insignificant and ordinary

actss.

The definition of leader is ambiguous, (DeRue & Ashford, 2010). The ingredients for

what constructs the identity of a leader are complex, uncertain and contextual, and move

beyond social identities such as race, gender, age or specific role identities such as

motherhood, or occupation (Alvesson et al., 2008; Ford, 2006; Voronov and Vince, 2012).

As the media landscape is undergoing tumultuous change, Pavlik (2013) urges for a

transformative leadership. The vision is to reinvent the industry in order to accommodate

digital innovations of the era, “guided by ethics, freedom of speech and rigorous, independent
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and critical inquiry” (p.211.). Ultimately, the goal is to prepare future professionals and

leaders to meet the requirements of the digital era.

Bronstein & Fitzpatrick (2015), further elaborate on the need to develop leadership

education in facilitating the knowledge and skills needed to lead through the dynamic media

industry. They emphasize that by developing the leadership knowledge, this would prove

especially beneficial for females - who are underrepresented in top-management positions.

2.3.1. Leadership-as-Practice

A plethora of scholars agree on the increasing need to explore leadership through a

practice-based approach (Horst & Järventie-Thesleff, 2016; Vaara, et al., 2012; Carroll et al.,

2008), in that it can shed light to practitioners on how to concretely apply transformational.

Raelin (2003) highlights the importance of team structures, suggesting a shift in

focus; from the individual-level of the leader, to the collective-level of teamwork. Raelin

concludes that such changes are possible through ‘reflective practices’. This concept is

defined as - “the practice of periodically stepping back to ponder the meaning of what has

recently transpired to ourselves and to others in our immediate environment” (p.67). Through

reflection,  it is possible to critically evaluate and interpret the erroneous plans and practices

of the past. In order to reflect, and consequently increase organisational effectiveness for the

collective good, learning dialogues between managers - subordinates are central. Raelin

(2013) further developed the reflective practice, and incorporated it to leadership, by

describing the manager’s role as the ‘facilitator of dialogue’. The facilitator role of the

manager is described as one that encourages free expression and inquiry in the team, as they

“bring out people’s individual and collective wisdom, creativity and dignity” (p.818).

In their empirical study, Alvesson & Sveningsson (2003) found that mundane

activities are key in recognizing the manager as a leader.  Post-heroic activities such as (1)

listening, (2) informally chatting and to a lesser extent; (3) cheerful behavior, were all put

forward as worth exploring, because such activities are central to human relations, and

consequently, can operationalize the measurement of effective leadership.

In essence, an effective manager is seen as someone fostering democratic dialogues

and whose focus is on the collective work rather than on the individual sense of the self

(Raelin, 2013; 2003, Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2003).

Similarly to Carroll et al., (2008), Denis et al., (2010) found that micro-level practices

are key in understanding broader concepts, such as the complex transformational leadership
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model’s components, i.e. inspirational motivation,  intellectual stimulation, idealized

influence (Bass & Avolio, 1994). Specifically, Denis et al., (2010), studied the practice of

leadership in the context of health-care management, through four processes: Leadership (1)

as dynamic, (2) collective , (3) situated and (4) dialectic, urging to test this approach in other

settings. In addition, they argue that a good relational leader embodies emotional and rational

intelligence, without failing to combine them with positive body-language signs. In addition,

they highlight the importance of the role in the materiality of leadership, and that is, the

managerial tools used to influence their subordinates, such as control systems, rules,

documents etc. These are all fruitful avenues to further explore.

Horst & Moisander (2015) further developed the field of Strategy-as-Practice (SAP)

by providing an interpretive theoretical framework, aimed at empirical examinations of

strategic day-to-day practices, with a focus in media management, during a time of renewal

and uncertainty. Particularly, their study emphasizes that good conflict management skills,

recognition of diversity and individuality allow for mutual trust, openness, and sensitivity to

occur between the individual level; employees and the organisational level; management, in

order to overcome the emerging paradoxical tensions.

As noted, Kim’s leadership efforts are outcomes of a “micro-situation-specificity” or

stimuli-responsiveness rather than the “meso,” more lasting type of style, referred to in

situation theories (Yukl, 2011). Thus, this paper contributes to a critical and reflexive

approach for understanding leadership in practice (e.g. Alvesson et al., 2016; Alvesson and

Spicer, 2012; Cunliffe, 2009; Ford, 2010), where the shortcomings and confusions of

(ideological) leadership ideas are highlighted.

2.4. Finnish Female Leadership

Another example is the Finnish case. Sanna Marin was appointed as the Finnish Prime

Minister in late 2019 (Manzanaro, 2019), following a postal strike controversy that resulted

in the resignation of the then PM Antti Rinne (Deutsche Welle, 2019). This aligns with the

so-called ‘glass-cliff phenomenon’, whereby the likelihood of women being selected for

top-management leadership roles increases when there is a state of crisis associated with the
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position. As such, this leads to a higher risk of failure (Korn Institute, 2019). Thus, Sanna

Marin (1) was given the opportunity to take on this role during a crisis situation, (2) while

being young and inexperienced; 34 years old - (3) leading to a highly risky move for her

career.

Interestingly enough though, shortly after her appointment as the Finnish PM, the

coronavirus crisis emerged. Sanna Marin, among other global female leaders was praised for

her proactive decision-making and effective and clear communication skills in handling the

corona crisis (Johnson, 2020), leading Finland as one of Europe’s lowest Covid rates

(Finland’s preparedness and good health care system played a key part as well). Part of Sanna

Marin’s strategy was to motivate Finns by reminding them of their ‘resilience’ during the

crisis, while stressing out the role of the collective. In addition, polls have shown 85% of

Finns supported her handling of the pandemic (Johnson, 2020), suggesting the high level of

confidence and trust she was able to inspire to Finns through clear, concise, unemotional

language; but with an undertone of warmth (Yle, 2020).

Finland has been framed as a sociopolitically progressive country (Denise, 2020).

This is further evident for example, by the country’s female prime minister; Sanna Marin’s,

success in making global headlines as an exemplary leader in dealing with the pandemic

crisis (Yle, 2020).

On the contrary, Denise (2020) argued that despite Finland being framed as one the

most gender-equal countries in the world - ranking third in the Global Gender gap Index

(2020) -  there was nonetheless strong evidence of gender biases when it came to leadership.

To specify, female leaders were more likely than men to be praised for their communal traits,

whereas lack of them would signify critique. Despite the gender bias and the unequal

distribution of top management positions with regards to gender, during the coronavirus

crisis, it has been reported that female-led countries handled the situation better compared to

male-led countries (Folkman & Zenger, 2020).
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3. Methodology

This research aims to contribute to the transformational leadership from a

practice-based approach (Carroll et al., 2008; Raelin, 2019), through the lens of Finnish

female managers in the media industry. The chosen research approach lies within the

qualitative research analysis realms (Schreier, 2013) and particularly via inductive thematic

analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Through a qualitative approach, the researcher can critically

examine and expose conservative, homogenous and one-dimensional forms of leadership, by

exploring leaders’ discourse, ideas and beliefs, which cannot be measured quantitatively

(Carroll et al., 2008).

This section starts by discussing the sampling design, followed by an exploration on

the operationalization of the method. Then, the data collection and analysis steps will be

thoroughly discussed in sub-section 3.3, and finally, this section ends by addressing the

research design’s credibility.

3.2. Sampling Design

Sampling criteria - participants

Considering that this is a small-scale research, conducted solely by one researcher, the

sample was saturated accordingly, and therefore, consisted merely of sixteen informants. In

addition, the participants will be invited on the basis of certain demographic criteria, essential

for answering the research questions. The criteria of selection will consider factors of

knowledge on the research phenomenon, i.e. their expertise and demographic considerations.

The list of these criteria was as follows:

The suitable interviewees ought to have (1) adequate managerial experience - as the

target group is focused on leaders, resulting in informants in middle or middle senior-level

positions.Another criterion was their gender. As this study is interested merely in female

leaders/managers, then another determining factor affecting the selection process was based

on (2) the informants’ gender, i.e. females. In addition, (3) the participants were to be from

Finland, because that is the case of this study.
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The final list of participants resulted in managers, supervisors, and project leaders,

operating mainly within the media and marketing private sector, within small, medium and

corporate enterprises.

Sampling strategy

The next step was the recruitment of the informants. The sampling strategy combined

purposive and snowballing non-probability sampling methods (Schreier, 2013). The first

participant(s) were contacted via LinkedIn, and selected on the basis of their expert

knowledge, but also based on the extent to which their profile aligned with the

aforementioned criteria. Specifically, I was connected to the first participant via LinkedIn,

after my LinkedIn post was re-shared to a network of female leaders (mostly Finnish), with

which I got connected through a past event; ‘Women in Leadership’. This event was also the

source of inspiration, and the seed to sow my curiosity in conducting the present research.

Following the purposive, snowballing sampling method was then employed, in an

effort to enhance the study’s reliability (Schreier, 2013). Specifically, the first informants

invited homogeneous media managers from their networks, which they were well acquainted

with. After I ensured that the referrals met the criteria, we got connected via LinkedIn and

then proceeded to the interviews.

The chosen medium of informants’ recruitment was LinkedIn; a suitable platform

because it is designed for the purposes of professional networking. When the participants

were contacted and thereby invited for the interview, the direct message included all the

necessary information, i.e. aim of the research, interview topic, format and duration.

Moreover,  an online meeting planner was implemented; the doodle, accelerating the meeting

scheduling process, as the participants could instantly choose their day and time of

preference. To ensure that all ethical requirements were met, e.g. privacy, an informed

consent was ensured from the participants.

Due to the pandemic, the interviews took place remotely. Upon agreement with the

participants, the interviews were carried out according to the medium (audio or audiovisual)

that they are most comfortable with. Precisely, the interviews were realised in a digital

setting, via Zoom. Essentially, the use of video cameras were proven favourable as they

enhanced the outcome via the participants’ non-verbal reactions. As the chosen medium for
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conducting the interviews was virtual, there were some necessary precautions to be taken,

such as double-recording the interviews to ensure that they will be preserved.

3.3. Operationalization

The empirical work took the form of semi-structured interviews. This means that the

questions were not strictly guided by a rigorous set of questions, which would be the case of

structured interviews - but the questions were fairly open, because this allowed the

emergence of unexpected phenomena (Alvesson, & Sandberg, 2013).

As the topic of leadership is a wide one, it is important to have a framework with the

themes relevant to the research objectives; and that is to understand how managers exercise

their day-to-day leadership practices. Having said that, the open-ended questions were

directed by the topic list, which was built based on the sensitizing concepts discussed earlier

in the study’s literature. Open-ended questions allowed for descriptive answers to occur.

Open-ended questions and conversational inquiry, allow research participants to talk about a

topic in their own words, free of the constraints imposed by the kind of fixed-response

questions typically seen in quantitative studies (Guest et al.,2014, p.12).

On the first level, the questions were more broadened, allowing the managers to

elaborate on their understanding of ‘leadership’. Then, more explicit questions followed,

because the focus was to exploit the overall guidelines of their leadership strategies and

visions - and how these are specifically exercised through their mundane and petty activities,

such as listening or chatting (Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2003). Ultimately, the focus was on

receiving an in-depth understanding of the managers’ practices through their discourse, rather

than a mere description of what they ‘say’ or ‘do’ as managers. The interview questions were

broad, in order to facilitate the exploratory inductive thematic analysis approach, for this

allows for interesting findings to emerge, without having any pre-existing coding frame

(Braun & Clarke, 2006).

3.4. Data Collection and Analysis

The data collection rests on semi-structured, qualitative expert interviews with

industry leaders; top-level management. In total, sixteen (N=16) interviews were conducted.
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Following the online interviews, the data was organized in several digital audio files,

which were immediately transcribed verbatim. The transcriptions enhanced the analysis by

putting the data under the microscope. On a first level, the transcription process was carried

out via Otter transcription software (www.otter.ai), which helped in speeding up the

transcription process. In a second phase, the transcriptions were then carefully reviewed for

omissions and corrections, in an effort to enhance the reliability of the data.

The data was analyzed via inductively thematic analysis (TA) or bottom-up approach

(Braun & Clarke, 2006) because a deductive coding approach would be more limiting in

interpreting the data, in that the themes would be theory-driven, rather than allowing the data

to speak for itself (DeCuir-Gunby et al., 2011). This means that the categorization of the data

was developed solely from evaluating the raw data, instead of relying on an underlying

theory. Following the transcription of the interviews, the digital audio files were treated in a

sophisticated way - the analysis and coding of the data was carried out by ATLAS.ti software,

to ensure systematic analysis and increase the reliability of the analysis (Alvesson, &

Sköldberg, 2018). The development of data-driven codes were guided by specific guidelines,

as suggested by Boyatzis (1998).

The first step was familiarization with the data. Prior to analysis, during data

collection, the first analytic ideas arised. Then, followed the immersion and familiarization of

the entire data, by actively engaging in ‘repeated reading’, searching for possible  meaning

patterns. This was a time-consuming phase, but taking notes on the possible ideas proved

fruitful for the entire analysis. Then, the first level of coding; ‘open coding’ began. This

involved deconstructing the data and delineating concepts to generate the initial codes. This

phase allowed for exploration of ideas by coding, as many data extracts as possible. For

example, a single extract was coded multiple times. Then followed the axial coding phase. In

this phase, the open codes of the previous step were analyzed, in order to create connections

between the codes and identify themes that co-occured. The next step was to compare themes

between them in order to refine the ‘axial codes’ until I arrived at a satisfactory level. Finally,

the axial codes led to the ‘selective’ final codes.

The data resulted in a total of 331 open codes (see Appendix C) , which were then

clustered together into larger codes, categories or themes, leading initially to a total of 18

Axial codes. Then, after re-examining and comparing the axial codes more carefully, some of

the codes were interrelated, thus reducing the axial codes by merging some of them together.

The final 8 axial codes were grouped into larger categories based on their recurrence and

relevancy, leading ultimately to a total of 3 key themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006), or selective
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codes (Boyatzis, 1998), as illustrated in the Table 1 below. The analysis was exhaustive in

that all of the coded data was assigned to at least one category (for the full coding frame can,

see Appendix C).

Table 1: (abbreviated) Coding frame of data-driven codes

Open codes Axial codes Selective codes

one-on-one meetings

Making time to listen

Showing Availability

listening

being present

increase in the frequency of meetings

Communicating
frequently

responding promptly

communicating spontaneously

communicating via multiple digital communication
channels

explicitly communicating their availability

Overcommunicating tasks
(over) communicating

and simplifying
goals/tasks

Communicating
Transparently

making vision transparent

simplifying tasks

praising subordinates

giving feedback
validating work

giving direction

encouraging subordinates to praise team members

sharing daily emotions
sharing emotions and
admitting she doesn't

know it all

sharing experiences and learnings

admitting shortcomings

admitting areas of improvement

online environment as great equalizer

positive framing of
uncertainty

Enacting Openness to
Change

allows for global opportunities

adapting to what is beyond control

seeking changes

22



embracing changes

experimenting new structures

experimental culture
open to mistakes

flexible structure

against micromanagement

open to learn from everyone / receiving feedback

cultivating
learning-mindset

encourages team members to learn from each other

Reflecting and learning from mistakes

learning to adapt in the virtual setting

It is important to mention that themes are an abstract concept, identified by the

researcher (Bernand & Ryan, 2000, p.780), thus examples of data extracts will be provided as

supporting evidence, during the reporting of the key analytic points, so as to better

demonstrate the meaning of the findings.  → Semantic TA/ TA at a semantic level;

The analysis is primarily focused at a semantic level; themes identified within the

explicit meanings across the data set, rather than focusing only on specific aspects; latent

themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006).  However, the analytic process involved a progression from

the description to its interpretation, mainly in the discussion section. For each analytic point

reported in the ‘Results’ section, the most illustrative data extracts were carefully chosen. As

mention by Braun and Clarke (2006) The data was simply been organised to show patterns in

semantic content, and summarised (p.84).

3.5. Credibility

As the study lies within qualitative research methodology realms, the validity and

reliability of this study relies from its authenticity, which can be reflected from the

researcher’s degree of transparency (Hirsto et al, 2009; May & Perry, 2013; Schreier, 2013).

In order to achieve transparency, memos and study diaries were recorded throughout

the process of data collection and analysis, which helped obtain a systematic and detailed

reflection of the process. By keeping a record of my observations, following each interview,
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it will help me outline the analysis, prior to the analysis (Guest et al., 2014, p.6), and to better

prepare and improve for the interviews to come. It is important to note that thematic analysis

is central to reliability concerns (Braun & Clarke, 2006). To eliminate this challenge, the

effort was put into providing thorough explanation to the rationale behind decisions, namely

- to what was done and why -  as the analysis progressed, to secure scientific vigor of the

study (Alvesson, 2018). Ensuring the credibility of findings is paramount, and, achieving this

goal is facilitated by systematically and visibility of methods and procedures (Guest et al.,

2014, p. 14)

4. Results

This section will report the findings in a descriptive level mostly, and will be further

interpreted in the following, discussion section. As outlined previously, the purpose of this

study was to understand how Finnish female managers led through transformational change,

during the pandemic crisis. Three main themes emerged from the analysis; providing answers

to the research question. The three themes are as follows: (1) showing availability, (2)

communicating transparently and (3) enacting openness to change, as shown in Table 2

below.

Table 2. Sample Data-Driven themes, Definitions, and Examples
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Key Transformational Leadership practices employed by Finnish Female Leaders

Themes Description Data extracts

Showing Availability

in practice

Leaders employ practices that show their

availability to her team in practice, namely by (1)

making time to listen actively to their

subordinates and (2) staying in frequent

communication with subordinates, during the

time of crisis and virtual (isolated) work setting.

Leader practices availability via the following

micro-practices:

● making time to listen

● communicating frequently with

subordinates

And having the time to listen,

and be there when your team

needs you.

Communicating

Transparently

Leaders practice transparent communication by

(1) overcommuniating and simplifying work

objectives, (2) via sharing emotions and

admitting weaknesses openly, and (3) by giving

and encouraging feedback culture.

Leader practices transparent communication via

the following micro-practices:

● (Over)communicating and simplifying

objectives

I had a shitty day, I will call

it a day

.

.

.

.
communicating the
whys, where, how,

KPIs, goals,
objectives,
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● giving and encouraging feedback

culture

● expressing emotions openly, and

admitting “she doesn’t know it all

.

.

.

I’m not the best in managing

change
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Key Transformational Leadership practices employed by Finnish Female Leaders

Enacting Openness

to change

Leaders employ practices that exhibit their

openness to changes by - describing change and

uncertainty in a positive light by presenting

opportunities, (2) open to experiment with

structures and make mistakes and shows

flexibility as well, and lastly, by (3)

demonstrating a learning-mindset and is open to

learn and receive feedback from her

subordinates, while practicing learning during the

pandemic by learning to adjust leadership in the

new, virtual work setting.

Leader demonstrates openness toward change via

the following micro-practices:

● positive framing of changes

● fosters experimental culture

● cultivating learning-mindset

I love changes
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4.1. Showing Availability

The first theme that emerged from the analysis of the data is availability, further divided into

two axial codes; namely, (4.1.1.) ‘making time to listen’ and (4.1.2.) ‘communicating

frequently’. The Finnish female managers reported a number of micro-practices (open codes)

demonstrating how availability is practiced; these are presented in italics (e.g. ‘making time

to listen via one-on-one meetings’), in order to further organize each sub-theme. These

micro-practices are described in greater detail and illustrated via the examples (1-27) below.

4.1.1 making time to listen

The majority of the managers have repeatedly reported, as shown in the below

examples 1-8, that making time to listen or ensuring that their subordinates are being heard

was of key importance during the period of the pandemic crisis (but not limited to).

(1) And having the time to listen, and be there when your team needs you.

(2) Making the time to listen to team members.

Moreover, the statement of the manager in the example 3 below, reporting that she

listens to her subordinates’ worries, could be linked with the following statement by another

interviewee: “in my team, there's younger people who live alone…I think that's very lonely”,

whereby it is being described the challenge of solitude that her younger team-members’ were

exposed to during the lockdown. The coronavirus outbreak can be associated among others,

with a variety of negative effects on mental health, including feelings of anxiety, sadness, fear

and uncertainty (Cheng and Cheung, 2005; Ren et al., 2020; Montani & Stagliano, 2021) as

well as post-traumatic stress symptoms and depression (Perrin et al., 2009). Therefore, it

highlights the importance of leaders’ role - making time to listen to their subordinates’

concerns during this time of transformation caused by the pandemic crisis can be a significant

practice.

(3) I would listen what is their worry.

In the following examples 4-6, the interviewees describe the act of listening and
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taking into consideration their subordinates’ thoughts in relation to work-related content. The

examples 5-6 below further suggest that the act of listening is done actively instead of

passively, because the interviewees’ statements, “we might adjust something” and “put it into

action and implement”, clearly denote a progression from listening to taking action. In

addition, the quotes in examples 7 and 8, further highlight the leader’s effort toward

conscious listening.The act of listening was also apparent from the leaders’ seeking

subordinates’ feedback to engage them in the co-creation the vision (to be discussed in theme

section 4.3.3.).

(4) I always want to hear what my team thinks.

(5) …we hear what people think. we might adjust something if, if it fails..

(6) And when I get the most, kind of - "Yes, yes, thumbs up, (subordinates indicating

their approval) this is very good" - then I know this is something what we can

do, and put it into action and implement

(7) I'm trying, I really try to be present

(8) But for me, it's about being dedicated and being present for your team.

(9) And she started to listen, and she started to be like…actually, you're right.

On the contrary from the above examples, in example 9, the manager describes a past

discussion with her subordinate; explicitly mentioning that the team-member not only started

to listen to her, but also agreed with the leader’s discourse. As opposed to the previous

examples, here it is clear that the subordinate takes the role of the active listener. Therefore,

the last example could possibly imply the leaders’ direct influence upon their subordinates.

making time to listen via one-on-one meetings

Many managers have explicitly mentioned, as shown in the example 10 below, the

increased need to to give their attention to their subordinates, regardless of the discussion

topic. The following examples 11-13, describe the recurrence of the Finnish female

managers’ statement on the establishment of one-on-one meetings. Therefore, this shows
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another way of how the managers are practicing their availability.

(10) It doesn't really matter what the subject behind the conversation is, they need

attention.

(11) …we will we have these one-on-ones, maybe bi-weekly? ..we do it all the time.

(12) In our media team, we have one-on- one meetings per week. Oh, no, no, no,

no… two meetings per week.

(13) I know this might sound obvious but having one-on-one discussions with

everyone..is really fruitful.. In one-on-one talks you should focus on listening even

more than you do on talking yourself.

Additionally, as emphasized in example 13 above, during one-on-one meetings, the

attention is exclusively on the subordinate, therefore, the manager’s active listening is key

again. Thus, these meetings allow for each subordinate individually the opportunity to discuss

(and be heard) about any challenges they might be dealing with, to receive feedback and so

forth.

4.1.2. Communicating frequently with subordinates

Thus far, we have explored how the leaders show their availability by making time to listen.

Another micro–skill depicting how the leaders show their availability in practice, is by

communicating frequently. This means: being in frequent communication, something

reflected by the increase in meetings; responding promptly; communicating spontaneously;

and via multiple digital channels and lastly, by communicating to their teams explicitly that

they are available for them.

increase in the frequency of meetings

All the managers increased their frequency of meetings to ensure guidance and

mediated leadership. All managers emphasize that their meetings have doubled (to say the

least) since the pandemic. This includes agendas filled with one-on-one meetings (example

15). Furthermore, this increase in the frequency of meetings is useful for day-to-day work,
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implying a growing need for connection and possibly for direction, which reflects, therefore,

the subordinates’ sense of insecurity during the pandemic. This could probably be the result

of the absence of physical interaction that took place in the office setting. Hence, the

importance of support during the time of uncertainty is again, highlighted here.

(14) At least half of meetings have increased

(15) I would say that your agenda is much fuller, in terms of meetings being

blocked.. it's like one on one meetings, half an hour's…

(16) the more you talk, then you also feel that, “hey, I could do this more often, this

was actually very helpful.” We just had a call for five minutes to check something

and talk something through and then it becomes, you know, easier, and then it's

better… the frequency of these kinds of interactions has increased, because it

seems that there's more value to it.

Another interesting point described by the interviewee in the example 17, reporting

that this need for more meetings is due to the lack of “all the silenced signals”, referring to

tacit knowledge - which would only occur casually, during informal, casual physical

interactions. Tacit knowledge refers to the skills, experiences and ideas, which cannot be

codified (Goffin & Koners, 2011), while Tsoukas (2002) adds that being implicit by nature, it

cannot be “captured”, “translated”, or “converted” but only displayed, manifested, in what

we do (p.16). To effectively transfer this implicit knowledge, it requires regular human

interaction and trust (Goffin & Koners, 2011; Hunter & Schmidt, 1993), whereas in the

context of the online space, tacit knowledge is most effectively cultivated, among others,

within a (virtual) social environment of trust and commitment (Karnee & Yew Tee, 2010).

Therefore, an effort to reattain tacit knowledge within the online setting, managers, as

mentioned in example 17, they occasionally allow the virtual meetings to flow longer, as an

attempt to adapt to the virtual setting the implicit information.

(17) I feel that there's a bit of a need for more meetings…because there is the

lack of all the silence signals…you know..it's the underlying information that

comes out, when you're just talking casually with people… in a coffee break,… it's

good to let them (the meetings) run a bit longer, so that there is this natural
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flow that comes out of information…that happens outside the core subject…

there are always those nuances that you can express face to face. And, that don't

come through… if the interaction is less, or if the interaction is somehow otherwise

limited,

Therefore, the increase in the frequency of the meetings during the pandemic, reflects

concretely the leaders’ effort to support teams via constant communication, and by making

time to listen;, as discussed in sub-section (4.1.1) earlier.

responding promptly

Another way the leaders communicate actively their availability is by responding to

their subordinates promptly, or as soon as they are able to. As shown in the below examples

(18-19), even when their schedule does not allow them to get in a call or react to their

question instantly; as it is normally expected, they will nonetheless, not omit to respond to

their subordinates. This means communicating to them that she will reach back to them as

soon as possible, by articulating something as simple as “give me 2 minutes”.

(18) even if not available instantly…say “Give me 2 minutes”

(19) But then we do use the chat function. So we might say, “hey, do you have one

minute to tell me your opinion about something?” And then…say, “Yeah, give me

two minutes, I'll finish this email”

communicating spontaneously

Additionally, in the examples 20-21, describe how the leaders show their availability

by offering to “jump” on a zoom call instantly, when their subordinates need further

discussion on a subject, “even if it’s a small thing”. Moreover, in example 22, the leader

expressed how her team will not hesitate either to call her directly, when for example, she

appears to be away from her screen. Therefore, the fact that both parties are involved actively

with each other; not hesitating to spontaneously reach out - shows an effort to maintain the

spontaneous office interaction, and to preserve the pre-pandemic dynamic.

(20) if it's something that like requires, like more explaining, and maybe like
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discussing, then I will say that “hey, do you have time to like to jump on zoom?

(21) And, and then we might have a zoom call, where we share our screen and we

talk about it, even if it's a smaller thing,

(22) And they might call me just if they see that I'm not red (in the chat) that I'm

available, they might just call and say “hi, I have a short question. Do you have

five minutes? And then we'll talk it through?

communicating via multiple digital communication channels

Furthermore, as reported in the examples 23-25 below, the spontaneous; instant;

frequent communication explored earlier (e.g. see examples 18-22), is fulfilled via multiple

digital communication channels. Therefore, these Finnish female managers adapted to the

online environment by utilizing a variety of digital channels, with the most prominent being

the Zoom meeting software.

(23) I mean, we mean, with email, we also do WhatsApp, Google Hangouts. And

Zoom. Yeah.

(24) we have workplace that we use for internal comms, workplace by Facebook,

which I think is really great. Yeah, and we use Zoom a lot,

(25) But, um, zoom and slack are, are the most important ones. And, like, we use

slack a lot, like a lot, like all the time and actually, basically to throughout the day

during work…I would say it's like 30% Zoom and 70% Slack.

explicitly communicating their availability

Finally, these female leaders showed their availability in practice, simply by explicitly

communicating to their teams that they can reach out to them, as stated in examples (26-27):

(26) I kinda like obviously, like, every week, I tell them that I am here for like,

whatever, like professional or personal, like, I don't care, I think or like, I would

like to help if there's anything I can do
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(27) I’ve made it a priority that I am reachable to my team when they need me.

From the example 26 above, it is evident that this leader goes beyond the professional-level

to the personal, from her statement that they can reach out to them regardless of reason, be it

work- or personal content related. This signifies the leader’s empathy (a leadership to be

discussed in section 4.3.), while it suggests a close team bonding. Similarly, in the last

example; 27, the leader stated that being available for her team is her priority, followed by an

emotive word “when they need me”, which again, suggests a sense of personal involvement

and closeness with her team.

4.2. Communicating Transparently

The second theme is transparent communication. This theme is defined by the following

sub-themes (4.2.1.) (over)communicating and simplifying objectives (4.2.2.) giving

feedback to each other and (4.2.3.) expressing negative emotions and admitting ‘she doesn’t

know it all’ and (4.2.4.) putting issues on the table, showcasing thus, in a practical manner

how open and honest communication was practiced by these Finnish female managers to

support their teams during the pandemic.

4.2.1. (Over)communicating and simplifying objectives

The first sub-theme (or axial code) is centered on how these leaders communicate

work-related content transparently. Specifically, this is accomplished by openly discussing

the vision, goals, KPI’s and teams’ workload openly; translating complex concepts into

manageable tasks and finally, via overcommunication, as reported in the examples 28-44

below.

discussing openly and clearly the vision, goals, KPI’s and workload

Evidently from the examples 28-30 (but not limited to), that communicating in a clear
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manner, the KPIs, and goals to the team is a common practice for all the leaders. Apart from

the KPI’s, as indicated in the example 29 and 30, of key importance is to also communicate

the whys, where and the hows; the reasons (of the changes), the direction, the goals, with the

leaders in examples 30 and 31, adding that transparent communication is of key importance

for managing change. Therefore, transparent communication is relevant for managing the

new working processes forced by the pandemic crisis, because, as stated in the example 32, it

“ensures everyone in the team is on board regarding changes”.

(28) we do have a vision and we do have a very clear KPIs (Key Performance

Indicator) and goals for this year that we are that we are working towards to.

(29) communicating whys, where, how, KPIs, goals, objectives, direction

(30) I think we have to manage change all the time. Because things are changing all

the time. I think it's open and transparent communication, making sure that

everybody knows why we are chained doing changes. And where, what are the

KPIs? What are our goals? Where are we going to? what are we trying to

achieve?

(31) So I would say open and transparent communication is the key to any

change management.

(32) because via transparent comm., leader ensures everyone in the team is on

board regarding changes

(33) So everyone can, any, anyday go and see, like, what are the goals that we are

aiming towards.

(34) …I think we had a lot of discussions about understanding what another

member of the team is doing…I don't think our team is like, "I don't trust her that

she's doing her job" but it's more about understanding...It's more about “I'm just

curious, what kind of ideas do you have”..

The manager in example 33, noted that the goals are accessible anyday and to
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everyone in the team, emphasizing thus, that openness is central to transparent

communication, something mentioned also in previous example 31. Another interesting point

as can be seen in example 34, is the need for the subordinates to gain transparency on each

others’ tasks - not because of mistrust, as it is noted, but to receive a clearer understanding

what is on each other’s tables and to link the dots - highlighting thus, the impact of the online

environment and of the lack of spontaneous physical interaction, on the team’s dynamic.

Therefore, the importance of transparent communication, particularly during a time of crisis

is once again emphasized.

translating complex concepts into clear, manageable, concrete objectives

Thus far, transparent communication was described in the context of openly sharing

the KPIs, goals, changes and generally, the direction they are heading as a team. The leader in

the example 35 below, explained the importance of translating the vision into concrete

objectives, to avoid sounding like “talking about North Stars”; referring to an abstract,

unclear and highly visionary, yet unrealistic talk. Similarly, the leader in the following

example (36), mentioned that part of her role as a leader is to simplify complexities and

communicate them as such. Finally, the examples 37 and 38, amplify the aforementioned

statements, emphasizing their implementation of clear, simple and concrete goals, with

realistic timelines.

(35) But that's often like talking about North Stars, right? It's like too high, right?

It's like, “we want to be the greatest company in 10 years”, nobody in the team will

feel that's great speech. Right? Yeah, they know that, that speech is in every

company, but what they will feel it’s in between the next step, and the next step

towards that Northstar is translated well, and that they understand where to go

and why you do certain things in the near concrete. Concrete objectives.

(36) and put together like complex complexities…and you make something out of

that and something easy to communicate to the team and kind of like to simplify

something.

(37) Giving your team clear and realistic goals and timelines is essential.

(38) But when we are clear, our goals are so clear. We don't have like 15
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different goals, we have like very clear and simple goals that we are working

towards to

Therefore, as indicated from the above examples (35-38), transparent communication

is achieved, not simply by openly sharing the vision, goals and tasks to the team - but by

breaking down complexities into manageable, straightforward steps as well, and

communicating them via clear and uncomplicated language. Then, by these micro-actions,

transparency can genuinely be practiced effectively.

over-communicating

A topic frequently addressed throughout the data, were the challenges that the teams

encountered as a result of the new, virtual work environment. Among these challenges, as

reported in the examples 39 and 40, are, namely, the possible misunderstandings that can be

caused by the lack of face-to-face interaction and consequently, the absence of the nuances;

such as non-verbal communication. Leading thus, to failure to capture the real-time emotions

and the personality of the interlocutor, which are “very hard to transmit through the screen”

(as mentioned in the example 39), let alone, if it is via written communication, increasing

thus the“risk for misinterpretations” (see example 40). In order to eliminate this risk, and

achieve transparency in communication, over-communicating was noted as a crucial practice

as shown in examples 41 and 42.

(39) there is some part of your nonverbal communication and some part of your

personality, and it's very hard to transmit through the screen.. we humans are

more complicated than that…

(40) But now that is absent (physical interaction)… there's a very much higher

risk for misinterpretations…there are always those nuances that you can express

face to face…

(41) really talking about repeatedly talking about what we do, why we, do how we

do.

(42) you need to over communicate, actually, if you think of your mindset that

you're used to doing something for years, in a certain way, then you have to kind of
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double communicate or triple communicate about the same things by other

virtual means in order to have the same impact.

Apart from communicating openly the whys; wheres; hows which were explored

earlier - in example 41, the emphasis here is on communicating them repeatedly, in order to

increase transparency in the delivery. In addition, the manager in example 42, pointed out

that, as their communication has been (or is being) adapted onto the (new) virtual medium,

over-communication is seen then as key in achieving “the same impact”, as in face-to-face

interaction.

4.2.2. giving and encouraging feedback culture

Thus far, transparent communication was discussed in relation to making the work-content

accessible and available, yet clear and realistic. This sub-theme discusses transparent

direction via the leaders’ constructive feedback, or by simply validating their work..

feedback

As mentioned in example 43, “everybody needs support”, particularly since the

pandemic, as the possibility to receive instantly and in-person feedback was removed. Then,

in example 44, one manager specified that feedback is given constructively via the use of

concrete examples, defining thus, the meaning of transparent feedback, concluding later that

“it is key to helping your team members grow”. The feedback cycles vary per manager -

some leaders, like the ones in examples 45 and 46, described that it is exercised “all the time”

or instantly, while others mentioned that feedback is given bi-weekly (see example 47), but it

is practiced regularly, and virtually as well, via chat messages (see example 48).

(43) I think everybody needs support, because you don't sit at the office and at the

office, you could always just ask the person sitting next to you, “what do you think

about this” ?

(44) Giving constructive and concrete feedback is fair and the key to helping your

team members grow
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(45) feedback is like, we do it all the time

(46) So I think we have this instant feedback culture…

(47) And then bi-weekly, I give them feedback based on like what I see

(48) in the chat and say, “can you read this through?”

(49) if I see some problems, I need to take care of this…So leadership is not only

nice things to say to people,

(50) I need to give feedback, even if it's positive or sometimes negative. I'm, that's

my job.

(51) we also ask for feedback from each other, like, “what did you think of that?”

The managers in the examples 49 and 50 above, clarified that as part of their role as

leaders is to be able to communicate directly and openly equally; the positive remarks, as

well as the issues or areas of improvement. Additionally, as stated in example 51, feedback

was frequently described, as a collective practice within the team, denoting thus, a

collaborative atmosphere.

validating

Furthermore, as it is stressed in the below example (52), the leader's feedback was

also given in the form of validation; by confirming that the team members “are going in the

right direction” with the given task. The leader underlined that as the teams work in isolation

during the pandemic, the need for the subordinates to feel supported by approving of their

direction, was essential.

(52) I support that that they are going in the right direction…when you work in

isolation… kind of validating..that what you're doing is the right way, you're

going for the right direction, and you're doing the right thing..”
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(53) …because usually feedback and just like a tap on the shoulder.

Additionally, feedback can also be given in a silent form, for example, via “a tap on

the shoulder”, as stated in the example 53, however, this form of feedback is not feasible in

the virtual environment.

praising subordinates

Praisal is another form of feedback. The use of positive language by leaders increases

employee performance and creativity, when it is done in a supportive environment (Mayfield

& Mayfield, 2017), fundamental for the well-being of employees, and organizational

innovation (Amabile, Barsade, Mueller, & Staw, 2005; Scott et al., 2004; Zhou & Hoever,

2014).

(54) I think everybody has done a tremendous job. Everybody has worked

really, really well.

(55) But if there's like a difficult uncertainty within the team, I think my team, they

handle it really well.

(56) But I think I think that everybody has worked extremely effective.

From the examples 54-56 above, it is evident how these female leaders are utilizing

positive language to applaud their subordinates on how well they managed to work during the

pandemic. Furthermore, the managers in the examples 57-58 below, express a profound

gratitude, evident by the phrases “I’m lucky” and “I’m in owe”, denoting the leaders’ high

appreciation for their subordinates and their accomplishments.

(57) And like, I'm, I'm really like lucky…like my team members are so good.

(58) My team accomplishes amazing things every day and I’m often in awe

following how they solve very complicated issues applying experience and

knowledge...Why shouldn’t I tell them that?
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In addition, the manager in the example 59 below, emphasized the importance of

praising publicly; in front of other team members, contradicting thus with the following

statement in example 60 - here the interviewee noted on the importance of praising privately;

“without any audience”.

(59) Either way, it's good to be personal, but it's also at the same time just to have

like everyone see you did a great job…I think my personal task is to give

feedback to each person individually.

(60) I say like “you did a great job”, without any like audience behind us.

(61) they said that: "Oh my oh my goodness, how brave you are!...You will go and

make it happen." That is the way that other people see me. And then, I'm just

thinking, "Is it really so that I'm so praised?"

Interestingly, the leader in example 61, described how her subordinates praised her

openly as being courageous, denoting thus, their positive perception of her. Additionally, this

shows how the practice of openness is also extended to the subordinates, and possibly

signifying the subordinates' sense of safety to openly express their emotions.

encouraging a transparent culture via feedback

Moreover, the following examples further highlight how the subordinates are

exercising transparent communication as mentioned earlier, in example 61.First (example

62), the manager explicitly communicates that her team is “super open”. Next, the

interviewees in the examples 63 and 64, further elaborate on their responsibility as leaders to

nurture a motivating atmosphere within the team, namely, by encouraging team members to

transparently acknowledge each others’ accomplishments.

(62) But like, at the moment, like all of my workers are, like, super good, and

super open.

(63) our team, it's more about.. everyone giving like feedback or saying "good

job"...I'm taking good care that the team dynamic is that people are saying good

things...So I think just to have motivating atmosphere…that you're able to get
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good feedback from anyone

(64) For example, someone from my team is coming like, " Oh, did you hear that,

did you hear that Ross did a great job with the campaign"... I was like, "Yeah, I've

heard but have you told her, that she did a great job?", "No", "Please do" - and

when you have like a feedback once or twice, you're able to understand and feel

like, "Okay, this is something that I can give feedback as well"

(65) But I think that...the biggest feelings of achievement is coming from the people

that you're working closely with, by saying like "you did that so great", because as

a manager, I really need to do that.

Finally, the manager in example (65) explained the value of creating such an

atmosphere, by stating that “the biggest feelings of achievement is coming from the people

that you're working closely”. Therefore, the leaders here ensure that transparent

communication via feedback is cultivated not only by them - but collectively, as a shared

practice; exercised by all members within the team.

4.2.3. expressing emotions openly and admitting weaknesses

Thus far, transparent communication was described as the leaders’ practice of communicating

openly and clearly in relation to work objectives, in addition to giving feedback - broadly

speaking, by providing direction transparently. As mentioned by the leader in example 66,

subordinates expect leaders to be open and honest “with everything”. The data analysis

revealed that the expression of personal emotions and admission of shortcomings is another

form of Finnish female managers’ practice of transparent communication.

(66) what they have said, that they need from me is honesty…to be like, 100%

honest and transparent with everything. And that's something that I am. And

that's something that I appreciate, like the other way around as well.

expressing workday emotions openly

The managers in the examples 67-69 below, describe how they communicate
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authentically their personal emotions in relation to their workday experiences. Specifically,

the manager in example 67 pointed out that she is confident to show transparently when

experiencing a bad day. Similarly, the interviewee in example 68, mentioned that she will

inform her team when having a “shitty day”- the use of colloquial language “shitty”, suggests

an atmosphere of honest communication and a flat culture within the team. Likewise, the

manager in example 69, mentioned that she voices it to the team when she is not productive

anymore, but nonetheless, explicitly informs her availability via phone; (this was explored

earlier in sub-theme 4.1.2). Additionally, both managers in examples 68 and 69, following the

communication of (negative) emotions, gave a solution, namely, that an outdoor activity can

help them recover from a bad day (walk or swim), indicating thus a positive mindset.

According to Graham et al., (2008), expressing negative emotions can improve relationships

by minimizing distance, and increasing intimacy. Therefore, sharing authentic emotions could

strengthen team dynamics.

(67) sometimes I just don't care… if I'm having a bad day, I'm not afraid to

show that either

(68) So sometimes I just write… like "I'm having a shitty day, I can't work, I'm

going for a walk, like have a nice”

(69) you can always call me but my brain is not functioning today, I'm going to

go for a swim."

admitting weaknesses and mistakes

Furthermore, apart from sharing their daily workday emotions, in the below examples

70 - 76 depict the managers reporting their weaknesses openly, from struggling with social

media (examples 70), to admitting mistakes; such as having been “tough sometimes”

(examples 71).

(70) I struggle with modern social media

(71) I admit, I was tough sometimes.
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In addition, the examples below 72 - 74, indicate the managers’ expression of their emotions

in relation to the coronavirus pandemic. In example 72, the manager mentions that she

acknowledges openly to her team when experiencing uncertainty, whereas, interestingly, the

leaders in examples 73 and 74, admit that managing change, (the pandemic has forced leaders

to manage change), is not their forte, and as such, acknowledge that it is an area of

improvement.

Lastly, the managers below (examples 75-76), point out that by showing their

weaknesses, increase their subordinates’ trust in them. In the last example 77, the leader

noted that her team has also shared their emotions with honesty, stressing by the use of the

first plural, i.e. “we”, that transparent communication is practiced collectively. This

statement comes to show that the actions of the leader could influence their subordinates to

act similarly.

(72) I need to admit that “I have this uncertain feeling”, I need to speak it out loud

(73) I can't say that I'm a great change manager.

(74) I should definitely, like, work on as a leader to be more analytical, and less

like hot headed, when it comes to change

(75) And I can admit that, okay, I'm a human as well," then more they

(subordinates) understand that you are a human being as well. And more they start

to trust on you.

(76) as a leader, if you can show your weakness…or you don't know

something…you are more..you're trustworthy and reliable.

(77) And I think people have been very kind of open and transparent and

honest about their feelings and the situation where they are in at certain time. We

are very open and transparent in our team.

These managers reflect humility and their human-side, by confidently communicating

any negative day-to-day emotions, especially if that is a result of the new work setting forced

by the pandemic, or by openly admitting their vulnerabilities; acknowledging their
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shortcomings and weaknesses. Consequently, these micro-practices can foster a culture of

transparency, which importance is critical during a period of change (Ferguson et a;., 2019).

4.3. Enacting Openness to Change

Finally, the last theme that emerged from the data analysis portrays the leaders’ practicing

openness to change. It is formed by three micro-practices (axial codes), depicting how these

Finnish women enacted openness to change. Specifically, by (4.3.1.) positive framing of

uncertainty, (4.3.2.) fostering a culture of experimentation, and lastly, (4.5.3.) the leaders’

openness to learning.

4.3.1. positive framing of changes

Most leaders have reported that they framed a situation of change and uncertainty in a

positive light - this is the first micro-practice demonstrating how openness to change is

essentially practiced. This positive framing of uncertainty is practically established, first by

(1) expressing openly their enthusiasm toward changes, in addition to (2) providing to their

subordinates the positive perspective; by presenting the opportunities or personal gains

lurking behind the uncertain situation.

expressing enthusiasm toward changes

Evidently from the example 84 - 85 below, the majority of managers have

demonstrated a strong sense of enthusiasm toward changes, and consequently toward

uncertainty. Specifically, in example 84, the manager expressed great affection toward

changes, apparent by the emotive word choice “love”, whereas the manager in example 85,

associated changes as being part of her identity. The interviewee in example 86, indirectly

explained changes as the source of her motivation, describing them as “challenges”; alluding

thus to the understanding that she consciously seeks for them.

(78) I love change, I don't like routines,

(79) change is my nature. and change.. it's my lifestyle.

(80) I get super bored if things don't change. I like to take on new challenges

(81) …in media industry, everything change all the time…in order to be able to
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work in a media company like (name of the company), you have to love change,

because nothing stays the same.

Finally, the manager in the last example (87), pointed out that the media industry is a

synonym of changes, therefore, this suggests that media managers could perhaps cope better

with uncertain situations, due to the nature of the work, requiring constant and continiuous

adaptability in the face of daily changes.

Describing uncertainty positively by presenting opportunities

Apart from expressing enthusiasm toward changes, providing alternative perspectives to

subordinates’ by presenting the opportunities of changes is another way demonstrating how

the managers framed changes and uncertainty positively.

As mentioned in the example 88 and 89 below, fear is the root of subordinates’

resistance to changes, which is defined as fear inertia (Lischka, 2019). Therefore, by

presenting the opportunities lurking on the “other” side of fear, could help them view changes

and uncertainty in a more positive light, and potentially allow them to overcome inertia and

adapt to change. This is a critical practice considering that researchers (Horst & Moisander,

2015; Kung, 2017) emphasized that in the information era, media managers consider inertia

to be one of the biggest risks for organizations' success. Similarly, the manager in example

90, added that through her ability to communicate the positive sides of the uncertain situation,

consequently, helps inspire excitement to her subordinates. Therefore, it highlights the

importance of leaders adopting openness to change themselves first, in order to be able to

motivate their team members to act likewise.

(82) The greatest, you know, reason why people are stuck to something is because

they are afraid. The fear of change is the greatest, you know, blockage to

modernization, often.

(83) Future is unknown. And you are afraid of that, then you go slower….So as a

manager, you have to be able to take away the fear factor, right? and help your

teams to overbridge the way into the future, which is… how you make it

positive.
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(84) if somebody is very negative about the change, I try to present the good

sides of it, because there's normally always a good side to the change…I can easily

find the good good sides of a change. So I guess I try to make people excited

about the change.

presenting growth opportunities at the individual-level

The examples below move from theory to practice, indicating concretely how

managers provide the aforementioned positive perspective, in practice. Specifically, example

91 mentions that presenting opportunities at the individual-level; how can the subordinate

benefit personally from the given situation, can inspire excitement - this was described in

theory earlier, by the manager in example 90.

Additionally, another manager in example 92, described an occasion where she was

able to help a former (female) team member overcome her fear of uncertainty, by

communicating the growth opportunity within that situation; she could leverage the

opportunity to prove her leadership abilities. Consequently, this manager was able to inspire

the subordinate’s excitement in working within that new situation, by presenting how she (the

subordinate) could benefit from the situation at the individual-level.

(85) … find kind of the benefits that you might personally get out of it. Normally,

that makes people excited when they see what it could bring to them.

(86) one ex-team member…. In her current team she had, like, everything

changed….So she felt that she will have now a double role, doing her manager's

job and her own job. And she was already kind, “I'm going to leave, I'm going to

leave”.... So then I just…I said, “what, if you would see this as an opportunity,

where you you can show what you can do...you can kind of take initiative, and

also take kinda lead it”

communicating opportunities of crisis (new online environment)

Furthermore, the examples below demonstrate the managers' positive outlook in

relation to the recent transformational changes imposed by the pandemic crisis, and

specifically, to the new remote working.

First, the managers in examples 93 and 94, explained their role as catalytic in helping

subordinates overcome their fear of uncertainty. Specifically, they mentioned that leaders
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need to first identify the positive sides themselves, before they can help their subordinates

“see the possibilities”, and consequently to envision the future, despite the uncertainty. The

examples here capture the managers’ communication of the opportunities, solely from a

theoretical aspect.

(87) if you as a manager are not able to see the positive…and not describe it to

people, then people will start to react either by becoming sick, or unmotivated…

So I think that capability of sketching the scenario of near future in a practical

way”

(88) treat uncertainty in a way that I want to have people around me who are

opportunistic, see possibilities

On the contrary, the examples 99-106 move from theory to practice, presenting

concretely the “possibilities” referred to in the example 94 earlier, demonstrating thus, how

the uncertain environment; the new virtual work setting, was framed positively, in practice.

First, in example 95, the virtual setting is perceived as a great equalizer. The manager here

discussed how the absence of physics presents opportunities. The online environment is

communicated as “very democratic”, helping silence external factors that previously stood as

blockages; such as height, size or gender. Consequently, this equalizer according to the

managers below, creates a safer space, enabling thus, for more ideas to be voiced.

(89) And if you think of women, women versus men, it's the same platform. You

look the same, you have the same voice. It's very democratic…the first

impressions is all about looks and Oh, it's all gone, imagine, you know, kind of

major part of that is gone.

(90) Maybe the introverts…an equal opportunity to bring it up front.

Moreover, the examples 97 - 100 below, address numerous other opportunities of

working remotely, as reported. These include: more effective (example 97) and flexible work

schedule; something beneficial for motherhood (example 98); it has forcefully improved

independent working (example 99), and lastly, enhanced global opportunities (example 100).
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(91) I was happy that I didn't have to travel, I could just stay at home and, and work

from home, I felt that I'm much more effective.

(92) Actually being a mother has been easier…being able to manage my my

schedules in a more flexible way,

(93) members of teams have become more independent… everyone is kind of

forced to manage their own work more independently

(94) your playground is global.. So that is maybe the biggest opportunity…

adapting to what is beyond control

Another example of how change was framed from a positive light, aside from

presenting the opportunities that change can manifest, the leaders also communicated

acceptance to “what is beyond control”, as indicated in the examples below (101-103). In

other words, the leaders here suggested adaptability to what can not be changed.

(95) adapting to what is beyond control

(96) So I'm not worrying too much about the things that can be influenced…I play

with the cards that are, you know, on my hand, and then try to make that work

(97) I embrace change, I mean, there's things that I can change, and there's things

that I can't,

(98) If you think of change as a challenge.. by definition, future is unknown.

Lastly, the example 104 above further demonstrates the leaders’ openness to change.

The statement “by definition the future is unknown”, provides assertiveness, followed by the

interviewee’s encouragement to perceive change as a challenge, rather perceiving it from a

place of fear. Thus, here the manager describes change as a constant phenomenon, which can

be linked with the statements by the other examples (101-102), namely to accept “what is

beyond control”.
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4.3.2. fostering a culture of experimentation

A number of leaders described how they change structures, practice flexibility and encourage

failure, signifying thus a culture of experimentation. At this point in time, where human

society undergoes an experimentation conducted by nature (pandemic crisis) itself, within an

era of digital transformation (Denning, 2020), the importance of fostering such culture is

central to transformational change (Bordi et al., 2018).

confident to change and renew structures within team

The leader in example 105, depicts the leader as a courageous risk-taker, as she aims

to change “old fashioned structures” to newer ones. Similarly, the leaders in examples 106

and 107, further explain how change of structures is implemented in practice.

(99) But is there anyone who wants to get rid of some of what is not that much

motivating?"...and now we change this", because that is the old fashioned way to

do the change management.

(100) ..And then I might realize that "okay, there is maybe two people, they are

really not fitting to do this, or having this role or responsibility . So I can try

sometimes to mix and change people's roles and responsibilities. Even when the

program is already running,

(101) I've created like these specialists kind of responsibilities and roles within

the team. So for instance, in my team, I have one person who was like super

interested in fraud, like credit card fraud. So I've kind of like told him that “hey, if

you want, you can like focus more on like investigating fraud…and kind of

develop your knowledge on that…So kinda like finding the own thing for each

individual and kind of like letting them like work on that so that everyday is not

the same.

Again, the leaders here (examples 105-107) are depicted as risk-takers; confidently

putting their innovative ideas into practice - they dare change team members’ responsibilities,

creating in parallel growth opportunities that favor the development of their individual

interests. Thus, by encouraging such growth opportunities, they can build stronger teams,
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because the fulfillment of strong personal involvement that fully utilizes skills, abilities, and

creativity can facilitate growth (Mayfield & Mayfield, 2017). Hence, the leaders nurture a

culture of experimentation prospering creativity and innovation within the team.

practicing flexibility

Furthermore, the leaders have recurrently described their preference of a flexible

structure. For example, some managers (example 108) have discussed their flexibility with

regards to working hours; there are no fixed working schedules, but allows her team members

to work independently, as the focus is on getting the work done, rather than following

traditional structures. Similarly, the following statement in example 109, encourages her

subordinates to simply “do as much as they can do”, showing nonconformity to rigid

structures, suggesting an understanding of how creativity works, which does not obey to

structures. This is evidently possible due to her trusts on her team, as explicitly mentioned

later.

(102) people start when they want…as long as you have the work done, it's fine.

(103) "do as much as you can do"...I trust on them.

(104) if somebody is like super tired of the pandemic situation and doesn't feel

motivated that day.. I might just say can you take half a day off and do

something nice today

Lastly, the last manager (example 110) shows understanding with regards to the

pandemic situation, and supports her team members by showing flexibility, in case of lack of

motivation or fatigue. Apart from indicating the practice of flexibility, it also indicates the

leader’s emotional support during the crisis.

Therefore, the leaders’ implementation of creativity through flexible structures on the

basis of trust toward their subordinates, shows the managers’ effort to fit the changing

environment on the one hand, while, it further amplifies the culture of innovation; previously

discussed, because flexibility can enhance creativity among the team.

encouraging failure and making mistakes

The culture of experimentation, analyzed in examples 105 - 107, would not be

referred to as ‘experimentation’ if it did not encompass the possibility of failure, and
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innovation is a result of failed experimentations (Pisano, 2019; Bordi et al., 2018). Therefore,

openness to making mistakes, as viewed by the leaders in the below examples (111-113)

become key for transformational change. The example 111 indicates the leaders’ optimistic

perception of mistakes, by linking mistakes with ‘bravery’; having the courage to try new

things.

(105) mistakes mean we were brave to try stuff
(106) And if it doesn't work, then it doesn't work and we change again.

(107) we're only humans. So it's sometimes you might forget to do something you

were meant to do. It can happen to anyone

Moreover, the statement in example 112, depicts acceptance of failure; “if it doesn’t

work”, but without discouraging from making new mistakes; “we change again”. Finally, the

leader in the last example (113) normalizes mistakes, responding to them with empathy.

4.3.3. Cultivating learning-mindset

The previous sub-section 4.3.2., presented the leaders’ views on mistakes, which significance

was linked to the culture of experimentation. However, to truly receive mistakes

optimistically, as stated by the leaders earlier, is to perceive mistakes and failed

experimentations as an opportunity to learn, because learning from mistakes becomes “an

integral part of the transformation process” (Bordi et al., 2018, p.5). Therefore, this

sub-theme presents the leaders’ views on learning; one of the recurring themes that emerged

from the data.

reflective practices as learnings, and seeking subordinates’ feedback

The interviewee in example 114, stated that following a business event, they

immediately gather with her team, where she asks them questions to receive “feedback” and

reflect on their experience for the purpose of learning and future improvement. Thus, the

leader here describes how she conducts - what Raelin (2002) has discussed as the ‘stop and

reflect’ reflective practices. Similarly, the manager in the following example (115) mentioned

that first they acknowledge the mistake before they reflect on how to improve in the future.

(108) Let's say we organize the EMEA town-hall…immediately after that we will…
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have a kind of feedback, like: "what did you think? what worked, what didn't

work, what we could do better next time"

(109) we just kind of acknowledge that, that we could have done this better, or

this didn't work. and then we try to see if there's a better solution to how to

handle it in the future.

(110) like, how do we feel about, how do we feel about them?" And then we dream

even bigger, and kind of like, reflect and we set the annual goals all together

Furthermore, in section 4.2.2., giving feedback was reported as one of the

micro-practices describing how leaders practice transparent communication. On the contrary,

the example 116 above, describes how leaders apart from giving, they also seek feedback

from their subordinates, to involve them in the creation of the vision, indicating thus, that

vision is created collectively, via reflective practices.

willingness to learn from subordinates

Many leaders communicated willingness to learn from their subordinates, as

illustrated in the examples below. The interviewees in the examples 117 and 118 below,

mentioned that they can learn from their younger subordinates, who are native to technology.

These statements can be linked with the quote “I struggle with modern social media”

discussed earlier, in the sub-theme ‘admitting weaknesses’ (section 4.2.3.) - this implies that

the leaders’ ability to openly admit their weaknesses is strongly linked with their ability to

ask for help from their team members, and consequently, to learn. Additionally, it denotes a

non-hierarchical atmosphere.

(111) And you have to make your you know, you have to ask help from younger

people, who can actually, you know, are more home to certain technology

(112) But what is the best thing I can see that younger generations, they are so so

much quicker to learn…they are like, native with these tools and systems and

softwares and…I can learn

learning to adapt leadership in the virtual setting
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As mentioned by one of the managers in example 119, leading physically differs in

the virtual setting. Therefore, managers are currently learning to adapt their leadership into

the new setting in order to maintain relationships with their team - such as practicing

transparent communication ( section 4.2.), as discussed in this chapter. Part of the learning

includes use of memes (examples 120, 121) and adapting social content meetings in the

virtual setting, e.g. via virtual cofffee; tea meetings. The manager in the example 121,

stressed the importance of social-content discussions during these times, with the manager in

the following example (122) highlighting the usefulness of tea meetings in facilitating team

bonding, in the online environment.

(113) it's different to be a manager for that team virtually - than being in that room,

(114) …and then the next message can be like a meme.

(115) Taking time to discuss…especially life outside of work has turned out to be

vital.

(116) I cannot even begin to describe how much I’ve learned from my team and

about my team members in tea time calls.

learning is key for coping in times of transformational change

Furthermore, the example 123 below can be linked with the leaders’ enthusiastic

discourse of changes, encountered earlier, in the sub-section 4.3.1 ‘expressing enthusiasm

toward changes’. In this example, the leader explicitly expressed her enthusiasm and

openness in learning, evident from the description of learning as “fun”. Finally, some

managers, as in the example 124, explicitly discussed the necessity of (and encouraged)

adopting a learning-mindset; necessary for coping within an environment of transformation.

(117) I like to learn. So for me, it's fun, as well..and be open to learn about the new

stuff in between.

(118) you have to keep on learning…the most important part in this time

regarding transformation is that also the rigid minds need to learn a learning

mindset, otherwise you can't cope
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In summary, the Finnish female leaders demonstrated via the above micro-practices

how they practice openness to change; from explicitly expressing their enthusiasm toward

changes, to fostering a culture of experimentation and lastly, by cultivating learning-mindset.

5. Discussion

This section gives answers to the two sub-research questions and ultimately, to the

main research question. Particularly, the findings reported earlier (see figure 2. below) are

interpreted, shedding light on the various implications behind the leadership practices that

emerged from the thematic analysis, and their underlying meaning on transformational

change and female leadership.
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Figure 2: Final thematic map

5.1. Showing availability; communicating transparently; enacting openness to change

during a time of uncertainty

This subsection answers the first sub-research question of this study: What kind of

leadership practices do these female leaders employ?. Firstly, the Finnish women employed

the following leadership practices: (1) showing their availability, (2) communicating

transparently and (3) enacting openness to changes; formed by a series of micro-practices.

Secondly, the findings indicated that the leaders’ practices are focused on the individuals’

well-being, ultimately for the collective higher purpose - showing therefore that the

individual consideration component of transformational leadership (Avolio & Bass, 1994)

was of utmost importance. Specifically, all these micro-practices that the Finnis managers

reported, described actions and behaviors; central to encouraging, inspiring excitement and

motivation, attending to individual needs (e.g. providing opportunities for professional
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development; optimistic perspectives), and nurturing creativity by questioning traditional

ways of working (e.g. experimental culture via renewing structures). In general, these women

employed actions and behaviors that support their subordinates during the transformational

period, in a practical (e.g. simplifying goals) and emotional (e.g. showing understanding by

being flexible) manner. Therefore, these managers’ leadership practices are strongly

associated with transformational leadership, enhancing thus, our understanding on how such

leadership style can be realistically practiced, in a crisis context.

The answer to the aforementioned how; transformational leadership can be

contextualized and assigned meaning to - is rooted thus in the mundane. This shows

consistency with many scholars arguing that ordinary, daily actions such as listening and

chatting (e.g. Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2003; Amernic et al., 2007; Carroll et al., 2008;

Raelin, 2019) facilitate communication and human relationships. For example, the Finnish

female leaders emphasized the importance of making time to listen actively and being in

frequent communication with their team members, communicating informally and

spontaneously, (over)communicating and guiding direction transparently. This contradicts,

thus, significantly from the traditional and popular notion of transformational leadership,

synonymous to the romanticized “great leader” (Alvesson & Kärreman, 2016; Dubrin, 2001).

During radical organizational changes, a visionary leadership is seen as critical

(Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2003), yet these women’s leadership actions are far from this

idealized model, yet ambiguous understanding of leadership (Alvesson & Einola, 2019). On

the contrary from this ambiguous notion of visionary leadership, the Finnish females led for

instance, by translating (what was described by one participant) the “North Stars speeches”,

i.e. the vision - into simple, concrete goals. Furthermore, these Finns reflected traits of

humility by transparently sharing their emotions, admitting their weaknesses and

demonstrating willingness to learn from their subordinates - practices opposed to the

traditional visionary, yet unhelpful leader (Alvesson & Einola, 2019). Scholars have argued

that humility is a critical practice for leaders managing organizations in increasingly dynamic

and turbulent environments (Morris et al., 2005; Rodriguez-Lopez & Vera 2004), while

Cunha et al., (2016) found that leaders’ humility positively impacts team performance,

therefore, Chancellor and Lyubomirsky’s (2013) statement that humility “may be the most

overlooked and underappreciated virtue” (p.819) deserves consideration by practitioners in

the future.

Furthermore, Ferguson et al., (2019) revealed that transparent communication and

transformational leadership foster employee trust during a period of change, emphasizing the
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role of trust as instrumental to the influence of transformational leadership and transparent

communication on employee openness to change (p.9). Thus, it can be inferred that by

communicating transparently; openly and with honesty, the Finnish female leaders were able

to increase their subordinates’ trust, influencing team members to feel safe to speak-up

openly; and cultivating therefore a culture of transparency. This was indeed evident, for

example by the subordinates’ engaging in similar behaviors, such as praising their leader.

This is a significant implication, critical during a crisis period, because an atmosphere of trust

builds a culture of transparent and honest communication, consequently leading to a strong

team dynamic that can support change and potentially, prosper innovation.

Another practice deemed as important by the Finnish managers was showing

availability by making time to listen and communicating frequently with their teams. This

finding shows consistency with a previous study by Brown and Grown’s (2010) in examining

practices for successful organizational change in media organizations, during an age of

uncertainty. Particularly, in their empirical study, they concluded that subordinates viewed as

a critical practice, leaders’ dedication of time and commitment via constant communication.

Consequently, this would help them adapt to the change and overcome ‘inertia’; change

resistance due to fear or anger towards uncertainty (Allcorn & Godkin, 2008; Lischka et al.,

2019). Similarly, Sylvie & Witherspoon, (2002) argued that leaders’ commitment of time and

attention to the process of change are important predictors of any initiative’s success.

Additionally, the Finnish leaders’ showing availability was constructed by making

time to listen to their subordinates; be attentive to their ideas and worries - this notion of

transformational leadership aligns with the argument by other scholars (Raelin, 2003;

Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2003), concluding that contemporary leadership is central to

ordinary micro-processes such as listening and chatting. Furthermore, it is opposed to the

“absent leader”, who ignores their followers and does not have time for them (Ford et al.,

2020).

5.2. Female leadership during transformational change: androgynous characteristics

To answer the second sub-research question: what is the relevance of female

leadership practices for transformational change - first, we need to interpret the Finnish

leaders’ practices discussed above, in relation to masculine and feminine behaviors.
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Masculine or ‘agentic traits’ are typically associated with men, and include qualities such as

rationality, self-confidence, independence, competence or assertiveness, whereas females are

likely to adopt communal characteristics; such as expressivity, emotionality, and heartiness,

(e.g. sensitive and caring), thus they are likely to form emotional attachment with their

subordinates (Brannon, 2008; Eagly & Kark, 2010; Poitras & Stuhlmacher, 2010).

The Finnish women were highly communicative and expressive. This is evident for

example, from their frequent communication with their subordinates and their transparent and

honest expression of their emotions and shortcomings. Additionally, they demonstrated their

sensitivity and empathy; for example by actively showing their understanding of the

pandemic fatigue; urging tired team members to take the day off, or by making time to listen

to their subordinates. Moreover, these Finns, demonstrated confidence (but not

overconfidence; as they displayed humility, as discussed earlier) to take risky decisions; they

experimented with their teams’ structures for the individual and collective betterment, yet

rational to acknowledge the risk of failure and to learn from their mistakes, while

encouraging subordinates through their assertiveness on not to worry for what is beyond

control.

Hence, these female leaders incorporated a combination of communal; feminine and

agentic; masculine traits into their leadership practices, behaving thus in an androgynous

manner (Eagly & Kark, 2010). Karke et al. (2012), found that androgynous leadership style is

perceived as most transformational, perceived as more effective leaders compared to those

who incorporated only communal or agentic traits. Therefore, it can be inferred that the

Finnish female managers exhibited highly transformational practices, effective for leading

during a time of transformation.

In line with the findings of Haddon et al., (2014), who investigated employees

preferences during a time of crisis. Particularly, they highlighted that the preference leaned

towards a transformational leader, incorporating androgynous behaviours, i.e. an active

leader, who is also an effective communicator; one that blends communal and agentic traits.

However, opposed to this study, Haddon et al., (2014) found that individual consideration;

one of the four transformational leadership style components (Bass & Avolio, 1994) - was

regarded as less significant, during a time of crisis. The Finnish females indicated that

individual consideration was central to their leadership - their focus was on the well-being of

the individual, evident for example from the frequent one-on-one meetings, which were

focused on the individual, by presenting individual growth opportunities and so on.
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6. Conclusion

Finally, this section summarizes the key takeaways and implications discussed in the previous

section (in section 5), answering ultimately to the research question (and sub-research

questions). Then, the study’s scientific and practical contributions are reflected, for

researchers and industry practitioners. As this research is not without limitations, these will

be acknowledged  in sub-section 6.3, followed by future research recommendations.

6.1. Key takeaways

This paper enhanced our understanding on how transformational leadership can be

practiced during a time of uncertainty and transformational change. Specifically, from a

practice-based approach and through the lens of Finnish female leadership operating within

the media industry (but not limited to), this qualitative empirical study provided insights on

how transformational leadership was practiced during the pandemic crisis.

Particularly, via semi-structured, in-depth interviews with fifteen Finnish female

managers, followed by thematic analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006), led to three major

data-driven themes. Ultimately, these themes were defined as follows: (1) showing

availability, (2) communicating transparently, and finally, (3) enacting openness to changes -

revealing thus, the leadership practices (and micro-practices) these women employed during

the pandemic crisis, which consequently, answers to the first sub-research question of this

study.

These three practices that emerged from the data are central to transformational

leadership - but one that is approached from a non-traditional perspective; as such a popular

view of transformational leadership; one that defines the leader from a romanticized and

visionary approach is highly theoretical and ambiguous, leaving gaps to practitioners.

Therefore, transformational leadership was examined by putting a premium on the use of

language; by examining the leaders’ discourse, enabling us in turn, to understand

transformational leadership in-action; one that aims at the concrete ‘how’ communication

was used, to inspire their team members and stimulate action in achieving their vision

(Amernic, 2007, p.1841). Having said that, in this study, transformational leadership was

approached from a leadership-as-practice approach, by seeking to understand the Finnish

managers’ day-to-day practices (Raelin, 2019; Carroll et al., 2008).
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Consequently, these female leaders were found to exhibit actions that are rooted in the

mundane (Alvesson & Sveningsson, 2003), via the use of micro-practices; such as,

communicating frequently and making time to listen to their subordinates.

The interpretation of the findings’ implications, discussed thoroughly in the previous

section, gave the answer to the second research question, i.e.: What is the relevance of female

leadership practices for transformational change?. Specifically, the analysis of the female

managers’ discourse revealed that these women demonstrate high communication, e.g.

communicating transparently, displaying their expressivity; emotionality, and heartiness, (e.g.

sensitive and caring); these are communal traits; typically associated with women (Eagly &

Kark, 2010). Additionally, their discourse demonstrated agentic traits, commonly associated

with men, such as confidence, decision-making and rationality (e.g. experimenting with

structures within the team and learning from mistakes) (Eagly & Kark, 2010). Thus, it was

inferred that the Finnish female managers applied their practices in an androgynous manner,

by incorporating a blend of masculine and feminine characteristics.

Additionally, by incorporating the ‘adrogynous’ characteristics into their practices, the

Finnish female managers can be perceived as more effective transformational leaders during

a crisis, according to previous studies (Haddon et al., 2014), while it is  more strongly related

to subordinates' identification than ‘non-androgyny’(Karke et al., 2012). Therefore, this

assumption suggests that the Finnish female leaders’ practices can effectively influence their

subordinates into engaging into similar practices (Kark & Yaffe, 2011), namely; dedicating

more time, communicating transparently and being open to change.

In line with previous studies, the Finnish managers’ practices are further highlighted

in terms of their efficiency during organizational and transformational change. The findings

by Ferguson’s et al., (2019) concluded that transformational leadership and transparent

communication can cultivate employee trust, which in turn, can positively influence

employee openness to change and consequently lead to successful organizational change.

Moreover, other studies on facilitating organizational change successfully during a time of

change, emphasized on the importance of leaders’ dedicating time; communicating constantly

(Brown & Grown; 2010) and framing positively the change environment (Lishcka et al.,

2019). These findings are in line with the practices revealed in this study, defined as showing

availability and openness to change, suggesting thus that they are effective in the context of

organizational change.

Furthermore, from Bass’s (Avolio & Bass, 1994) transformational leadership

components; ‘individual consideration’ and  ‘inspirational motivation’ were deemed as more
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important than the other two components, as these prevailed across the themes. This was

reflected by leaders’ attending to their individual needs (e.g. showing availability; giving

feedback) and by creating optimism about the environment and making goals attainable

through their communication (e.g. positive framing; communicating tasks and goals

transparently), respectively. Nonetheless ‘idealized influence’ and ‘intellectual stimulation’

(e.g. encourage creativity via experimenting with team responsibilities; structures) were also

apparent, yet not to the same extent.

In conclusion, this study then enhanced our understanding of such transformational

leadership practices through the lens of Finnish female leadership. The findings firstly

suggest that media management can support and facilitate the continuous changes plaguing

the industry, by (1) showing availability, (2) communicating transparently and (3) enacting

openness to change. These three transformational leadership practices are ordinary,

day-to-day practices (Alvesson & Svenningsson, 2003; Caroll et al., 2008; Raelin, 2008), in

which individual consideration is deemed as central (Avolio & Bass, 1994), and effective

during period of organizational change (Brown & Grown, 2010; Ferguson et al., 2019;

Lischka et al., 2019).Additionally, female transformational leadership can be most efficient

during a period of crisis, by leading in an androgynous manner (Haddon et al., 2014). This

means blending communal (feminine) and agentic (masculine) traits, namely, by exhibiting

highly communicative and action-taking behaviors ( Karke et al., 2012), such as employing

open and confident communication of emotions, weaknesses, in addition to demonstrating

assertiveness and determination in their communication,. This implication was inferred by

interpreting the empirical findings of this study, with that from previous literature on female

transformational leadership, perceiving such androgynous manner as more transformational,

inclusive, and influential (Karke et al., 2012).

6.2. Scientific and practical contributions

For researchers
This empirical research contributes to the development of the leadership-as-practice

(LAP) literature, which is more attentive to leadership research, as discourse, identity and

“modus operandi” (Raelin, 2019). By enriching the vocabulary of leadership-as-practice

literature, this can ultimately create a stronger dialogue, to actually describe this complex

phenomenon of leadership. Consequently, it can allow us to unlearn the erroneous practices

and relearn the effective ones. Therefore, more empirical research is invited to fill the -
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leadership from a practice-based approach - gap, and to help us ultimately, unlearn erroneous

practices, frame and (re)learn effective ones (Carroll et al., 2008; Raelin, 2019).

For industry practitioners

From a pragmatic perspective, this research is relevant also for industry practitioners;

media and marketing managers or leaders at any level, regardless gender. It provides

unambiguous, practical insights (Carroll et al., 2008; Raelin, 2019) on how leadership can be

practiced in a time of transformational change and what it takes to lead effectively during a

time of crisis.

Fundamentally, (media) managers can manage change and effectively support their

employees, operating in a turbulent (media) environment (Horst, 2020; Oliver & Picard,

2020). This can be achieved by encouraging a transparent culture through their own

transparent communication; attending to the individual needs by showing their availability

through listening and frequent communication, and lastly, by enacting their openness to

change, they can influence their team-members to perceive uncertainty positively and

ultimately influence them to perceive changes  central to fostering innovation.

By enriching their understanding of efficient transformational practices that can be

employed during a period of organizational change, which can ultimately help media

managers to sustain innovation. Ultimately, contribute to media management flourish

(Grönlund, et al., 2019; Horst & Järventie-Thesleff, 2016; Kosterich, 2019). The findings of

this study is not limited to media management, but can be extended to other leaders and

managers, operating that is central to human relations (Amernic, 2007).

6.3. Limitations

Despite the aforementioned contributions, this paper is not without limitations and it

is worth acknowledging them. Firstly, it is important to note that the study of leadership is a

complex phenomenon (Raeln, 2019), and the construction of leadership identity is a relational

process, requiring both views in this relationship; the leaders’ and their subordinates’ (DeRue

& Ashford, 2010). Having said that, the findings relied solely on the Finnish managers’

perceptions, excluding the views of their subordinates, and possibly affecting the study’s

credibility.

Another primary limitation worth acknowledging is the research design; particularly,

the interpretative nature of thematic analysis (TA), which lies within social constructionist
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epistemology (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p.81). A major concern of thematic analysis is

reliability; the themes that emerged inductively were based on the researcher’s active

involvement; interpretation and sense-making (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Thus, the role of

reflexivity should not be omitted; a key aspect in qualitative research (Broom et al., 2009).

Particularly important to the nature of this study being focused on Finnish female media

management perceptions. Specifically, the researcher’s gender (as a female) and biographical

factors, such as origin (being half Finnish), and previous experience in the marketing

communications industry, could have influenced the co-production of meaning-making; i.e.,

the development of the topic-list, and how the questions were formulated during the

interview, as well as the data analysis. This could be limiting to this study’s credibility

(Broom et al., 2009).

Third, the limited sample size of the data is another limitation. The data analysis was

based on sixteen Finnish female managers, the majority of which operate in the media and

marketing industries. Nonetheless, the sample included Finnish managers from other private

sectors as well, such as the finance industry. Therefore, these factors could affect the study’s

generalizability.

6.4. Future research suggestions

First, the aforementioned limitations should be acknowledged and addressed in future

research. It would be interesting to conduct empirical research on male leadership from a

practice-based approach, during the pandemic crisis or more broadly, on organizational

change. By putting under the microscope the discourse of male leaders in the media industry,

it can expose or enrich leadership practices, and consequently, allow for a comparative

analysis. This will ultimately favor more generalizable outcomes that could potentially lead

to more sustainable observations. Additionally, a future research should be conducted through

observation participatory research design, in order to enhance the study’s credibility.
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Appendices

Appendix A: Interview Topic List

Topic List

Transformational Leadership by Finnish Females in Media management during the Pandemic

Crisis

Sensitizing concepts:

● Transformational leadership: (1) Individualized consideration, (2) Inspirational

motivation, (3) Intellectual Stimulation, (4) Idealized Influence

● Digital support

● Gender and Leadership

Introduction

Thank you for agreeing to be interviewed. This interview will be used as part of the purposes

of my research, aiming to understand how you led your team during the pandemic crisis.

Your personal information and  insights will be treated with utmost confidentiality and

anonymity can be claimed. This interview will be recorded  for the purposes of this study and

will not be viewed by other parties.

Constructive Questions:

1. Please introduce yourself and what you do.

a. Do you lead a team or projects?

b. What is the size of the team you are managing ?

2. What does a typical work-day look like these days?  (open question)
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a. Do you have recurring meetings or daily habits with your team?

3. What are the most important changes/challenges that you personally had to face

during the pandemic crisis? (open question)

4. What are the most important changes/challenges that you faced with your team/ as a

team during the pandemic crisis?

5. Has the crisis changed the dynamic between you or/and your team or between the

team-members?

6. Is communication between you and the team the same as before?

a. How has it changed, if it has?

7. Do you feel that communication now focuses more on social aspects between people

or of people/ or is it focused on content related aspects of the work?

Transformational Leadership components: inspiring enthusiasm, idealized influence,

individual consideration, intellectual stimulation

Inspiring Enthusiasm

What do you do to make clear to employees what is expected of them at work?

What do you do to ensure that employees have the right resources and/or materials to

perform the work properly?
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How are employees asked about their wishes?

What do you ensure that an employee has the opportunity to do what he or she is good at

every day?

What do you do to ensure that employees receive recognition for the performance of the

work?

What is your role in supporting employees on a more personal level?

How is employee development encouraged?

How is the opinion of employees with regard to aspects in the work taken into account?

How is the mission and vision of the organization shared and valued by the employees?

How do you see that the employees are committed to their work and are they doing their

job well? What shows that?

How are employees given the space to grow and learn? What shows that?

What factors have a negative impact on the well-being of your team members in the current

situation?

Idealized influence

How do you encourage your team members to achieve organizational goals?

How do you deal with your team to earn their respect?

How does your team show they trust you?

What is your vision?

How do you communicate these for your team members?

How do you ensure that you get your team on board with the vision of the organization?

How important is it to be a role model for your team?
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Inspirational motivation

How do you talk about the future of the team

How do you talk about what needs to be done?

How would you describe your own leadership behavior?

How does this affect employee motivation? That they might even want to go the extra

mile?

What problems have you encountered in motivating your staff? How did you overcome

this?

How do you motivate your team members during the pandemic?

In What Situation do you recognize your team's performance?

How do you praise your team members?

How do your team members deal with feedback?

How do you give feedback to each other? Do you ever give compliments?

How does the current corona situation affect your way of rewarding?

How does the current corona situation affect your way of giving feedback?

How do you pay attention to what employees find motivating?

Intellectual stimulation:

How do you challenge your team members? What activities/how does this show?

How do you ensure that your team members develop?

How do you encourage your team members to see problems from a different or new

perspective?
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How do you create an atmosphere where your team members feel free to express their

opinions or ideas? If so, do you include these proposals in your considerations?

How do you give your team members the space to be creative in coming up with solutions?

Or do you see your team members using their creative abilities to solve problems?

In what situation has it happened that a team member has been openly criticized?

Individual consideration

How did you get to know your team members (personally)?

How do you find out the wishes and needs of your team members?

How do you support the strengths and talents of your team members?

Have there been times when you felt that your team members were not performing to their

full potential? And can you cite an example?

How do you give personal attention to your team members during the pandemic?

How do you check the developments of your team members without them being aware of

this?

Digital Support

8. What technologies do you use? (How do you support your team through change

technology-wise?)

9. Did you introduce new systems tech-wise due to the remote working condition?
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10. Do you use any Project management tools?

11. Do you use tracking tools to manage your team?

12. Do you use task planners to manage your team?

13. What is the function of digital media? What kind of tools do you use? - Could you do

your job without these tools?

a. What communication tools do you use? (Zoom, Microsoft Teams, Whatsapp,

special tools - Facebook for Work)

Gender & Leadership perception

14. How would you describe the difference between managing and leading?

15. Do you identify as a manager or leader?

16. (How would you describe yourself as a leader?)

17. What leadership means to you? / What makes a good leader?

18. What is your view on charismatic leadership/leaders, if there is such a thing?
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19. Does in your view then, gender in leadership matter? How? examples?

20. What is the role of females in leadership positions in the media industry?

21. Are there females in top-management positions in your organization?

22. How do you use digital media in your role as female leader?

23. Did you encounter challenges because of your gender?

24. Do you feel or felt that you needed to act differently because you are a woman

(rephrase) ?

25. Is the Finnish ‘Sisu’=resilience, integrated in your leadership style?

26. What advice would you give to other prospective young female leaders that want to

develop themselves?
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Appendix B: LinkedIn Post + Post Analytics
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Appendix C: Atlas.ti Coding frame
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Open Codes (N=331)
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Axial Codes (N=18)
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