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__________________________________________________________________________________________ 
ABSTRACT 
Is it possible to perceive and concurrently improve positivity, human-based well-being, and leadership to foster 
sensitive and well-performing workplaces? The purpose was to study and define the concept of caring 
leadership. In this study, Finnish and American university leaders (N = 13) were interviewed in 2012.  The 
study employed a qualitative, experiential-hermeneutical approach. The data were analyzed to discover how 
university leaders describe caring leadership as an authentic leadership experience, experience their own action 
as leaders, and perceive positivity in leadership and work communities. The significance of this study lies in the 
definition of caring leadership reflecting that authentic, experience-based, and critical positive framework may 
trigger the development of a happy and sensitive work climate and strength-based knowledge organization. 
When defined like this, caring leadership focuses on the impact of social groups, organizations, and 
managements in shaping positive work communities, and it is also strongly after and for human experience. 

        © Emerging Academy Resources 
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INTRODUCTION 
At the present time, organizations such as universities 
are being seen increasingly as complex systems that 
are not separate from their environment. 
Furthermore, an organization does not comprise a set 
of stable or easily identifiable occasions (Stacey, 
2001; 2009). For example, factors like change, 
complexity, work intensity, competition, people’s 
demands, and renewing knowledge are placing 
organizations and work communities under pressure. 
This means that organizations are often open to and 
dependent on flows of people, resources, governance, 
ideas, and knowledge. These are obtained from inside 
and outside of an organization. Hence, if an 
organization or work community is to survive, 
change, and develop, it must induce a variety of 
elements to contribute time and energy to it. This is 
especially the case with knowledge intensive 
organizations, as these organizations must learn and 
compete with growing performance demands in 
frequently changing environments (e.g., Argote & 
Miron-Spektor, 2011; Evans & Davis, 2005). 
 
The purpose of this study was to research university 
leaders’ opinions and their experiences of leadership. 
The goal is not to build a new comprehensive 
leadership approach but to define the concept of 
caring leadership. This research indicates how leaders 
of knowledge organizations experience and reflect 
the leadership needs and roles in order to create and 
foster more caring, happy, and sensitive workplaces. 
Thus, we concentrate on leadership, as it is seen here 
as a key factor in surviving in the knowledge-

intensive university working life. According to recent 
leadership studies, a “positive-people-management” 
perspective should be considered (see Avolio et al., 
2004; Caldwell & Dixon, 2010). In the present 
research, we studied university leaders’ thoughts 
about leadership. The contribution of this research is 
that it brings out today’s university leaders’ 
experiences and opinions on how this kind of 
leadership can fit into knowledge intensive 
universities. 
 
It has been shown that crossing boundaries between 
individuals, teams, and organizational units, and thus 
transferring knowledge between various actors, is 
critical for performance outcomes, including 
creativity, inter-professional practices, cohesion 
between humans, innovation, and human resource 
development (Syväjärvi et al., 2005; Tortoriello et al., 
2012). Every organization and most work 
communities will face these challenges in all aspects, 
and this tendency will likely only increase in the 
future. To manage these issues, knowledge intensive 
organizations and work communities need to create 
an environment where people challenge each other 
positively and create the right strategy, the right 
competencies, and the right culture. Typically, 
positive challenges help an organization, such as a 
university, face tasks from competitive societies by 
increasing the efficiency, performance, and 
knowledge of the people. Furthermore, this inevitably 
stretches the leadership debate into areas not often 
considered within current theorizing. 
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It is claimed that good leaders strive to be better 
leaders and the more they define themselves as 
leaders and practitioners of leadership, the more they 
seek to learn about it (McDaniel & DiBella-
McCarthy, 2012). So, is it possible to perceive and 
concurrently improve positivity, human-based well-
being, and leadership in order to gain sensitive and 
well-performing workplaces? Indeed, this issue is 
relevant for public policy, complex organizations, 
various knowledge-intensive workplaces, and, 
finally, for human beings (Krone et al., 2009). Given 
the weighty implications of this question, it is almost 
certain that one must move beyond cross-sectional 
and borderless research, and move toward approaches 
that account for extraordinary or new processes and 
methods. We posit that when emotionally engaged to 
work, when appreciating the value of human 
experience, and when executing caring leadership, 
one might be more likely to feel good and competent, 
and to feel a sense of belonging and being taken care 
of. 
 
The list of leadership styles is almost endless. It is 
evident that definitions of leadership ultimately rest 
on one’s ontological commitments. It should be noted 
that the social construction of organizational realities 
might too easily or traditionally elevate the leadership 
to a lofty status and level of significance (Meindl et 
al., 1985). However, rather than just taking for 
granted assumptions about leadership, we theorize 
and introduce the concept of caring leadership. A 
particularly salient focus in our research is on 
determining how a scientific approach might be used 
to assess research models for re-thinking and 
designing a caring work environment, the 
psychosocial well-being of employees and happy 
work communities, and finally for developing an 
agenda designed for caring leaders (see also Autry, 
1991; Caldwell & Dixon, 2010; Luthans & Youssef, 
2009).  
 
THE FRAMEWORK OF CARING 
LEADERSHIP 
Authenticity and Caring Leadership 
Leadership has been classically linked to somewhat 
contingent and sensitive work situations. The 
contingency approach indicates that leadership is the 
product of a perfect match between particular and 
certain circumstances. Leadership is, for example, 
related to personality and situational factors that 
determine how humans experience and behave. Both 
contingency and situations are important, as they are 
neither fixed nor beyond the realm of leadership 
psychology. New directions in the study of leadership 
are transforming the practices and theories of 
organizations and work communities, as well as 
leaders and followers. The caring leadership 
framework is more precisely based on three extents 
that comprise the authentic, experience-based, and 

positive dimensions of both leadership and work 
communities. 
 
The concept of caring leadership is presented in this 
research because it can be seen as a strength-based 
approach to more happy work community situations, 
to more subject-orientated genuine communities, and 
to better people management. In this holistic context, 
caring means that humans are valued as subjects, and 
they are appreciated for their special skills and 
abilities. Caring also assesses the degree to which a 
human demonstrates concern and respect for others 
and him/herself. In addition, the caring approach 
realizes the value of experience both in the leader-
follower relationship and in situations related to the 
work community. Thus, people are continually 
challenged to consider themselves and the 
assumptions and reifications that are connected to 
leadership or work communities. Caring leadership is 
also in line with positive initiative at workplaces. 
Positive resourcefulness has received increasing 
attention in recent years, and it prioritizes what is 
right, rather than what is wrong, with people. Finally, 
caring ensures that people feel included as part of an 
organization or work community, and it shows 
respect for individuals and their differences. 
 
First, there has been a great amount of research on 
authentic leadership in recent years (e.g., Algera & 
Lips-Wiersma, 2012; Gardner et al., 2005; Hmieleski 
et al., 2012; Ladkin & Taylor, 2010). Authenticity 
can be defined as owning one’s personal experiences 
(e.g., thought, knowledge, intuition, belief, needs, 
etc.) captured by the injunction to know oneself 
(Gardner et al., 2005). Authentic leaders are true to 
themselves, as authenticity typically involves 
components such as awareness, unbiased processing, 
action, and relations. Thus, an authentic leader works 
with self-awareness, recognizes acceptance and 
rejection, acts in accordance with his/her true self and 
in relation to others. We argue that when 
authentically engaged in work, when appreciating the 
value of human experience (i.e., individual or social), 
and when executing critical positive leadership, one 
might be more likely to feel good and competent, and 
to feel a sense of belonging and being taken care of. 
In the concept of caring leadership, we will relate 
authenticity more precisely to experience-based and 
positive-based viewpoints, as both have roots in 
psychology and leadership. 
 
Human and psychological capitals are among the key 
differentiators for knowledge organizations and an 
actual basis for performance and better work 
communities (Kesti & Syväjärvi, 2010; Luthans et 
al., 2007) through knowledge, skills, abilities, 
capacity, and, overall, the competence to develop and 
produce through true selves in an organization. 
Individuals and organizations are not unique 
entities—they are influenced by and co-create each 
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other. Hence, the knowledge, competence, and 
enthusiasm that an employee has generate a certain 
stock of human capital. Thus, human capital is seen 
here as an authentic factor that consists of the stocks 
and flows of knowledge and competence available 
for a knowledge organization. Now, authentic 
leadership is intended to promote human capital and 
to take care of the people in an organization. 
Moreover, the added value that people can contribute 
to the organization and its leadership is authentic. 
Thus, the latter is further linked to the framework of 
caring leadership. 
 
Authentic leadership is initially built by using insight 
from transformational leadership theory, positive 
organizational behavior, and ethical perspectives. For 
caring leadership, the authentic points out a potential 
and informative approach that evokes both one as a 
leader and leader-follower in a relationship. 
Authentic leadership indicates how one can use self-
knowledge and acceptance, but also how one may be 
active in order to achieve leader authenticity and 
authenticity among followers. Hence, all the people 
in the organization may foster the process of self-
discovery. In general, authentic leadership results 
quite typically in higher levels of trust, engagement 
with others, workplace well-being, emotional 
intelligence, and a more inclusive and caring 
organizational climate (Hansen et al., 2007; Syväjärvi 
& Kesti, 2012; Uusiautti, 2013; Uusiautti et al., 
2012). 
 
Experience-based Approach to Caring Leadership 
Leadership theories, including that of authentic 
leadership, are often heavily influenced by models 
and theories generated in scientific psychological 
practice (Walumbwa et al., 2008; see also Strang & 
Kuhnert, 2009). Hence, critically evaluating or 
reformulating any leadership theory requires an 
awareness of the general scientific criteria adopted 
and aspired to in mainstream psychological research 
following its scientific ideal. In our goal to formulate 
the foundation of caring leadership, we aim to remain 
critically sensitive to these connections. 
 
We argue that when formulating the experiential 
basis of caring leadership, it is necessary to reflect on 
two features of mainstream psychological research as 
scientific practice. First, in that context, scientific 
research means using principally methods that have 
been labeled as reliable and valid by the scientific 
community (Coolican, 2009). The task of the 
researcher is to know the right methods and learn to 
use them in a replicable way. This first criterion 
implies that the scientific character lies 
fundamentally in such methods. It is adequate, then, 
to value any method as more or less scientific, not 
concentrating on analyzing the phenomenon under 
study. If one follows this orientation, it would not be 
scientifically relevant to ask what is meant by 

experience in the experiential basis of caring 
leadership. The second criterion originates in the 
consequence of the first one: a researcher must avoid 
self-reflective thinking of the phenomenon studied. 
To be scientific, a researcher is obligated to rely on 
what is or can be made observable by research 
techniques and technologies (e.g., Cozby & Bates, 
2012; Kaplan & Saccuzzo, 2013). In our view, this 
latter criterion is followed by a gap between the 
methods and philosophical thinking in the empirical 
psychological research. The current division between 
psychology as a science and the art of philosophy 
emerged in the late nineteenth century, and the 
process in mainstream psychology has remained 
intact for almost 150 years (Leahey, 2004). 
Accordingly, we argue that leadership theories based 
on scientific psychological research reproduce what 
is given as scientific in mainstream psychology. 
 
Our evolving view on caring leadership has roots in 
one branch of psychological theory developed 
beyond mainstream psychology: existential-
phenomenological psychology. Instead of 
concentrating on theoretical variations within the 
branch (Giorgi, 2009; Letteri, 2009; Schneider et al., 
2001; Smith et al., 2009), we focus on two sketches 
that we perceive focal for grounding the idea of 
caring leadership in existential-phenomenological 
psychology in general. The first is called the holistic 
view on human beings, and the second inquires as to 
the implications from holism to understand human 
experiences. 
 
If one follows mainstream psychology, this latter 
question would be an unscientific one, as it 
establishes an ontological claim and brings 
philosophical reflection back to the core of scientific 
practice. This question would be unscientific 
because, based on philosophical analysis, human 
experience may appear to be an unobservable 
phenomenon, and as such, it may be out of range of 
the methods labeled as scientific. When following 
existential-phenomenological psychology, both 
sketches give way to adequate scientific questions 
that have true value for developing the theoretical 
basis of caring leadership. Algera and Lips-Wiersma 
(2012) offered a congruent example with this view by 
stating that the ontological analysis of being authentic 
has been largely overlooked in authentic leadership 
studies. We add that a similar process has been 
realized in leadership theories that discuss our second 
focal point, about the importance of human 
experience in leadership issues. This is seen, for 
instance, in self-leadership studies, in which the 
concept of self is seemingly taken for granted, 
without an ontological analysis of the phenomenon of 
self (e.g., Neck & Houghton, 2006). 
 
If it is built in mainstream psychology with its 
scientific criteria, leadership theory that emphasizes 
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human experience may be reduced to conceptual 
formulations about the importance of a subjective 
perspective or taking account of a person’s own 
views. Moreover, to transform any mainstream 
psychological theory, recognizing the interest of 
human experience to empirical practice means using 
scientific methods that are able to convert human 
experience from subjective to objective in an 
observable sense, and this is done by using replicable 
techniques, such as standardized questionnaires, 
scales, or psychological tests. From the view of 
existential-phenomenological psychology, 
developing a scientifically relevant theoretical model 
of caring leadership means analyzing first the nature 
of human experience and understanding how caring 
leadership is formed by human experience and other 
constituents, and then creating the methods by which 
it is possible to conduct scientific research on caring 
leadership including the aspect of human experience. 
In existential-phenomenological psychology, this 
primary scientific criterion is called ontological 
relevance (Perttula, 1998). 
 
Holistic views are presented as different conceptions 
of human beings (Stevenson & Haberman, 2009). All 
these conceptions are philosophical in nature; they 
aim to grasp a human being as a whole, and they 
precede all theoretical thinking based on empirical 
studies. One systematic but not internationally widely 
known existential-phenomenological conception of 
human beings relevant in formulating the idea of 
caring leadership was developed by Finnish 
psychologist and philosopher Lauri Rauhala (see 
Perttula, 2009). In Rauhala’s view, human existence 
is realized in three main existential modes of being: 
consciousness, situatedness, and materiality. Holism 
refers to the unity of a person. It means that a human 
being exists merely as a whole; without any 
existential mode of being, a person does not exist. 
Parallel to the holism of a person, there is pluralism 
that postulates multiplicity through which three 
modes of being function. Pluralism states that the 
basic structure of each existential mode of being is 
different; the acts of consciousness, situatedness, and 
materiality are all unique, even though they only exist 
together. Simply put, human materiality acts 
meaningfully to maintain human life, human 
consciousness acts according to intentionality to 
understand realities, and human situatedness acts in 
relation to life situations. All three are simultaneously 
required to have a human being, but every mode of 
being has to be considered, and studied, along with 
its peculiar mode of action.  
 
When theorizing caring leadership, we accept both 
the principles of holism and pluralism, but emphasize 
the latter for understanding what acts of 
consciousness tell about human experience as one 
possible theoretical constituent of caring leadership. 
From the classic existential-phenomenological 

perspective, human experience is a relational 
phenomenon because of its intentional character 
(Husserl, 1995; Merleau-Ponty, 1994). Hence, human 
experience is not situated inside the person; it is not 
anything like inner psychological nor disengaged 
from one’s life situation. Furthermore, the self and all 
conceptual modifications of it, such as self-
regulation, self-managing, self-talk, self-identity, and 
true self—favored also in many leadership theories—
are probably too limited if referring only inside the 
individual’s mental or private life. As a relational 
phenomenon, every experience includes the person 
doing the experiencing, and the object belonging to 
the person’s life situation toward which the 
intentional act is directed (Giorgi & Giorgi, 2003). If 
one adopts the view of the experiencing subject, the 
experience is the object of the life situation as 
understood. However, if one adopts the perspective 
of the object of the life situation, the experience is the 
meaning given to that specific object belonging to the 
person’s life situation. Every experience has both 
dimensions at the same time, and these dimensions 
belong to the structure of every experience. In the 
frame of the existential-phenomenological 
conception of a human being, experience is 
constituted whenever the conscious mode of being 
acts toward any object that is present in a life 
situation, and by functioning as such, implies to what 
a person is related in his/her situation. 
 
Perceiving human experience in this way gives 
existential “intonation” to the idea of caring 
leadership. In caring leadership, then, it is crucial to 
take account of the co-existence between persons. 
The social world in workplaces or knowledge 
organizations, for instance, at universities, consists of 
individuals with unique experiences with possible 
general features. However, the individuals, as 
experiencing persons, are not separate and 
unconnected to each other but share their workplace. 
When formulating the idea of caring leadership, it is 
highly important to identify that every individual is 
the potential object of other individuals acting in the 
same social sphere. In other words, in the context of 
caring leadership, colleagues and other persons with 
whom a person relates belong to the structure of that 
person’s experiences. They are co-existing persons in 
the experiential sense. 
 
The Positive in Caring Leadership 
The third and final aspect of caring leadership is the 
dimension of the positive. This means that people 
who feel and display positive emotions in the work 
community will experience positive outcomes in their 
work (Staw et al., 1994). Positive psychology has a 
valuable impact on both humans and the performance 
in organizations. Positive psychology has clear links 
to happiness in workplaces, as humans seek work 
well-being in even more complex situations in a 
knowledge organization. This psychological 
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approach also values the idea of psychological capital 
(i.e., the PsyCap). Psychological capital comprises 
self-efficacy, optimism, hope, and resilience, and 
thus represents one’s positive appraisal of 
circumstances and the probability of success based on 
motivated effort and perseverance (Luthans et al., 
2007; Rego et al., 2012). Hence, people simply care 
about the nature and quality of a work life that is 
continuously changing. The process of change 
represents a central issue for the study of positive 
psychology. Change is an everlasting situation in 
knowledge organizations and changes are typically 
difficult to carry out, as they are complex and 
multiform in nature. Thus, the social process 
dynamics of change state that all of the people 
leading and coping with change must perceive the 
entire process, with human support and development 
at the heart of change efforts (McDaniel & DiBella-
McCarthy, 2012; Woodward and Hendry, 2004). In 
the case of humans, it seems indeed important to 
detect and recognize the positive factors that have 
either a direct or indirect link to individual change 
dynamics and learning. 
 
Additionally, some will rush to judgments on these 
important issues and offer oversimplified answers. 
Gardner et al. (2005) argued that authentic leaders 
gain from the psychological states that accompany 
optimal self-esteem and psychological well-being. 
However, it can be indicated how positive 
psychology with elements of organizational life offer 
us an ethically viable choice with the premises of the 
organization and leader or manager. It is emphasized 
here that the experience plays a vital role in the 
positive and it is related to emotional intelligence in 
the workplace. For example, Ladkin and Taylor 
(2010) showed that meaning-making or relating 
enables organizational members to work together 
toward a common interpretation of reality. Now, the 
positive gives value to the human experience 
(including knowledge, intuition, beliefs, learning, 
etc.), as it provides an interpretation of life and 
working life, even though other uncomfortable 
alternatives may exist. Thus, humans have a desire to 
make sense of their experience, and in complex 
knowledge organizations this means stability and 
change, but also the positive and the negative (see 
Staw et al., 1994). For caring leadership, a certain 
kind of ambivalence is an important feature for 
explaining the true positive in workplaces. 
 
The concept of positive leadership has repeatedly 
been a focus in understanding positively deviant 
performance, strength and optimism rather than 
weakness and pessimism, and represented a 
viewpoint toward virtuousness, and indeed focused 
on human experience and performance (March, 2010; 
Syväjärvi et al., 2005). As already mentioned, in 
work communities, an individual, and even an 
organization, needs to adopt a holistic perspective in 

order to create meaning for him/her and for those 
whom he/she cares about (Perttula, 2009; Syväjärvi 
& Kesti, 2012). Leadership is grasped here as one 
key theme, but indeed both positive psychology and 
authenticity give the fundamentals of what makes 
working life meaningful. Now, the positive 
leadership function in an organizational setting is 
keen about such deviant and successful performances 
that exceed the standard (Seligman et al., 2005). It 
also has an affirmative bias, and thus strength, 
optimism, and support overwhelm the opposite. 
Finally, the tendency toward virtuousness (e.g., trust, 
optimism, love, care, forgiveness) is important in 
relation to caring leadership. 
 
These positive connotations involve effective 
adoption in the organizational environment, but this 
should not automatically mean that negative, 
disturbing, or otherwise unwanted situations or 
experiences are neglected. In an intelligent work 
community, members usually appreciate each other 
and want to improve the quality of life at work in 
constructive cooperation and, thus, utilizing social 
intelligence. According to Losada and Heaphy 
(2004), group members’ positive feelings increase the 
work community performance. In fact, there are 
many studies about positive behavior and 
development that indicate how the increasing 
contribution of positivity is connected to desirable 
work-related outcomes (Luthans & Youssef, 2007). 
At the micro-level, this shows that the positive has 
implications for individual level behaviors (Snyder & 
Lopez, 2002; Staw et al., 1994), but at the meso-level 
or macro-level, the positive has implications for the 
cluster of individuals (Yammarino et al., 2008). 
 
Caring leadership suggests that people’s experience, 
behavior, situation, and detection are not only about 
trying to fix what is wrong or dysfunctional in work 
communities and among sensitive employees. In fact, 
the preceding is also recognized, but a new concept 
of caring leadership means a more balanced 
perspective, as it three-dimensionally focuses on the 
authentic, the experience, and the positive. Hence, 
caring leadership is a strength-based approach to 
workplaces, is human-based, and is overall a form of 
people management. Caring leadership is in line with 
the positive initiative in knowledge intensive 
workplaces; in other words, it is more precisely in 
line with positive prospects and change, positive 
psychology, and human experience, and with positive 
leadership (see Kesti & Syväjärvi, 2010; Seligman et 
al., 2005; Yammarino et al., 2008). This critical 
perspective has three major connotations that include 
the concept of the positive: a focus on positively 
deviant performance, a focus on strengths rather than 
weaknesses, and a focus on human experience and 
authenticity. 
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METHOD 
The purpose of this study was to research the essence 
of caring leadership through university leaders’ 
opinions and experiences. Three research questions 
were set for this study: 
(1) How did the university leaders describe authentic 
leadership experiences in relation to caring 
leadership? 
(2) How did the university leaders describe their 
experiences and their own actions as leaders? 
(3) How did the university leaders perceive positivity 
in leadership and work communities?  
 
As our aim was to study university leaders’ opinions 
and their experiences of leadership, we considered a 
qualitative, experiential-hermeneutical approach to be 
suitable (Patton, 1990; Rubin & Rubin, 1995). 
Thirteen leaders working in universities were 
interviewed. The positions of the interviewees varied 
from deans and associate deans (N = 5) to various 
department chairs or department managers (N = 8). 
Seven of the participants in this research were 
Finnish leaders (three women and four men) and six 
(all men) were from the United States of America. 
The study was part of a research project called 
“Love-based Leadership – An Interdisciplinary 
Approach” launched in 2011 in Finland. The 
qualitative data came from the two abovementioned 
countries and the purpose was to collect leaders’ 
experiences that were as diverse as possible. 
Although some qualitative studies have compared 
Finnish and US leaders (e.g.,Valtonen, 2007), they 
have focused on entrepreneurial life. In this study, the 
university leaders revealed a rich store of personal 
perceptions and experiences. 
 
The interview consisted of four themes: (1) the 
leader’s strengths in personnel management, (2) 
caring-based leadership, (3) the connotation of a 
positive and happy work community as well as 
leadership, and (4) the interrelationship between 
positive, appreciative, and happy experiences and 
leadership. All themes were discussed through aid 
questions, such as “What is a good people leader 
like?”, “What kinds of demands or challenges does 
today’s world place on leadership?”, “What kinds of 
skills does a caring people leader need?”, and “What 
kind of people are especially suited for management 
in universities or what kind of people are needed in 
management?” 
 
The interviews were open and conversation-like, so 
that all themes were discussed with each participant, 
but not necessarily in the same order. An open 
interview approach was selected in order to gain 
actual leaders’ experiences. The interviews lasted 
between 35 and 70 minutes and the transcript was 
altogether over 150 pages long. All interviews were 
carried out by the same person and the data were 
transcribed in order to maintain the interviewees’ 

anonymity. In order to maintain the anonymity of the 
participants, their disciplines, gender, or universities 
have been withheld. Instead, quotations from the 
interviews have been added to the results section to 
illustrate the manner in which the participants 
discussed the themes in the interviews. The code after 
each quotation refers to a certain interviewee; for 
example, “F1W” means “Finland, Participant number 
1, woman,” and “U5M” means “USA, Participant 
number 5, man.” The data analysis was a qualitative 
content analysis that was ultimately based on the pre-
determined themes derived from the theoretical 
standpoint described earlier in the paper.  

 
RESULTS 
Authentic Leadership Experiences 
Authentic leadership experiences can be divided into 
several domains, such as traits, states, behaviors, 
contexts, and attributes (Cooper et al., 2005). 
Authentic leaders are deeply aware of how they think 
and behave and are perceived by others as being 
aware of their own and others’ values/moral 
perspectives, knowledge, and strengths, and aware of 
the context in which they operate. In this study, the 
leaders were asked to describe their leadership 
experiences in relation to caring leadership. First, the 
university leaders talked about their work context. 
According to their perceptions, work cannot be just 
about fun; certain tasks have to be done whether or 
not they are amusing or filled with duties. Therefore, 
caring leadership does not aim at making 
everybody’s work a bed of roses; it is more important 
to make followers understand the meaning of their 
work. This was described as follows: 

You wish that could you have a nice time at 
work, but of course, it cannot be mostly fun for all, in 
the sense that you could just do what you like. 
Naturally, the organization has its own goals and we 
have those certain tasks that we have to do. (F6M) 

Then you almost don’t have to do anything 
formally or pointedly. From time to time, I’ve sent 
them reminders about why we are working here and 
how important it is to work together, despite the fact 
that your work loads are heavier because of the 
financial times. But remember why you’re here: it’s 
the student’s smile when they leave your office. 
(U3M) 
 
The university leaders who were interviewed in this 
research recognized that the present economic 
situation requires a different kind of leadership at 
universities than before. The knowledge and 
successful transfer of critical knowledge between 
organizational units is acute for a number of 
organizational processes and outcomes (Tortoriello et 
al., 2012).This perception was common both among 
the Finnish and American participants: 

We are competing and focused on getting more 
money and publishing, and we know that for the top 
administration, teaching and working with our 
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students is not as valuable as getting a research 
grant or publishing a book … Because everybody is 
so busy trying to produce, and so, I think as long as 
you have that pressure, I don’t think you can. I think 
the odds of having a loving leadership are very 
difficult. (U4M) 
 
The interviewees thought that more emphasis needs 
to be put on personnel management. Personnel 
management may be focused on a different aspect of 
human resources, work relations, and situations, such 
as job design, administrative practices, work 
environment, policies, procedures, history, etc. 
(Ogilvie & Stork, 2003). However, now, it is in the 
form of paying attention and caring for the 
employees because of the uncertain and changing 
times, and the way that universities are financed. 
 
At the general level, the context places certain 
demands on how the university leaders behave. In 
this study, the leaders emphasized that first they had 
to clarify their own values and their relationship to 
the values of the organization, and how they would 
enhance the well-being of the members of the 
organization. Here, the interviewees emphasized the 
vision; as they did not consider it suitable to boss 
their followers (given that at a university level 
organization, followers are merely colleagues with a 
special expertise in their own fields), they would 
focus on clarifying the ultimate goal and thus 
explaining the relevance of each employee’s work to 
the overall picture. 

And so you really, you have to be able to see, 
understand, the kinds of things they do really good 
and really use their knowledge of that. … you cannot 
be prescriptive; you have to try to reach a consensus. 
If you go there and you say, “okay, here’s the 
agenda” … You’ll just get nowhere. They’ll say, 
“why are we considering that?” and go off on all 
different directions all of a sudden. So, you have to 
be flexible and you have to be humble. (U6M) 

To bring out the expertise, that is an important 
goal in personnel management… It means respect, 
feedback, attention, genuine interest in the expert’s 
ideas. You cannot act like I know and tell everything. 
(F5W). Yeah, it’s careful. My philosophy is just to get 
them the big picture of what you are about to do and 
let them find how they’re gonna help you accomplish 
that. (U2M) 
 
The university leaders pointed out how caring 
leadership requires them to possess a variety of skills. 
First, the leaders mentioned social skills and human 
relations skills. To be able to recognize followers’ 
states and moods, leaders have to know themselves 
first. Social intelligence includes being aware of 
one’s motives and feelings and those of others, but, in 
order to do that, one has to present oneself or 
emotional displays in a genuine way (Gardner et al., 
2009; Seligman et al., 2005). When the basic 

conditions are good, positive experiences are likely to 
occur. In this study, the leaders described these kinds 
of genuine feelings of joy and solidarity at work that 
they together with their followers experienced: 

I make sure that the people who are with you 
like being there and enjoy working together; then it 
becomes just natural. And so, in this organization, we 
are like a family. We laugh together; we have a good 
time together. We work hard, but there is just a lot of, 
a lot of fun and joy in what we do… (U3M) 
 
Self-leadership as a Part of Caring Leadership 
Self-leadership is a process through which people are 
aware and influence themselves to achieve the 
necessary self-direction and self-motivation to 
perform in a desirable way (see Rego et al., 2012). In 
this study, self-leadership seemed to be closely tied to 
the leaders’ authenticity when it came to their ability 
to assess their own skills, capability, knowledge, and 
tasks on the mental level and in practical action. A 
lack of self-leadership was typically manifested as 
the inability to say “no” and an ever-increasing work 
load: 

You work overtime too much. And at least one 
of the weekend days is a full work day. If you spend a 
real weekend without working, the following Monday 
will be a disaster. (F1W) 
 
In this study, self-leadership in university leaders 
consisted of various elements. Not only must the 
leader care for him/herself; he/she must also care for 
the followers. Further, one of the leaders thought that 
this kind of leadership is also morally correct. It was 
evident that the self was combined with other selves 
and, thus, the leaders’ shared and related situational 
factors among other people and themselves in respect 
to caring leadership. However, self-leadership 
appears to have impressive potential for caring in 
knowledge-based work communities. 

I think the caring aspect is absolutely critical 
and involves others… I think there’s a moral 
obligation in leadership to make sure that the 
organization is good for the people in the 
organization. We are all here for a brief period of 
time. And I think each of us has the obligation to 
make it as good for everybody else as possible and 
the process. (U3M) 
 
Self-leadership was indeed perceived as important to 
a leader’s ability to implement caring leadership in 
practice, to act in a way that the leaders thought 
would represent caring leadership. This occurred on 
two levels. First, the university leaders considered the 
philosophy of leading and the leader’s responsibility 
in the following manner: 

The leader is the enabler or creates stability in 
which everyone can do their work as experts. (F4M) 

The leader has to try to set the tone, try to 
create the shared leadership, a vision of what you are 
about. And again, you know, be willing to spend time 
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with people in and out of the formal situations. And 
so, I think that a leader has to feel comfortable doing 
that, have time for it, and set the tone, trying to 
establish that shared vision, be honest, walk the talk, 
be genuine. Then I’d think the leader has an 
opportunity to create a more caring, loving situation. 
(U4M) 
 
On the other hand, self-leadership also has a salient 
role in practice. According to the interviews, creating 
a happy and positive work community was not 
considered to be something that could be achieved 
just like that. Instead, if a leader wants to pursue the 
above-mentioned state, he/she has to be willing to use 
time and put in effort. Therefore, caring leadership, in 
the opinion of the university leaders, seems to require 
hard, systematic, and persistent work that the 
followers see and perceive in practice. The current 
data also seem to indicate that leaders involve both 
themselves and followers in the self-leadership 
category, and thus, the experiences and existential 
factors involve both leaders and followers. One of the 
interviewees described his concrete action that 
manifests in the leader’s ability to work consciously 
toward the desired goal. He would actually track 
down faculty members when they were present and 
arrange shared activities that would promote 
happiness: 

You just have to work with it. It took time to try 
to find out when people were coming and arranging 
lunches together, arranging times together to make 
that opportunity… But I think working with the 
faculty in a research university, you probably have to 
do... You have to find ways, kind of artificial settings, 
that bring people together in positive ways. (U3M) 
 
Positivity in Leadership 
As part of the true nature of knowledge intensive 
work in universities, and in order to understand 
leaders’ experiences, the leaders were asked to 
describe a sensitive and happy work community. 
Quite a few leaders actually questioned the goal and 
happiness, and would rather emphasize some other 
characteristics of work units. They indicated 
concurrently possibilities and weaknesses as well as 
ethical and unethical prospects in work communities. 
They discussed the connections between engagement 
and satisfaction and well-being, and, for example, 
respect and flow: 

A happy work community? I’m not sure that 
happy is the goal. I’m very skeptical about 
happiness… I think the better question is, do you 
have an engaged community that is growing 
spiritually, growing relationally, challenged and so 
on? I think engagement is the key. You know, I would 
rather see people who are heads together, 
participating, caring; if they’re happy, that’s not it. I 
wouldn’t focus much on that emotion but rather on 
the degree of participation, engagement, and 

involvement, you know, in the work. And that’s what 
makes a satisfied community. (U1M) 

I think that the main thing… I’m not really sure 
about the happy type of environment. You really need 
to be respectful of people and their positions. And 
that’s really, to me, more important than being 
happy. You have to be respectful of every individual 
who works there. You have to be respectful of their 
time, you have to be respectful of how they think, you 
have to be respectful of their families, and that to me 
is most important. I’ve seen that people react much 
more positively to that than anything else. (U6M) 
 
A state of pleasant being was not considered as 
enhancing productivity. However, a happy work unit 
was seen as a community where employees are 
accepted for who they are. Obviously, not all 
happenings and encounters are necessarily joyful or 
purely ethical—that is the reality—but the members 
of the community should have the experience of 
being allowed to show their feelings and express their 
opinions. Therefore, positivity appeared to be one 
part of caring leadership, but it was involved in some 
undesirable dimensions. In addition, the leaders 
highlighted certain positive leadership actions that 
could foster the creation of a happy work community. 
First, the leaders pointed out the meaning of their 
own positive reactions: 

It means that all your reactions should be 
primarily solution focused, positive. When you think 
about interaction, it means that you think nicely 
about the other and that situation, and do not look for 
flaws or how the other threatens you or what he or 
she meant by his or her words. (F4M) 

Well, I think that that kind of environment, 
community would be more like a family; that people 
did care about each other. There would be 
disagreements, but you could share those 
disagreements and discuss them. And overall, 
everyone would care about everybody else. And I 
think that productivity probably would be greater in 
that kind of a situation. (U4M) 
 
Furthermore, interaction was seen one of the main 
points. Once again, the ability to learn and adapt from 
others was seen as vital to the performance and 
success of a knowledge-based work community (cf. 
Argote & Miron-Spektor, 2011). Through interaction, 
the leaders are able to determine what their 
followers’ best attributes are and how they could 
exploit their skills and talent in a way that would be 
good for the people and the organization. 

What I mean is that a lot of times, in the so-
called leadership of the university, you can do things 
because they are going to make you look good, 
because you want to move up to the next level. You 
know, we’re always trying to move up, right, so I 
think that when I mean caring, I mean that the 
decisions that you make should be made because they 
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are to benefit the crew rather than to benefit you. 
(U6M) 

You have to know how to listen, sense too, and 
perhaps it is like emotional leading or something… If 
things do not go well, you do not have that trust, and 
cannot create the trust if you do not have the 
interaction. And you cannot have interaction if you 
do not know how to listen. (F3W) 
 
In addition to the general ideas, many of the leaders 
were able to give practical examples of how they 
would foster positivity in their own department or 
unit through their leadership. These practical 
positively toned actions were, for example, functional 
work distribution, joint events outside of work, and 
positive feedback. 
 
However, as the university leaders pointed out in the 
interviews, leadership is not just about pleasing 
people; a leader has to be assertive as well (Ames & 
Flynn, 2007). The leaders’ role in creating a happy 
work community described as open, positive, 
trusting, and collaborative was to enable and support 
the followers’ work by being “the captain of the 
ship,” leading the way, and setting up a positive 
framework and atmosphere in the work community. 
The leader has to listen and be present to promote 
happiness at work. 
 
DISCUSSION 
According to the results, the university leaders found 
the emphasis on productivity and competition 
challenging to the implementation of caring 
leadership. Additionally, the current situation affects 
leadership, such that more employee-oriented 
leadership is obviously needed. This manifests, for 
example, as the insecurity and instability of work. 
The focus of leadership is therefore more on 
providing the personnel with a sense of continuity, 
stability, and meaning. Instead of leaders trying to 
enhance their own careers, they have to focus on 
making decisions that benefit the members of the 
work unit and organization. Caring leadership was 
therefore seen as the means of discovering the best in 
people and having them use their skills and talents for 
not only their good but for achieving the goal of the 
organization. Moreover, it was interesting to see that 
some of the leaders did not think that happiness and 
positivity were suitable goals, but that it would be 
important to enhance the commitment of the work 
community and, in this way, promote the employees’ 
work satisfaction and well-being. 
 
Some limitations must be recognized when 
discussing the results. When recruiting the 
interviewees, they already knew that their leadership 
would be discussed from a particular viewpoint, and 
that may have affected their answers and/or their 
participation. It is possible that the leaders who 
accepted the interview request were already 

interested in the phenomenon of caring leadership, 
and their answers may have been somewhat biased. 
However, they described themselves and their actions 
and experiences openly—both the successes and 
hardships—therefore, the interviews covered the 
gamut of people management at universities 
relatively comprehensively. In addition, the 
participants represented a wide variety of disciplines 
and ages, and both genders; hence, the data obtained 
from them were considered rich and abundant in 
unique perceptions and experiences of leadership in 
knowledge organizations.  
 
Being a qualitative research study, the purpose was 
not to generalize the findings but to provide insight 
into the leaders’ opinions on today’s leadership in 
higher education and how they perceive themselves 
in this task. Of course, these kinds of personal 
assessments have to be interpreted carefully. For 
example, Tate’s (2008) longitudinal research 
revealed that “individuals’ overestimation of 
themselves as leaders increased over time” (p. 16). In 
the present research, quotations from the interviews 
were used to support the interpretations of the data as 
well as to highlight the participants’ voices. 
 
CONCLUSION 
Avolio and Gardner (2005) stated,  
authentic leadership can make a fundamental 
difference in organizations by helping people find 
meaning and connection at work through greater 
self-awareness; by restoring and building optimism, 
confidence and hope; by promoting transparent 
relationships and decision making that builds trust 
and commitment among followers; and by fostering 
inclusive structures and positive ethical climates. (p. 
331)  
 
On the other hand, Algera and Lips-Wiersma (2012) 
reminded us that leaders are inevitably embedded in 
the world and cannot be self-aware and authentic all 
the time. Therefore, the practical and lived reality 
cannot be ignored because the nature of life often 
promotes inauthenticity over authenticity. Based on 
the results, we want to emphasize radical authentic 
leadership as part of caring leadership covering both 
the leader’s and followers’ authenticity (Diddams & 
Chang, 2012). 
 
This kind of radical authenticity is closely connected 
to self-perception, the ability to understand oneself, 
and self-leadership. The ability to self-direct and self-
motivate one’s performance and to foster optimism 
and positivity can be defined as a systematic set of 
strategies through which individuals influence 
themselves toward higher levels of performance and 
effectiveness (Houghton et al., 2003). Bligh et al. 
(2006) distinguished between self-leadership and 
self-management: while the former dictates how to 
complete a given task, the latter also covers the 
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understanding of what should be done, and why and 
how it should be done, to complete the task. Self-
leadership as encompassing the processes through 
which individuals influence themselves to self-direct 
and self-motivate their performance was manifested 
in the leaders’ (self-)focused action in this study (see 
also Houghton & Yoho, 2005). Furthermore, 
D’Intino et al. (2007) suggested that optimism is a 
central part of self-leadership. 
 
In this study, positivity was defined as positive 
leadership action (e.g., positively toned interaction), 
behaviors, attitudes, and positive expectations. 
According to Avey et al. (2011), leader and follower 
positivity comprise four components of psychological 
capital: confidence or efficacy, hope, optimism, and 
resiliency. What is worth pointing out is that the 
leaders in this study realized the connection between 
their positivity and their followers’ positivity. 
Boreham (2004) used the concept of collective 
competence to refer to making collective sense of 
events in the workplace, developing and using a 
collective knowledge base, and developing a sense of 
interdependency—in sum, happy people perform 
better at work than those who report low well-being, 
and they are better organizational citizens (e.g., 
Diener & Seligman, 2004). The above finding is also 
related to shared human experiences. Human 
experience is stressed here because it pays attention 
to true social reality or the awareness of people and a 
knowledge-based work community. This reality, or 
experience, means here subjective guidance, so that 
both individual and collective positive relations are 
valued (Yammarino et al., 2008). Subjective 
experience has been viewed as falling outside the 
sphere of human-based organizational study. At least 
to some degree, this has been a reality in positive 
organizational scholarship. Our viewpoints 
emphasize the meaning of experience as one key 
determinant of social reality in organizations. Human 
experience has an emergent and adaptive nature, but 
it is shaped by both people and the environment. 
Hence, positive and subjective experience is now 
seen as differentiated and integrated so that it 
originates from intuition, knowledge, belief, 
competence, etc. These elements are partly related to 
emotional intelligence (Gardner et al., 2009; Mayer et 
al., 2008). Further, a question that this experiential 
co-existence raises for organizing human social life 
regards the mutual responsibility that caring 
leadership implies. For instance, the way that a 
person directs his/her own growth by developing the 
self, regulating personal self-skills, or taking care of 
life-optimism, the person shows responsibility toward 
all people who are potentially acting in relation to the 
self. Again, the existential-phenomenological view of 
experience has implications for caring leadership as 
mutual responsibility between experiencing subjects 
without emphasizing the social positions of the leader 
and the followers. 

 
According to the current approach, it is possible to 
both detect positive signals and ensure a performance 
that values human being as individuals and 
interactive subjects. However, this does not mean that 
negative, disturbing, or otherwise unwanted 
situations are neglected (Losada & Heaphy, 2004; 
Rego et al., 2012; Syväjärvi & Kesti, 2012). In 
knowledge-intensive and emotionally intelligent 
work communities, the current approach of caring 
leadership seems to enable a positive meaning, 
climate, interaction, and experience. Now, both 
individual and interactive development needs can be 
seen, in addition to the guiding values that will 
support the recognition and selection of a certain 
action in relation to work community intelligence. 
All of these are important viewpoints for managing 
positive organizational behavior. Psychology and 
leadership research has proposed that effective 
applications are needed for these purposes (Luthans 
& Youssef, 2007; Syväjärvi et al., 2005). We argue 
that caring leadership is one promising approach. 
 
To conclude, both individual and group competencies 
increase social awareness and positive capabilities, 
which can be linked to various development actions. 
The importance of both social identity and self-
categorization, when it is vital to experience 
belonging to certain social workgroup, can be 
underlined together with some emotional and value 
significance to oneself. Furthermore, the process of 
experiencing the self as a human being and an 
interchangeable person was highlighted. Luthans and 
Yuossef (2007) indicated that positive state-like 
capacities are flexible and thus open to change and 
development. The current study shows that both 
individual and group development competencies or 
shared experiences will lead to awareness and 
improvements toward knowledge work communities 
(see Argote & Miron-Spektor, 2011; Hmieleski et al., 
2012). 
 
Caring leadership reflects that an authentic, 
experience-based, and critical positive framework 
may trigger the development of a happy and sensitive 
work climate and strength-based knowledge 
organization. Caring leadership does not focus only 
on the individual person, as it also considers the 
impact of social groups, organizations, and 
managements in shaping positive work communities. 
Caring leadership is needed in order to highlight the 
human bias, identity, and development in a work 
community. It also has a clear link to emotional 
intelligence in workplaces, and indeed, caring 
leadership is interested in what really goes on in 
organizations and with human beings. Caring 
leadership is not only for work community 
performance, happiness, and success; it is also 
strongly after and for human experience. 
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