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RESEARCH

Leadership in change in dance education: experiences of 
principals in Finnish dance education institutes
Katja Köngäs , Kaarina Määttä and Satu Uusiautti

Faculty of Education, University of Lapland, Rovaniemi, Finland

ABSTRACT
In this article, we analyze what it means to be the principal of 
a dance education institution. The data were obtained from princi-
pals of Finnish dance education institutions before the Covid-19 
outbreak and during the pandemic in 2019 and 2020: 30 principals 
participated in a survey, six principals in a focus group interview, 
and 19 principals were interviewed personally. The data were ana-
lyzed using qualitative content analysis. In the data obtained before 
the pandemic, the principals reported the special nature of their 
work: being a leader in an art education institution was inspiring, 
wide-ranging, and necessitated a variety of skills – but it was also 
a burden the main problems being time management and ability to 
provide good teaching and learning conditions at the institutions. 
With the development of Covid-19, their responsibilities increased 
considerably. Based on the findings, four elements of leadership 
were categorized: (1) cognitive elements (such as various skills, 
knowledge, education, and experience); (2) affective elements 
(such as attitudes, emotions, and experiences); (3) functional ele-
ments (such as special premises and practices of dance education); 
and (4) social elements (such as the work community, organization, 
networks, and professional collaboration). The research contributes 
a unique perspective on leadership in art education institutions.

Introduction

In this article, we paint a picture of what it means to be a principal of a dance education 
institute. Our purpose is to contribute a less studied viewpoint to leadership studies and 
the research on dance and art education.

To better understand the context of this research, it is worth knowing that basic 
education in arts has an established position in Finland as an independent form of 
education. The Finnish basic education in arts is a somewhat unique education system 
that forms a legislated part of comprehensive education (633/1998). The Finnish basic 
education in the arts is part of a formal education that progresses from one level to the 
next, and that is tied to a national curriculum of its own. The education in nine different 
art forms, of which dance is one, is primarily aimed at children and young people. The 
education provides students with the skills to express themselves as well as the ability to 
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apply for vocational training and education or higher education in their chosen field. 
Basic education in the arts is provided on an extracurricular basis, and it encourages 
long-term commitment to the studies, aiming to form and develop a life-long relation-
ship with the art field. The control system for basic education in the arts is formed by the 
Act on Basic Education in the Arts (633/1998), decree (813/1998), the criteria for Basic 
Education in the Arts prepared by the Finnish National Agency for Education, and the 
curriculum approved by the education provider (Luoma, 2020, pp. 7–8; Finnish National 
Agency for Education, 2013, 2017).

The Finnish educational system consists of education progressing from one level to 
the next, such as early childhood education and care, pre-primary education, basic 
education, preparatory education and training in general upper secondary schools and 
vocational institutes, education in universities and universities of applied sciences, labor 
market training and basic education in the arts. In addition, the education system 
includes so-called non-formal education, which is provided by, for example, folk high 
schools, adult education centers, summer universities, open universities, and open uni-
versities of applied sciences. The non-formal education also includes activities provided 
by organizations, unions and associations organizing leisure activities. Additionally, non- 
formal education or education in which the activity has a pedagogical and educational 
function, is provided by, for example, children’s cultural centers, museums and youth 
centers (Ministry of Education and Culture, 2021).

Usually, municipalities arrange art education, but the Ministry of Education and 
Culture can give permission to a federation of municipalities, a registered organization, 
or a foundation to arrange art education and receive state funding. In Finland, the basic 
education in arts is based on levels and a national curriculum that are provided starting 
from early childhood. The basic education in arts includes nine forms of art: architecture, 
visual arts, handicraft, media, literary art, circus, dance, and theater. The development of 
art education in Finland has been traced through various reports paying attention to the 
regional availability and funding of art education, for example, (Garoff, 2019; Luoma, 
2020; Marsio, 2013; Suominen, 2019). A multidisciplinary research project called ‘Arts 
Equal’ (2015–2021) analyzes how art as a public service can increase societal equality and 
well-being (Karttunen & Houni, 2018).

In the 2020s, leadership in enterprises and organizations is perceived as a more 
versatile and complex task than earlier. Leadership is already viewed as contradictory 
due to the challenge of defining the concept. Leadership necessitates wide-ranging 
expertise and knowledge (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007, pp. 299–300). Furthermore, in Finland 
and elsewhere, changes in organizations, curricula, and funding have shaped the work of 
leaders in educational institutions, although art education institutions are somewhat of 
an exception (Karikoski, 2009, p. 14; Vuohijoki, 2006; Luoma 2020). Leadership in dance 
education institutes is formed in and tied to the institutional environment. On the one 
hand, laws, guidelines, and permissions to arrange education frame the nature of leader-
ship. On the other hand, the special features of basic education in arts and institutional 
emphases play an important role (Osborn et al., 2014, pp. 11–12).

The purpose of this research is to investigate the work of Finnish principals of dance 
education institutes in the 2020s. The leading conception is that these education institu-
tions are creative and versatile environments where leadership, art, and expertise are 
constructed in everyday work and encounters. Leading an art education institute is 
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a special task because in addition to institutional management, the work requires an 
artistic side (see also, Filippelli, 2013; Freedman, 2007). Dance, dance research, art 
education, and the impacts of dancing on well-being have been studied abundantly, 
but fewer studies have focused on leadership in art education (Zeitner, 2016; Zeitner 
et al., 2015). In addition, mainstream leadership research has been limited to individual- 
centered and theorizing models of leadership. During the past few decades, new ways of 
conceptualizing leadership have emerged, such as perceiving leadership as a shared 
reality or through bodily experiences (Sinclair, 2005, pp. 387–388; Ropo & Sauer, 
2008). Indeed, traditional leadership research does not analyze leadership widely enough 
and often focuses on individual traits of leaders that are directly applied in art education 
settings. Our purpose is to give voice to principles of dance education institutions and 
provide a data-based analysis of the leadership elements in dance education.

Leadership in dance education institutes

Leadership theories have relied on Western individualism (see e.g. Bass 1990; Northouse, 
2019; Seeck, 2008; Sydänmaanlakka, 2003, 2004). According to these principles and 
Cartesian dualism, a human being is perceived as separate from his or her environment 
and other people. This trend in leadership has been accompanied by new leadership 
theories that understand leadership as a shared reality and bodily expressions (Ropo & 
Sauer, 2008, p. 567). The analysis of bodily experiences provides one useful way of 
approaching leadership in art education institutions (see also, Adler, 2006; Austin & 
Devin, 2003; Bathurst et al., 2010; Hughes et al., 2009; Zeitner et al., 2015).

For example, Zeitner et al.’s (2015) research analyzed how to use dancing as a part of 
leadership studies. He refers to Howard Gardner’s (1993) theory of multiple intelligences, 
in which kinesthetic intelligence can be seen as part of the leadership and future planning 
in organizations. Based on the qualitative interview data among artists and scholars of 
dance studies and leadership studies, dance studies may increase co-operation and 
communication, as well as broaden the understanding of embodied leadership 
(Zeitner, 2016). The focus of the Zeitner´s research (Zeitner, 2016) was to discover 
how dance was used within the context of leadership education from a cross- 
disciplinary perspective. The topics investigated included how the art form of dance 
was used to inform, develop, or enhance leader-follower communication, problem- 
solving skills, team collaboration, and the development of self-awareness (see also, 
Adler, 2006; Denhardt & Denhardt, 2006; Ropo & Sauer, 2008; Taylor & Ladkin, 2009).

Likewise, Bozic and Olsson’s (2012) study found connecting factors between the 
development of business and creative processes of professional dancers (see also, 
Carter, 1984; Kaddar, 2009; Prioleau, 2001). Bozic and Olsson (2012) proposed that 
business managers could, for example, learn improvisational skills from dance artists, 
which would help them better cope with the turbulent and rapidly changing environment 
they are facing today. Improvisation includes reflection, which helps dancers critically 
approach their ideas (78–80). The authors also pointed out how diversity within teams 
and groups plays an important role in contemporary dance. It is very common for 
dancers to work across borders and collaborate with people from different backgrounds 
and cultures. In addition, in improvisation or in a creative process, a dancer or 
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choreographer creates frames for the creative flow to happen in the team. This leads to 
a situation where creating in the moment and not knowing what is coming next require 
embracing the uncertainty and enjoying the journey into the unknown.

Filippelli (2013) described the history and arrangement of music, dance, and theater 
education, and also paid some attention to leadership in art education institutions (see 
also, Risner, 2007). This action research provides an interesting viewpoint on the devel-
opment of art education from the perspective of leadership. Bennett et al. (2019) con-
ducted research about leadership in music education institutions.

Ladkin & Taylor (2010) studied leadership as ‘the space between’ the leader and the 
follower. The viewpoint was based on Merleau-Ponty’s idea of intertwined embodiment, 
immanence, and cognition. The world can be understood only through the interactions 
between these phenomena (see also, Ropo & Parviainen, 2001; Ropo & Sauer, 2008). 
According to Ladkin & Taylor (2010), organizational research has started to better 
understand the concept of embodiment. Based on constructivist principles, leadership 
is constructed in social interactions within various organizational processes and prac-
tices, and is tied to the environments in which leading takes place (Ropo & Sauer, 2008, 
pp. 561–562).

Adler (2006), Ladkin (2008), and Ropo and Sauer (2008) highlighted the esthetic and 
bodily nature of leadership. Ropo and Sauer (2008) specified that various forms of art 
help understand leadership as a new kind of experiential phenomenon. According to this 
view, experientiality is connected to embodiment, which means that embodiment can be 
understood as a way of being, a means of experiencing the world, people, and things. 
Embodiment is a source of knowledge that helps leadership emerge and form (see also, 
Adler, 2006; Ladkin & Taylor, 2010; Taylor & Ladkin, 2009).

Denhardt & Denhardt (2006) research pursued similarities between dance art and 
leadership (see also, Harding, 2010; Harrison & Akinc, 2000; Klein, 1999). Leadership can 
be defined as an art form. Elements of dance, such as space, time, energy, the meaning of 
rhythm in human interactions, tempo in teams and organizations, could be key elements 
when talking about leadership and management development.

According to Ladkin (2010), various forms of art, such as theater, have been used to 
develop leadership. Awareness of leadership in similar fields can help construct an 
understanding of leadership in art education institutions, such as ones providing dance 
education. This review also led us to focus on bodily, experiential, and relational leader-
ship in this research. According to Anttila (2018), Finnish and international education 
research still lacks knowledge about bodily learning and embodiment in schools and 
organizations (see Ladkin 2010, 65–66; Ropo, 2011, pp. 207–208). Ropo (2011) identified 
a turn in leadership research in the 2010s from cognitive and rational toward a holistic, 
experiential, and symbolic understanding.

Method

In this research, the concept of leadership is viewed through social constructivism, 
according to which knowledge is built in social processes and interactions, locally and 
in a context-bound manner (Bruner, 1985, p. 6; Young & Collin, 2004, p. 374; Cohen 
et al., 2004, pp. 409–410). The context can be seen as the context of the research 
participants and that of the main researcher N.N., who also works as a principal of 
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a dance education institute. Thus, the researcher’s understanding of the context is tied to 
the research and the meaning of constructs in the research. These meanings are cultural, 
local, situational, and role specific. The purpose of the research is to describe leadership 
as perceived by the principals of dance education institutes (see also, Fairhurst & Grant, 
2010, p. 172; Collinson, 2006, pp. 179–180; Grint, 2016, pp. 1473–1474). This research 
sought to answer the following research question: What are the main elements of 
leadership in dance education institutes providing basic education in art?

The data were obtained in two phases. The first phase took place in September– 
October 2019. In this phase, all principals (N = 70) of the Finnish dance education 
institutes that were members of the Association of Dance Institutes in Finland were 
contacted. Thirty of them participated in the survey and six of them were also inter-
viewed in a focus group interview. In the second phase, 19 principals were personally 
interviewed. Five of them had not participated in the survey. The interviews were 
conducted between November 2019 and July 2020.

Altogether, 34 principals participated in the research representing 49% of the 
member institutes. Their work experience as principals varied as follows: less than 
five years (n = 8), 6–10 years (n = 10), 11–15 years (n = 3), 16–20 years (n = 4), 21– 
25 years (n = 2), 26–30 years (n = 4) and over 30 years (n = 3). The size of their 
dance education institutes was reported as the number of subordinates: 1–5 sub-
ordinates (n = 7), 6–10 subordinates (n = 9), 11–20 subordinates (n = 4), 21–50 
subordinates (n = 9), and more than 50 subordinates (n = 4). The research 
participants were coded with the codes P1–P34. One of the participants did not 
have any subordinates.

The survey included three sections: (1) background questions (e.g. age, work 
experience, leadership education); (2) questions about the contents of the principal’s 
job (e.g. tasks, number of followers, size of the institution); and (3) questions about 
leadership experiences (e.g. challenges and demands of leadership, meaning at 
work). The purpose was to obtain basic information about the principals, their 
work experience and backgrounds, and initial thoughts about leadership in dance 
education institutes.

Both the focus group interview and personal interviews were conducted to gain 
a deeper understanding of leadership as perceived by the principals. The interviews 
were free form and allowed the principals to explore their experiences, opinions, and 
perceptions widely. They were asked about the special features of leadership, important 
features of leadership, themselves as leaders, and the special nature of dance education 
institutes. In the personal interviews, the principals were also asked to describe their 
paths to becoming principals.

The survey data were analyzed with SPSS software for descriptive statistics. The 
interview data were analyzed with NVivo12 software. The analysis followed the princi-
ples of qualitative content analysis (see, e.g. Mayring, 2000; Sandelowski, 2000). The data 
were coded with the following themes: principals’ tasks, successes, and positive leader-
ship experiences, and challenges and demands of leadership. After the initial coding, the 
data were arranged into clusters that aided vertical and horizontal sketching (Creswell & 
Plano Clark, 2018, p. 214). During the analysis, the findings were also outlined visually: 
the clusters resulted in word clouds that helped highlight how often certain words 
appeared in the principals’ interviews.
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Findings

Based on the data analysis, the principals’ experiences and perceptions were categorized 
in four elements: cognitive, affective, functional, and social elements.

Cognitive elements

The cognitive elements consisted of the skills and knowledge necessary for the leadership 
work. In the principles’ descriptions, the demands and challenges were often connected 
to special issues at work such as information technology, marketing, various adminis-
trative systems, and legislation. In addition, an increase in bureaucratic work, for 
example, reporting and collective labor agreements, was often mentioned in the data.

Another set of cognitive elements in principals’ perceptions was related to time 
management, workload, and coping with stress. All participants reported that they had 
a long-term relationship with dance and many also taught alongside their principal’s 
duties. Altogether 13 principals mentioned as their titles ‘both dance teachers and 
principals’, while 20 of them identified themselves as principals. One’s title was ‘a 
dance artist’. The majority of the principals had work experience as art teachers. This 
resulted in the principals often perceiving their work through their art teacher role. While 
teaching represented an extra burden to them, they also perceived teaching as a pleasing 
part of their work:

Dance teaching is . . . a free moment from this all administrative work. When I am there in 
the dance hall, it signifies an encounter. And it is sort of concrete. (P16)

Some of the principals described that they did not have teaching responsibilities but 
served as substitute teachers when needed and taught art groups during their free time. 
Those who did not have teaching responsibilities mentioned that one of their cognitive 
resources was to follow students’ work, their successes and progress, and produce and 
execute various productions. They wanted to enable others’ work. Successful shows were 
a concrete resource among their manifold tasks.

In addition, all principals perceived art teaching as an important part of the current 
values of art education and teaching. The principals brought up that art institutes fulfill 
a societal task that represents the wider values and responsibilities of basic education in 
art. In the interviews, they argued that leadership was intertwined with the values of art 
teaching, something they wanted to invest in, and that this connection constructed the 
nature of their leadership.

This is really demanding . . . I feel that my resources have constantly been stretched over the 
limits . . . I do not really have time to do anything. I would like to invest more in teaching 
because working with the students is the most important thing to me. This administrative 
part is the compulsory part. I feel like a little bit like I’m underperforming in everything. 
(P28)

According to the principals’ perceptions, their work was versatile and demanded various 
skills and knowledge. It included many areas of planning, from planning operations, 
finances, productions, schedules, and premises, to planning recruitment and human 
resources in general. Familiarity with labor agreements and the latest legislation was 
frequently mentioned in the survey and interviews. While becoming familiar was not 
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considered challenging per se, the lack of time for it was. The principals were bound by 
educational–political goals, such as permissions, curricula, and funding, which provided 
the framework for their planning and decision-making.

Functional elements

Functional elements in principals’ work included the economic framework, premises, 
and teaching resources. One of the main challenges reported by principals was problems 
with the premises. Basic education in dancing is implemented as group teaching that 
necessitates not only halls for practicing, but also mirrors, dance mats, possibly ballet 
poles, efficient air conditioning, and sound reproduction equipment. The principals also 
mentioned that during the Covid-19 pandemic, the majority of dance education insti-
tutes moved to a hybrid teaching model. This necessitated hiring more premises to 
provide more space for smaller groups, and providing suitable software, speakers, and 
cameras to be used in dance halls for remote teaching. The principals described their 
perceived burden and stress in a concrete manner:

The constant lack of dance premises is burdening and takes time. (P12)

It is stressful, especially now with corona this spring. We had to leave our old premises 
during this hassle. And then look for new premises and renovate them. So, at this moment, 
I am really stressed . . . This is not a job but a form of life and a lifestyle. (P7)

A quarter of the principals mentioned constant economic challenges. This covered all 
institutes, regardless of whether they were private or state institutes. Although the state 
institutes had more secure funding, it was not perceived as sufficient. Funding provided 
the foundation for functioning at every level: recruiting, planning, premises, and 
equipment. A special feature of the Finnish education system is that the study fees 
for basic education in art should be moderate. Therefore, the institutes have to find 
other ways of attaining extra funding, which the principals considered their responsi-
bility as leaders. 

You have to be awake all the time so that, for example, we get enough show days or so that 
our funding will not be cut. (P4)

The economy worries me the most. (P13)

The principals had been wondering whether one reason for the lack of support was also 
the unappreciation of the art form of dance:

I am leading the institute in a place where dance is not considered equal to other forms of art 
in basic art education. So, work for it needs more effort than usual. (P27)

The principals could also name successes that were related to functional elements of 
leadership. These experiences emerged when ‘things are going well’ and the principals 
received positive feedback and thanks ‘for whatever’, as one of the principals 
expressed.

I feel that I have succeeded when things go as planned, students/parents/teachers are happy 
and when the financial statement is not negative. (P 9)
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I feel that I have succeeded when I am not needed and everything works. (P 17)

I feel that I have succeeded as a leader when open discussion and spontaneous opinions take 
over ‘the space’. When ideas, plans and joy of work start living their own lives. When 
listening is real and asking questions possible. (P 8)

Social elements

According to the data, the principals perceived they work as very social in nature. The 
special feature of the personnel was that they were creative experts and leading them 
necessitated sensitivity to understand creativity as fundamental to their work. This was 
highlighted by the principals in the interviews. Of course, the principals also referred to 
so-called regular leadership responsibilities, such as administrative activities, hiring, 
accounting, and planning operations. Successes in leading people were perceived as 
especially important and positive.

Relationships with teachers, students, parents, the city or municipality, and other 
partners were part of the social dimension of the principals’ work. This was emphasized 
in several sections of the data. The principals reported that networking in general was 
crucial, but they also pondered how to increase it, for example, in relation to politicians 
or partners, given their limited economic or time resources. All time was allocated to 
leading the operation of the institute.

We should start doing lobbying for this towards municipal decision-makers. The question 
arises, where do you get the resources for this? . . . I do not think I am the only head of 
a dance school whose time is on the card all the time. (P 10)

Despite the social nature of their work, the principals did not necessarily have a team to 
share tasks. Various responsibilities (e.g. related to reporting and funding) were con-
sidered to be increasing and making up a larger share of their work, to the detriment of 
their social relationships in the workplace.

Still, almost half the principals mentioned that the positive elements of their work 
were their personnel and students. They reported that their workplaces had a reciprocal 
work culture and a positive sense of togetherness prevailed. The successes were experi-
enced when:

. . . someone in the workplace succeeds well in his or her tasks. (P11)

When I can help and support colleagues and followers in their job, for example, in problem 
situations. (P21)

When a new teacher who has just started here starts to blossom and finds his or her own way 
of working. (P23)

Successful recruitments, appreciation, and a positive atmosphere were the foundation of 
well-being that produced social elements in the principals’ work.
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Affective elements

Affective elements in the principals’ work were attitudes and emotions toward the work. 
Like the three previous elements, the principals perceived the affective elements also as 
demands and resources.

Based on the data, it seemed that the work was inspiring but burdensome. Coping, 
maintaining health, lacking time, and numerous tasks were considered challenging. 
These perceptions were not tied to the size of the institute but were shared by all 
principals.

However, what they also shared was their passion for dance, which was ignited during 
their childhood or youth. The principals explained that work that included dance was 
a clear reason for thriving, coping, and feeling motivated and inspired. The majority of all 
research participants (n = 26 principals) reported that they liked their work.

Leading an institute is an operation with positive things. I associate my work with positive 
things. (P13)

The ability to become inspired is a really important feature to a leader, and especially in this 
kind of artistic field. So, the leader keeps it alive and sort of sweeps the crowd along. I have 
been enthusiastic as hell about this dancing. (P1)

Administration and pedagogical leadership were perceived challenging but rewarding as 
well. The principals pointed out that pedagogical leadership important, but while the 
principals wanted to offer support, they had to consider economic and time resources. In 
the social element, a lack of time to meet with people, such as students, teachers, and 
parents, challenged the social interaction according to the principals’ perceptions:

When you have to lead the whole puzzle at the same time, you feel that you cannot do it all 
simultaneously but have to choose between several important things. (P7)

There is not enough time. Workdays are long, 9–10 hours, and productions on top of that 
and usually on weekends. (P3)

Most of the problems sort of originate from that passion, the followers’ passion for this form 
of art. Of course, there is this enormous power and enormous energy and the greatness of 
this art, but then again, the people do their jobs with their personalities and not in a career- 
oriented manner, including us principals. (P24)

Several principals mentioned loneliness at work in referring to their position as the only 
leader. At the time of the interviews 3 of the interviewed principals (N = 19) were on sick 
leave. Partly, this was due to the workload caused by the pandemic that began in Finland 
in March 2020, when schools moved to the distance education mode.

I miss a partner with whom to discuss the work and to develop and share things, also work 
tasks. Loneliness is a challenge, also when it comes to remembering all duties. (P6)

Loneliness was balanced by collegial support from other principals. Encounters with 
them were perceived as empowering. However, support in everyday work was missing, 
according to the principals’ perceptions.
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Discussion

The findings of this research were based on a survey and interviews of principals in 
Finnish dance education institutes. The number of respondents can be considered as 
appropriate, as almost half of all principals participated in the research. They represented 
institutes of various sizes and forms across Finland. Therefore, we argue that the data 
included multiple voices and experiences. In addition, data triangulation allowed for 
profound analysis and increased reliability (Shenton, 2014). The fact that the first author 
is the principal of a dance education institute herself ensured that she could understand 
the context of the experiences and perceptions that the principals revealed in the data. It 
was these unifying factors and the similarity of vocabulary that contributed to compre-
hension. Working in the same context and position as the principal of an art education 
school of dance, at least to some extent, could share a common reality with the inter-
viewees. With researcher triangulation, which in this case meant coauthoring, we sought 
to avoid overinterpretations and analyze the findings from different perspectives (Wray 
et al., 2007).

The purpose of this research was to analyze leadership in dance education institutes as 
a contextual phenomenon. Therefore, the principals were given a voice and could decide 
which elements of their work they wanted to highlight. The findings revealed that certain 
categories illustrated their work; they included both challenging and inspiring elements 
that were shared by principals regardless of their work experience, gender, or the form of 
their dance education institute.

It was evident that the connection to dance also formed their leadership. Grint (2001) 
suggested that leadership could be viewed through the lens of various arts or as an 
ensemble of art forms. Grint compared leadership with fine arts, martial arts, performing 

Figure 1. The artistic resources of leadership in dance education institutes.
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arts, and philosophy (see also, Ladkin, 2008, pp. 37–38). In this research, the principals’ 
leadership perceptions could be viewed through cognitive, affective, functional, and 
social elements. To better understand this categorization, we also analyzed which factors 
within the elements appeared to be challenging or burdening, and supportive or inspir-
ing. Within these extremes, the principals’ artistic resources could be seen as the under-
lying element of successful leadership in dance education institutes (see, Figure 1).

In the cognitive element, while all administrative and legislative information required 
skills and knowledge, the supportive resource was a profound understanding of the 
meaning of dance to the personnel and students. Artistic knowledge and expertise 
represented the cognitive resource of leadership in dance education institutes. This can 
also be contrasted to the role of meaning at work, and for leaders, the fact is that if they 
can be loyal to their values and ideas about leadership (Arnold et al., 2007; Uusiautti & 
Määttä, 2014).

In the functional element, a lack of funding, challenges with premises, and changes in 
teaching arrangements were burdensome. Recruiting good employees, receiving support 
with teaching arrangements so that dance was the core of planning, and staying on track 
with funding provided experiences of successes in the principals’ work. Finding creative 
art-based solutions represented the functional resource of leadership in dance education 
institutes. Basically, the functional resource means that the leader finds himself or herself 
being able to find effective solutions and trust in his or her abilities to solve problems and 
make good decisions (see also, Breevaart & Zacher, 2019; De Cremer & Van 
Knippenberg, 2004).

In the social element, not being able to spend enough time with followers, students, 
and partners, as well as feeling lonely in the leader’s role were the major burdens in the 
principals’ work. This is a common perspective among leaders from different educational 
fields and support the findings related to the social element (see, e.g. Grunberg et al., 
2019; Normore, 2004; Uusiautti, 2013). Finding collegial support, being able to work with 
like-minded people who appreciate dance and art in general, and seeing the progress in 
students and dance teachers provided important social experiences in the principals’ 
work (see also, Avey et al., 2011). Getting support from the artistic community repre-
sented the social resource of leadership in dance education institutes.

In the affective element, while the workload was perceived as occasionally overwhelm-
ing and coping with stress and various demands and expectations prevailed, passion for 
art and dance kept the principals’ enthusiasm high and provided positive emotions 
during the day. Artistic passion represented the affective resource of leadership in 
dance education institutes. Indeed, previous studies have showed how important it is 
to get positive experiences at work leading also to work engagement, one of the key 
concepts of describing such positive affective state (see, e.g. Karima & Uusiautti, 2018; 
Schaufeli et al., 2002).

Conclusion

The purpose of this research was to analyze leadership in the context of dance 
education institutes. We leaned on the idea of perceiving leadership widely and 
through art-based experiences (see, also Ropo, 2011; Zeitner et al., 2015). It became 
evident that it was the artistic core of the work that supported the principals’ leadership 
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work. Their passion for dance helped them cope with the demands of leadership. It also 
helped them understand their employees and support their job. The findings showed 
how wide their repertoire of tasks was, regardless of the size and form of their 
institutes. Their enthusiasm about dance, appreciation of teachers’ work, and various 
challenges typical of the current situation prevailed in the data. All these were also 
connected to their leadership roles.

The Covid-19 situation further challenged the work of principals (Williamson et al., 
2020). Dance education is a form of education that necessitates proximity and close 
encounters with students (Heyang & Rose, 2020). Restructuring teaching and developing 
new arrangements and premises for education increased principals’ workload consider-
ably. Coming up with home-based solutions and new protocols for face-to-face and 
blended teaching in dance education were tasks that principals and faculty had to face 
together (see also, Tariao & Yang, 2021). The principals’ responsibility for ongoing 
operation and teaching, employees, and students highlighted the role of the basic 
resources of the principals’ work.

There are not many leadership training programs tailored specifically to art education 
principals. Yet, the need for collegial support was evident in this study. The principals 
appreciated sharing experiences with their colleagues and sought support for their 
solutions. However, training programs or events aimed at basic education principals 
did not always meet the needs of principals in art education institutes. It is clear that 
leadership training should acknowledge the special nature of art education as a part of 
leadership. The research at hand provides tools to analyze the leadership resources and 
build training that pays attention to the core elements of leadership in art education 
institutes.
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