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ABSTRACT 

Boesen-Muhonen, Kira. 2019. Leading everyday complexity. Master's Thesis in 

Educational Leadership. University of Jyväskylä. Faculty of Education and 

Psychology. 

People around the globe perceive that the world around us is becoming more 

and more complex all the time. It has become a mantra, which we hear all the 

time and everywhere. What does it really mean, and what can we do about it, 

other than just keep repeating it everywhere? There might be a risk that we are 

using complexity as a general explanation to almost everything, with a supposi-

tion that it is all beyond our power. If we don´t understand the essence of what 

we are dealing with, it is much more difficult to nourish creativity and confidence 

which would help us to cope with it. Could we learn to bear with complexity as 

an everyday normal condition, to which we have power over? 

This qualitative case study tries to understand the complexity and complex-

ity leadership in Savonlinnan Taidelukio, a senior secondary school with a spe-

cial emphasis on music or visual arts. The purpose of the study is to find out, 

mainly by interviewing teachers, how the participants understand and experi-

ence the complexity and what kind of leadership practices do they find support-

ive to cope with complexity in their daily working lives. These interview results 

are compared with four (4) theoretical aspects from complexity and transforma-

tional leadership with an aim to build a better understanding of the phenomenon 

and to find possible connections between the practie and the theories. 

Keywords: attributional complexity, cognitive complex ability, complex adap-

tive system, complexity, complexity leadership, enabling adaptive space, trans-

formational leadership, senior high school, Savonlinnan Taidelukio  
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1 INTRODUCTION

My personal interest in the phenomenon has risen from what I experience around 

me in working life, in student life, and even in people´s personal lives. It seems 

to me that everybody is in a constant state of “stressful something” which they 

shall have to get over with to be able to return to a “normal state”. So often, I hear 

people talking “after we get over this, then...” but the problem seems to be that 

this “normal state” never comes. Maybe that stems from our world, which is de-

scribed as being more and more complex all the time. Should we learn to deal 

with that as an everyday condition and not as an exception? This might require 

a paradigm change in our thinking, to be able to bear with constant uncertainty 

and incompleteness. 

According to Urry (2006, p. 112) conditions and processes in different as-

pects are getting more and more complex in time-space, in human relationships, 

economics, technology, nature, products, networks, etc., and this has created a 

belief that complexity is somehow self-organizing to penetrate all over the word. 

Procedures of the contemporary culture and the increasing amount of particles 

in productions are producing even more complex outcomes, such as increased 

antibiotic resistance, adjusting viruses like Aids or Ebola, or high technology in-

ventions that are faster and faster overcoming the previous ones (Urry, 2006, p. 

112). If we assume that, this same is happening, not only in productions of differ-

ent types, but also in everyday lives; human relationships, globalisation, mobil-

ity, general diversity, or balancing between work and family, it creates a sensa-

tion that we have to balance with constant rapid changes. That eventually may 

cause stress and burnout.  

Sweetman (2010, p. 1) suggests that to retain sustainable in complex organ-

isations and environments, it is important to enable creativity and innovative ac-

tion. Leadership research, which tries to find solutions to these challenges, has 

grown significantly in past decades (Dinh, J. E., 2014, p. 9) and at the same time, 

leadership strategies which have been based on top-down leadership are turning 

much more towards shared strategies.  Leadership theories attract researchers 



 

and that has offered a growing and diverse field for them (Dinh, J. E. 2014, p. 9). 

Complexity leadership theory, as complexity science aims to find and generate 

systems with an ability to reorganize themselves effectively through time (Urry, 

J., 2006, p. 114). 

Uhl-Bien, M. (2017, p. 14-17) talks about leading for adaptability and di-

vides complexity leadership in three segments: operational, entrepreneurial, and 

enabling. He also suggests, based on research that these three qualities are all 

necessary to build and strengthen creativity and innovative thinking. Opera-

tional leaders try to minimize the obstacles which are on the way towards inno-

vations, entrepreneurial leaders actively search diverse models and purposely 

strengthen collaboration, and enabling leaders to operate in between and on this 

all to nurture, feed, and fuel in diverse ways to unleash all the intelligence for the 

organization (Uhl-Bien, 2017, p. 14-17). As a conclusion of the research, they came 

up with a solution to change a complex system to a complex adaptive system, 

where three segments of leadership are creating a leading model to enable to face 

complexity with complexity (Uhl-Bien, 2017, p. 19).  

Transformational leadership theory has also allocated same kind of ideas 

by emphasizing positive results of cognitive complexity (Sun, 2012, p. 1001) 

which, according to research, significantly advances abilities to manage complex 

environment. Furthermore, Sun (2012, p. 2002) points out that transformational 

leadership has been noted in the literature as having positive results when it 

comes to organization´s wellbeing, performance, and effectiveness, and it has 

been shown to involve greater and more diverse understanding for individuals 

and their behaviour as well as including stronger values and more sophisticated 

evaluation of behaviour. A person with more cognitive complex ability analyses 

from several perspectives taking into consideration many possibilities and un-

derstanding deeper reasoning (Sun, 2012, p. 2003), and is also connected with an 

ability to more complex moral reasoning (Turner et al., 2002, p. 306). When this 

kind of cognitive complexity is used in social judgement it is understood as at-

tributional complexity, which is considered as important element of transforma-

tional leadership (Sun, 2012, p. 1006).   



 

1.1 A case study in Savonlinnan Taidelukio 

This case study was conducted in the same school where I, myself work and have 

worked almost for ten years, as a part-time theatre teacher. I, not only as a re-

searcher but also as a teacher, am an insider in the school and I have a long history 

in the organization. On the other hand, I have never been one of the permanent 

full-time teachers. I am representing a person coming from a “different world”, 

theatre. I sometimes feel like an insider, but at other times more or less as an alien. 

In our school, visual arts or music has emphasis alongside with general studies, 

and theatre studies are offered as an optional and integrated program.  

By interviewing teachers who were willing to participate, I tried to under-

stand how they understand and experience complexity in their everyday work-

ing lives and how, or if, the results connect with the theory I reviewed for this 

thesis. At the same time, I tried to identify leadership practises, which interview-

ees find and experience helpful and supportive when coping with complexity, 

and even experiencing this phenomenon as a normal state. If a theory suggests 

that we should face complexity with complexity (Uhl-Bien, 2017, p. 19), how 

should we understand that in practise? What kind of connection can be found 

between the interview results, the leadership theories around Complex Adaptive 

System and Attributional complexity, and my personal experience in the world 

of education and leadership? Do we need a paradigm change in our understand-

ing of constant uncertainty and incompleteness?  

 

 

 



 

2 LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Complexity in science 

According to Urry, J. (2006. p. 112) complexity has been described to have become 

a terminological phenomenon in sciences, in many fields, and that it has created 

a belief that complexity is somehow self-organizing to penetrate all over the 

word. Conditions and processes in different aspects are getting more and more 

complex in time-space, in human relationships, economics, technology, nature, 

products, networks etc.  

Complexity science aims to find and generate systems with an ability to re-

organize themselves affectively through time (Urry, J., 2006, p. 114). 

2.1.1 Understanding complexity 

According to Uhl-Bien, M. (2007, 2009) and Uhl-Bien and Arena (2017), explain-

ing complexity is not simple at all. Complexity is often compared to complicated 

and rich interconnectivity, but it is not quite that. Finally, Uhl-Bien (2017) gives 

an example by comparing jumbo jet and mayonnaise, which makes it much easier 

to understand, at least in theory. Both of them have many parts, but when you 

mix the ingredients of mayonnaise, you can´t separate them anymore back to 

what they were. However, the jumbo jet, no matter how complicated structure it 

really is, can be disassembled back into its original parts. 

Comparing complexity to rich interconnectivity means that if you add the 

word “rich” in front of interconnectivity, you get close to the meaning:  When 

normal interconnectivity becomes rich, the parts that are connecting, shape and 

change each other and the whole, in an unexpected manner (Uhl-Bien, 2017). Uhl-

Bien (2017) continues how this explains a difference between complexity and 

complicated, whereas a complicated thing may have numerous intricate parts, 

but when they are acting, they don´t change each other. Wilson, M. (2009) applies 
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complexity theory into a social network -thinking, and compares changes be-

tween parts and components to the randomness of social relationships and struc-

tures.  

Urry, J. (2006. p. 112) described how complexity as a phenomenon has cre-

ated a belief that complexity is somehow self-organizing to penetrate all over the 

world in diverse aspects, which might support the idea that not much can be 

done about it. Urry, (2006. p. 112) continues noting that cause and effect of the 

contemporary culture and the increasing amount of particles in productions, are 

producing even more complex results, such as increased antibiotic resistance, ad-

justing viruses like Aids or Ebola, or high technology inventions that are faster 

and faster overcoming the previous ones. 

2.1.2 Perspectives to complexity 

To give this phenomenon a different angle, Urry (2006, p. 112) refers to Davis 

(2000), who talks about the paradox of many nature lovers aiming the preserve 

such “nature-values”, which nature actually itself seems to scatter, “there is no 

such thing as nature´s balance”. Urry (2006, p. 112) continues that it is rather the 

opposite, where stable and balance is not a normal state. For example, the animal 

populations might have unexpected losses, depending on the year and countless 

unpredictable small causes like storms, floods, fires, earthquakes and the popu-

lation of other species around the globe, “extreme events demonstrate complex-

ity where small changes in driving variables or inputs can produce dispropor-

tionate outcomes”. From this, one could draw a conclusion, that complexity 

could be experienced as a normal state instead of an exception which we are try-

ing to overcome, not only in nature but also in organisations and in our lives. 

This may be a comforting thought, if we think that complexity has not emerged 

from technology time but has always existed. Compared to the theory that the 

world is more and more complex all the time, dark medieval times, or even as 

close as 1950´s peasants who totally dependent on nature in food and shelter, it 

might raise a question if it is really so? Certainly, the world is very different all 

the time, components are diverse, and probably the change is faster than before? 
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Urry (2006. p. 113) brings up an idea, which Einstein presented, that time 

and space are not independent of each other, but are created by the system, and 

so depending on, how they are measured:  

When a body moves or a force acts, it affects the curvature of space and time, and in turn 
the structure of space-time affects the way in which bodies move and forces act.  

This is from 20th century Newtonian science, which is preparing towards the 

complexity era and later on, quantum theory evolves with the idea that behav-

iour is unpredictable, coincidental and acute, and the processes are much more 

important than the actual parts involved (Urry, 2006, p. 113). 

Urry (2006, p. 113) also describes chaos theory and the possibility of a “con-

trolled chaos” by this meaning that particles are never permanently positioned 

but always ready to move and adapt, and how tiny alteration can lead to massive 

evolution in the future. Schneider and Somers, (2006, p. 355) have described that 

chaos is a necessity to the evolution and development since complex adaptive 

systems are “most adaptive near the edge of chaos”. The difficulty might lie in 

defining where complexity changes into chaos and is that “truth” same to all par-

ties. Or, if the aim is to lead the whole organisation to “understand the same pic-

ture, experiencing it equally together” to maximize innovation and creativity, 

how is that done? 

Complexity science aims to find and generate systems with an ability to re-

organize themselves affectively through time (Urry, 2006, p. 114). 

2.1.3 Cynefin™ model 

One of the sense-making models, which is much used when trying to understand 

and improve processes, is the model, which Dave Snowden created in 1999 when 

he worked for IBM global services. The model gives a spectator five different 

categories to identify systems, those being complex, complicated, chaos, obvious, 

and imagined unknown (figure 1). Dave Snowden (1999) explains that two of 

them represent simple systems where certain factors cause predictable out-

comes. Those are complicated and obvious. Two others, complex and chaos rep-

resent systems where certain factors cause unpredictable outcomes, which as a 
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state of acting increases the difficulty to react and plan towards improvement. 

He clarifies that Cynefin™ model, not only helps to divide systems but also rec-

ognize them in their early stages to enable improvement.  

Figure 1. Cynefin™ model 

  

When interpreting Cynefin™ model, Snowden (2005, pp. 24-27) defines that four 

stages can also be looked in three dimensions, as steps in a round stairway, be-

ginning from obvious which is the highest step. The next one is complicated, then 

complex, and finally chaos being the lowest one. The distance from a certain step 

to the next is slight, but between obvious and chaos it is dangerously high. He 

suggests that being a point on which we should pay particular attention. 

2.2 Leading complexity and transformation 

According to Dihn (2014) and Morrison (2002) leadership research and organis-

ing has grown significantly in past decades and as a discipline, it attracts re-

searchers, and has offered a growing and diverse field for them.  This may be 
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results from a need to find new leadership strategies to replace traditional hier-

archical leadership models. The term complexity captures the greater levels of 

uncertainty, ambiguity, interdependencies and interrelatedness that now charac-

terize the environments in which organizations operate (Clarke, N. (2013). In to-

day´s world, it is important to be dynamic and active and understand the mean-

ing of leadership as a possibility to change the organization´s culture to meet 

these needs. Duin & Baer (2010) points out the conscious choice to free the power 

in the organization to all levels and that, it is important to understand that we 

may need to stop running systems like they were machines. They suggest relying 

on social networks and connections as an answer to build a complex adaptive 

system.  

According to Crane, B. (2018) the research shows that increasing mental 

complexity helps adults to learn such skills as sense-making and information pro-

cessing which again helps individuals become more adaptive and improving in 

complex systems. He also reminds that, although we have proof of that human 

capabilities can improve, it is also important to understand that it does not hap-

pen without great effort and special understanding how to facilitate these life-

long learning processes. 

A review of ten major journals of leadership and management and the arti-

cles published brings into sight the numerous leadership theories recognized in 

the new millennium. Dinh (2014) categorizes leadership research between 2000 

and 2012 and from that, codes 23 leadership theory groups. Two of those will be 

discussing and under focus within this study´s context.  

Complexity and systems leadership theories: Articles in this thematic cat-

egory encompass catastrophe or complexity theory, with the concept of complex 

adaptive systems (CAS) and encompassed how complexity theory was useful in 

describing how leaders can be successful in turbulent environments, also includ-

ing social network and integrative perspectives of leadership. Representative ar-

ticles in this Dinh´s (2014) category are Avolio, 2007; Balkundi & Kilduff, 2006; 

Marion & Uhl-Bien, 2002; Schneider & Somers, 2006; Uhl-Bien, Marion, & McKel-

vey, 2007.  
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Neo-charismatic theories: These articles discuss transformational and/or 

charismatic leadership topics, e.g., concepts of charisma, consequences of charis-

matic leadership. Sometimes the focus is on transformational leadership; at other 

times, the only focus is charismatic leadership. Frequently both, transformational 

and charismatic leadership, are mentioned, resulting in a category that combined 

these two. This thematic category also includes inspirational, Pygmalion effects, 

visionary, self-sacrificing, and ideological/pragmatic, full-range, and outstand-

ing leadership theories. Representative articles in this Dinh´s (2014) category are 

Antonakis, Avolio, & Sivasubramaniam, 2003; Bono & Judge, 2004; Judge et al., 

2004; Mumford, Antes, Caughron, & Friedrich, 2008. 

2.2.1 Complex adaptive system 

Mary Uhl-Bien (Ph.D.) is a professor of leadership at the Neely School of Business 

at Texas Christian University. She is an expert in complexity leadership and ac-

tive in executive education nationally and internationally. Michael Arena (Ph.D.) 

is a Chief Talent Officer in General Motors, responsible for example of talent 

management, talent analytics, and leadership development. Their question is 

“How can we lead our organizations to be adaptive in the face of order imposed 

by hierarchical organizing structures?” If the general idea of complex adaptive 

systems is self-organizing, i.e. they do not have hierarchy and they aren´t man-

aged or planned, is it possible to enable organizations to act as complex adaptive 

systems even though they have hierarchical structures? (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 

2017). Their findings presented that those organizations, which could enable 

adaptive space were able to operate and adapt in complexity, and inside bureau-

cratic systems that became an issue of enabling self-organizing and entrepreneur-

ial action and by doing that resist the pull to equilibrium (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 

2017).  

According to Uhl-Bien and Arena, pressures mainly consist of these four 

topics: 1) a need for a novel solution 2) new partnership 3) conflicting perspec-

tives, and 4) interdependence. Again, the answer to overcome these is adaptive 

space, which is not easy in structured organizations, but something we should 
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aim towards (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017). Dividing leadership in three types, which 

are operational, entrepreneurial, and enabling, they found out that all three are 

necessary to build and strengthen creativity and innovative thinking (Uhl-Bien 

& Arena, 2017). Operational leaders try to minimize the obstacles, which prevent 

innovations, entrepreneurial leaders flexibly find diverse models and purposely 

strengthen collaboration, and enabling leaders to operate in between, and on this 

all to nurture, feed and fuel in diverse ways to unleash all the intelligence for the 

organization (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017). They suggest that enabling leadership 

skills and practices of these three types are together the core of complex thinking 

that finally enables well-functioning complex adaptive system.  

“Being an extraordinary enabling leader requires a combination of deep conviction and 
humility. Enabling leaders must be convicted enough in what they are doing to take great 
risks in opening up adaptive space for others, and humble enough to step back so others 
can step forward.” (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017, p. 18) 

As a conclusion of their research, they come up with a solution to change a com-

plex system to a complex adaptive system, where three ways of leadership are 

together creating a leading model, which enables to face complexity with com-

plexity (Uhl-Bien, 2017, p. 19). Geer-Frazier, B. (2014) presents in her/his article 

a list of qualities of a leader who is capable to understand the need to change and 

is willing to take suggestions towards it. The list was created in the panel at IBM: 

1. avoiding individual biases 

2. not giving into individual biases or limited knowledge 

3. thinking beyond the limited knowledge 

4. use the collective intelligence of the group 

5. no one person is in control 

6. empowering people to get around biases 

To investigate leadership formulas that aim to handle complexity Noote-

boom, S. G. (2013, p. 28-30) has defined strategies (table A) whose content rises 

from previous research. Strategies are here recognized either belonging to a. 

adaptive leadership or b. enabling leadership (Nooteboom, S. G., 2013, p. 28-30) 
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while Sweetman, D. (2010) suggests that core leadership formulas include ad-

ministrative and adaptive functions. 

TABLE 1 (Nooteboom, S. G., 2013, p. 28-30) 

Strategies of adaptive leadership Strategies of enabling leadership 

MS Organizing minimal structures RR Reflection on cross-organizational 

relationships 

CO Connecting PR Investing in personal trust-based 

relationships 

IM Improvising SR Sharing and providing resources 

KY Keying CT Creating transparency 

SM Sense making IN Integrating 

Keith Morrison (2002) explains in detail the complexity theory in school leader-

ship and the history of it. He looks for differences between conventional wisdom 

and complexity theory and points out interestingly clear sights in them (Morri-

son, 2002, s. 9). 

TABLE 2 (Morrison, 2002, p. 9) 

Conventional wisdom Complexity theory 

Small changes produce small effects Small changes can produce huge ef-

fects 

Effects are straightforward functions Effects are not straightforward func-

tions 

Certainty and closure are possible Uncertainty and openness prevail 

Similar initial conditions produce sim-

ilar outcomes 

Similar initial conditions produce dis-

similar outcomes  

The universe is regular, uniform,  

controllable and predictable 

The universe is irregular, diverse, un-

controllable and unpredictable 

Systems are deterministic, linear and 

stable 

Systems are indeterministic, nonlinear 

and unstable  



17 
 

Systems are fixed and finite Systems evolve, emerge and are infi-

nite 

Universal, all-encompassing theories 

can account for phenomena 

Local, situationally specific theories 

account for phenomena 

A system can be understood by ana-

lysing its component elements (frag-

mentation and atomization) 

A system can only be understood ho-

listically, by examining its relation-

ship to its environments (however de-

fined) 

Change is reversible Change is irreversible - there is a uni-

directional arrow or time 

 

2.2.2 Enabling adaptive space 

If we assume that adaptive space is necessary to release and nourish creativity 

and build a complex adaptive system, we should more closely understand what 

is meant by it. Uhl-Bien and Arena (2018) have defined adaptive and enabling 

adaptive space through leadership practices in their articles. They named four 

ways how leaders could build and enable adaptive space.  

1. Conflicting: Engaging tension, conflicting, bringing in new and diverse the-

ories, and enabling diversely time and space (physical, virtual, meetings) 

for debate and discussion, and all the time being aware and regulate, not 

from the top but from “backstage”, the degree of tension; if it is too low, it 

does not spark enough, or if it is too high/hot, it will overwhelm the sys-

tem. For all this to work, the system needs to build safe climate with strong 

trust and openness, as well as comfortable risk-taking.  
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Figure 2. Levels of conflicting. (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018, p. 97) 

 

2. Connecting: Building rich interconnectivity between agents (ideas, people, 

resources, systems), using all possible technology and social connections 

to make it possible, this relates to conflicting, since creative conflicting 

needs connections. Conflicting without agents can be destructive. 

3. Research implications: Recognizing the need to understand leadership at all 

levels, following research, and being part of it, contingency models are 

found to work better. Research is much needed to educate leaders and 

help us understand how and in what levels leaders operate. 

4. Practice implications: Awareness of the fact that leadership which builds an 

adaptive system often looks very different from traditional, recognizing 

new kinds of ways which work towards adaptability, suiting this 

knowledge also to reward system. For senior leaders, this is a real possi-

bility to change and learn new. Those who like creativity and innovation, 

and who are not afraid of tension, uncertaint, and conflicting, have more 

tools to embrace all this into practice.  

2.2.3  Attributional complexity 

Peter Sun (2012) examines whether transformational leaders, who emphasize the 

importance of attributional complexity, are also by others considered as transfor-

mational. He presents four hypotheses, which all suggest that attributional com-

plexity is positively associated with components of transformational leadership. 



19 
 

He implemented the measuring from a sample from New Zealand´s leading uni-

versities. Control variables were gender, education, and working experience. The 

results indicate that attributional complexity is a “domain-specific aspect of cog-

nitive complexity (i.e., complexity with regards to social judgment) that underlies 

each of the dimensions of transformational leadership.” (Sun, 2012)  

Transformational leadership has been noted in the literature as having pos-

itive results when it comes to organization´s well-being, performance, and effec-

tiveness (Sun, 2012). Researchers have also found out that higher levels of cogni-

tive complexity significantly advance abilities to manage complex environment 

(Sun, 2012). Transformational leadership has been shown to involve greater and 

more diverse understanding for individuals and their behaviour as well as in-

cluding stronger values and a more sophisticated evaluation of behaviours (Sun, 

2012). 

 “Higher levels of attributional complexity reported by leaders demonstrate higher levels 
of transformational leadership behaviours.” (Sun, 2012) 

2.2.4 Cognitive complex ability 

A person with more cognitive complex ability analyses from several perspec-

tives, takes into consideration many possibilities, and understands deeper rea-

soning (Sun, 2012). When this kind of cognitive complexity is used in social judg-

ment it is understood as attributional complexity, which is related as important 

entirety of transformational leadership, and even more precisely associated with 

the charismatic component of transformational leadership (Sun, 2012).  

A study by Melina Aarnikoivu et al. (2017) points out the lack of cognitive 

complex ability and the lack of understanding of complex entities when com-

municating with policymakers. The study points out four outlines to clarify the-

oretical thinking into contesting analysis in respect to social challenges, which 

the world is facing. The complexity of tasks presented is not the number one 

problem itself, but how to contextualize evidence-based information in a best 

possible way, so that the limited views which law-makers might have would 

open up and they would see and understand the “whole picture” (Aarnikoivu et 
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al. 2017). This is an example of the challenges of complexity thinking which has 

many views and understands connections in time and space but requires intel-

lectual and pervasive understanding. How, as a leader for an organisation or a 

scientist for lawmakers, can one help to open eyes, understand transformation 

and attributional complexity, and enable creativity and adoptive space? 

  



 
 

3 RESEARCH TASK 

3.1 The research topic 

This study approaches to understand complexity and complexity leadership in 

Savonlinnan Taidelukio, a certain upper secondary school environment with a 

special emphasis on music and visual arts. The purpose of the study is to find 

out, mainly by interviewing teachers, how they understand and experience the 

complexity and what kind of leadership practices do they find helpful to cope 

with complexity in their daily working lives. The results are analyzed in terms of 

four theories from complexity and transformational leadership theories with an 

aim to build a better understanding of the phenomenon and to find possible con-

nections between the practice and the theories. 

People around the globe perceive that the world around us is becoming 

more and more complex all the time. It has become a mantra, which we hear all 

the time and everywhere. What does it really mean, and what can we do about 

it, other than just keep repeating it everywhere? There might be a risk that we are 

using complexity as a general explanation to almost everything, with a supposi-

tion that it is beyond our power. If we don´t understand the essence of what we 

are dealing with, it is much more difficult to nourish creativity and confidence 

which would help us to live with it. Could we learn to deal with complexity as 

an everyday condition, to which we have power over? 

The findings of the research are meant to help understand, through organ-

izational dynamics, ways of coping with everyday complexity and acting dynam-

ically with its surroundings; having ongoing acting and reacting relationship 

with it (Morrison, K., 2002, p. 5). 
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3.2 Research questions 

I formed for this case study three main research questions, along with a few re-

lated sub-questions that I believed could be addressed with interview data from 

the participants in my case organisation. The main questions are as follows: 

3.2.1 After trying to understand complexity with the help of Cynefin™ 

model: Do teachers experience complexity in everyday working life, 

in Savonlinnan Taidelukio? 

a) If so, how do the participants, in Savonlinnan Taidelukio, perceive complexity 

corresponding to this (Cynefin) theory? 

b) If so, what kinds of issues does it rise up from their everyday working life as a 

teacher in Savonlinnan Taidelukio? 

3.2.2 How do the participants experience leadership practices in Savonlin-

nan Taidelukio? 

a) In connection to previous issues, what kinds of leadership practices do the 

participants experience helpful in coping with the complexity in their everyday 

working life, in Savonlinnan Taidelukio? Or, do the leadership practices have 

anything to do with this issue? 

b) In a context where we think that creativity is one of the key issues to deal with 

complexity, is it possible that leadership practices can support and inspire “crea-

tive flow”? 

3.2.3 How does the collected data relate to four (4) themes from complex-

ity and transformational leadership? Does the data seem to be re-

lated to the theory of answering complexity with complexity (Uhl-

Bien, 2017)?  

Is it possible to see such connections that form real-life models around complex 

leadership thinking, and does real-life connections explain what “answering 

complexity with complexity” could mean in practice? 
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4 IMPLEMENTATION OF THE STUDY 

4.1 The Research Process and the Participants 

Savonlinnan Taidelukio is a Senior Secondary School of Arts and Music. Repre-

senting a special –type of school with an emphasis to specialized discipline(s), it 

is the oldest this type of school in Nordic countries. It was founded in 1967 and 

it is located in southeastern Finland in a small town and a municipality of little 

over 30 000 inhabitants.  The school has +/- 250 students altogether. 

Along with general upper secondary studies and matriculation examina-

tion, students study an average of 25 art courses of music or visual arts. Besides 

all that, the school offers a variety of other optional choices, for example, business 

or theatre studies.  

One of the reasons for my curiosity about complexity in Savonlinnan Taide-

lukio was the fact that bringing together general senior secondary school and an 

art school has, as a starting point, some more challenges compared to basic upper 

secondary school. In that sense, one could imagine this organization being com-

plex in its nature.  

The other one is, that I, myself have been working as a part-time theatre 

teacher in Savonlinnan Taidelukio for almost 10 years. Therefore I, as a teacher, 

am an insider in the school and I already have a long history in the organization. 

On the other hand, I have never been one of the permanent full-time teachers. I 

am representing a person coming from a “different world”, theatre. I sometimes 

feel like an insider, but at other times more or less as an alien. Theatre studies are 

offered as an optional and integrated program along two majors; visual arts or 

music.  

As part of my educational leadership studies, I read leadership theories and 

something struck me in complexity leadership, or maybe it was just complexity 

that struck me, but I realized that I was in the middle of a very interesting case to 

investigate.  
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The interviewees for my study were all full-time teachers in Savonlinnan 

Taidelukio. Their working experience in this school ranged from under one year 

to over 20 years. Some of the interviewees were quite at the beginning of their 

careers, others very close to retiring. They represented both, general subject 

teachers and art teachers, as well as both genders, male and female. Among the 

art teachers were teachers from both majors, music and visual arts. 

TABLE 3. The ratio of seven interviewees in gender, years of experience, and teaching seg-
ments 

male / female teacher experience:  
under 5 years/over 10 
years 

general subject teacher / 
art teacher (music or vis-
ual arts) 

2 / 5 2 / 5 3 / 4 

 

4.2 Ethical Solutions  

According to government regulations (chapter 11 § 75), a research permit must 

be applied if collecting data in schools. Permission for my research is signed on 

the 15th of May 2018 by the head of the culture and education department in 

Savonlinna. 

All interviewees signed a personal research permit (Faculty of Education 

and Psychology, JYU) and were explained that all data will be handled and used 

in a confidential matter and presented so, that the personal identity of the partic-

ipants can´t be revealed. 

I felt important to assure as much sensitivity as possible. Case study as a 

method encourages to sensitivity, which I felt important not only because I was 

familiar with the organisation and all the interviewees, but also because of the 

double complexity of the phenomenon. 

During the study, I have followed academic rules for research work, in the best 

possible purpose. 
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4.3 Methodology and the methods 

4.3.1 Qualitative, empirical, explanatory case study 

Case study as a methodology developed on both sides of the Atlantic (U.K. and 

USA, p. 2) at the same time in the late 60´s and early 70´s to fill the gap in social 

science research and, especially in the beginning, to help understand educational 

environments and experiences of participants over a certain phenomenon (Si-

mons, H., 2009). Clearly, there was a need for this type of approach since, accord-

ing to Simons, H. (2009) case study methodology was taken into practice and de-

veloped towards today´s versions, in conferences during next 30 years.  

Nowadays case study has different meanings in different disciplines and 

among different people (Simons, H., 2009). The core of it lies somewhere in the 

idea of investigating singularity and particularity and the complexity of subjects 

in action, in a certain setting or as Yin, R.K., (2014) describes a need to understand 

complex social phenomena. A case study does not seek generalization, but it can 

finally lead, for example as part of some other study, to a better, deeper under-

standing of a particular case (Simons, H., 2009, Yin, R. K., 2014).   

Based on, how Creswell, J. W. (2012) and Yin, R. K. (2014)   present a case 

study, I decided to use this methodology. A case study is a study where a certain 

phenomenon is viewed through one (in this case) organisation and the data is 

collected by interviewing and by observing in the actual real-life surrounding 

(Creswell, J. W., 2012) or as Yin, R. K. (2014) has defined: 

A case study is an empirical inquiry that 

a. investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when 

b. the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident. 

One more thing to add from Yin, R.K., (2014) is that the research questions mainly 

are how and why –questions.  

Trying to understand complexity as a phenomenon in everyday working 

life, through a singular case (Savonlinnan Taidelukio), I chose to mainly use in-
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terviews to explore the extent to which interview participants described their ex-

periences and perception in terms of the theories I reviewed in the literature in 

preparation for this thesis. 

From a theoretical background, I am pointing out, as a base to discussions, 

the Cynefin™ model, which helps to set boundaries to what we understand as 

complex. To begin the interview session, I will actually show the Cynefin™ 

model to the interviewee and explain what it mainly presents, as well as a short 

discussion of the theoretical question: should we think that complexity is some-

how “self-organizing and penetrating the whole world” as a conspiracy theory 

or should we more understand it as a natural state, where stable and balance is 

not a normal state (Urry, 2006, p. 112). After the actual interview, I want to get 

back to the Cynefin™ model, once more. I am curious to know, how much the 

participants experience that these four sections (simple, complicated, complex, 

chaos) present their everyday working life. The question might get too difficult 

if analysed too much, so I will instruct the participants intuitively share 100% 

among the four sections. 

4.4 Interviews and Data Analysis  

All full-time teachers in Savonlinnan Taidelukio received an interview proposal 

through Wilma, a digital platform for communicating and connecting inside an 

organization, personally from me. I was lucky to receive seven (7) volunteers rep-

resenting heterogeneously teacher material. Their working experience in this 

school ranged from under one year to more than 20 years. Some of the interview-

ees were quite at the beginning of their careers, others very close to retiring. They 

represented both, general subject teachers and art teachers, as well as both gen-

ders, male and female. Among the art teachers were teachers from both majors, 

music and visual arts. Interviews, which lasted between 50 to 140 minutes were 

recorded and transcribed.  

All seven (7) sessions started and ended with a look at the Cynefin™ model 

as an aim to clarify what complexity means compared to complicated, obvious, 
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and chaos.  It was important to get the interviewees free their thinking and this 

starting point helped with that. I also tried to formulate the questions as well as 

the conversation so that it would encourage spontaneous speaking around the 

subject, and especially from the point of view as a teacher in Savonlinnan Taide-

lukio. 

I grouped the interview material under my research questions where it 

started to reveal connections, clusters, and main points. The material was 

grouped in Finnish and the results then translated to English by the author. Those 

I gathered under distinct topics. It meant moving some statements or quotes back 

and forth under different themes, and those as well I ended up editing along the 

way. Finally, I ended up dividing the material under two main topics, which 

could start helping to understand the essence of complexity in Savonlinnan 

Taidelukio. Those I named a. given circumstances and b. organisational culture. The 

first one includes things, which are more, or less inevitable and experienced to 

represent something that is coming from outside the organisation. The second 

one represents, under several themes, atmosphere, and practices inside the or-

ganisation, at the same time being something where people inside the organisa-

tion can somehow influence.  

Figure 3. Themes connected to complexity recognized in Savonlinnan Taidelukio. (Kira 
Boesen-Muhonen, 2019) 

 



28 
 

4.5 Reliability and validity 

The phenomenon is complex in itself. The interview results which form a great 

deal of the data should be understood as a whole to see the possible rich inter-

connectivity between everything. There are only seven (7) participants, but their 

answers seem to form a small microcosmos. Then the question is, how do I un-

derstand that connectivity as a whole, how reliable that is in a bigger context, and 

does it seem to relate to the theoretical literature I reviewed for this thesis? 

I think that there are some facts that back up my ability to understand the 

abstract whole; my working experience in Savonlinnan Taidelukio for 10 years, 

my previous, seven (7) years of experience as a principal in an art school 

(Taidekoulu Hyrrä), and my background from some other area than education. I 

hope that all these, together with my life experience gives me some perspective. 

(see also Limitations 4.6) 

4.5.1 Construct and external validity 

There are some factors that I want to point out as considered belonging to con-

struct and external validity of the study. Even though some weaknesses can be 

pointed out (see also Limitations 4.6), the study, as a whole, seeks to strengthen 

the main points of the construct and external validity. 

When we claim to construct validity, we’re essentially claiming that our observed pattern 
– how things operate in reality – corresponds with our theoretical pattern – how we think 
the world works. (William M.K. Trochim, 2020) 

The main point is to see and understand the theoretical pattern and how it corre-

sponds with the observed reality in Savonlinnan Taidelukio. The perspective that 

seeks to be “relationalist” according to how Trochim (2020) explains it. 

There is a connection to the real world. The interview results and findings 

aim to represent such that they can be applied, at least into a certain level (Arlin 

Cuncic, 2020) 

- in to other teachers 

- to other secondary schools  

- to school world in general 
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- in to educational leadership thinking in Finland 

Figure 4. Idea of Construct Validity. (William M.K. Trochim, 2020) 

 

4.6 Limitations 

As noted already, there are only seven (7) interviewees and even though they 

represent both, art and general subject teachers, senior and junior teacher, and 

male and female, the total research group is still quite small. It should be kept in 

mind that the interview results might have such impacts as personal mood of the 

exact moment, different places (home, coffeeshop, school existed according to 

where the participants wanted to meet), or specific stress factors of the time when 

the interview is taking place. 

If the fact that I, as a researcher, am in the middle of the organization also 

as a part-time theatre teacher and have known it, as well as most of the partici-

pants, for quite a long time (over 10 years), might add validity to my research, it 

also certainly sets some limitations. That should be taken into consideration or at 

least not forgotten when reading the results and the discussion.  
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5 INTERVIEW RESULTS 

5.1 Do teachers experience complexity in everyday working 

life, in Savonlinnan Taidelukio, and if so, how? 

Because my topic was inherently complex and abstract, I felt that it was im-

portant to clarify what I hoped to explore, before the actual interview began. With 

the help of Cynefin™ model and philosophical examples, all interviewees recog-

nized experiencing complexity in their everyday working life. At a point where 

the interviewee started to find connections to complexity in her/his working life 

and describe, how it differs from complicated or chaos, I felt that we could move 

to the actual interview.  

The participants found different ways to understand and describe complex-

ity but finally, they were talking about same issues. One teacher perceived com-

plexity through the difference between chemical and physical reactions, the other 

one through the creative process in arts and the third one through social contacts 

with students and colleagues.  

Their answers also seem back up the widely held perceptions and experi-

ences that the world, where we live, is turning more and more complex. The 

longer the career, the stronger was the experience of this assumption being true. 

Also, those who were in the quite beginning of their careers, felt that complexity 

is increasing. The attitude towards this phenomenon varied from fear and fatigue 

(negative) to necessary evil and acceptance (neutral) or even to experience it as a 

positive driving force (positive).  

One can´t compare what it was like in the old times. The timetable was the same thru out 
the semester (fall and spring) and the students didn´t have to stress about it. They had 
time to live their youth. (Teacher 4) 

Participants were able to relate and understand complexity as a feature, “a 

normal state”. This was described for example with the idea that teaching, itself, 

is complex in its nature; one has a certain goal as a teacher but how to get there 
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is not always clear, since we are working with humans. You can never know ex-

actly or ahead what kind of situation your students come from, so a teacher needs 

to be creative and understanding to find the right paths and right tools to reach 

the goal. Teachers described that this is one of those things that makes teaching, 

as a profession, interesting and meaningful. This understanding seemed to have 

a connection to one´s acceptance of the phenomenon in general. When talking 

about complexity in this context, participants described it to be a positive chal-

lenge / a driving force and something, which is under their expertise.  

Participants did not experience that compounding general upper secondary 

school to art school is complex in itself, contrary to my supposition. They de-

scribed that it does require flexibility from everybody and lots of “things hap-

pen” all the time, but on the other hand, they considered it rather be a value, 

which adds to everything. General subject teachers of the participants described 

that art emphasis maybe lessens their teaching time and causes some nonattend-

ance, but also adds to their subjects, strengthens students´ self-esteem and the 

operational culture inside the school. The fact that teachers generally are ready 

to adopt and integrate raised a question if certain types of people have ended up 

working in Savonlinnan Taidelukio or is it the organisation and its culture, which 

moulds people into such adaptability. This question arose a few times by the par-

ticipants. 

I teach students in my class and in the evening, I go to a concert or an art exhibition and I 
see the same students doing all these marvellous things. After that, I don´t mind if they 
missed some classes. The entirety becomes much more important. Understanding that, I 
feel that my work is much more meaningful. (Teacher 3) 

The discussions also rose a question, if we should concentrate more into 

people´s wellbeing in our school, how to make it a good place for everyone, ra-

ther than focus on too much reforming, which is more discussed later in the re-

sults. 

5.2 How leadership practices are experienced? 

a) In helping to coupe with everyday complexity? 
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b) Enabling creative space to support a complex adaptive system (Uhl-Bien)?  

Participants generally described Savonlinnan Taidelukio as a good and meaning-

ful place to work. They feel that the climate inside the organisation is creative, 

equal and accepting and the organisation in principle has an open speaking cul-

ture. They also said that they don´t experience gossiping among the faculty and 

that the teachers appreciate each other. All this good has given birth to a term, 

“Taikkarihenki”, which means something like “the spirit of Taikkari (Savonlin-

nan Taidelukio)”. Teachers explained to me that Taikkarihenki has long roots; all 

the way back to 1967 and the attitude of the very first principal of the school. 

Faculty and the students are proud of Taikkarihenki and it is carried on collec-

tively. Participants also generally describe experiencing occupational respect as 

well as the pride of the whole school from the principal.  

Taikkarihenki is often referred to, for example, if something is NOT representing it. 
(Teacher 1) 

All participants believe that leadership practices do have an impact on coping 

with everyday complexity.  

5.3 Given circumstances 

Here I present and open up three (3) themes, in no specific order, which rose from 

subgrouping the research material under the first main topic: given circum-

stances, which can hardly be influenced from inside the organisation. An indi-

vidual, or the whole organisation, must try to adapt to them as well as they can. 

Figure 3. Factors of Complexity recognized in Savonlinnan Taidelukio. (Kira Boesen-
Muhonen, 2019) 
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5.3.1 Student material 

All interviewees described increasing heterogeneity and diversity among stu-

dents.  They named several reasons for that. The most frequently mentioned fac-

tor was the students´ mental health. Diverse diagnoses, and that there are more 

and more of these students, should be taken into consideration in planning and 

in communication, as well as the ability to act in acute situations. 

I feel armless in these situations. I wonder, if I have done enough?  Have I, or someone 
else, conducted the student to the right kind of services? I wish for help – I don´t have ex-
pertise to this? (Teacher 7) 

Either these problems are really increasing, or they are diagnosed more but, according to 
what we are experiencing, I am afraid that it is the first one. (Teacher 4) 

Teachers described these issues problematic for them since they should re-

quire such professional expertise that teachers don´t have.  A teacher should take 

into account the diverse needs and complex problems of students without the 

expertise in them, which leads to a feeling of helplessness and is at the same time 

requiring an unreasonable amount of energy. Teacher´s main goal to make pro-

gress in learning gets sometimes buried under irrelevant problems of students.  

On the other hand, they described, that there are “hidden cases” among students, 

that don´t show out until it is too late. Then the student is already deeply de-
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pressed and shall need much more to recover. Just the knowledge of this uncer-

tainty is causing even more stress. Participants described feeling not only help-

lessness, but also sadness, despair, and inadequacy.  

Another factor mentioned which may have a connection to the previous one 

is increasing diversity in student motivation and baseline. They described, that 

the difference seems to be now bigger than before. One reason, mentioned, was 

the fact that student numbers have fallen generally in Finland, which has lowered 

the high school entry levels. This challenges teachers, more than before, in keep-

ing everybody on track. While using their energy to motivate those who are not, 

they worried, that they might at the same time decrease the motivation from 

those who are eager to learn and would like to have challenges. The participants 

noted that this is more understandable in an art school compared to general 

schools, because if simplified, some students apply for school, mainly because of 

the art education they can have there. But, even in that context, an increasing 

challenge having to start from basics, such as the literacy skills of students, was 

described to cause concern and feeling of inadequacy. 

Participants also brought up constant changes in the system, which seems 

to increase uncertainty among students and complicate their study planning. 

This all stresses teachers´ understanding of justice and crumbles teacher identity; 

are we losing the didactic value of upper secondary high schools? Nowadays, 

students are in a position where they should be able to make choices, already in 

the beginning of their studies, knowing where they are heading in their future, 

even though at the same time nobody knows what the world or the working life 

is going to be in next ten years, not to mention next 50 years. This paradox is 

unbearable for many students and may lead to mental problems as earlier stated.  

From the student´s point of view, the study planning seems to have way too many 
choices, and students get lost with it. They don´t know when they should take certain 
courses, because it is impossible to see the big picture since it is changing so rapidly. They 
have to try to collect these “imaginary points” for their further studies without knowing 
exactly what, why, and when. I think this is really unfair and again wears out students 
and causes mental problems. (Teacher 3) 

Our workload has increased with these diverse problems and also, we collaborate more 
strongly with students´ custodians. That takes time and energy too. But of course, every-
body´s goal is to find the best possible solutions for the student, so we do all we can. 
(Teacher 4) 
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5.3.2 Constant reforming  

A strongly commented theme was constant reforming and to be exact, national 

curriculums, which are, according to participants, reformed much too often, 

which is causing an unreasonable amount of work that never seems to end; the 

last curriculum is hardly tested, and the next one is already under construction. 

Participants felt that the reality and the curriculum work in ministry don´t meet 

at all the way they should. Teachers experience that the ministry does not listen 

to them in this manner and that no results are waited from the previous curricu-

lum, before starting a new one; this all arouses frustration among faculty.  

To my experience as an interviewer, this frustration was present during the 

interviews; lack of assimilation and real learning experiences have become a 

norm because there is not enough time for those. There is no time to “even out”, 

and according to participants, frustration is maximized because most of the re-

forming does not answer to fundamental questions, which would justify them; 

“Why change something, which works well? Why bring in new teaching material 

just because it is new, and at the same time lose basic material because there is 

not enough time for everything? Why don´t they ask us, teachers?” According to 

participants, the workload in frequent curriculum reformation feels endless and 

it appears for example to provide unfinished teaching material and incomplete 

ideas, which teachers have to face and integrate in their everyday working life. 

Deriving from that, strong criticism got the fact that changing schoolbooks almost 

every year is, not only unsustainable, because used books can´t be recycled to the 

next class anymore, but has none or hardly any new information value. The par-

ticipants described that there is no time to learn from the last curriculum before 

the new one comes in. Being busy all the time streams down to students, and 

causes distress and too few succeeding experiences.  

New ideas are brought into curriculums. For example, now students should 

search information and data by themselves. However, the interviewees described 

that there are many problems with that. Often students don´t have the skills to 

find reliable sources or since the information is scattered, the main points get lost; 

they have not learned enough criticism; they are left with no time to internalize 
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the information; and as a result, many students give up with such endless tasks, 

endless because of the unlimited source material.  

The participants described a feeling of insufficience, because there is not 

enough time to do things as well as one would want to. For example, many stu-

dents would like to have distinct studying material but the curriculum conducts 

towards self-learning and data acquisition. Participants described that this nour-

ishes the feeling that they are forced to act against their own expertise of what 

would be the best possible way to confirm learning. 

Often, I help my students by providing them the exact material, so that they get what 
they need to know. The students are very grateful for that. Even though according to cur-
riculum, I should not do that, but at the same time, I see how exhausted and stressed out 
they are, so I do what I can to help them progress. (Teacher 4)  

One more issue, which relates to reforming, is finance. Among the partici-

pants, the younger teachers seemed to worry more about finance than the senior 

teachers. It was understood and described that the power over finance is more 

and more somewhere else than inside the school and the principle. This increases 

their worry about their jobs and the future of the whole school, as well as about 

the fact that money available is more and more scattered over to diverse projects 

rather than to the basic operation. This might lead to withering the basic structure 

of secondary education. 

5.3.3 Digitalisation 

The third subject was digitalisation, which interviewees experience to be both, 

good and bad. The biggest problem is again too rapid change and lack of up-to-

date knowhow. It is a field where teachers described that they don’t have much 

expertise to start with, but on the other hand, they are expected to use it in mul-

tiple and innovative ways; teachers either try to grasp the hold of it mostly by 

self-learning, or submit to use it as an obligatory tool in their work. In such cases, 

it might end up slowing down the basic teaching and learning. A general feeling 

was that, when the school invests in digital equipment and network, it is unfor-

tunately likely outdated in a couple of years, just when it was about to be learned 
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and taken under control by the faculty.  Participants described that often tech-

nical problems occur in teaching situations. Mostly those problems can´t be 

solved instantly and too often, something that they had planned to be done, is 

not possible because the computers or the programs are just not working right. 

Much more time and resources were hoped to be given to introduction, but at the 

same time was asked, where can we take those from?  

Participants also described problematic that orders and regulations to use 

digitalized material, certain learning platforms, or programs come sometimes 

from outside the organisation and there is not enough if any clear reasoning for 

that.  

They told that we have to use a certain platform because our city had bought it. Well, it 
didn´t work well enough, mainly caused problems and was not helpful at all. (Teacher 1) 

Even, when I have all the material in digitalized form, I do offer students paper copies, in 
case they wouldn´t have a computer or so. I have realized that most of the students take 
the paper material, because they like it better, not because they don´t have a computer. 
(Teacher 1) 

Alongside this, it was also described that digitalisation is helpful and 

handy. As long as it does not create too much uncertainly among users, partici-

pants considered it to enable almost endless possibilities to support learning and 

creativity.  

A discussion of digitalisation, as part of the curriculum and as an infor-

mation searching tool, leads to a concern of information overload, which was de-

scribed being difficult to understand and handle by anybody, also teachers, and 

a worry arouse how students are able to cope with it meaningfully. 

The overload of data available is terrifying me when I think students. (Teacher 5) 

A few years ago, the ministry decided on a national level, that the matricu-

lation examinations, which have always been on paper, would be changed to 

electronic form in a couple of years.  That was a shock for many teachers and 

students as well, but according to participants, enough time was given to this 

change. It was carried out step by step so that problems and challenges which 

occurred along the process could be dealt with, before moving forward. Such 
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huge process underwent many tedious surprises, but now when it is finally fully 

in use, people have mostly accepted it. 

5.4 Organisational culture 

In this section, I describe and open up those themes, which represent the second 

main topic, organisational culture. These five themes were again subcategorized 

from the interview data and the faculty and the organisation have more or less 

power to influence them. 

Figure 3. Factors of Complexity recognized in Savonlinnan Taidelukio. (Kira Boesen-
Muhonen, 2019) 

 

5.4.1 Feelings 

Brought up and explained by the participants. 

• empathy – understanding, humanity, compassion, emotions are al-

lowed and understood (also negative feelings) 

It is important that the leader is ok with her/his own feelings and emotions, to be able to 
read and understand employees´ well-being and take it into consideration with respect 
and understanding. (Teacher 1) 

• trust – the leader trusts employees, does not guard or require con-

stant reporting, employees trust their leader, they know that the leader takes care 
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of issues that belong to her/him and won´t embarrass you (e.g. make a joke of 

your comment in a meeting) 

• togetherness – leader supports employees, employees support 

leader, everybody is taken into processes right from the beginning 

A supportive leader is on the employee´s side and is interested and understanding. 
(Teacher 5) 

• previously mentioned taikkarihenki, the spirit of Taikkari, which has 

become part of organisations culture during its history and is carried on collec-

tively 

Empathy and trust were considered being the most important feelings and 

features in connection to leadership. The participants gave concrete examples 

and general assumptions to demonstrate the value of these issues. Empathy was 

connected, for example to the presence of the leader, by this meaning both, phys-

ical and mental presence.  

It is a feeling that the leader is truly interested in your work and wellbeing. (Teacher 2) 

It was described, that it does not need so big showing of it; a question every 

now and then, listening to the answer, showing understanding, even a smile or 

an encouraging look are experienced strongly meaningful when coming from the 

leader, not to mention the importance that he/she also takes into consideration 

the personal lives of the faculty. If there is strong adversity or other big changes, 

the leader is able to sympathize and for example, temporarily lighten your work-

load. 

On the other hand, participants pointed out that the experience of empathy 

from the supervisor is easily lost. When an employer needs empathy; for exam-

ple, something negative has happened or maybe one is excited to share a won-

derful idea, if you are ignored by your supervisor in that specific moment, it can 

be very destructive and have a long-term impact not to share your feelings again.  

Togetherness and taikkarihenki were described as being values of the school 

and as part of it, advancing and enabling leadership culture has been transmitted 

from the very first principal of the school to his followers. Participants used term 
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taikkarihenki a lot and described it mostly meaning togetherness and peer support 

added with the previously mentioned empathy and trust. They described a feel-

ing of belonging, where individuals (teachers and students) are supported to ex-

plore and learn, as well as an upward attitude where impossible can be reached 

together. The interviewees did not question all this. Those participants who had 

worked in the organisation for several decades identified differences in time and 

different personalities as leaders, but taikkarihenki was still felt being something 

above that. It was explained being something so valuable and nurtured, that no 

one person could destroy it. To end this chapter must be mentioned that this 

praise of taikkarihenki didn´t prevent participants from being critical, or recogniz-

ing problems and challenges, which they are facing in their everyday work. 

Connected to this section the participants pointed out a couple of more is-

sues. They felt important that feelings are allowed inside the organization, and 

that trust, empathy, and togetherness between people, horizontally and vertically 

positioned in the organisation, are understood representing a two-way path. This 

would mean for example colleagues supporting each other as well as support 

between a teacher and the principal. Negative things should be encouraged and 

allowed to be said and heard too.  

5.4.2 Practices 

The examples listed here could be seen as part of the strategy in implementing 

taikkarihenki and the issues under the first section (feelings). They all are con-

nected to leadership practices and the organisational culture in general. 

• equality - a basic, shared rule in every decision making and behaving 

• listening – it matters what you say, that you are heard and your ideas 

or suggestions are taken seriously 

• feedback – especially positive, but also “negative” 

It is important to feel professional respect and that can arouse from small things too. A 
positive comment gives a signal that a leader is interested, notices what you do, and you 
as a worker matter. (Teacher 5) 

Positive encouragement is more than welcome. (Teacher 4) 
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• mistakes are allowed, it is possible and encouraged to try out things  

Making mistakes is what we try to teach our students. Art is born from “mistakes”. 
(Teacher 6) 

• support – when difficult issues, you have a supporter 

I think a leader is rather a “side by side walker”, who is there to help you if you need 
help for example in a student meeting or if it is needed enables the professional help to 
solve a problem. (Teacher 7)  

• transparency – as much as possible in everything, the leader does not 

hide negative issues either  

I think the leader should trust us and tell us what kinds of problems there are for exam-
ple in finance. Maybe we, the teachers, can help solve some problems and we can support 
him in difficult situations. (Teacher 4)  

I admire how well our leader takes care of informing what´s going on. It is totally differ-
ent from what I experienced in my previous job.  He sends e-mail or Wilma message 
about everything right away, so I hear about things straight from him, not two days later 
from someone else. (Teacher 5) 

• feedback – especially positive, but also “negative” 

Equality was considered to be one of the most important values. The par-

ticipants were very strict about this and described it as “a must” in everything. 

According to them, equality is implemented well in the school, but at the same 

time, it was also explained representing something, which can never be fully ac-

complished. The participants had experienced situations inside the organisation, 

where they felt inequality. For example, such were the experiences of not being 

heard, which were mainly more or less connected to a feeling of rush – that there 

is not enough time to listen to all ideas or things. The assumption can be for ex-

ample that some ideas are seen more valuable than others, or even depending 

on, who is presenting the idea. These examples lead straight to the next issue, 

which is listening – the participants described either, the kind of situations men-

tioned earlier or others where one gets to speak out, but is not really heard. This 

was related to urgency or simultaneous multitasking of the listener. 

Participants value feedback, especially from their supervisor, but also from 

colleagues. They want to hear and experience positive feedback, which was de-

scribed as being maybe just a word or two, a smile, or just a feeling that comes 



42 
 

across. It makes you feel that you and your work are seen and appreciated, and 

that it matters what you do. Negative or constructive feedback is wanted as well 

and that is experienced important in a lifelong learning process of your profes-

sion. In connection to this, was described the permission to also make mistakes 

and learn from them. This kind of cultural climate was portrayed as being a base 

for all teaching and learning. However, participants connected this more to their 

own professional expertise and not to those areas where they felt insecure, for 

example, student health. In such cases, nobody wants mistakes. 

Transparency was mentioned important but experienced in different ways. 

There was much talk about internal information, which was considered both, 

well or poorly taken care of. For example, informing via e-mail or Wilma was 

enough for some participants when others felt it artificial or too formal. A shared 

opinion was that teachers do want to know, what is happening in the organisa-

tion. 

5.4.3 Structures / Methods  

In this section, I am describing internal methods within the organisation, which 

were pointed out by the participants. They are in connection with previous: feel-

ings and actions. 

• communication – everybody gets same information same time, 

weekly meetings, things agreed together, a possibility to express ideas which are 

heard, information is available, no need to guess anything 

• feedback discussion – about once in a year or every second year, de-

velopmental ideas from both sides (the employee and the employer) 

Feedback discussions are important, but I think the most important are the more or less 
casual everyday discussions, and the possibility to meet when it is needed. (Teacher 2) 

• presence – the leader is there when you need her/him, can go to talk 

almost any time 

• timetables – year calendar, school timetable, regular meetings, 

learned good practices/traditions in scheduling (events, happenings don´t 

change every year) 
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Weekly meetings are a very good practise. There we can easily, for example, come to a 
conclusion together, that we need more time to something and that can be taken care of 
right there. (Teacher 7) 

• professional identity support – professional ongoing dialogue, ped-

agogical discussions, continuing further education or training (lifelong learning) 

enabled and offered  

I have participated in additional professional training and it has always been enabled by 
the employer. That is of course very good. On the other hand, it has also happened that 
the training has not matched my goals in the first place, so I have stopped it. And that 
was accepted by the leader too. It is a matter of trust, that I know what is good for me 
and I don´t have to attend something just for the sake of participating. (Teacher 3) 

Generally, these practices were well identified and described as supportive. 

Another question seems to be, how well they are implemented, in practise. One 

positively experienced practice was internal scheduling, for example a year cal-

endar and school timetables. It was explained by the interviewees that this sched-

uling inside the organisation is working surprisingly well if thinking how com-

plicated the system is with combining everything from the general upper second-

ary school and the art school. One reason for that was thought to be that it has 

been improved and practiced little by little for so many years. There is less over-

lapping and clashing all the time; since there are many things happening 

throughout the year, it lessens stress when you know from previous what is and 

what will be happening. For example, so-called Taikkari-week is always the last 

week of January, Promenade -concert is always on Wednesday of that week, the 

matriculation examinations in fall and in spring or the entrance examinations in 

May. Also connected to scheduling were mentioned, for example, weekly staff 

meetings or yearly personal feedback discussions with the principal. What was 

found out problematic, was that sometimes these occasions, for example, feed-

back discussions, are experienced just formal duties, which just have to be carried 

out and have lost their original meaning. 

Some of the positive factors which were mentioned in connection to fixed 

internal practices were the aim to share same information to everybody at the 
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same time, to create a regular opportunity to everybody to speak and share opin-

ions and ideas, to ensure that you meet your superior regularly, and to ensure 

that you know he´s reachable even though not sitting in the office all the time. 

Interviewees are longing possibilities for ongoing professional dialogue, 

life-long learning experiences, and pedagogical discussions inside and outside 

the organisation. The employer does offer opportunities to participate in addi-

tional training or education, but the problem was pointed out that there is not 

very much where to choose from, especially not anything really interesting and 

new. Inside the organisation some courses are offered too, for example in con-

nection to digitalisation, but deeper dialogue and discussion were described hap-

pening only between some teachers and mostly on their own time. If you are the 

only teacher teaching a certain subject, you can feel quite lonely since you never 

have anybody whom to share ideas with. 

5.4.4 Attitude   

The participants explained that one´s own attitude can be a conscious decision 

about how one relates to everything, both leaders and the employees. One exam-

ple was about going to your supervisor; what counts is really the first reaction 

you get from him, does the leader first says “yes” or “wait a minute”, because he 

is busy. The “yes” supports the feeling that you are welcome to talk at any time. 

“Wait a minute” was described to make you feel that you and your business are 

just taking time from something much more important. 

How you talk about things: for example, when the change towards electronic matricula-
tion examinations started, it was important that our principal brought good aspects of it 
into the light, instead of talking about the worst scenarios of it. (Teacher 3) 

If the leader is anguished and complaining, it all drains down to teachers and finally to 
students. If a leader is enthusiastic and supportive, he/she is an example to the whole or-
ganisation. (Teacher 4) 

But as well as the attitude of the supervisor, participants talked about their 

own attitude. It was explained and compared to taking responsibility for the 

whole; if you are conscious about your reactions and what kind of energy you 

pass on to your environment, you feel better yourself. It is a decision of looking 
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at things through a positive lens and spreading positive attitude, but it does not 

mean closing your eyes from problems. 

5.4.5 Frames  

When talking about the leadership practices which help to cope with complexity, 

participants found comparison in artistic, creative processes, which are always 

complex in their nature. It was pointed out that in such processes the boundaries 

between people naturally fade away; the principal, the teachers, and the students. 

Finally, there is only a group of people that are sharing a creative process. Such 

liberation was considered very important and desirable in everyday work.  

On the other hand, to release one´s creativity and improvise freely is not 

that that simple. It does not happen just like that. There is a possibility of chaos 

or freezing instead of feeling safe enough to reveal something interesting and 

important. 

For someone, who has never improvised music, the idea of it might be chaotic. But if you 
say to her/him that let´s improvise with one note only, it becomes reasonable. (Teacher 5) 

When you have clear frames, it is easy to move inside them. And what is obvious in our 
organisation, is that you have professional freedom to plan and do your work. (Teacher 
3) 

I think the timetables are working better than before. There is less overlapping, and I can 
even make wishes about my courses nowadays.  Actually, it is quite surprising how 
many wishes are finally implemented in the timetable. (Teacher 3) 

It was noted, that some structures and limits are very much needed to free 

creativity and so become more adaptive. The participants emphasized that it is 

important to know what you can do and what you can´t do. And it is important 

to know the budgets, what is taken care of by whom in the organisation, where 

things are and how they work, what are the timetables and deadlines etc; if one 

can freely trust that certain things are taken care off by certain people, you can 

use your energy to other things. 

The leader can´t just create endlessly or stuck in confusion. He/she has to ensure that cer-
tain things can be trusted inside the organisation and then it is easier to face complexity 
and change. (Teacher 5) 
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5.4.6 Time  

In Savonlinnan Taidelukio, these results reveal that one of the teachers´ works´ 

biggest limitations or challenges is time. Participants largely wished more time 

to almost everything; time for different types of discussions among faculty as 

well as with students, time to process things, time to plan and build visions, time 

to reflect. That would, as it was suggested by them, lessen unnecessary complex-

ity and result in better solutions.  

Working culture is transforming more and more towards projects after pro-

jects and that is supported by the national curriculum and financing. There 

should be at least some time to recover in between, according to participants. It 

was described: “To have some time to breathe, before moving into the next one”. 

Another thought was that because the whole is more complex all the time so little 

things have huger effects, there should be more time to think before acting.  

Sometimes it seems that we are just patching over patchs because we have to react too 
fast. And as we know, typically after patching too much, the next hole is soon there, in 
the seam of the patch. The problems are seen for example in student care or technology. 
(Teacher 3) 

Participants described that there is pressure to be faster and more effective 

inside the system, and that is one of the reasons why connections between prob-

lems are sometimes missing. For example, there might be a discussion going 

about students´ stress and burnout and elsewhere another discussion about add-

ing up optional studies, or a nationwide change going on in entrance require-

ments for further studies. These all have a connection, but in a hurry, it is not 

noticed and solved as an entity. 

Quickly looked at, it seems wonderful that there is a huge variety of optional studies to 
choose from. But what will really happen when we open  access to all courses in 
Savonlinna vocational school and the university of applied sciences. Because this is what 
they are planning to do. We already have a good variety of courses inside our school and 
it seems that students have enough challenges with all that. Wouldn´t it be better to focus 
on the options of one school, at a time? (Teachers 1 and 4) 

Also related to time, is the participants´ experience of faster and faster 

changes, as well as an increasing number of requirements which are mainly com-
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ing from the upper level, outside the organisation. This was compared to a say-

ing: “Every change should have a reason, no matter how small it is” and to some 

reforms that are just ordered without asking and without explanations.  

Finally, this all adds up to students and they are the ones that have to do the work. 
(Teacher 5) 

To turn complexity into a creative or even flow experience? 

When asked about such practices that specifically encourage creativity and 

improvising in coping with complexity, participants brought up some issues. 

More difficult was a question if any of them could start a “creative flow”. 

5.5 Is answering complexity with complexity the way for-

ward?  

5.5.1 Is there a possibility that we are creating “a mice wheel” for our-

selves? 

This last question required more thinking from the interviewees, as well as from 

me too. It is not so clear what this tension means. It did lead the interviewees 

back to where we started from, and into the theory that the world is more and 

more complex all the time. Compared to that and the experiences from their own 

working life in Savonlinnan Taidelukio, the assumption was that the working life 

generally, in society, is changing faster and faster. 

I wonder how much more people can tolerate it. How many will have burnout and how 
many will retire prematurely? (Teacher 5) 

It was suggested that someone should have a brake that could be pressed 

when the pace is getting too fast. Now it seems that nobody has it. 

5.6 Coming to terms with Complexity 

In the end, the interview results have to be examined and understood as a whole 

to see the complexity there is. Not any single topic or issue is complex by itself, 

but when you try to see them first separately and then as a whole, it is probably 
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possible to see it. At least to imagine the rich interconnectivity which is happen-

ing there, not to mention the awareness of the increasing unknown. 

After the actual interviews, I asked each of the participants to look once 

more the Cynefin™ model and intuitively fill up percentages of their personal 

experience on each of the four segments; simple, complicated, complex, and cha-

otic. It was notable that the results varied so much. What does that tell us? Maybe 

not much, or maybe just that even though we are talking about the same issues 

and matters, we have different kinds of understanding and relationships to the 

terminology. It might also tell us, that to really understand the complexity as a 

phenomenon, we need to take a step back and examine it as a much bigger whole. 

Until we do that, we are exploring it more as personal experiences, which of 

course helps gradually build the understanding of the whole.  

There were much-shared issues and topics in the interviews but finally, par-

ticipants labelled things and experiences a little bit differently. Therefore, it is 

much of the interviewer´s responsibility to connect the dots thru thorough inter-

viewing to ensure that we are, in the end, talking about our very different per-

ceptions and experiences of what might outwardly appear to be the 'same' issues. 

Figure 1. Cynefin™ model 
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TABLE 4. The experience of simple, complicated, complex, and chaotic among the partici-
pants  

Teacher 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

Simple 40 60 25 15 5 10 20 

Complicated 30 15 20 15 60 20 50 

Complex 20 20 40 60 30 70 20 

Chaotic 10 5 15 10 5 0 10 

Percentage 100 100 100 100 100 100 100 
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6 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 

In this section, I am trying to understand the results of the interview data as a 

whole, not as single issues or topics, but as a complex organisation with issues 

and particles in rich interconnectivity. How they seem to act as a whole and how, 

or if, they relate to the original research questions and four theoretical conceptual 

ideas I reviewed in preparation for my case study; complex adaptive system, 

adaptive space, cognitive complex ability, and attributional complexity. In my 

discussion I am interested in a more holistic view of the study and understanding 

the relationship between my interview analysis and theory related to complexity 

and leadership. 

6.1.1 Positive and negative perceptions of complexity 

Looking back to my research questions and comparing them to my results, 

I want to point out some considerations: 

After trying to understand complexity with the help of Cynefin™ model, 

participants did describe experiencing complexity in their everyday working life, 

in Savonlinnan Taidelukio. What was notable, was that the understanding of 

complexity as a phenomenon got diverse descriptions even from individual par-

ticipants. Roughly grouping those to two categories:  

1. First, I see a connection to the philosophical assumption of nature itself 

being complex and that “there is no such thing as nature´s balance (Davis, 

2000)”. This seemed to include such complex issues which are, and have 

always been part of the nature of the teachers´ work. They were described 

as normal challenges which teachers face in teaching, and being inspiring 

much more than oppressive. Teachers connected this mainly to the fact 

that they are working and dealing with humans, which is also explained 

by Wilson (2000), who applied complexity theory into the social networks. 

This type of complexity seems to work as a driving force in a positive way 

and is connected to professional identity, problem-solving, and creativity. 
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Teachers do have lots of professional tools as well as professional prob-

lem-solving ability with this type of complexity. 

2. On the other hand, there seems to be a strong experience of such type of 

complexity which is “somehow self-organizing to penetrate the whole 

world (Urry, J. 2006. p. 112)”. The phenomenon in this context was de-

scribed with a feeling of impotence and resignation. Compering the inter-

view data, I came to the conclusion that this type of complexity either, di-

rectly or indirectly, deals with fast, uncontrollable universal development, 

such as digitalisation, or with political decision making, such as national 

curriculums. 

These two categories seem to represent positive and negative ends of a spec-

trum when it comes to perceptions or experiences of complexity, as a phenome-

non. The results from collected data represent both ends of the spectrum and 

everything in between. My concern rose after noting that the type of complexity, 

which was experienced negatively also seemed more active and unpredictable 

than the type of complexity which was experienced positive; Number two (2) 

type of negative complexity seems to overpower the number 1 (one) type of pos-

itive, “normal” complexity and have a negative impact on the experience of pro-

fessional identity, and the ability to solve problems creatively. Type 1 (one) com-

plexity doesn´t have such power on type 2 (two) complexity than it seems to be 

the other way around. The latter one adds up to the first one. For example, digi-

talisation is “just happening”, and even though it can also influence positively, it 

is still something what we can´t very much slow down or change. It comes, and 

it has a strong impact on everything, also to type 1 (one) complexity which in the 

beginning was “an inspiring professional challenge” for the teacher.  
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Figure 5. Types of complexity recognized in Savonlinnan Taidelukio, Kira Boesen-Muhonen 
(2020) 

6.1.2 Layers of complexity surrounding the core functions 

In the end, the interview results have to be understood as a whole to see the 

complexity there is. Not any single topic or issue is complex by itself, but when 

you try to see them first separately and then as a whole, it is possible to see it, the 

rich interconnectivity between everything. At least, to imagine the rich intercon-

nectivity which is happening there, not to mention the awareness of the increas-

ing “unknown”. If mirroring this to Uhl-Bien´s (2017) definition of complexity 

and the rich interconnectivity, where the parts that are connecting, shape and 

change each other and the whole in an unexpected manner, one can make a con-

clusion, and as it was also described by the participants, that complexity itself is 

increasing; complex issues are changing into even more complex issues. There is 

a growing chance of something changing everything fatally in an unexpected 

manner. Could we understand complexity as layers surrounding the core func-

tions? The more layers we have the more complex is the whole, and the outer the 

layer is, the more uncontrollable it is. Also, the more layers we have, the more 

difficult may the core functions become. Participants described that type 2 (two) 

negative complexity is sucking more and more energy and time, and that they 
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feel that they are torn to every direction. That is causing a feeling of inadequacy 

and so weathering professional identity. 

Figure 6. Increasing workload recognized in Savonlinnan Taidelukio (Kira Boesen-
Muhonen, 2020)  

 

6.1.3 “Tumbling tower”  

Have you ever played Tumbling Tower? To move on in the game, the pos-

sibility that the tower collapses increases after every move a single player makes. 

The further the play goes on, the more complicated and complex the situation 

gets. It is obvious that at some point the tower will collapse. This gets quite com-

plex at some point, since especially towards the end, the particles affect and de-

pend on each other more and more. Finally, by moving one block all blocks move, 

and in the end the whole tower, or what is left of it, collapses. In the beginning, 

the structure of the tower is simple and can be rebuilt over and over again. After 

a couple of moves, it has changed to complicated, but if the tower collapses, you 

could still build it back to that shape where it was just before collapsing. (The 

moves have not so much affected the basic structure and the blocks that are left, 

are in their original places.) But the fact is that, if we keep on going with the game, 

it will get more and more complex. What other choice do we have? 
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Can the development in this game, from simple to complicated and after 

that towards complex, represent simply what has and is happening in the world?  

Picture 1.  Tumbling Tower 1-2-3 

 

6.2 Complex adaptive system and Savonlinnan Taidelukio 

The willingness and the capability of adjusting seems to be strong in Savonlinnan 

Taidelukio. The staff is and wants to be creative and innovative in their basic 

work as teachers. However, they seem to want structures and practices around it 

all, and a leader who takes care of the whole. This does not suit together with the 

general idea of complex adaptive system, as a totally self-organising unit, with-

out hierarchy. I am wondering if stability should be seen as a necessity to lead 

adaptability in a sense, that people are better freed to adapt if they do have a 

“strong base” underneath them. 

There seems to be a balance well handled. The leader takes well care of en-

abling teachers to concentrate on their core work with students, which of course 

is, and should be the most important thing. To ensure this, the leader her/himself 

must work harder to keep everything together.  
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Nooteboom (2013) divides the theory of strategies (see table 1) either be-

longing to a. adaptive leadership or b. enabling leadership. There does not seem 

to be anything wrong with either strategy, but by looking at them in more detail 

and comparing them with the results of Savonlinnan Taidelukio; the first may 

have "hidden" problems. Strategies under a. adaptive leadership are handy and 

seem innovative, even spontaneous, but actually might have taken shape and 

gotten into use under the pressure, such as lack of time and resources or a need 

to be more effective. On the contrary, when comparing results to strategies under 

b. enabling leadership, it is quite obvious that those do take more time and re-

sources, and are also more systematic, active, and planned. Any of them, taken 

into use, can end up sucking lots of resources, so they are in that sense dangerous.  

What if the leader decides, for example, to use lots of more time to reflect 

on cross-organisational relationships than ever before, but ends up finding out 

that he/she not only lost a lot of time and money but got the staff badly off the 

track? Of course, the leader knows where he/she is aiming to, but can a real 

change happen without risks, losses, or collisions? I claim that both strategies are 

needed and that there are times when you have to use a. adaptive leadership 

strategies, but absolutely there must be time and resources for b. enabling lead-

ership strategies too. That is if we want any change, and this latter one is, in this 

current structure, difficult to implement. 

The interview results from Savonlinnan Taidelukio back up the under-

standing that operational and entrepreneurial leadership (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 

2017) are implemented in many ways in Taidelukio, and that the enabling lead-

ership is there, but not implementing systematically according to the theory. This 

is difficult to perceive since enabling leadership seems to consists of operational 

and entrepreneurial leadership. But if we think of these as a pyramid, where en-

abling leadership is on the top and so depending strongly on the operational and 

entrepreneurial leaderships, we can picture enabling leadership as a whole new 

layer on top of everything. These three types together should be the core of com-

plex thinking that finally enables a well-functioning complex adaptive system.  
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Being an extraordinary enabling leader requires a combination of deep conviction and 
humility. Enabling leaders must be convicted enough in what they are doing to take great 
risks in opening up adaptive space for others, and humble enough to step back so others 
can step forward. (Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2017, p. 18)  

According to the results from Savonlinnan Taidelukio, the leaders there are 

and have always represented deep conviction and humility, and they have al-

ways been “humble enough to step back so others can step forward”. At the same 

time, Uhl-Bien and Arena (2017) also do suggest that “the leaders should be con-

victed enough in what they are doing to take great risks in opening up adaptive 

space for others”. It seems there is a dilemma here. Not, that the leaders weren´t 

ready to take risks, but how is this possible when the system is so structured as 

it is, as it should be, and as the school world generally is? To make this truly 

happen, the leader should not only be convicted himself, but convince others in 

the organisation to understand the need for a change, probably even a paradigm 

chance and at last, but not least have enough resources to go for it. Maybe the 

biggest question is that if we have the will, then where do we take the time 

needed if everyone is overworked. Besides all that, the law, regulations, and 

agreements dictate in many ways how the organisation should act.  

6.2.1 Adaptive space, a structural challenge 

Conflicting, connecting, research implications. and practise implications 

(UHl-Bien and Arena, 2017) discuss well with the previous Nooteboom´s (2013) 

strategies for enabling leadership, which should ensure adaptive space. These are 

actually, concrete instructions on how to implement the strategies which Noote-

boom (2013) lists. Comparing these with the interview results of Savonlinnan 

Taidelukio, it seems that we are getting closer to the main problem if there is one. 

Every one of these four should certainly require such leadership resources which 

in the current situation do seem impossible, at least if should be implemented in 

regular, everyday leadership routines. The problem seems to lie, not in the leader 

nor the staff nor any certain practices or behaviour, but in the organisational 

structure, which the school has due to the history and development of school 

leadership generally.   
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Figure 5. Recognizing the steps of a theoretical (Nooteboom, Uhl-Bien and Arena) and hy-
pothetical leadership development in Savonlinnan Taidelukio (Kira Boesen-
Muhonen, 2020) 

 

Intentional, systematic, and investigative conflicting, connecting, and uti-

lizing of research and practice implications requires time and space. To enable 

that, do we need a paradigm shift which would have to restructure school lead-

ership -thinking nationally?  

No matter how much we would want to enable adaptivity and creativity, 

we can only reach a certain point in them, in the existing structures. After that, 

we probably need such a paradigm shift which would lead to reorganising the 

whole thinking of school leadership and organisational structure. Changing a 

complex system to a complex adaptive system in a way how Uhl-Bien and Arena 

(2018) describes them and how Nooteboom (2013) defines complexity leadership 

(see figure 5), requires such resources, which cannot be allocated for that purpose 

in existing structures. Not on such scale that would support the shift fully, inten-

tionally, and purposefully to a complex adaptive system. If it was so, the leader 

should first have creative adaptive space for her/his own work, which would be, 

for example, implementing four ways to build and enable adaptive space (Uhl-

Bien and Arena, 2018) and to nourish and fuel creativity among the whole staff. 

Who, or which instance is the one that will enable this to begin with? Now the 
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leaders are tied to certain structures – and the question is, what´s wrong with 

them since we do represent the world's leading educational expertise here in Fin-

land? Maybe nothing, at least for now. Or, maybe the whole system, if the com-

plexity keeps increasing enough. 

If you have ever travelled by airplane, you know that during take-off the 

flight attendant demonstrates how the oxygen masks should be put on, in case of 

an emergency. What the attendant points out however is, that those passengers 

travelling with small children should always first put on the mask on themselves 

and after that help their children. This is, of course, a very simple example, but if 

the instructions were not pointed out, very many of us would by instinct help the 

children first. After we are instructed though, we do well understand why we 

should act in that order. 

6.3 Attributional complexity and cognitive complex ability in 

Savonlinnan Taidelukio 

The participants gave diverse examples of such behaviour which builds trust and 

supports shared values, for example empathy, transparency, listening, trust, and 

equality. On the other hand, the qualities which were wished more, were quite 

much the same. This seems to support the idea, that attributional complexity in 

leadership is highly valued among the staff. It also seems to be in connection to 

earlier mentioned Taikkarihenki, because that is described to strengthen the word-

less agreement, that nobody is neglected/everybody is kept included. Towards 

this, the understanding of attributional complexity is something what is wished 

to be part of the whole organisation.  

Cognitive complex ability in Savonlinnan Taidelukio seems to be a larger 

whole to be handled. It seems that cognitive complex ability includes everything. 

After implementing attributional complexity, which is here understood more as 

social connecting and understanding, there is everything else. For example: net-

work, politics, finance, recruiting, and public relations. It seems that if there 

wasn´t cognitive complex ability, it would be quite impossible to lead the whole. 
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Again, the biggest challenge seems be lack of time. There are all the qualities 

needed, but if people have to work in a hurry, especially the leader, and if the 

workload and complexity are increasing, where does it lead us?  
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7 REFLECTION  

When I started, I was especially eager to find concrete examples of leadership 

practices which help to cope with everyday complexity. Lots of good leadership 

practices were named and recognized, not to mention Taikkarihenki, which 

strengthens the identity of the whole community, but something was missing.  

The study, as a whole, backs up the theory that the complexity is increasing. 

I recognized two types of complexity, 1 (one) positive, which energizes and 

strengthens professional identity, and 2 (two) negative, which eats energy and 

weakens professional identity. It also backs up the idea, that increasing negative 

type 2 (two) complexity adds up to teachers´ workload and as a result of that, 

multiplies the workload of the leader. 

In the end, I woke up to notice that not any single practice or issue alone 

can help to adapt in complexity, because the phenomenon is a whole by itself, 

with rich interconnectivity, and that´s how we must try to understand it.  How-

ever, single good practices and issues all together keep everything running well, 

so the question left is, do we need a paradigm shift, which would lead us to an 

enabling leadership culture outlined in figure 5? And if we do, when and how? 

7.1.1 COVID-19 pandemic – closing the circle 

During the last weeks, that I have been working with this study, the world has 

run into COVID-19 pandemic crisis. It is only couple of months ago that we had 

absolutely no idea what was coming just behind the corner. From my study notes, 

I found thoughts of examples about strongly increasing complexity, caused by 

huge unpredictable changes that are impossible to prepare for in any way. I had 

in mind threats like climate catastrophe or internet crashing. These kinds of 

threats have been in discussions, but then again no one knows what will happen 

if any of them, or something else what we have not even imagined, comes true. 
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Well, it is happening right now! Here we are, in the middle of such crises, 

in reality. And they say, there is more to come. When this all started, people eve-

rywhere had to adapt to the situation promptly, and now it is interesting to see 

how things proceed in global, national, organisational, and individual levels. 

Suddenly we have lots of “experts” in a situation where actually nobody knows 

where this all is leading to. This is complex. There is very much rich interconnec-

tivity between everything in all levels, and we are all “in the same boat”. 

Also, Savonlinnan Taidelukio, as all the other schools and organisations 

have had to reorganise their functions to meet this new situation. All schools 

adapted in few days from classroom teaching to distance teaching through di-

verse internet connections. The existing situation really challenged everybody. In 

Savonlinnan Taidelukio, as far as I know, adaptability and creativity has been 

strong among the whole staff. Everybody acted fast and lots of acute help was 

offered inside the school. Information seemed to work clearly and on time. There 

seems to be a strong will to make everything work, and it seems that the theory 

of answering complexity with complexity (Uhl-Bien, 2017) is actually imple-

mented here.  

What is quite interesting, is that it seems that I have come a full circle and I 

am back to where I started from: the problematic and stressful thinking that we 

are all the time trying to get over something, trying to get “back to normal”. 

COVID-19 is now doing it for real, or is it? Should we learn that this exact mo-

ment, like any other time, is just the “new normal”, and we can´t get back to 

something which we consider “normal”. What is it anyway? The situation is on 

right now, so only time will tell what kind of scars COVID-19 will leave in 

Savonlinnan Taidelukio.  

7.1.2 Taikkarihenki 

Last, but not least, I want to remind the readers of this study about Taikka-

rihenki, which means something like “the spirit of Taikkari (Savonlinnan Taide-

lukio)”. It certainly has helped handle the existing COVIC19 -situation too. Taik-

karihenki seems to be a phenomenon inside an organisation and would be worthy 
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of its own research. It is explained that Taikkarihenki has long roots; all the way 

back to 1967 through the attitude of the very first principal of the school. It is 

something that everybody, the faculty and the students, are proud of and some-

thing that is owned by all. It is carried on collectively and it strengthens profes-

sional identity, occupational respect, togetherness among the students and the 

staff, and the overall image of the school.  

Taikkarihenki is complex. It would be difficult to create something like that 

artificially, since it has no hierarchy and it certainly, even though could be also 

used negatively against something or somebody, has several strong benefits. This 

whole would be difficult to reach through any given model, and a challenge if 

wanted to be measured. Taikkarihenki would be an interesting research topic. 

7.1.3 Further research and implementing the study 

I have a wish that I will get an opportunity to present my study in Savonlinnan 

Taidelukio for those who are interested. I also think that there are some interest-

ing findings to those who are interested in complexity and complexity leadership 

thinking, not only in Savonlinnan Taidelukio, but elsewhere too.  

I strongly hope that this research will inspire some others to do further stud-

ies around these subjects. Especially, I hope someone will one day research Taik-

karihenki as a phenomenon. 
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Appendix 2 Research permit for Savonlinnan Taidelukio 
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Appendix 2 Research permit - participants 

 

 

 


