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Abstract

This ethnographic case study examines the artifacts of the leadership culture of one Finnish early
childhood education (ECE) center and how they appear from the perspective of broad-based peda-
gogical leadership. Qualitative content analysis with a directed approach was guided by Pasquale
Gagliardi’s and Mary Hatch’s definitions of artifacts. In addition, artifacts were analyzed through
broad-based pedagogical leadership. Based on the analysis, thirteen activities, six verbal expressions,
and thirteen objects of leadership culture were found in the data. Most of the artifacts were indirect
pedagogical leadership, and some had several purposes due to staff interpretations. The interpreta-
tions varied both between the leaders and the staff but also within the staff. The findings indicate
that symbolic leadership is present in many leadership situations and that a lack of knowledge
about the symbolic and cultural dimensions of leadership can undermine leaders’ good intentions.
The results of the study can be utilized in practical work in leading organizational cultures and in
structuring pedagogical leadership in ECE. Additionally, the research has theoretical implications
by enriching leadership research in ECE and enhancing the concept of broad-based pedagogical lead-
ership, which can be used in leadership training programs in the field of education.
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Introduction

Cultural artifacts that are the most superficial manifestations of culture (Brown, 1996; Jones, 1996),
can be instruments of influence for leaders who are aware of their potential (Paaluméki, 2004). By
consciously and continuously directing the meanings associated with cultural artifacts (Fonsén and
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Lahtero 2024; Paaluméki, 2004), organizational culture can be significantly influenced by leader-
ship (Heikka et al., 2016; Lahtero and Risku, 2014; Lumby, 2012). Thus, an excellent leader needs
to master symbolic and cultural leadership in addition to the technical, human, and pedagogical
dimensions of leadership (Lahtero and Risku, 2014; Sergiovanni, 2001). However, the symbolic
and cultural perspective seems to be missing from the leadership views of educational leaders
(Lahtero and Kuusilehto-Awale, 2015), or they find it hard to recognize (Fonsén et al., 2022).
Thus, the concept of pedagogical leadership needs to be broadened to include the cultural dimen-
sions of leadership, as in, for example, broad-based pedagogical leadership (Fonsén and Lahtero,
2024; Lahtero and Kuusilehto Awale, 2015; Lahtero and Salonen, 2022; Lahtero and Laasonen
2021).

Staff shortages in early childhood education (ECE) are challenging the function of ECE organi-
zations and the well-being of leaders (Kristiansen et al., 2021; Roponen et al., 2024). The main
reasons at the organizational level for the change in career plans among ECE teachers in Finland
include the leadership and organizational culture (Kangas et al., 2022), which highlights the import-
ance of conducting this research dealing with the skills of symbolic and cultural leadership.
Additionally, teachers tend to identify more with their profession than with the organization
where they teach (Mintzberg, 1998; Oliveira, 2012). Thus, educational leaders need other ways
to increase staff engagement, since teacher engagement has a positive effect on children’s learning
outcomes (Sun, 2015). The link between culture and organizational performance is strong (Lumby,
2012), and an increase in organizational performance and staff engagement can only occur when
technical, human, and pedagogical leadership is complemented by aspects of symbolic and cultural
leadership (Lahtero and Salonen, 2022; Sergiovanni, 2001). Organizational culture is not modified
or maintained by luck and intuition but by knowledge of organizational cultures (Lahtero and
Risku, 2014).

ECE in Finland refers to a systematic and goal-oriented entity consisting of upbringing, educa-
tion, and care, with a special emphasis on pedagogy (Act 540/2018). Several reforms have been
made to the Act on Early Childhood Education and Care (540/2018) in recent years. Most recently,
in August 2022, the amendments were related to the support system for children’s learning and
development. The qualification requirements for ECE leaders and teachers were updated in
2018. After the transition period, every leader must have a master’s degree from an ECE teacher
program by 2030 (Act 540/2018). In 2021, the Finnish government ordered a review of the
current situation, the creation of a development plan for ECE leadership, and a national training
program for educational leadership (Heikonen et al., 2023). This resulted in a proposal that in
the future, in addition to a master’s degree, the qualification requirement for an ECE leader
would be an entity of leadership studies where broad-based pedagogical leadership and organiza-
tional cultures are included (Heikonen et al., 2023).

Purpose and research question

This ethnographic study focuses on the visible aspect of ECE leadership culture, specifically on cul-
tural artifacts arising from ECE leadership and what is their purpose within the framework of broad-
based pedagogical leadership. Our research question is: What kind of cultural artifacts arise from
ECE leadership, and what is their purpose within the framework of broad-based pedagogical
leadership?

The article is structured as follows. In the first two sections, we will discuss the key concepts of
the study, broad-based pedagogical leadership, and cultural artifacts. Then, we will introduce the
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study context and the analysis method. In the results section, we present the cultural artifacts of ECE
leadership, their purpose within the framework of broad-based pedagogical leadership, and the
types of artifacts involved (e.g., routines, rituals, phrases). Results of the analysis are followed
by a discussion of the findings where we also demonstrate the theoretical implications of the
results for the theory of broad-based pedagogical leadership.

Broad-based pedagogical leadership

Leadership in educational organizations is often described through pedagogical leadership
(Heikonen et al., 2023), which is similar to instructional leadership (Lahtero and Salonen, 2022).
A model of broad-based pedagogical leadership (Figure 1) developed within the framework of
basic education interprets leadership as direct or indirect and includes a cultural dimension of lead-
ership (Fonsén and Lahtero, 2024; Lahtero and Salonen, 2022; Lahtero and Laasonen 2021). Direct
pedagogical leadership focuses on the learning and teaching processes, for example, direct guidance
and support of teachers’ competence and learning, both in everyday school life and through, for
example, development discussions (Lahtero et al. 2021; Lahtero and Laasonen 2021; Alava
et al., 2012). Pedagogical leadership through technical leadership (e.g., structures, scheduling,

Direct pedagogical
leadership

Indirect Indirect

pedagogical pedagogical
leadership via leadership via
Technical Leading human

leadership resources

Symbolic and
Cultural leadership

Figure |. Broad-based pedagogical leadership (based on Fonsén and Lahtero, 2024).
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coordinating, finance) and human resource leadership (e.g., psychological factors, motivation, well-
being) is indirect (Lahtero and Salonen, 2022; Lahtero et al. 2021). If the focus is solely on technical
leadership, neglecting human and pedagogical aspects, staff motivation diminishes, and the funda-
mental mission becomes obscured (Fonsén and Lahtero 2024). Likewise, prioritizing pedagogical
leadership while marginalizing technical and human aspects prevents the attainment of education
and learning (Lahtero and Laasonen 2021). Thus, effective learning and teaching require a well-
organized organization with motivated and committed staff.

Sergiovanni’s (2001) five forces of leadership have similarities with broad-based peda-
gogical leadership. However, the areas of broad-based pedagogical leadership are not seen
as separate from each other, like the five forces of leadership, but that the symbolic and cultural
dimension of leadership is present in all technical, pedagogical, and human resource leadership
situations (Lahtero and Risku, 2014). Technical, pedagogical, and human resource leadership
forms the foundation for being a competent leader, but an excellent leader also masters the sym-
bolic and cultural dimensions of leadership (Fonsén et al., 2022; Lahtero and
Kuusilehto-Awale, 2015). The foundation guarantees the functioning of the organization, but
not alone excellent education and teaching (Lahtero and Laasonen, 2021). The symbolic
tasks of leadership are seen as the most demanding in other leadership models as well, such
as the competency hierarchy model (Fonsén et al., 2022).

The basic principle of symbolic leadership is that the meanings given to events and their
interpretation are more important than what happens in the organization (Fonsén and
Lahtero, 2024: 8; Lahtero, 2011). Fonsén et al. (2022) argued that symbolic leadership is
present in direct and indirect pedagogical leadership through staff’s interpretations of leader-
ship, but only a conscious and deliberate attempt to structure the meanings given to work by
staff makes it cultural leadership (see also Lahtero et al. 2021). Gotvassli (2018) stated that
symbolic leadership is a challenge to ECE leaders but beneficial, especially in the current chan-
ging environment. ECE in recent years has undergone global and national reforms that have
challenged the functioning of educational organizations (Eskelinen and Hjelt, 2017; Ho
et al., 2016; Kristiansen et al., 2021). ECE leaders in Finland are leading units formed of
two or more centers, and the number of employees has increased (Eskelinen and Hjelt,
2017). Similar changes have occurred internationally. The expanding staff count seems to be
amplifying challenges, including the capacity of ECE teachers to engage in decision-making
and receive support from the ECE leader (Ho et al., 2016). When conditions are unpredictable
and there is a need for leading change, a leader’s ability to deal with the symbolic system of the
organization is critical (Lahtero and Risku, 2014). Studies on educational organizations
have identified culture as invaluable to the successful improvement of teaching and learning,
and in studies where cultural features do not support and encourage reform, changes are not
taking place (Deal and Petersen, 2009). Cultural artifacts are effective in strengthening existing
values and norms, and failing to remove or modify old cultural artifacts and replace
them with new ones usually leads to failure in leading the culture of the organization
(Higgins et al., 2006).

Fonsén et al. (2022) studied the views of educational leaders on leadership competence and the
requirements for its development. In their study, there was little or no mention of symbolic leader-
ship in the leaders’ responses, and the leaders were unable to identify symbolic leadership. Thus,
regardless of the training provider, leadership training for educational leaders should have a more
holistic approach, as in broad-based pedagogical leadership where symbolic leadership is included
(Lahtero and Kuusilehto-Awale, 2015; Lahtero and Salonen, 2022).
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Cultural artifacts

Organizational culture refers to the culture of an organization (Juuti, 2006; Sergiovanni, 2001), such
as leadership culture and operating culture (Lunenburg and Ornstein, 2012). Lahtero and Salonen
(2022) state that leadership culture is a subculture of the organization’s operating culture and they
affect one another (see Figure 2).

Mintzberg (1983) called organizational culture ideology which is a social phenomenon consist-
ing of the beliefs, norms, and values of an organization (Mintzberg, 1998). Organizational culture
changes constantly when its members interact with each other (Seeck 2021). Schein’s organiza-
tional culture theory (2017) states that the shared beliefs, basic assumptions and values
(non-observable) within the culture have encouraged activities that produce cultural artifacts
(observable) that are the most superficial manifestations of culture (Brown, 1996; Jones, 1996).
However, Gagliardi (2006) has stated that artifacts are not secondary, superficial manifestations
of deeper cultural phenomena but are themselves primary cultural phenomena (Paaluméki,
2004). Artifacts influence our perception of reality to the point of subtly shaping beliefs, norms,
and cultural values (Gagliardi, 2006). Thus, values and norms affect artifacts (Schein, 2017), but
artifacts also affect values and norms (Gagliardi, 2006). Any artifact can be a symbol if it produces
meanings (Gagliardi, 2006), and symbols stand for a multiplicity of meanings, evoke emotions, and
impel people to action (Hatch, 2018; Juuti, 2006). When symbols are given meanings, they can
convey cultural information, for example, what is valued in the organization (Juuti, 2006). Thus,

PRODUCTS OF LEADERSHIP
OBSERVABLE

OPERATING CULTURE INTENTIONAL
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Figure 2. Operating and leadership culture based on Schein (2017), Gagliardi (201 1) and Lahtero and
Salonen (2022).
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artifacts make it possible to see behind the action, and the study of artifacts enables us to aim dir-
ectly at the heart of the culture (Gagliardi, 2006). A symbolic perspective on the study of cultural
artifacts sees organizations as systems formed by shared symbols and meanings (Lahtero, 2011).

According to Gagliardi (2011: 3), artifacts may be defined as a) products of human activity
that exist independently of their creator, b) are observable, and c) have a purpose, as they are
aimed at solving a specific problem or satisfying a specific need. Artifacts are understandable in
the environment in which they are produced and used since they arise as a result of the social
interaction of a specific group of people, which makes them products of human activity
(Niiniluoto, 1990), and in this study we are specifically interested in products of leadership.
In terms of expression, artifacts have been broadly defined to include all observable artifacts
of culture, such as behavioral activities, objects, and verbal expressions (see e.g., Hatch,
2018; Schein, 2004). A narrower definition of artifacts covers only material forms of culture
(i.e., objects) (Gagliardi 2011; Gagliardi, 2006). In our research, we used a broader definition
of artifacts, as shown in Table 1.

Artifacts are intentional, meaning that their existence has a purpose (Gagliardi, 2011). For
example, in rituals such as meetings (Lahtero 2011), the significance is that events are always
repeated in the same way to reduce the anxiety that people living in a complex world have
(Juuti, 2006). Repetition underscores our sense of purpose and direction (Sueldo and
Streimikiene, 2016; Deal and Peterson, 2009: 90). Routines share some elements with rituals,
such as repetitiveness, but while rituals are collective actions performed by a community, routines
are individual activities (Leone, 2011). Turning to the differences between ceremonies and rituals,
Sueldo and Streimikiene (2016) incorporate ceremonies and rituals, whereas Lahtero (2011) distin-
guishes between them based on their elaborateness and frequency, highlighting school events like
celebrations as examples. Our study examines the purpose of leadership culture artifacts through
direct and indirect pedagogical leadership (Fonsén and Lahtero 2024; Lahtero et al. 2021), reveal-
ing the importance of rituals such as meetings in, e.g. fostering pedagogical dialogue (direct lead-
ership) or organizing staffing resources (indirect leadership via technical leadership).

Study context. In August 2022, we solicited participants for our study through emails sent to ECE
centers in Southern Finland. Five centers showed interest in the study over a three-week period, and
we selected one center with a distributed leadership system for participation. The center consisted of
two leaders, seven teachers, and eight nurses. Five teams had been composed of the seven teachers
and eight nurses and they formed two professional groups in the center. In the center, the legal
requirement was one adult for every seven children aged over three and one adult for every four
children under the age of three (Act 540/2018). The center was part of a new unit consisting of
three other centers in 2021 so the leaders had been working together for a year before the data

Table |. Examples of cultural artifacts based on Hatch (2018).

Activities Objects Verbal expressions
Ceremonies Art Stories

Social routines Furnishings Humor

Rituals Photos Speeches

Parties Posters Nicknames

Rewards Appearance Metaphors
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collection started. In the entire unit, there were a little over 60 employees and approximately 350
children divided into four centers.

Ethnographic research in organizations requires close observation of the members of the organ-
ization for an extended period of time (Hammersley, 2006; O’Reilly, 2005). The observation period
in this study took place from September 2022 through April 2023. The observations were made
almost weekly and aimed at exploring cultural artifacts. The observations consisted of each of
the five teams’ team meetings (5), leadership team meetings (6) which were teacher meetings, peda-
gogical meetings (3) being open for both professional groups (i.e., ECE teacher, ECE nurses), and
staff meetings (2). The number of participants in all other meetings than team meetings varied from
five upwards as there were no set limits on attendance. Additionally, the observations included daily
activities in the center. Written material consisted of meeting agendas (8), e-mails (8), center’s
pedagogical vision (1), and a personnel survey conducted by the city (1), which are described in
more detail in the findings.

In ethnographic research the observation material can be complemented with both discussions
and interviews (Hammersley, 2006). We employed a semi structural approach in our interviews
to better understand the participants’ unique perspective rather than a generalized understanding
of a phenomenon (McGrath et al. 2019). In this study we interviewed leaders, teachers, and
nurses. Interviews conducted in September 2022 (2), March 2023 (1), and May 2023 (4).
Individual interviews with leaders (2) took place in September 2022, and the themes consisted
of the management system, meeting structures, and leadership activities. The aim was to gain
knowledge for planning the observation period and to enable the leaders to describe their leadership
activities. The leaders had different areas of responsibility (pedagogy, administration), and an add-
itional individual interview (1) was held with the pedagogical leader in March 2023, which mainly
focused on the personnel survey. Semi structured focus group interviews (4) consisted of 32 open
ended questions regarding the observed cultural artifacts and were held in May 2023 with nurses
and teachers separately. The aim of the focus group interviews was to obtain information on
how personnel interpret the artifacts, that is, the symbolic perspective of leadership. For practical
reasons, both professional groups were divided into two groups to minimize disruption of the
center’s activities. Therefore, nurses were interviewed in groups of four, while teachers were inter-
viewed in groups of three and four.

The entire data for this study consisted of observation notes, recorded meetings, written material,
and interviews (Table 2).

Leaders. The pedagogical leader communicates with families, handles children’s affairs, and sets
topics for leadership and pedagogical meetings. The administrative leader manages personnel and finan-
cial matters. The leaders can substitute for each other when needed. Both are qualified ECE teachers; the
administrative leader holds a social science degree and has training in coaching leadership, while the
pedagogical leader holds an older vocational teacher education degree that was offered before
teacher training in Finland was moved to higher education in the 1990s, and completed a year-long lead-
ership course. As of September 2022 when the data collection began, the administrative leader had 2.5
years of leadership experience, and the pedagogical leader had 3 years.

Data analysis

This study examined the cultural artifacts of ECE leadership. The variables for directed content ana-
lysis (Hsieh and Shannon, 2015) that were used to analyze the observation and interview material are
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Table 2. Research data.

Data collection

Data type Data details rounds Total duration  Participants
Observation Team meetings 5 meetings 5h Teachers
videotaped and recorded Nurses
Leadership team meetings 6 meetings 8 h 40 min Leaders
videotaped Teachers
Pedagogical meetings videotaped, =~ 3 meetings 4h Leaders
written notes Teachers
Nurses
Staff meetings 2 meetings 2 h 40 min Leaders
videotaped Teachers
Nurses
Daily activities 8 observations 20 h 30 min Leaders
written notes Teachers
Nurses
Interview Individual videotaped, recorded 3 interviews 3 h 35 min Leaders
Focus group videotaped 4 interviews 5 h 14 min Teachers
Nurses

Written material ~ E-mails
Meeting agendas
Pedagogical vision
Personnel survey

— — 00 00
|

- Teachers
Nurses

based on Gagliardi’s (2011) description of artifacts. Therefore, the leadership artifact must 1) be a
product of leadership, 2) be observable, and 3) have a purpose. The observation and categorization
of artifacts of leadership culture was guided by Hatch’s (2018) broader description of artifacts, as
shown in Table 1. All interviews were transliterated and coded word-by-word using ATLAS.ti,
and the recorded material was transliterated for artifacts. We were aware that content analysis
with ready-made categories would limit the results of the study and the examination of the phenom-
enon as a whole (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005), so we extended the analysis beyond the analysis cat-
egories by describing the purpose of the leadership artifacts through the framework of
broad-based pedagogical leadership, which made it possible to examine symbolic leadership
(Fonsén and Lahtero, 2024).

The artifacts of the ECE leadership culture, that is, the products of leadership (see Gagliardi,
2011), are categorized and presented in the findings based on their type: activities, objects,
and verbal expressions (Hatch, 2018). In Table 6 at the end of the Findings chapter, the purpose
of artifacts is illustrated through direct and indirect pedagogical leadership to more clearly
connect the results to the research context. The purpose of the artifacts was examined based on
interviews with leaders, observations, and staff interpretations which in this study also form the
symbolic leadership.

Ethical considerations

The city where the center was located granted a research permit for data collection. Before the col-
lection started, written consent was obtained from all the participants who had received the content
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of the study and a description of the usage of the data in written form. Participation in the study was
possible to suspend or stop at any time. No identifying information was mentioned in the article to
avoid identifying the participants. In the article, the leaders are named with pseudonyms: Anna
(administration) and Laura (pedagogy). If children were present during observations, no video or
audio material was collected.

Findings

Artifacts related to leadership activities

Based on interviews and observations, we found thirteen activities (see Table 3) that can be divided
into seven rituals (pedagogical meeting, leadership team meeting, team meeting, staff meeting,
Friday meeting, development meeting and greeting round), three ceremonies (parent’s evening,
Christmas party and Staff’s Christmas coffee event), and three social routines (morning rounds,
acting as chairperson and rewarding). To distinguish between rituals and social routines: all
rituals are communal actions, while social routines involve mainly the leader performing actions.

The seven rituals found were all collective actions (Leone, 2011). The purpose of pedagogical,
leadership team and team meetings was to generate and maintain pedagogical discussions about
children’s learning. In addition, shared pedagogical decision-making took place in leadership
team meetings where only the teachers attended. Pedagogical meetings were open to both profes-
sional groups. Team meetings took place weekly, although not regularly for all teams, and Laura
dealt with them occasionally. Pedagogical and leadership team meetings were held once every
three weeks. The pedagogical and leadership team meetings were conducted occasionally as hybri-
dized unit meetings with another center in the unit via Microsoft Teams. Staff interpretations of
pedagogical and leadership team meetings as hybridized unit meetings were mainly negative due

Table 3. Artifacts related to leadership activities.

Cultural artifacts Purpose Type of activity
Pedagogical meeting Maintaining pedagogical discussion Ritual
Leadership team meeting Setting goals
Team meeting
Staff meeting Organizing daily non-pedagogical activities
Supporting staff
Friday meeting Human resourcing
Development meeting Leading performance

Setting goals
Maintaining interaction

Greeting round Maintaining interaction
Supporting staff

Parent’s evening Maintaining interaction Ceremony

Christmas party Supporting staff

Staffs Christmas coffee event

Morning rounds Maintaining interaction Social routine
Supporting staff

Acting as a chairperson Coordinating the meeting

Rewarding Supporting staff
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to technical issues and a lack of interaction. Pedagogical and leadership team meetings were cultural
artifacts that were modified by the leaders (Higgins et al. 2006):

Anna: These meeting structures are made by us. There have been meetings before but in slightly differ-
ent ways because the leader has also been different. We have made changes to the meeting structures.

The staff felt that there were many overlapping topics in all of the center’s meetings, which is
why they sometimes felt the meetings were “a waste of time.” Additionally, both nurses and tea-
chers stated that decisions were supposed to be made in leadership team meetings, but teachers
added that the decisions made at the meeting were not actually adhered to:

Teacher 5: Things are left unfinished, and it [the leadership team meeting] is not beneficial . . . The
meeting just drags on and on, and there are same topics in both [pedagogical and leadership team]
meetings.

Teacher 6: Yes, and on consecutive days there might be a leadership team meeting and a staff meeting
where the same things are discussed again. One starts to think that there are more important things than
listening to the same things again . . . And then the decisions change when there are different people in
the [staff] meeting. The decisions made at the leadership team meeting on Monday will not be upheld.
On Tuesday, there will be a staff meeting, and decisions are re-made.

Staff meetings were held about once a month, and they were open to both professional groups.
They included matters related to the center’s everyday life, such as work shifts and human resour-
cing. Friday meetings were also for human resourcing purposes, but only for the upcoming week.
Friday meetings started as a result of the distributed leadership model. Leaders were less present in
the center, and staff meetings were held about once a month, so every week the staff met with each
other and went through the following week’s human resourcing, which was communicated to the
leaders:

Nurse 1: Their [Friday meetings’] purpose is to look at the upcoming week, if it is known that someone
is absent.

Nurse 2: It [the Friday meeting] has been developed because we [the staff] have felt that we have to have
one in order for things to work.

Human resourcing in staff meetings involved hiring substitutes, that is, financial management
tasks. Development meetings were held on both individual and team levels. They were about
leaders” immediate supervision of the staff’s expertise by setting strategy-related goals, but also
about encounters with personnel, where they are “seen and heard as individuals,” as the staff
described. Thus, the development meetings had a dual purpose due to staff’s interpretations
(Lahtero and Risku, 2014). From the perspective of recurrence (Sueldo and Streimikiene, 2016),
all dates of all meetings held by leaders were agreed upon at the beginning of the academic
year. However, the starting times of meetings changed very often, for example, because the
leaders had not arrived from their last meeting or because of technical problems.

During the greeting round at the beginning of each meeting, the staff would tell how the group
was doing. However, the teachers felt that the greeting round should focus more on pedagogy and
knowledge sharing.
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All three social routines (morning rounds, acting as chairperson, rewarding) were individual and
conducted by the leader (Leone 2011). Whenever the leaders were in the center, they aimed to start
the day by visiting every group and greeting staff members in their morning rounds. In meetings,
the leaders acted as chairpersons, and by doing so, they aimed to encourage the staff to participate in
the conversation and to coordinate the meeting. The distribution of speeches was more consistent in
meetings where pedagogical matters were discussed, and if held in the coffee room, the staff
coming for a break did not interfere with the meeting as much as they would have, for example,
in a staff meeting. The staff felt that it was important for the leader to function as the chairperson
and to have someone who could prevent overlapping discussions.

Leaders rewarded staff with gift cards at the staff’s Christmas coffee event, where the leaders
explained the criteria for why a particular team was rewarded. Staff members’ interpretations of
rewarding differed (Hatch 2018; Lahtero 2011). Some of the teachers felt that the criteria for
rewarding were fair because they felt that leaders rewarded them for basic work or developing
the community, for example, by sharing knowledge in the center. The others felt that the criteria
for rewarding were unfair because leaders were absent most of the time, so in practice, they
could not see the work for which they were giving rewards. All the nurses said that it is nice
that the teams are now rewarded one at a time:

Teacher 7: I don’t know exactly how it goes, but in my opinion, it’s been pretty fair so far. It’s not like
the same team gets rewarded repeatedly.

Teacher 1: Sometimes I wonder if it would’ve been better if you rewarded the whole staff collectively
instead of alternating between teams... And with so many staff members, leaders don’t even see how
you do the basic work [they are rewarding].

Nurse 1: It’s nice that they’re now rewarding one team at a time.

All three ceremonies (parent’s evening, Christmas party and Staff’s Christmas coffee event) existed
in the organization before the current leaders, so the leaders maintained existing artifacts of leadership
culture. All the observed ceremonies started with the leaders’ short speech. In their speech at the staff’s
Christmas coffee event, the leaders thanked and praised the staff. The leaders’ behavior in ceremonies
was about maintaining interaction but also about giving support to the staff:

Teacher 7: It was a good thing that they [the leaders] were there [at the parents’ evening]. In the begin-
ning, closing the gates in the yard and caring for sick children at home was discussed, so it was good that
those kinds of things are communicated by the leaders, that parents understand that the rules are not just
invented by us the staff.

The social routines found in this study, excluding acting as a chairperson, focused on interacting
with and supporting the staff (Fonsen and Lahtero, 2024).

Artifacts related to objects

There were thirteen objects found in the data that were of different types, including architecture/fur-
nishing, digital documents, posters, clothing, photos, memos, a board, a book, a survey, and a peda-
gogical vision (see Table 4).

The leaders held meetings in two locations: the gym and the center’s coffee room. The location
was decided on the same day the meeting was held. In the coffee room, there was a table and chairs
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for meeting attendees, but the gym did not have these, which is why the meeting attendees sat on
mattresses and on low benches intended for children. Although there was room for improvement in
ergonomics, there were far fewer distractions in meetings held in the gym. Since the coffee room
was also a staff break room, employees came and went into the meeting room throughout the
meeting. The staff described that it is hard to concentrate in the meeting when there were distrac-
tions throughout the meeting, but it was also important for the staff that there was a quiet place for
having a break:

Teacher 1: The coffee room is not a good meeting location.
Teacher 2: Yes, because people want to take a break there.

Teacher 3: People are constantly coming and going to get coffee, so it always interrupts that meeting a
bit.

Teacher 1: You should also be able to take a break without having to listen to the meeting.

Teacher 2: Yes, otherwise it does not feel like a break.

Deciding the meeting location was about leading and coordinating the structures of the organ-
ization (Lahtero and Salonen 2022). However, the choice of meeting location also affected well-
being and the interaction between the leader and the staff as the staff described. Thus, the
meeting location had a dual purpose due to staff’s interpretations (Lahtero and Risku, 2014).

Staff members did not use the leaders’ office, even in the absence of the leaders. Staff stated that
the leaders’ office was dreary due to a lack of furnishings. Staff compared the lack of decorating to
what had been done by previous leaders, who, according to staff, had all made the office look like
their own; thus, the lack of decorating of leaders can be seen as modifying the artifact of leadership

Table 4. Artifacts related to leadership objects.

Cultural artifacts Purpose Type of object
Meeting location Coordinating meeting structures Architecture
Supporting teaching environment Furnishing
Leaders’ office Supporting teaching environment
Clothing Supporting staff by interacting with Clothing
parents
Meeting agenda Planning Digital document
Meeting memo Documenting
Action plans Goal setting
Planning pedagogical activities
Photos Supporting well-being Photo
Meeting dates Coordinating Poster
Schedule
Whiteboard Human resourcing Board
A book related to renewing practices of Supporting teaching and learning Book
support processes
Personnel survey Supporting well-being Survey
Pedagogical vision Supporting teaching Written

document
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culture (Higgins et al., 2006). The leaders themselves explained that they had not decorated their office
because they felt that the office was a shared space. The leaders thought of their office as an office for the
entire staff and available, for example, for meetings or planning of pedagogical activities.

The leaders dressed neatly and formally. The leaders themselves stated that since they were in
customer service work and there could be meetings with guardians at any time, they should respect
their customers by dressing neatly. Staff perceive leaders’ interaction directly with guardians as an
important way to provide support to staff.

Before all of the meetings, the leaders sent the agenda via email to the staff. In the meeting
agenda, the center’s name, meeting title, dates, and agenda items were documented. Finally, the
leaders welcomed everyone to the meeting and signed the agenda and always added a photo in
the end which was related to the current season and put there to cheer the staff as they described it:

ECE unit name
ECE centers XX and XY, separate meetings
Leadership team, 1 March 2023, at 12.15pm-13.45pm, Agenda

1. Opening the meeting and selecting the secretary
2. Mid-term review of the group's action plan
- Bring your team's review of the achievement of goals to the leadership team
meeting;
What successes and challenges have you had?
3. Planning of the development day of the ECE center
4. Other issues
Welcome!
Anna and Laura
N WiE

Data example 1. (Meeting agenda March 1, 2023).

Agendas and meeting memos were used to coordinate and schedule meetings (Lahtero et al.,
2021), as were the poster about meeting dates and the weekly schedule of the leaders that
showed their whereabouts one week at a time. Different schedules and meeting agendas were con-
sidered important by the staff because they helped them to anticipate future events. Meeting memos
were stored in Microsoft Teams, but not all staff members had access to them. Additionally, the
staff said that the meeting memos did not differ much from the agendas, which had led to a situation
in which the staff members asked each other what had been discussed in the meeting in order to
enable the flow of information. Microsoft Teams was used to store a lot of other information as
well, such as action plans of the center and the groups, which were used for documenting goals
and planning pedagogical activities.
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Leaders communicated their schedules week by week to staff. At the end of the week, leaders
emailed staff their schedule for the following week, showing their whereabouts, and the schedule
was printed on the door of the leaders’ office:

Anna and Laura’s schedule 22 May 22-26, 2023

Mon 22 Tue 23 Wed 24 Thu 25 Fri 26
Anna Anna Anna Anna Anna
Centerl MORNING Work shifts | MORNING Centerd
Center3 Center3
Remote
AFTERNOON | workday AFTERNOON
Center2 Center4
Laura Laura Laura Laura Laura
MORNING Center2 MORNING MORNING Centerd
Center3 Centerl Center3
AFTERNOON
AFTERNOON Preschool Afternoon
Center4 event, Center2
elsewhere

Data example 2. (Leaders’ schedule May 22-26, 2023).

The whiteboard in the coffee room was also used to coordinate and schedule the center’s every-
day life. Employee names were color-coordinated depending on, for example, whether the
employee was present or absent. The whiteboard was updated by both leaders and staff, but
more often by staff because leaders were not present on a daily basis. The purpose of the whiteboard
was to coordinate and support staff work by communicating about human resources (Lahtero and
Salonen, 2022). The white board was in the center before the current leaders, so they were main-
taining that cultural artifact.

In the leadership team meeting in October 2022 and pedagogical meeting in October 2022, Laura
mentioned a book that examines the renewing practices of support in ECE. At the pedagogical
meeting, Laura encouraged the staff to read the book and gave instructions on how to borrow
the book from the center. However, most of the staff did not recognize the book in the focus
group interviews held in May 2023. The purpose of the book in leadership team meetings was
to directly support goal setting and teaching processes:

Table 5. Artifacts related to verbal expressions.

Cultural artifacts Purpose Type of verbal expression
“Welcome!” Coordinating meetings Phrases

“Thank you!”

“How are you?” Supporting staff

Usage of nicknames Practicality Nicknames

Situational humor Supporting well-being Humor

Speeches Supporting staff Speech

Maintaining interaction
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Laura: I took this book with me, we have got this book in every center, and this is really great. You may
have heard of this. This has been covered quite a lot in the media: Noora Heiskanen and Marja
Syrjdméki’s Pienet tuetut askeleet. 1 haven’t read this completely yet, but the first thing I went to see
here was such a theme as sensitive adult interaction, warm interaction. And when we talk about chil-
dren’s participation, about their opportunities to influence everyday life, a really essential part of it is
the warm interaction of adults and the role of adults in creating and maintaining warm interaction.
(Leadership team meeting 10/2022)

A personnel survey was conducted every other year by the city, and the results were managed under
the direction of the leaders with the staff of the center. The staff thought that conducting surveys was a
good thing, and the results were reviewed together, but their impact was not fully conveyed:

Teacher 7: Yes, I have always answered them [personnel surveys]. In my opinion, it is important that
they [the thoughts of the staff] appear somewhere. The results are always reviewed, but how much con-
crete impact they have . . . But yes, they are always handled.

In the survey, the staff answered questions related to work (e.g., workload), the work community
(e.g., working atmosphere), and, for example, leadership (e.g., the fairness of decision-making).
The use of the survey results aimed to support the well-being of the staff.

The pedagogical vision held the values of the whole unit that the center under study is a part of.
The content of the pedagogical vision aimed to create a common value base for teaching, and it was
written by the leaders under study, so it was a new cultural artifact. For the staff, the pedagogical
vision remained distant.

Artifacts related to verbal expressions

According to the data, we found six verbal expressions (Hatch, 2018) that can be classified into five
types: phrases, nicknames, humor, and speech (see Table 5).

The leaders always started meetings by saying Welcome, which silenced the meeting attendees.
The staff said that the Welcome at the beginning of the meeting was a sign that the meeting was
starting, which communicated the intention to organize and coordinate. At the end of the meetings,
the leaders said, “Thank you,” which led to the meeting attendees collecting their belongings and
leaving the meeting room or to the start of a one-on-one conversation with the leader. Additionally,
if someone left the meeting in advance, the leaders thanked them for participating in the meeting.
Thanking them for attending a meeting can be seen not only as coordinating the end of the meeting
but also as managing the psychological factors of the educational environment (Fonsén and
Lahtero, 2024) in the same way that leaders thanked substitute workers for coming to help in
the center.

Nicknames were used for certain employees. Both the leaders and staff said that the leaders did
not create the nicknames. The staff also said that it would be strange if leaders had created nick-
names for employees. The nicknames had developed over time in the organization, when there
had been several people with the same name. The purpose of leaders using nicknames was
purely rational. When nicknames are used for employees, it is easier to communicate.

The staff described the leaders as humorous. Humor was present in situations where, for
example, the staff, together with the leader, sarcastically discussed the center’s gym as a suitable
meeting place. Leaders said that they did not tell jokes because jokes could be understood in
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many different ways, and what one person would find funny, others could find offensive; thus, they
aimed to use humor only to create a relaxed and positive atmosphere. In general, humor was present
in very situational moments, for example, during a meeting where the leader allocated development
meetings that had been renamed, even though the purpose of the meeting was the same as before:

Anna: Individual development meetings have now been renamed at the city level, and all ECE centers
will have a discussion with the same name.

Nurse: So, it now has a cool new name?

Anna: [Answers with exaggerated formality] Yes, and it is called [the name of the development
meeting].

Nurse: Wow!

[The leader and the staff in the meeting room start smiling and laughing together.] (Leadership team
meeting 3/2023)

The leaders gave speeches at the beginning of the ceremonies, where they praised the staff, and if
guardians were present, the leaders thanked them for their cooperation. At a Christmas party,
leaders added play to their speech:

Laura starts to count together with the children the pages she is holding.

Laura: Five pages! Let’s get started, this might take a while. Dear parents. Ow! What’s pinching me in
my hat?

Laura: Dear parents. OW! What is in here? Someone is pinching me! Should I look at what is pinching
me? Wait a minute. What is in here? There is something in my hat.

The children laughing: It is the pincher!

Laura: It IS the pincher! A small teddy bear. It wants to tell me something, wait a moment I’ll listen.
Laura: You’ll never guess what it said.

Children: YES WE DO!

Laura laughing: Do you? Do you want to hear what it said?

Children: YES!

Laura: It said that it doesn’t want to hear any long speeches; it just wants to see the children perform.
Raise your arm if you also want to see the children perform.

Laura states, ‘Let’s bring the festive crowd to the stage,” concluding the speech by wishing everyone a
Merry Christmas. (Christmas party 12/2022)

Although the staff found the speech given at the Christmas party very nice, they described the
leaders’ speeches in general as contradictory (Hatch, 2018; Lahtero, 2011). Some found the situa-
tions awkward and some important:

Teacher 7: In my opinion, it [the speech in the staff’s Christmas coffee event] is nice. I probably wasn’t
there myself when it happened; I arrived towards the end. In my opinion, what comes through in both is
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that they are both really lovely people. The warmth and ... I don’t know how to describe it, but it
somehow gives a nice feeling.

Teacher 1: In a way, they [leaders’ speeches] are a bit awkward sometimes.

Nurse 5: Well, it [the speech] is important. It feels nice, the way they [leaders] express gratitude for the
year during Christmas. It feels important to me at least.

Nurse 3: Perhaps we nevertheless see that the appreciation should come in our everyday lives. It might
be lovely to just sit and enjoy the fact that it’s wonderful to have the time to sit together and engage in
relaxed conversation instead [of speeches].

The first topic in every meeting held by the leaders was to listen to the meeting attendees talk
about how they were doing. The leaders asked each meeting attendee: How are you doing?
Depending on what the staff replied, leaders sometimes asked additional questions or offered sym-
pathy if staff expressed exhaustion. The leaders’ question could therefore lead to sharing knowledge
among staff or to support staff’s well-being (Lahtero et al., 2021).

Cultural artifacts through direct and indirect pedagogical leadership. Since the purpose of this study
was also to see how the cultural artifacts appear in relation to broad-based pedagogical leadership, the
intentionality of the cultural artifacts (activities, objects, and verbal expressions) found in this study are
compiled through direct (e.g. pedagogical meeting) and indirect pedagogical leadership (e.g. staff
meeting) in Table 6. Artifacts with dual purposes (e.g. development meetings) due to the interpretations
of staff i.e. symbolic leadership are marked with italics.

Table 6. The purpose of cultural artifacts through direct and indirect pedagogical leadership.

Indirect pedagogical Indirect pedagogical
leadership leadership
via Direct pedagogical via

Technical leadership

leadership

Leading human resources

Activities Staff meeting
Friday meeting
Acting as chairperson
Objects Meeting location
Verbal Meeting agenda

Meeting memo
Meeting schedule
Leaders’ schedule
Whiteboard

“Thank you!”
“Welcome!”
Nicknames

expressions

Development meetings
Pedagogical meeting
Leadership team meeting
Team meeting

Action plans
A book related to support
Pedagogical vision

Development meetings
Christmas party
Christmas coffee event
Parents’ evenings
Morning rounds
Greeting round
Rewarding

Meeting location
Office

Clothing

Photos

Personnel survey

“Thank you!”
Humor
Speeches

“How are you?”
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Discussion

The aim of our study was to examine the cultural artifacts of ECE leadership. Based on our ana-
lysis, we found thirteen activities, six verbal expressions, and thirteen objects (Hatch, 2018) as
products of leadership (Gagliardi, 2011). On the basis of the findings of this case study, we
are inclined to further develop the broad-based pedagogical leadership model (see Figure 1)
since the purpose of this study was also to examine the purpose of cultural artifacts within the
framework of broad-based pedagogical leadership. Figure 3 shows an outline of direct and indir-
ect pedagogical leadership, complemented by symbolic leadership. The area of direct peda-
gogical leadership (the sphere in the center) is smaller since there were more cultural artifacts
associated with indirect than direct pedagogical leadership. This resonates with our previous
research (X et al., YYYY), where we found that the increase in organizational sizes and staff
numbers reduced the time for leaders to have pedagogical discussions with staff, both in
formal meetings and informal encounters. In which, however, there is an even greater need in
the current situation of Finnish ECE, due to the national shortage of ECE teachers and the result-
ing shortage of pedagogical skills (X et al., YYYY).

Pedagogical meeting
Leadership team meeting

A book related to support

Pedagogical vision
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Figure 3. Broad-based pedagogical leadership model based on this study.
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Three of the cultural artifacts had dual purposes because of the staff’s interpretations, i.e. sym-
bolic leadership, which indicates that it is not possible to divide the areas of broad-based peda-
gogical leadership strictly through indirect and direct pedagogical leadership (Lahtero and Risku,
2014). Hence, the areas of direct and indirect pedagogical leadership are shown in Figure 3
overlap. Consequently, other purposes are formed for artifacts when the staff interpret leadership
and give meanings to artifacts; for example, the development meetings were about strategic
work (direct pedagogical leadership) but also about leading the psychological factors (indirect
pedagogical leadership via leading human resources) because of symbolic leadership formed of
the staff’s interpretations. Almost all cultural artifacts were given meanings by the staff. Thus,
the areas of broad-based pedagogical leadership are drawn with dotted lines in Figure 3, since sym-
bolic leadership permeates direct and indirect pedagogical leadership. Seeing that almost all arti-
facts in this study received interpretations from staff, it seems that symbolic leadership was
present in many, if not all, leadership situations (Lahtero and Risku, 2014).

Some of the artifacts were created previously and then maintained by the current leaders (e.g.,
ceremonies), and some of them were new, such as the book related to support, the existence of
which has most likely been influenced by the reforming ECE environment in Finland; most
recently, in August 2022, the amendments in the Act (540/2018) were related to the support
system for children’s learning and development. Consequently, the symbolic leadership that influ-
ences the areas of direct and indirect pedagogical leadership in Figure 3 is drawn in a dotted line,
because the changing ECE environment affects artifacts of leadership culture and, therefore, the
leadership culture. Figure 3 illustrates the relationship between broad-based pedagogical leadership
model (see Figure 1) and cultural artifacts, as applied to the research findings presented in this
article.

The findings confirm the basic principle of symbolic leadership that what happens is not as rele-
vant as what it means (Fonsén and Lahtero, 2024), emphasizing the need for ECE leaders to under-
stand the symbolic dimension of leadership. The lack of furnishing of the office was interpreted by
the staff as dreary, even though the leaders themselves thought it was a shared space for the entire
staff. The symbolic meaning given to the office by staff influenced the use of the office more than
the leaders’ attempt to make it a shared space. Hence, the identified knowledge gap in the symbolic
and cultural dimensions of leadership from prior studies (Fonsén et al., 2022; Lahtero and
Kuusilehto-Awale, 2015), is compounded by the findings of this study, which specifically highlight
how it may undermine the well-intentioned efforts of leaders.

According to our findings, artifacts stand for multiplicity of meanings and are interpreted differ-
ently within an organization (Hatch, 2018; Juuti, 2006; Lahtero, 2011). For example, the meanings
the staff gave to the leaders’ speeches differed. Some found the situations awkward and some
important, unlike leaders’ presence at events like parent evenings unanimously seen as crucial
support for staff (see Achituv and Hertzog, 2018). The findings also show that not all artifacts
become symbols (Gagliardi, 2009). The pedagogical vision did not receive meanings from the
staff, leaving it as an artifact and not as an instrument of influence (Paalumiki, 2004).

Conclusion

This case study suggests that the way leadership in ECE is structured should also include the sym-
bolic and cultural dimensions, as in broad-based pedagogical leadership. Based on our findings, the
leadership culture in the center consists of artifacts that each leader maintains, modifies, and creates
in turn. It exists — whether the leader is aware of it or not. Thus, this study strongly encourages
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leaders to articulate more clearly the purpose of leadership to the staff because the staff interprets
artifacts differently, and only a conscious and deliberate attempt to structure the meanings given to
leadership by staff can be considered cultural leadership (Fonsén et al., 2022). Only then can cul-
tural artifacts become leaders’ instruments of influence (Paalumaiki, 2004) but failing to do so
usually leads to failure in leading the culture of the organization (Higgins et al., 20006), as evidenced
by interpretations related to the office of leaders in this study. Failure in leading the culture of the
organization may also lead to a change in career plans among ECE teachers as Kangas et al.’s study
(2022) revealed.

Since the findings of our study show that leadership in the center is more indirect pedagogical lead-
ership, that is, influencing the environment of teaching and learning, than directly influencing teaching
processes, the challenge is how to use the reduced time for pedagogical discussion needed for high-
quality pedagogical leadership (Lahtero and Salonen, 2022). Moreover, it is important to realize that
the size of the unit directly affects the effectiveness of pedagogical discussion, remembering that
culture is a social phenomenon which is led through the means of interaction, and requires ample
time to be developed (Schein, 2017; Seeck, 2021). This challenge may also be faced by other
centers, as the sizes of ECE organizations in Finland and elsewhere have grown (Eskelinen and
Hjelt, 2017; Ho et al., 2016). However, in this study, the staff highlighted overlapping issues in meet-
ings, so it might be useful to examine, for example, the purpose of various meetings in the center.

The center studied was part of a relatively new unit that had been formed one year before the data
collection started. Additionally, ECE in the past years has undergone many reforms, and in times of
change, having knowledge about the symbolic-cultural perspective of leadership is essential
because when cultural features are not supporting reform, changes will not take place (Deal and
Peterson, 2009). Hence, this study suggests that leadership training for ECE leaders should have
a more holistic approach meaning including the symbolic and cultural perspective of pedagogical
leadership, as in broad-based pedagogical leadership, regardless of the training provider to support
the leaders in leading change (Fonsén et al., 2022; Lahtero and Salonen, 2022). The leadership
study entity in the field of education and teaching (Heikonen et al., 2023) could be considered
as a model for leadership trainings.

Lumby (2012) stated that rather than focusing on changing others, the goal is changing oneself
and fully understanding one’s own culture, which may be the most sustainable tool to enable leaders
to make persistent adjustments to the cultures in their organization. Consequently, the next phase of
our research will be to examine the leadership culture of the center, which will be formed out of the
network of meanings given to artifacts in this study by the ECE center staff.
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