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Gaps in management skills have been identified in the social and health field. 

Improved personnel management skills and new ways of strengthening skills are 

needed to strengthen the field’s attractiveness and retention. Digital pre-service 

training and content topics on good leadership is one potential solution. The tar-

get group for this study was professionals studying for a master's degree in the 

field of social and health care. The aim of the study was to discover what kind of 

transformational leadership insights could be identified in the essays reflecting 

on the learning of the students (n=97) of the digital pre-personal coaching course. 

The topic was examined using Kouze and Posner's model of transformational 

leadership, which includes five components: 'Modeling the way', 'inspiring a 

shared vision', 'challenging the process', 'enabling others to act' and 'encouraging 

the heart'. The essays were analyzed using inductive-deductive content analysis. 

The results supported transformational leadership theory and provided insights 

into good chaperone work that were reflected at the levels of knowing, doing and 

being. A frontline worker can develop their knowledge and leadership skills if they 

are motivated to do so. A transformational leader can create a work climate that 

supports innovation and renewal in their organization.  
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Introduction 

 

According to behavioral leadership research, education can be used to influence 

leadership skills (Northouse 2018), but it requires the person to have interest in lead-

ership work and a desire to commit, educate themselves and develop at work. Prob-

lems in leadership skills in the social and health care field have been identified, both 

in leading nurses and doctors. This has been explained as a function of hierarchic 

structures and low levels of dialogue (Huikko-Tarvainen et al. 2022, Räsänen 2022), 

or low levels of appreciation for leadership training and the possibility of supervi-

sors being chosen for their positions due to their expertise and lacking leadership 

training (Pihlainen 2020). Among doctor supervisors, supervisors may be incapable 
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of assuming a supervisor role and thus choose a wrong leadership style (Huikko-Tar-

vainen et al. 2022). Avoiding work tasks and supervisor responsibility has also been 

explained through supervisors’ work overload (Eissa and Lester 2017, McConvile 

2006). 
The field has also recognized its failure to improve working conditions, which 

has lowered its attraction and retention factors (Tevameri 2021). A challenging work 

environment, emotional distress and hierarchic and discriminatory workplace cul-

ture have made younger employees in particular leave the field. Bad supervision has 

caused dissatisfaction with both the work and supervisors, decreased commitment 

to work, harmed work performance and increased turnover (Bahlman-van Ooijen et 

al. 2023, Hahtela 2023, Niinihuhta 2024, Slater et al. 2020). In addition, handling 

challenging situations within the workplace community has decreased, as has sup-

port received from supervisors (Eissa and Lester 2017). The field’s culture and 

learned attitudes seem to contain negative factors which the field fails to notice and 

is thus incapable of reforming (Jarrin et al. 2019).  

In supervisors’ own views, bad supervision has been primarily described as a 

lack of efficiency. Supervisors see themselves as victims of their context, which has 

been used to legitimize bad supervision (Pynnönen 2015). Employees experience 

bad supervision as a lack of leadership skills, exemplified by the supervisor’s ina-

bility to communicate, set clear goals and inform employees of them (Baird 2017). 

Bad supervision can also manifest as a lack of social skills and empathy, favoritism, 

improper behavior (Huikko-Tarvainen et al. 2022), or even unethical misuse of 

power such as dictatorial behavior, shirking responsibility, unequal treatment and 

manipulation (Laaksonen and Tenhunen 2022) or underestimating employees’ pro-

fessional skills and assigning them to tasks below their competence (Meriläinen et 

al. 2019). At worst bad supervision can be tyrannical, dishonest, limiting and au-

thoritarian (Pynnönen 2015), which is when the supervisor is destructive, discrimi-

nating, unjust, dictatorial, overbearing and uncommonly commanding and control-

ling (Hoffrén 2019).  
Supervisors’ unethical behavior increases employee frustration, which increases 

superficial action and decreases positive moods (Valle et al. 2018). The need to define 

the contents of good leadership and leadership knowledge is obvious (Niinihuhta 

2024, Nurmeksela et al. 2020, Pihlainen 2020) and the social and health care field has 

been challenged to seek ways to encourage workplaces in adapting leadership styles 

that support everyday work and recognizing solutions that increase well-being at work 

(Tevameri 2021). Modern supervisors are expected to be more human and human-

centric, to have good communication and emotional skills and the ability to inspire 

and see employees as individuals (Northouse 2018, Morgan 2020).  
Unless leadership improves, the social and health care field in Finland, where 

this study took place, will not be able to execute the structural and functional changes 

required by recent changes to the health care system and digitalization of services 

(Tevameri 2021, Finnish Government 2019). The hierarchic leadership model must 

be replaced by equal dialogue and supervision that appreciates employees (Niini-

huhta 2024, Räsänen 2022). Supervisors must include employees through clear and 

transparent decision-making, open and confidential relations between employee and 

supervisor, reforming work practices and swift intervention in problem situations 
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(Hahtela 2023). Supervisors showing interest in employees’ views and communi-

cating goals and expectations clearly strengthens the sense of the workplace as a 

community. These have a significant impact on attraction and retention strength 

(Bakker and Demerouti 2017, Deci and Ryan 2017). Workplace well-being is sup-

ported by open dialogue, communication and presence, regular team meetings, de-

velopment discussions, information dissemination and supervisors’ ability to affect 

the workplace’s mood and attitudes. Nurses who see their supervisor as supportive 

have been shown to be more satisfied with their work than those with the opposite 

view (Northouse 2018, Rodríguez-Monforte et al. 2021, Räsänen 2022). 
Goal-oriented management needs to be complemented by human-oriented 

leadership (Northouse 2018). The term leadership can be used to describe both the 

process of seeking to influence others’ understanding (Yukl 2010) or the individ-

ual’s ability to influence, motivate and enable others’ participation in the organiza-

tion’s functions (House et al. 1999), creation of visions and modeling values (Rich-

ards and Engle 1986). Adopting new work procedures requires organizations with 

an atmosphere and culture that supports creativity and innovation, which then rein-

forces their self-confidence. Creating such a circle of innovation can be achieved 

through transformational leadership (Northouse 2018). The positive relationships 

between the transformational leadership style of a nursing leader and organizational, 

staff and patient outcomes have been found in many resent studies (Hult et al. 2023, 

Puolanmaa et al. 2024, Seljemo et al. 2020). 
 

 

Transformational Leadership 
 

Transformational leadership is a style of leadership that emphasizes the inter-

play between supervisor and employees (Hackman and Johnson 2000). The model 

of transformational leadership chosen for this study is the one by Kouzes and Posner 

(2017), which consists of five practices: Modeling the way, inspiring a shared vision, 

challenging the process, enabling others to act and encouraging the heart. The model 

represents the participatory leadership described by Hahtela (2023) and leadership 

that supports well-being at work, and is thus a fitting framework for this study. 
A transformational leader models the way. They recognize their own values 

and act on them. They point the way, act according to their own words and ideas 

and earn the respect of their employees through their own actions and behavior 

(Kouzes and Posner 2017). Through their own inspiring behavior they seek to im-

prove the employees’ innovativeness, teamwork skills and organizational culture, 

which will at its best also affect the organization’s image and recruitment (Bass and 

Riggio 2006). Kouzes and Posner (2016) describe how the ability to act as a good 

leader is achievable to everyone when their attitude and behavior emphasizes social 

skills, building trust and respecting employees and their autonomy. 

Transformational leaders have a vision of the future they believe in and actively 

seek. Their goal is to inspire a shared vision within the organization and to instill 

their own passion and inspiration to employees, so they too will accept the vision as 

their own. A leader does not force anyone into their goals, but supports and spars 
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others into success (Kouzes and Posner 2017). Transformational leadership is seen 

as inspiring and empowering (Hackman and Johnson 2000). 
Challenging the process is a key method of the transformational leader. By 

questioning current processes and seeking alternatives, they seek to discover inno-

vative methods of doing things differently. They also encourage employees into ex-

perimenting and taking risks, and accept failure from themselves and others. Small 

intermediary goals are used to seek success, increase employee commitment and 

motivate employees to greater change (Kouzes and Posner 2017).  

A transformational leader understands that no one can reach the organization’s 

goals alone, which is why they focus on enabling others to act. They give space and 

create opportunities for others to actualize and surpass themselves, focusing on their 

strengths and challenging them to think intellectually (Bass and Steidmeier 1999). 

They help build employees’ self-esteem, encourage others and share knowledge. 

They form teams, share responsibility and support co-operation by strengthening com-

munication and trust within the workplace community (Kouzes and Posner 2017). 

By encouraging the heart, the transformational leader seeks to motivate em-

ployees (Bass and Avolio 1994). They notice successes and reward them. They know 

that reaching goals requires effort that can be frustrating, which is why they encour-

age both individuals and groups. They seek to reinforce communality and a team 

spirit by celebrating success (Kouzes and Posner 2017). They seek constant devel-

opment and deep change by consistently challenging, including and rewarding oth-

ers (Northouse 2018).  
 

 

Improving Leadership Skills Through Leadership Training 
 

There are many methods of improving leadership skills, such as mentoring, 

peer groups, training and professional guidance. The learning process is increasingly 

seen as critical analysis of earlier belief models and concepts and openness to new 

approaches (Northouse 2018). Through reflection, consciousness and understanding 

of new topics grows, which makes it possible to review one’s own attitudes and 

beliefs (Mezirow 2000). Coaching mentoring is a way of supporting individual de-

velopment and enabling the individual to fulfill their role better than before. The 

goal is to support the development of the mentee’s own thinking through asking the 

right questions and encouraging experimentation (Clutterbuck 2014), which in-

creases the mentee’s self-knowledge and skills as they themselves produce answers 

to questions and situations related to work (Northouse 2018). 
The ability of digital learning environments to support professional develop-

ment has been studied in many fields with encouraging results (Himanen 2017). The 

pedagogic design of learning environments seeks to improve technology’s ability to 

support learning processes, activating the learner and authentic learning. Digital 

learning environments can be used to take learning into the work places, while also 

bringing learning objects required by workplaces to the learning environment 

(Himanen and Nikkola 2024). However, adopting new methods can be challenging 

to teacher and learner alike (Rovers et al. 2019).  
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The task of the teacher or coach is to choose learning contents and pedagogic 

solutions that can be used to improve the learner’s methods of thinking and acting, 

to support the learning process (Cochran et al. 1993, Meijer et al. 2002) and create 

space for reflection and an experimenting and developing orientation. This enables 

the student to understand themselves better and to build a new expertise they can 

consider in relation to their own work environment (Mezirow 2000). 

 

 

Methodology  

 

Executing the Study 

 

This study represents design research, during which a new digital learning ap-

plication and leadership material for it were created over some test cycles (Edelson 

2002).  This study is part of a development project. Data were collected during two 

phases of the development project during two semesters. Between cycles, the visual 

and interactive aspects of the application were improved based on feedback. The 

manager training was conducted as a pilot course, with the improvements between 

pilots focusing mainly on pedagogy (Himanen and Nikkola 2024).    

The purpose of the study was to discover which kinds of insights can be 

achieved through digital manager training. As the social and health care field needs 

managers who can act as transformational leaders, the study question became:  

 
What kinds of insights describing transformational leadership could be recognized in 

the pilot students’ essays reflecting on their learning?  

 

The goal of the pilot course was to increase the participants’ understanding of 

the supervisor’s work and to encourage them to think of their own readiness to act 

as a supervisor. The contents of the course included coaching leadership, self-lead-

ership, supervisor responsibilities, encountering an employee, supporting profes-

sional development, leading a workplace community, reforming leadership, leading 

quality client work and self-supervision (Figure 1). The course comprised of five 

credits and was conducted as self-study. The pedagogic approach was coaching, 

which encouraged the participants to reflect on their own action and thinking habits 

and to consider the materials in light of their own work experience. 
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Figure 1. The Categories of Transformational Leadership according to the Model 

by Kouzes and Posner and their Subcategories formed by the Insights of the Par-

ticipants, and the Content Areas of the Pilot Course 
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Participants and Recruitment 

 

The supervisor training pilot course was offered as part of the university’s elec-

tive summer courses as part of master’s degree courses. In 2021–2022, 97 students 

in a social and health care field master’s degree program took the course (45 in sum-

mer 2021 and 52 in summer 2022). The majority of the students (n=39) were en-

rolled in the social and health care field development and leadership program (Table 

1). All students had a bachelor’s degree and at least two years of relevant work ex-

perience. Approximately a quarter of them had experience working as a supervisor.  
 

Table 1. Participants’ Master’s Degree Programs 

Degree Program n 

Clinical expertise 9 

Well-being technology 4 

Genetic and genomic counseling  6 

Social and health care field development and leadership 39 

Social care expertise 20 

Promoting health 15 

Open university 4 

Total 97 

 

Data Collection 
 

The project was conducted as a qualitative study, as it is concerns a new and 

unique course, of which the researchers wanted deep knowledge from the partici-

pants’ individual perspectives. Research permission was granted by the university. 

Those who enrolled in the course were sent a letter explaining the study and its pur-

pose.  After completing the coaching program, the students were asked to write a 

three-page essay and to describe how the coaching developed their skills as super-

visors. The students’ anonymity was guaranteed. The essays were sent to the super-

vising teacher and then pseudo-anonymized by deleting the senders’ data. On 1.5-

spaced, twelve-point Arial font, 291 pages of data were collected. 
The participants were told of their right to end their participation or deny the 

use of their essays at any point in the study. None used this right. Matters related to 

data protection were conducted according to the ethical principles of human subject 

research (EU Data Protection Regulation 2016/679, Finnish National Board on Re-

search Integrity [TENK] 2023).  
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Data Analysis 
 

Inductive-deductive content analysis was chosen as the method of analysis, 

which enables collecting the results to a broader theoretical whole (Kyngäs et. al. 

2019). The theoretical analysis matrix consists of the five components of transfor-

mational leadership in Kouzes and Posner’s (2017) model: Modeling the way, in-

spiring a shared vision, challenging the process, enabling others to act and encour-

aging the heart. 

The essays were coded to hide the authors’ origins from the researchers. The 

researchers read the essays to give them a general overview of the data. They then 

color-coded expressions describing the writers’ experiences and views of supervi-

sors and their role, job description or tasks. A single thought was chosen as the unit 

of analysis. Only explicit meanings were analyzed. The data were initially analyzed 

inductively, forming loose subcategories. During the next phase, the researchers 

read transformational leadership theory intensely as they formed the subclasses into 

the five main categories: Modeling the way, inspiring a shared vision, challenging 

the process, enabling others to act and encouraging the heart. The two researchers 

conducted the analysis both separately and together, finally reaching consensus on 

the units’ placement in the subcategories and their placement in the five theory-

based main categories of the analysis matrix (Figure 1). The results are reported 

narratively in a way that responds to the study question. Authentic expressions were 

picked from the original data to illuminate the results and to show their connection 

to the original data. Codes describing the participants (H1-H97) were added to the 

authentic expressions to show that the data have been used broadly (Kyngäs et. al. 

2019). 
 

 

Results 

 

The results describe the reflective insights produced by the participants accord-

ing to the subcategories of figure 1. Five main categories were formed from the 

subcategories, according to the model of transformational leadership (Figure 1). 

 

Modeling the Way 

 

As many of the participants had no supervisor experience, participating in the 

training taught them about the breadth of their work. The varied nature of the super-

visor’s work and the responsibilities and duties related to it were seen as surprising, 

which made many of the respondents respect and value supervisor work more. 

 
…you think that being a supervisor is easy… you take it for granted. (H72) 

 

The supervisor’s work as the guide to their department’s future was recognized 

as a demanding and difficult task, which required commitment, expertise and emo-

tional skills. The participants considered their insights in relation to their own work 

experience and recognized that supervisor skills were often lacking at workplaces. 
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The oldest nurse is sometimes automatically made the supervisor, even if they don’t 

have any experience or skills as a supervisor. (H5) 

…I’ve thought about my own supervisor more closely… Both in a negative and positive 

sense. (H66) 

 

The participants realized the supervisor’s role as exemplar and central, which 

gave them insight into how important it is for the supervisor to know their own 

strengths and development challenges. The coaching programs tasks that guided 

them into deep reflection supported them in such considerations. This let them be-

lieve that it is possible to develop as a supervisor, even if one has not yet fully mas-

tered their tasks and responsibilities. 
 
Their own example serves as a model to the employees on how to act in the workplace. 

(H13) 

…the coaching program gives a lot of support and knowledge to regular, everyday 

work…I felt that the biggest virtue was…that you can admit you don’t know every-

thing... (H88) 

 

Descriptions of good supervisor qualities emerged from the essays, such as 

openness, respecting others, fairness, bravery and control of emotional skills. They 

also considered it important that supervisors showed a desire to know employees 

and were interested in them and their work. The participants realized that it is pos-

sible to thrive as a supervisor by having the courage to be a normal person who is 

open to others. This made them feel they themselves could act as supervisors. 

 
Make yourself human and equal, but…where necessary…intervene and lead. (H51) 

A good supervisor can be…emotional and sensitive... (H30) 

 

The coaching made the participants consider what kinds of supervisors they 

would wish to be, and how they would want to be able to act in various situations. 

Many of the participants emphasized the important of the supervisor’s values, atti-

tude and behavior to the functioning of the entire workplace. This clarified the su-

pervisor’s role as an exemplar to the whole workplace community. 

 

Inspiring a Shared Vision 

 

The participants described supervision as primarily two-way communication 

with employees, which requires the skills of asking, listening and understanding. 

The supervisor must have time to stop for discussing and sharing thoughts with em-

ployees. Communication skills were emphasized as a way of avoiding conflict and 

misunderstandings. Sharing up-to-date information equally was seen as a way of 

including all members of the workplace. 
 

A supervisor can’t be a dictator…they must explain things and…persuade the work-

place. (H85) 

If there are few common things, people will make assumptions... (H15) 
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According to the participants, excited, joyous and passionate leadership is not 

easy, and supervisors may not have such skills. The supervisor’s own positive atti-

tude was seen as the starting point, and the coaching program offered some ways of 

maintaining it. Open conversations can be used to achieve common understanding 

of goals and ground rules, as cooperation requires more than the supervisor having 

a vision. 
 
Even if the supervisor has a strong will and understanding of strategy, employees can 

be obstacles to new practices and more efficient methods. (H70) 

…how important it is to be open, flexible and considerate etc. so all would feel good at 

work. (H56) 

 

The participants had discussed the importance of work atmosphere on the 

coaching program’s whiteboards and used their essays to describe how a difficult 

atmosphere can even prevent the formation of team spirit and enthusiasm for devel-

oping things together. The lack of of knowledge causes harmful emotional reactions 

at work, hurting motivation and commitment. 

 
…the nurses’ stress, tiredness, even cynicism towards their own work became clear. 

(H76) 

A fearful atmosphere lowers employees’ creativity, enthusiasm, imagination and social 

interaction. (H89) 

 

Good manners and being considerate of others were seen as factors supporting 

a positive atmosphere and positiveness towards reform. The participants realized 

how important it is to direct the general atmosphere towards positivity. Attitude was 

described as a factor that has not received sufficient attention. 
 
…a leader can influence the workplace’s atmosphere and improve it… (H65) 

…I’d try to use my own positive, improvement-friendly attitude as an example at my 

unit. (H24) 

 

Emotional leadership was described as challenging. When people at work start 

interpreting emotions, they often focus solely on the negative ones, which consumes 

energy and resources. The starting point for emotional leadership was seen as the 

supervisor’s ability to learn to recognize and understand their own emotions, which 

is necessary when trying to lead other’s emotions. Enthusiasm was also described 

as an emotion that supervisors should learn to spread.  

 
…the supervisor would be emotionally skilled…could interpret emotional situa-

tions… they should know how to create and strengthen…good and positive feelings. 

(H29) 
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Challenging the Process 

 

The coaching challenged the participants into introspection and reflecting on 

things from the perspective of their work. They considered the contents of the coach-

ing in relation to the practices and procedures of their work unit, recognizing change 

and development needs. The application requires the user to to list things that work 

well and badly at their workplace, which caused the participants to consider their 

workplace’s practices concretely and identify areas for improvement. 
 

Helped me analyze my and my unit’s work…(H13) 

Work is busy so you can start acting…like you’re on the assembly line and don’t always 

remember to think about everything. (H72) 

 

The participants realized that supervisors’ tasks include starting dialogues 

about things that could be improved and encouraging employees to question work 

processes and to take responsibility for development at work. When the workplace 

community learns to consider things from different perspectives, they learn to de-

velop methods seeking new solutions. 
 
…I believe leadership is changing in that decision-making will be brought closer to 

the people who execute the decisions and produce things. (H24) 

When you have a clear focus, you avoid pointless yammering and your own successes 

may feel more rewarding. (H28) 

 

The participants realized that supervisors need daring and courage to raise top-

ics and intervene in conflict situation that prevent common action. Conflicts can be 

caused by gaps and perspective differences between personalities or ages. The es-

says described conflicts causing strong emotion, so pre-empting them would im-

prove well-being at work, the work process and end results.  
 

Intervening in hard situations, communicating in the workplace and leading work well-

being…topics you can’t think about or improve too much. (H1) 

Most challenging is leading…through future problem situations. (H75) 

 

The participants discussed how, particularly when making difficult decisions, 

the supervisor needs to receive peer support and to be seen and heard positively. 

Even supervisors were seen as needing empowering and inspiring reinforcement. 

 
…joy arising from common successes and multi-faceted interactions…give strength to 

continue their difficult job… (H2) 

 

The coaching inspired the participants to think about the need of developing 

more client-based services and that the need for change can be strong. As work 

and legislation changes, it is the supervisor’s duty to lead their unit’s perfor-

mance according to the changing boundary conditions set by society. 
 

We need to start thinking about what kinds of services are needed, instead of just 

offering the kinds we are used to producing. This needs a change in thinking. (H71) 
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Enabling Others to Act 
 

The participants considered factors that enable or challenge their work among 

different people. They realized that supervisors must accept differences between 

employees. The richness of the workplace community is created by different per-

sonalities, which should be considered even during recruitment. Creating a work-

place community from different personalities was seen as more desirable than col-

lecting people with similar personalities. Being able to harmonize different person-

alities among employees was seen as a useful skill. 
 
People have different ways of thinking. Do I actually accept that people are different, 

or do I think they should all think like me. (H51) 

…Utilizing the strengths of employees/team members isn’t emphasized enough at 

work. By utilizing different strengths we could make employees more committed to 

their work…(H5) 

 

Understanding and utilizing the needs and values of employees of different 

generations was seen as a method of making the workplace community work better. 

Equal treatment and common ground rules were seen as requirements for a harmo-

nious workplace. However, personal preferences and strengths were also seen as 

useful resources. 
 
…age is important in e.g. people’s attitude to work. (H83) 

I realized…to the ability and desire to understand and utilize the potential and differ-

ence within the workplace better. (H14) 

 

The participants also described how clear role and task divisions known to all 

are necessary at work. They desired clarity in the definitions of the rights, duties, 

limits and options of supervisors and employees alike. The role of the supervisor in 

dividing responsibilities was seen as central. 
 
The supervisor is the glue who keeps the employees together, guiding their work from 

the background based on laws and statutes. (H2) 

…guide, problem-solver, decision-maker, source of information, coach and supporter. 

(H20) 

…magician and referee. (H38) 

 

Showing interest and trust and abiding by previous agreements were seen as 

two qualities of a good supervisor. These served as reservoirs of strength for both 

the supervisor and the whole workplace, improving the community’s functioning 

and well-being. 
 
The supervisor encouraging everyone to talk openly increases well-being for the whole 

workplace community (H62)  
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Encouraging the Heart 

 

The coaching program resulted in the insight of courage being a virtue uniting 

many aspects of the supervisor’s work. Speaking, communicating and making de-

cisions all require courage. Recognizing and discussing issues improves work and 

supports the workplace’s functioning and development. If there is no courage to 

discuss matters openly, there can be no common understanding and development 

becomes impossible. The ability to be a brave supervisor is not self-evident, and 

many of the participants recognized a lack of courage as their personal weakness. 
 
You need to have the courage to be your own erroneous self…encourage others to be 

brave too. Compassion to others isn’t pity but courage. (H66) 

…The workplace community needs compassionate leadership, availability, empower-

ing and rewarding leadership. (H42)  

 

The participants considered the importance of giving feedback and their own 

ability to give and receive it. This skill depends on one’s personality and no model 

suits everyone. In addition to feedback, encouraging both employees and supervisor 

colleagues was seen as an important but little used method.  
 

…if I could and was allowed to be a supervisor, who is allowed to give feedback and 

can both give and receive it... (H46) 

Apologizing and forgiving is an important part of being a supervisor. (H66) 

Feedback about the right things, at the right time... (H4) 

 

Addressing challenging matters and giving repairing feedback was seen as an 

important skill that many lack. The culture of giving and receiving feedback was 

seen as a matter that should be practiced and developed within workplaces. 
 

…I feel it’s very difficult to give feedback. (H3) 

The supervisor can’t be a friend. (H28) 

 

The participants recognized social and health care workplaces as needing lead-

ers and supervisors, who by their own actions create a good work atmosphere and 

support noticing the good in everyone’s work. Noticing good work reinforces a pos-

itive atmosphere and makes managing work easier. The participants were worried 

about the field’s bad image. However, they did recognize that there a good work-

places in the field where the employees thrive, and also places with low team spirit 

a high turnover rate. The participants wished for more support to both employees 

and supervisors in gaining workplace community skills to maintain morale and keep 

the field attractive. 
 
Employees go where there’s a good team spirit, joyful work and interest, smooth pro-

cesses, where work is seen as meaningful. (H11) 

Coaching challenged, developed and increased my self-reflection. I can use the skills 

I’ve learned in the course at work, in the workplace community and as an employee. 

(H97)  
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The participants felt that they had received capabilities and insights in the 

course that they could use as part of their work. They also recognized areas in them-

selves and their actions that still require development.  

 

 

Discussion 
 

The purpose of this study was to describe what kinds of insights describing trans-

formational leadership could be recognized in the reflective essays of students who 

participated in a supervisor coaching course. This was examined by analyzing the es-

says of master’s degree students (n=97). In connection with the study, the students 

were offered a digital self-study pilot course on supervisor training. Its pedagogic so-

lutions encouraged the user to reflect on their own methods of acting and thinking and 

to consider things in relation to their own work unit and work experience. In this case 

study the participants were the students who were interested in management and who 

liked to take part to this free-choice management-related course.   
This study’s contribution is in considering the possibilities of learning methods 

that encourage the learner to reflect on their own processes and procedures, thereby 

potentially giving learners insights that could cause tangible changes in leadership 

skills. The desired leadership skills were approached from the perspective of trans-

formational leadership, which has shown to be effective leadership style in 

healthcare (Boamah et al. 2018, Ystaas et al. 2023). The collected data were ana-

lyzed through the co-factors of Kouzes and Posner’s (2017) model, which describe 

good leadership. The results describe what kinds of insights the students formed 

through the supervisor coaching. The insights presented themselves as knowledge 

and thoughts the students described forming. Through them, the students may con-

sciously direct and develop their own behavior and way of working as supervisors. 
 

The Starting Point for Modeling the Way Is Recognizing Good Leadership 
 

The starting point for modeling the way, according to the participants of this 

study, is the ability to recognize the qualities of a good supervisor that is successful at 

their work. They must also seek to use those qualities in their work and to develop 

those areas where they are lacking. The importance of their status as exemplar was 

recognized, as the supervisor models the proper work culture and attitude towards 

work to the entire workplace community (Kouzes and Posner 2017). The participants’ 

essays showed that they did not necessarily have positive examples at work, which 

reinforces the results of Mäntynen et al. (2015), according to which only 13% of spe-

cialist nurses described head nurses’ leadership skills as excellent. Several studies on 

bad leadership (Huikko-Tarvainen et al. 2022, Hoffrén 2019, Laaksonen and 

Tenhunen 2022) also support the view that the field requires more exemplary leader-

ship. 
The results show that the supervisor’s job description was seen as surprisingly 

broad, demanding and respect-inspiring. The study by Terkamo-Moisio et al. (2021) 

also showed that the supervisor’s job description in Finland was seen as broad, in-

cluding directing personnel resources, committing and developing personnel, 
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improving working conditions and controlling the work environment. These show 

transformational leadership, of which this study’s participants became more aware 

of than before. The participants realized that success as a supervisor requires com-

mitment to work, mastery of the substance and emotional skills, which has also been 

shown in previous research (Crincoli and Weaver 2019, Pihlainen 2020). One of the 

participants’ insights was that recognizing one’s own strengths and areas of im-

provement and the courage to be one’s real self are the starting points for growing 

into an exemplar supervisor. Supervisor coaching that encourages reflection can of-

fer tools for this. 
 

Inspiring a Shared Vision Through Dialogue 

 

According to the results of this study, the requirement for inspiring a shared 

vision is open communication between the supervisor and members of the work-

place community. The participants realized that successful supervisor work relies 

on a genuine desire to meet and know employees, which supports community for-

mation and enthusiasm for new things and common goals. This shows the same 

desire for participating leadership also recorded in the Finnish Nurse Union’s ba-

rometer (Hahtela 2023). The participants realized that lacking communication leads 

to uncertainty and weakens workplace atmosphere, commitment to work and moti-

vation. The result reinforces views presented in earlier studies of the field. Open 

dialogue (O’Donava et al. 2008) and good communication skills (Hult et al. 2023, 

Terkamo-Moisio et al. 2021, Räsänen 2022, Weaver 2016) are requirements for ex-

amining common procedures, without which open dialogue and discussive leader-

ship will wither (Huikko-Tarvainen et al. 2022, Niinihuhta 2024). 
The participants of this study described the importance of the supervisor’s own 

positive attitude to inspiring employees to join the work of reforming workplace 

practices. A transformational leader inspires and spars (Kouzes and Posner 2017) 

and encourages innovation and creativity (Morgan 2020, Peralta et al. 2018). The 

results show that the participants realized how strongly emotions and leading them 

affect the workplace atmosphere. As feelings are contagious (Wicker et al. 2003), 

supervisors should support spreading joy and enthusiasm while seeking to repair 

negative feelings, which narrow thinking and weaken focusing on work (Fredrick-

son and Joiner 2002). The results of this study suggest that supervisor coaching may 

also offer insights into leading emotions and tools for supporting employees in be-

coming excited for common goals. Leading of workplace atmosphere requires emo-

tional intelligence, which can be developed by further training (Mattinglyn and 

Kraiger 2019).   

 

Challenging Processes Through Reflection 
 

Challenging processes succeeds, according to the results of this study, by re-

flecting on the processes of one’s own and one’s unit and identifying their change 

and development needs. Earlier studies have also recognized that the change process 

requires the courage to intervene in problematic areas, seek options for solutions 

and make sometimes painful decisions. The leader's encouraging attitude towards 
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experimentation and innovation of new ways of working also supports organiza-

tional change (Voelkel 2022). The participants of this study realized that the super-

visor needs the courage to discuss difficult matters, intervene in conflict situations 

and make decisions. One challenge of supervisor work is balancing between em-

ployees’ emotional bursts and upper management’s change decisions, which em-

phasizes the need to create a safe atmosphere regarding future changes (Gunnars-

dottir 2016). This versatile role “between a rock and a hard place” challenges the 

supervisor’s skills, while at the same time managing economy, goals, resources, and 

workplace well-being (McConville 2006, Morrison and Jensen 2022), and being 

able to manage challenging situations and their own use of time (Weaver 2016).  
The participants considered the supervisor’s ability to self-lead its develop-

ment, along with ways of encouraging the supervisor to persevere at work. Difficul-

ties with persevering have been shown to lead to avoiding tasks and neglect (Eissa 

& Lester 2017, McConvile 2006). The experience of managing work well is one 

factor improving supervisors’ well-being at work, which is why leadership training 

and coaching are good investments. Change management skills are the topic where 

nurse managers would like to have more education (Austin et al. 2020). 
 

Enabling Others to Act by Utilizing Differences 

 

A central insight regarding enabling others to act by the participants was that a 

successful supervisor will use the strengths an interests of employees of different ages 

and personalities in dividing work and responsibilities. Different matters are mean-

ingful to different generations. Supervisors should not seek to define these, but to re-

move obstacles to their utilization (Tapscott 2009). This can be used to support inner 

motivation, instead of expecting employees to only find motivation on the organiza-

tion’s terms. By supporting the employee in utilizing their strengths and taking initia-

tive, the leader can increase the employee's commitment (Bakker et al. 2023).   

The participants realized that the qualities of good supervisors include showing 

interest and trust and keeping promises. A transformational leader enables others to 

work while also giving them space and opportunities (Bass and Steidmeier 1999, 

Kouzes and Posner 2017) and trust and power (Northouse 2018) to express them-

selves, build cooperation and produce new knowledge. Aside from the supervisor, 

the workplace is affected by each employees’ workplace community skills, which 

include e.g., behavior, following common ground rules and communication and re-

lationship skills (Hult et al. 2023, Niinihuhta 2024). According to the participants, 

there is a need for improving employees’ workplace community skills, which could 

be met with coaching. 
 

Encouraging the Heart as a Supervisor Skill 
 

The insight describing the skill of encouraging the heart in this study was the 

supervisor’s skill to be brave themselves, to give both positive and improving feed-

back and support noticing good things. Noticing and rewarding successes strengthen 

the community and team spirit, and express transformational leadership (Kouzes 

and Posner 2017). In the results of this study, giving feedback was seen as an 
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important but difficult part of the supervisor’s work, which is perhaps why they de-

scribed oral feedback as under-utilized. Similarly, in the study by Mäntynen et al. 

(2015), only one fifth of the respondents considered supervisors’ ability to give feed-

back as excellent. Building a culture of giving and receiving feedback was seen as an 

important task for the supervisor. The strength of encouragement can be seen in how 

the supervisor can use it to improve the quality of the employee’s work performance 

and work satisfaction (Tkachenko et al. 2020). Younger generations in particular ex-

pect feedback and support for their work from supervisors (Tapscott 2009).  
Meeting challenging matters and intervening in them was also seen as a signif-

icant, courage-demanding task of the supervisor. In a study of medical doctor su-

pervisors, qualities associated with brave supervisors included the ability to handle 

difficult matters openly, not relying on ready-made answers and not repressing mat-

ters (Huikko-Tarvainen et al. 2022). In the study by Nokela et al. (2021), the nursing 

staff’s desire to remain at their workplace was particularly affected by the experi-

ence of their supervisor’s personal just behavior and generally seeing supervision 

within the organization as just. The supervisor showing interest in employees and 

their views strengthens the workplace’s sense of togetherness, which affects the 

workplace’s ability to retain personnel (Bakker and Demerouti 2017, Deci and Ryan 

2017, Hult et al. 2023). As the social and health care field suffers from an unprece-

dented labor shortage (Tevameri 2021), the field requires supervisors with the abil-

ity and courage to intervene in problems, understanding for meeting employees and 

shaping the workplace atmosphere in a way that supports employees’ commitment 

and motivation. Good leadership require social skills and building trust, the ability 

to inspire and encourage through one’s own example and achieving changes within 

the workplace community.  
 

 

Conclusions On the Insights Produced By Coaching 

 

The learning produced by training can ideally appear on the levels of the stu-

dent’s knowing, acting and being. Knowing means adopting individual meaningful 

knowledge from the context in question. Acting refers to the way they personally 

interpret the gained knowledge’s role in their behavior and how they can act to reach 

the desired conclusion. In being knowing and acting are united in the thinking and 

experiencing subject, the individual’s self, which solves situations from their own 

perspective. Being is often expressed as a variation on several qualities, such as self-

knowledge, self-confidence, carefulness, criticalness, openness or flexibility (Bar-

nett and Coate 2005). 

When personnel leadership training seeks to affect change on the level of 

awareness, behavior and acting, the awareness refers to the individual’s improved 

ability to be aware of themselves, their patterns of thinking and behavior (Rosch and 

Anthony 2012). The results of this study show this goal. The students’ essays, writ-

ten during the supervisor coaching, show reflective thinking on their personal learn-

ing. The students directed and assessed what they learned in relation to their earlier 

knowledge, their earlier ideas of being a supervisor and their own methods of think-

ing and behaving. This is meta-cognitive thinking, in which the learners explains 
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the material to themselves, which suggests the development of deeper conceptual 

understanding (Bransford et al. 2006). 
Proper leadership capability is visible in behavior and success in leadership 

tasks (Northouse 2018). The level of behavior includes understanding of how one 

can improve one’s behavior and and action includes understanding of how one can 

improve e.g., one’s interpersonal skills (Rosch and Anthony 2012). The participants 

described receiving practical knowledge they can use to consciously guide and im-

prove their actions as a supervisor. The coaching perspective, which was chosen as 

the pedagogic method, supports developing one’s thinking, willingness to change 

behavior and brave experimentation (Clutterbuck 2014), which was key. 
Based on the results, it is possible to tentatively say that digital supervisor 

coaching can be used to improve supervisor skills. The participants’ essays showed 

components of good leadership according to the model by Kouzes and Posner 

(2017): Modeling the way, inspiring a shared vision, challenging the process, ena-

bling others to act' and encouraging the heart. Based on the responses, the coaching 

program seems to have improved the participants’ knowing, but their insights are 

likely also reflected on the levels of acting and being, appearing on the levels of self-

regulation knowledge and action regulation knowledge. The digital training pro-

gram also makes it easy to review one’s learning, for as Al-Hussami et al. (2017) 

state, regularly assessing one’s own supervisor skills and further training increase 

supervisors’ ability to lead themselves and employees, which strengthens the entire 

workplace community’s ability to face changes. Kouzes and Posner (2017) have 

developed a quantitative Leadership Practice Inventory® (LPI)® 360-degree as-

sessment model, which can be used to measure the transformational leadership prac-

tices of the leaders of different fields (Watters 2019). It could be interesting to pilot 

that in the further research. 

 

 

Assessing Reliability 
 

This study has limits. The participants were adult students using a coaching 

program (Digital mentor for supervisors n.d.) recently developed as part of a project. 

They were voluntarily studying for a master’s degree and thus already willing to 

learn. Having chosen the course, they were interested in leadership and working as 

a supervisor. The data consisted of essays, which the students wrote from self-cho-

sen perspectives. Some of their insights may be based on other courses or work ex-

perience. However, the core of deeper learning is connecting new knowledge to 

previous one (Neisser 1981), which is what this study analyzed. 
The results are to be read as the results of this group, and the study did not 

attempt generalizations or analysis of cause and effect. The qualitative method ena-

bled the deep study and attempted understanding of the essays. The greatest chal-

lenge in the qualitative analysis was classifying the data according to Kouzes and 

Posner’s (2017) model of transformational leadership. The study sought to test 

whether a model describing good leadership could be used to analyze such data. The 

contents of the five categories are somewhat overlapping, which resulted in constant 

debate and moving expressions between the classes during the analysis. The final 
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analysis is based on the subjective view of two researchers. Four researchers partic-

ipated in interpreting the results and writing the article. The reliability of the study 

was increased through authentic quotations from the participants, which were cho-

sen through consensus by the four researchers. 

The Kouzes and Posner (2017) model used as theoretical analysis matrix can 

be criticized. Piloted supervisor coaching course was not created as a base of the 

Kouzes & Posner model, but it contained features of transformational leadership.  
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