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Transformative leadership – A Swedish case 
 

Cecilia Bjursell 
 
 
Swedish culture is characterized as feminine and non-hierarchical in the literature. In 
international business encounters, Swedish leadership can be perceived as odd because a 
masculine and hierarchical style is still the norm. This traditional style of leadership works 
well in times of war and crisis, but for areas characterized by complexity and collaboration, 
the Swedish leadership style can provide guidance towards performance. This chapter 
presents a case study of Swedish leadership and defines this approach as transformative 
leadership in which the manager’s genuine interest for people is at heart. 
 
Tom – A manager in progress 
 

If we are to break cultural barriers, we must have respect for each other and build 
trust. If you like a person, those cultural things don’t matter. If you trigger irritation 
or defense or create uncertainty, you will get irritated and focus on the cultural 
differences. (Tom Söberg, 2015) 

 
Tom Söberg lives in Sweden, but he is an international manager at heart. To succeed in 
international research and development (R&D) companies, he has found that Swedish 
leadership works well. Tom was born in Canada, went to school in Norway, and moved to 
Sweden to study electrical engineering. He has a military background and spent one year in 
Lebanon. As an engineer, he has worked at Ericsson, Sony Ericsson, and Husqvarna, in 
Sweden and abroad. While working at Ericsson, he spent four years in Japan and then several 
years in India and China. When Sony Ericsson started, he was involved in the development of 
the basic technology and had to travel to customers all over Asia to show the platform. This 
meant that Tom, an introvert, was put in situations that forced him to interact with many 
different kinds of people. “I had an extrovert position in the company, and I am more of an 
introvert, so this was challenging and changed me as a person.” (Tom Söberg, 2015) 
 
Tom describes life’s challenges, weaknesses, and hard times — both private and professional 
— as sources of personal growth. His childhood values, in which respect for others was 
important, have continued to evolve into a mature approach characterized by responsiveness, 
humility, and respect for differences. Tom sees this as an ongoing inner journey where it is 
important to keep one’s feet on the ground. In contrast to this would be a leadership in which 
a big ego takes over and runs the show. 

A lot of people want to project a perfect image of their life and present it all nicely 
packaged, but that’s not how it is. In leadership, when I work with the team, I have to 
be myself in order for them to trust me. As a leader, I give them feedback but I also 
need feedback from them. (…) This works pretty well in all cultures. (Tom Söberg, 
2015) 

 
Tom emphasizes over and over again the need to listen and learn from situations and to meet 
people on an equal level, human to human. In this kind of leadership, softness and hardness 
are not mutually exclusive characteristics: “I’m quite soft as a person. I have no problems 
with being tough if needed, but I don’t use hardness to achieve things. That is not how I do 
it.” This relational focus has impact on the kinds of activities that Tom prefers to engage in.  



If I sit in on all the meetings and watch all power point presentations — what value 
have I created for the company at the end of the day if I have not been talking to 
people and been visible in the organization. The more you engage people and make 
sure they are comfortable, the better they deliver. Then we create value for the 
company, and I think many managers miss out on this. (Tom Söberg, 2015) 

 
Tom talks about recognizing emotions, positive and negative, because they are important for 
the energy in the organization. At the same time, leadership often means controlling one’s 
own emotions in order to be self-possessed. Working with change in an organization can often 
be stressful. A systematic and open approach that involves people on all levels of the 
organization can move things forward in a productive sense. At the same time, this can be 
strenuous for the leader, and Tom thinks that it is important, as a leader, to have a “safety 
valve” — trusted people that one can talk to about the situation. 

As a manager, you create a palette with different behavioral patterns that you can 
use in different situations. And then you have to realize that ‘I have come this far, but 
I still have a lot to learn.’ You make mistakes and you have bad days, but you have to 
move on. (Tom Söberg, 2015) 

 
Interacting with humans in an equal, respectful, and responsive way bridges cultural distance 
in leadership, according to Tom. This also means realizing that, as a leader, one has strengths 
and weaknesses that can be improved upon — leadership is a work in progress. 
 
A Swedish leadership model 
 
One of Tom’s key points is that to be an initiated leader, one has to move beyond cultural 
stereotypes. National stereotypes can, however, be a useful starting point if regarded as an 
expression of a symbolic structure rather than a natural law. Stereotypes give clues to values 
and assumptions that guide behavior and can help us understand how people make sense of 
their reality. Approaching culture as expressed through language also emphasizes 
communication as an important part of managerial work (Bjursell, 2015). 
 
One much described feature of the Swedish leadership model1 is the decision-making style. 
The Swedish decision making process has a strong consensus orientation. Achieving 
consensus was critical in Swedish history when different stakeholders such as employers, 
unions, governmental representatives, and other groups agreed on what came to be known as 
the Swedish welfare model. With this, consensus orientation became an integrated way of 
working in society and in business. Consensus in decision making means that a thorough 
discussion takes place before a decision is made; and when a decision is made, people are 
usually committed and act in accordance with the decision (Bjursell, 2007). This style is often 
contrasted with a style in which decisions are made quickly and then things are corrected 
along the way. These two approaches have been called discussion oriented and action 
oriented (Vaara, Risberg, Søderberg & Tienari, 2003). As discussion oriented, the Swedish 
leader tries to involve people in an egalitarian way by acting as a coach (Grenness, 2011). 
Engaging in discussion is furthermore said to be a way to anchor decisions within the work 
team, which motivates employees to perform well. The optimum motivation of people in the 

                                                           
1 From a global perspective, the Swedish and other Scandinavian leadership models are often grouped together 
based on their cultural similarity. An essential shared value is equality, referring to gender equality and equal 
distribution of economic goods, political influence, regional development, social life opportunities, and cultural 
experiences (Grenness, 2011). Sweden is usually regarded as the “softest” of the Scandinavian cultures. 



organization is a core objective of Swedish leadership (Kling & Goteman, 2003) and this 
work is based on trust and respect. 

To build trust and respect, you have to listen. (…) In a cultural situation you make 
mistakes all the time, and then you have to be responsive and see how people react, 
and if you do this, you get useful feedback. And then you have to be willing to change 
to show respect for the person in front of you. These are not hard things, but they are 
hard to keep doing over and over. (Tom Söberg, 2015) 

 
Swedish leadership competencies, such as cooperation, teamwork, skill diversity, and 
creativity, are often described as relative strengths in business growth and adaptation 
(Larsson, Brousseau, Driver, Holmqvist & Tarnovskaya, 2003). Among the Swedish 
companies that work in the global arena, IKEA has embraced the idea of Swedishness on 
several levels. Swedishness is said to represent desirable values in the company, and while it 
guides leadership, it is also an important part of the company’s external image. Swedishness 
in the IKEA sense compounds a nostalgic notion of nature and connections to the welfare 
state’s heyday inhabited by thrifty, innovative, strong-willed, and humble people (Wigerfelt, 
2013). Managers at IKEA are said to work with situational leadership, but leadership styles 
are ascribed different statuses depending on how well they fit with the notion of Swedishness. 
Directive leadership and being a manager are considered old-fashioned, dreary, and 
unappealing, whereas supportive and coaching styles of leadership are favored (Jönsson, 
Muhonen, Scholten & Wigerfelt, 2014).  
 
IKEA’s Swedishness, although built on what are perceived to be positive values, has been 
criticized for being ethnocentric and for excluding diversity in the organization (Wigerfelt, 
2013). This illustrates how a simplistic and normative perception and application of culture, 
even when the culture is based on values such as cooperation and humility, can lead to 
exclusion and positioning. IKEA has however included diversity as a central value, and with 
this, the notion of Swedishness is changing as well. Another possible change in the Swedish 
leadership model might be triggered by the younger generation entering the workplace. 

It is becoming increasingly important to crack the [behavioral] code and to get 
comfortable with nuances. This is even more important with the younger generations 
because they have other driving forces, more in terms of ‘what’s in it for me?’ So you 
have to be even better at describing the added value rather than threats, duty, and 
fairness. They are in a way softer and more sensitive. (Tom Söberg, 2015) 

 
Forces of change can also come from emerging industries. In addition to the major areas of 
Swedish export, which include machinery, motor vehicles, paper products, pulp, wood, iron, 
steel products, and chemicals, a new wave of IT companies has emerged, such as Spotify, 
Skype, King (Candy Crush Saga), Klarna and Mojang (Minecraft). These companies are born 
global, and although they might be built on Swedish values and assumptions such as 
collaboration and openness, they may also have other characteristics that influence leadership 
in these organizations.  
 
Concerning Swedish leadership, it is also useful to recognize that although an informal 
collaborative style may provide the basis for innovation and creativity, it does not lead to 
these in and of itself (Bröchner, Josephson & Kadefors, 2002). The soft leadership style in the 
Swedish leadership model can be either weak or strong. Soft leadership becomes weak when 
leaders are vague, avoidant, or purely rhetorical. Soft leadership is strong when it supports 
and motivates employees to perform their best. The question is how to engage in activities 
that support strong leadership. 



 
Transformative leadership 
 
A central idea in Swedish leadership is a collaborative approach in which motivation of 
employees is a core activity, and this has similarities with transformational leadership. 
Transformational leadership is suggested as an alternative to transactional leadership. The 
latter is based on financial rewards in exchange for productivity, whereas the former works 
with inspiration and vision to create meaning and empower employees to achieve 
extraordinary outcomes (Bass & Riggio, 2006). Transformational leadership means acting as 
a role model for followers, giving personal attention to each follower, showing genuine 
concern, and, at the same time, intellectually challenging followers (Bass & Riggio, 2006). A 
misinterpretation of transformational leadership is that it is only about leaders’ charisma and 
rhetoric, but studies have shown that rhetoric and job design in combination can maximize 
followers’ performance (Grant, 2012). In addition, context plays a major role in determining 
the possibilities for transformational leadership (Wyld, 2013). 
 
The notion of transformational leadership is a good place to start for understanding Swedish 
leadership — except for one thing: transformational leadership seems to be built on 
hierarchical assumptions involving leaders and followers. If employees are regarded as 
followers, the leader sets the limits for how far employees can go. Swedish leadership 
emphasizes equality and is thus less paternalistic. Engaging in transformative learning and 
focusing on change at the individual level to improve performance is one way to engage in 
productive soft management. Tom gives an example of transformative leadership as he recalls 
a situation when he chose to act according to what he thought was right, rather than what was 
expected. 

I have an example from when I was in China. We had developed a technical platform 
and there was a lot of pressure, and everything was extremely complex. We still 
managed to do it, and we got to present our project to a large American company. It 
was a prestigious meeting, but the project manager was inexperienced, insecure, and 
focused on the wrong things. He gave a really bad presentation. A Chinese manager 
sitting next to me leaned over and said that this person had to go, and people around 
the table heard what he said. Instead of removing him, I put a lot of effort into 
talking to him about the presentation, to understand why he had done it that way, 
and I gave him concrete feedback. He felt genuinely supported, gained confidence, 
and started to perform on a high level. What was even better is that it created ripples 
throughout the organization. People around me felt secure and started to bloom. 
That was not my plan but it had those positive effects. (Tom Söberg, 2015) 

 
That the team feels that their own developmental journeys and feelings of uncertainty are 
legitimate in the workplace can be an effect of leader humility (Owens & Hekman, 2012). 
Transformative leadership begins with questions of justice and democracy and creates an 
inclusive and socially just learning environment (Shields, 2010). Transformative learning at 
the individual level and transformational change with an organizational focus have been 
proposed as complementary approaches to effective organizational change efforts 
(Henderson, 2002). Seeing one’s leadership as a work in progress and supporting one’s fellow 
employees in their development places learning at center stage of a transformative leadership. 
Being a learning spirit works well with the values of equality, collaboration, and humility in 
the Swedish leadership model. 
 



Recommendations for working as a leader in Sweden 
 
In addition to the Swedish leadership model described above, this chapter ends with some 
hands-on advice for a person about to work as a leader in Sweden:  

• ON EQUAL TERMS. Swedish culture is characterized by flat hierarchies and by the fact 
that employees in all positions in the organization have expectations of participation in 
decision making. A flat hierarchy is still a hierarchy, however, and people tend to have 
subtle ways of positioning themselves and others. For example, in Sweden, silence can 
mean either approval or disapproval. 

• GENUINE MEETINGS WITH PEOPLE. As Tom pointed out, a leader can learn much by 
actively listening to people in the organization. An opportunity to get to know people is 
by participating in “fika,” the collective morning and afternoon breaks in the workplace. 
Having breaks at work is enforced by law and is a strong tradition in Sweden.  

• LANGUAGE MATTERS. Although people in Sweden speak English fairly well, this is not 
the same as speaking effortlessly. Swedish is the preferred language at work. 

• THE SWEDISH LEADERSHIP MODEL. The Swedish leadership model is in line with values 
in the Swedish culture. It is only a model however, and Swedish people will adhere to it 
in different ways and to different extents. It is a good starting point for understanding 
what is going on, but you have to learn about the individuals and the context to be able 
to adapt your leadership. 
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