—
JONKOPING UNIVERSITY

Jénkdping International
Business School

Leading When Goals Are Not Achieved

A Qualitative Study of Leadership Practices in Higher Education.

Bachelor's Thesis

Within: Business Administration

Number of credits: 15hp

Program of Study: International Management

Authors: Erik Brunnberg, Hampus Johansson, Ture Nilsson



Acknowledgements

We would like to express our sincere gratitude to everyone who contributed to this thesis and

supported us throughout the research process.

Firstly, we would like to thank our tutor, Peter Triimmel, for the valuable guidance,
constructive feedback, and continuous support throughout the writing process. The
discussions and insights provided have been highly valuable in shaping and improving this

study.

Secondly, we would like to thank all participants who contributed with their time,
experiences, and reflections during the interviews. Without their openness and willingness to

share their perspectives, this research would not have been possible.

We would also like to thank the opposing seminar groups for their constructive feedback and
valuable discussions during the seminar sessions. Their comments contributed to improving

the quality and clarity of the thesis.

Finally, we would like to thank our families and friends for their support and encouragement

throughout the process.

Hamguus Johanyyon

Hampus Johansson

ik Bruwwhserg

Erik Brunnberg

Twre Nilyon

Ture Nilsson




Bachelor Thesis in Business Administration

Title: Leading When Goals Are Not Achieved: A Qualitative Study of Leadership Practices
in Higher Education

Authors: Erik Brunnberg, Hampus Johansson, Ture Nilsson
Tutor: Peter Triimmel
Date: 2026-05-22

Keywords: Leadership Practices, Higher Education, Goal Non Achievement, Adaptive
Leadership, Participative Leadership, Performance Pressure

Abstract

Background: Leadership within higher education has become increasingly complex due to
growing performance demands, organizational pressures, and changing institutional
conditions. Previous research has shown that leadership influences employee motivation,
communication, and organizational performance. At the same time, limited research
examines how leadership practices are adapted in situations where organizational goals are
not achieved, particularly within higher education environments characterized by multiple

stakeholders and conflicting demands.

Problem: Existing leadership research is largely quantitative and outcome-focused, often
emphasizing employee perceptions, motivation, and performance outcomes. There is limited
qualitative research exploring how leaders themselves describe and adapt their leadership
practices in situations of goal non-achievement. This gap is particularly evident within higher
education, where leadership operates under complex organizational conditions and increasing

performance pressure.

Purpose: The purpose of this study is to explore how leaders in higher education adapt their
leadership practices in situations where organizational goals are not achieved. The study
specifically examines how leaders work with communication, motivation, support,

responsibility, and adaptation under conditions of performance pressure.

Method: This study applies a qualitative research design based on semi-structured interviews
with leaders within a Swedish higher education institution. Six leaders in managerial

positions were interviewed, together with one union representative, observation from a staff



meeting was used to provide triangulation and additional organizational perspective. The
collected data were analyzed through thematic analysis using theoretically informed
categories related to adaptive leadership, participative leadership, and leadership under

performance pressure.

Results: The findings show that leaders adapt their leadership practices through increased
communication, structured problem solving, flexibility, and individualized support.
Leadership under performance pressure was characterized by increased urgency, more
structured control, and active stress management. The findings also show that leaders viewed
goal non-achievement as a learning process rather than individual failure. At the same time,
the study identified tensions between leadership intentions and how employees experience
organizational support and goal clarity in practice. Overall, the findings suggest that
leadership in higher education is highly context-dependent and requires continuous

adaptation in situations where organizational goals are not achieved.
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1. Introduction

This chapter presents the background of the study and introduces leadership within higher
education in situations where organizational goals are not achieved. The chapter continues
with the problem discussion, research question, and research purpose. Lastly, the perspective,

delimitations, and key definitions relevant to the study are presented.

1.1 Background

Leadership has gained increased attention due to its significant role in influencing an
organization's performance and employee motivation. Leadership has been conceptualized
through several perspectives, including leader behavior, leader—follower interactions, and the
influence leaders have on goals, tasks, and organizational processes (Harvey, 1996). Research
has also shown that employees' perceptions of leadership practices can influence their work
motivation over time, particularly in changing work conditions such as a crisis (Gagné et al.,
2019). This study focuses more specifically on leadership within higher education, where

leaders operate in dynamic and complex environments.

Recent reports within higher education highlight the increasing number of redundancies
among academic staff in Sweden. For example, an article published by Universitetsldraren
shows that over 1,000 university teachers and researchers have been fired since 2020. Such
development not only creates job insecurity but also raises concerns regarding transparency,
fairness, and trust in organizational decision-making processes. This example shows that
when employees face uncertainty and potential job loss, leadership becomes particularly
critical in shaping how individuals react to organizational change, more specifically,
maintaining motivation and responding to demanding performance expectations (Hellerstedt,

2026).

Several studies discuss the impact modern dynamic organizations have on employees'
commitment to performance and success with challenging goals under conditions of
uncertainty and pressure. Previous research has shown that leadership practices play a crucial
role in reaching predefined goals and shaping employees willingness to commit to difficult

goals (Aksoy & Bayazit, 2022).



While leadership research has demonstrated clear links between employee motivation and
performance-related outcomes, several studies indicate that these relationships are influenced
by situational factors. In particular, research shows that leadership operates differently in
demanding or high-pressure situations, such as crisis or when employees are faced with
difficult performance goals (Gagné et al., 2019; Aksoy & Bayazit, 2022). At the same time,
current research provides limited information on how leadership is practised when
organizational goals are not achieved, highlighting the relevance of further examining

leadership in such situations.

Research made by Bolden et al. (2025) explains that leadership within higher education is
characterized by handling complex and increasing demands. Employees within the sector
often report on excessive workloads, dissatisfaction with management, and concerns about
working conditions and their salaries. Higher education institutions are described as hybrid
organizations with multiple identities and competing value systems, where teaching, research,
and external engagement coexist. This creates challenges when managing conflicts related to
expectations and shifting demands. This indicates that higher education has several different
purposes simultaneously, both towards society and within the organization, which can lead to
different expectations of what to prioritize as important. A result of these hybrid
organizations leads to employees needing to deal with different demands, which can lead to

tensions within the organization (Bolden et al., 2025).

In addition to these challenges, leadership within higher education is divided into different
ways of managing organizations. In recent years, universities have increasingly adopted
practises from the private sector, more specific performance measurement, goals, and
accountability. Historically, traditional academic work has been based on autonomy, trust, and
shared knowledge among professionals. These different approaches coexist within the same
organizations, which creates tensions in how leadership is practised. This leads to the fact that
leadership in higher education can not be seen as a fixed style, leaders must adapt their

approaches depending on the situation and the demands (Franco-Santos et al., 2017).

The complexity is linked to the different backgrounds of people with leadership positions in
higher education. Some leaders have a background in academia, where work is less structured
and requires more independent work, while others come from administrative or professional
roles that are more structured and more performance-focused. These experiences influence

how leaders understand their role and how they choose to lead. When individuals move into



leadership positions, their role changes as they become responsible for managing others and
achieving organizational goals. As a result, their perspectives and experiences will change,
requiring them to adapt their leadership practices so they fit the organizational context
(Franco-Santos et al., 2017). This highlights the need to understand leadership as a dynamic

process, where no single leadership style is effective in all situations.

In the context of these challenges, communication has been identified as an important
component of leadership. Leadership communication includes nonverbal and verbal
communication, and these messages influence how individuals understand and respond to
different situations. During times of crisis and uncertainty, communication becomes
especially important, as it helps employees to make sense of change and ambiguity. Leaders
not only have a responsibility to share information, but also to create meaning by clarifying
situations, using concrete examples, and describing how others should think and respond to
them. Clear communication leads to increased resilience and prepares organizations with
important tools for managing and adapting to future challenges (Gigliotti &

Alvarez-Robinson, 2025).

Situations when organizational goals are not achieved are particularly important to
investigate, as they reveal how leaders practice changes in situations of pressure and
uncertainty. In these situations, leaders are required to manage expectations, respond to
challenges, and address tensions within the organization. These moments go beyond their
current leadership practises and can therefore provide deeper insights into how leadership is
actually practised and adapted in complex environments. This is especially relevant in higher
education, where goals are often multiple, sometimes conflicting, and difficult to measure,

making it challenging to define and achieve success.

1.2 Problem Discussion

Previous research is largely quantitative and outcome-focused, often examining leadership in
relation to it effects on outcomes such as motivation, engagement, and performance.
Leadership is frequently treated as relatively stable, even though previous research has
acknowledged that leadership differs depending on the situation, for example, that leadership
effects may differ under changing conditions (Gagné et al., 2019). There is limited qualitative
insight into how leadership is practised and adapted when organizational goals are not

achieved within higher education. Without a qualitative perspective, there is a risk of lacking



understanding of how leaders themselves describe their practices and behaviors in these
situations. A qualitative approach, therefore, enables leaders to explain how they respond to

manage situations where goals are not achieved.

This gap becomes more important in the context of higher education, where leadership is
practised in complex environments, characterized by multiple demands. Leaders within these
sectors need to manage expectations from various stakeholders, such as staff, politicians,

funders, and students, which creates pressure in their everyday work to achieve goals (Bolden

et al., 2025).

In addition, leadership is often characterized through a wide range of perspectives, including
traits, behaviours, and the influence on organizational goals (Harvey, 1996). Furthermore,
research suggests that no single leadership style is effective in all situations, because
leadership must be adapted depending on the task, the people, and the context (Sutcliffe,
1999). This research highlights the importance of flexibility and adaptation of leaders, but
they still provide limited insight into how leaders adjust and practise this in complex

organizational situations.

In particular, little is known about how leaders themselves describe their leadership
philosophy, how they approach goal-setting and communication in everyday practice, and
how these practices change when goals are not achieved. Examining leadership under such
conditions is important, as it provides a practice-oriented understanding of how leaders adapt
their behavior in response to setbacks and performance pressure. This understanding is
important because it enhances our knowledge of how different leaders respond to different
situations and highlights which strategies and methods can be applied to improve

effectiveness when goals are not met.

Research Question
How do leaders in higher education adapt their leadership practices in situations where

organizational goals are not achieved?

1.3 Research Purpose

The purpose of this study is to explore how leadership is practiced and adapted in higher
education, with a particular focus on how leaders work with goals, communicate with

employees, and reflect on and adjust their leadership behaviors when organizational goals are



not achieved. The study aims to provide a more practice-oriented understanding of leadership

1n such situations.

1.4 Perspective

This study adopts a managerial perspective, focusing on how leaders describe and reflect on
their leadership practices in situations where organizational goals are not achieved. The
leader is the primary unit of analysis, as the purpose of the study is to understand how
leadership behaviors are interpreted and adapted in response to performance pressure and

unmet goals.

Focusing on leaders is more relevant for this study than an employee perspective, as the
research aims to examine how leadership practices are enacted and adjusted in specific
situations. However, the study also includes one interview with a union employee. This
perspective is included to provide additional insight into how leadership practices may be
experienced and understood from an employee-related position. The union employee does not
replace the managerial focus of the study, but contributes with an additional perspective that

helps understand how leadership is perceived in practice.

This study, therefore prioritizes leaders' experiences in order to address the identified research
gap, where previous research has largely focused on employee perceptions and quantitative
outcomes. By focusing on leaders, the study contributes to a practice-based understanding of

leadership in situations of goal non-achievement.

The study views leadership as a context-dependent and socially constructed process, where
meaning is shaped through leaders’ experiences and interpretations. These experiences are

explored through qualitative interviews.

1.5 Delimitation

This study is delimited to examining leadership practices in situations where organizational
goals are not achieved. The focus is on how leaders describe and respond to these situations,

rather than on evaluating the effectiveness of specific leadership models or outcomes.

Furthermore, the study is conducted within a single organizational context in higher

education. This means that the findings are shaped by the specific characteristics of academic



environments, such as decentralized structures, professional autonomy, and multiple
stakeholder expectations. As a result, the findings may not be directly transferable to other

sectors without considering contextual differences.

The study is also limited to qualitative data collected through semi-structured interviews.
This means that the findings are based on leaders' subjective experiences and interpretations.
The study does not include quantitative measures of performance or objective evaluations of

goal achievement.

Finally, the study focuses on leadership practices in relation to unmet goals, rather than
goal-setting processes in general or long-term organizational performance. This delimitation
allows for a more focused analysis of how leaders respond to challenges, but excludes

broader aspects of leadership and strategy.

1.6 Definitions

Leadership Practices Leadership practices refer to the concrete actions and behaviors
through which leaders manage, guide, and support their teams in
organizational settings. These practices include communication,

goal-setting, feedback, and resource allocation (Nicolini, 2012).

Goal Non-Achievement | Goal non-achievement refers to not succeeding in doing
something. This includes missed targets, unmet deadlines, or
failure to achieve strategic outcomes (Cambridge Dictionary,

2026).

Employee Motivation Employee motivation is defined as the internal and external
forces that initiate, direct, and sustain work-related behavior
toward achieving organizational goals. Leadership style has
been shown to significantly influence employee motivation over

time (Gagné et al., 2019).

Performance Pressure Performance pressure refers to the perceived demand placed on
employees or leaders to achieve specific outcomes under

conditions of high expectations, uncertainty, or limited



resources. Such pressure is often intensified when goals are not

achieved (Mitchell et al., 2019).

2. Theoretical framework

This chapter presents previous research and theoretical perspectives related to leadership,
leadership styles, employee motivation, and leadership under performance pressure. The
chapter also introduces the conceptual framework that guides the analysis and identifies the

research gap that forms the foundation of the study.

2.1 Method of literature review

The literature review includes articles from various reputable, peer-reviewed academic
journals to ensure high-quality articles. The literature was gathered using the Scopus
database, which is known for providing high-quality, rigorously selected academic content
with global coverage (Baas et al., 2020). The search involved the use of several keywords,
including: “Transformational leadership” AND “Transactional leadership” AND “Practices”,
resulting in 147 matches, and after ABS ranking, 12 matches were found. “Leadership style"
AND “Failure” resulting in 64 matches and after ABS ranking 9 matches were found,
“Leadership” AND “practises” AND “crisis” AND “Higher education”, resulting in 62
matches and after ABS ranking 2 matches were found, “academic leaders” AND “higher
education” AND “experiences” AND “practises” resulting in 42 matches and after ABS
ranking 1 were matches found, “participative leadership” AND "practises" resulting in 83 and
after ABS 12 matches were found, “Transformational leadership” AND “performance” AND
“Goals” resulting in 103 and after ABS 12 matches were found. The search was also limited
to articles published in the English language. Another important screening criterion used was
quality assessment, where all literature has been analysed and reviewed to ensure credibility.
All literature is peer-reviewed and also evaluated through its ABS link ranking, with a

minimum of 3.



2.2 Literature review

2.2.1 Leadership Theory

Leadership has been defined in several ways, including leader traits, leader behavior, and
leader-subordinate interaction patterns, and the influence leaders have on tasks, goals, and
organizational culture (Harvey, 1996). Similarly, leadership has been described as the process
of influencing the activities of an organized group in its efforts to define and achieve goals
(Rodrigues et al., 2025). While these definitions provide an understanding of leadership, they
tend to remain abstract, which offers limited insight into how leadership is practised in

specific organizational situations.

In addition, leadership is often separated from management, as leadership involves activities
beyond normal managerial responsibilities and focuses instead on influencing others and
guiding them towards an organizational direction (Harvey, 1996). This highlights leadership
as a process that mainly focuses on influence and direction. However, these descriptions often
miss how leaders' practices are enacted in practice, more specifically in situations of pressure

or when organizational goals are not achieved.

Further research highlights that leadership is not only about influencing others, but it is also
enacted through concrete practices such as creating vision, communicating policies, and
implementing new strategies, while at the same time also contributing to improving
organizational systems and creating conditions that support performance (Davies et al.,

2001).

In addition to situational factors, personal characteristics of leadership may also influence
how leadership is practised. Previous research discusses that age is associated with
differences in leadership styles, where older managers tend to use more delegative
approaches, while younger managers are described as more comfortable in fast-changing
environments, more willing to take risks, and more likely to take initiative in getting results.
Older managers, in contrast, tend to use more experience and cooperation and focus on the
development of others. This research indicates that leadership is not only shaped by
organizational context, but also by leaders' backgrounds and experiences, which supports the

view that leadership is dynamic (Oshagbemi, 2008).



Furthermore, most leadership theories adopt a contingency perspective, suggesting that no
single leadership style is effective in all situations. Instead, leadership effectiveness depends
on how well the leadership style fits the situation in which it is applied (Sutcliffe, 1999). For
instance, leadership approaches may vary depending on the situation, which demands leaders
to shift between task-oriented and relationship-oriented behaviors depending on the team's
needs (Gratton et al,. 2007). This description of leaders is relevant as it suggests that

leadership is not static, instead, it must be adapted to different organizational conditions.

Moreover, effective leadership is often described as establishing direction by developing and
communicating a compelling vision that guides the way an organization acts. Leadership also
involves aligning people with shared values, beliefs, and a collective sense of mission, while
motivating and inspiring employees towards a shared goal (McFadden et al., 2009). This
shows that leadership plays a central role in shaping direction and motivation within
organizations, but it still provides limited insights into how leaders themselves describe their

practises in shaping direction and motivation.

Finally, leadership is described as a key factor in integrating innovation and learning within
organizations, as leadership can directly decide to introduce new ideas into an organization
and establish goals that encourage innovative thinking among its employees (Darwish et al.,

2018).

These descriptions, therefore, suggest that leadership should be understood as a
context-dependent process, highlighting the importance of examining how different forms of
leadership are applied and adapted in different situations. In this study, leadership is therefore
used from a practice-based perspective, where the main focus is on what leaders do in their
everyday work. Practice theory describes organizations as ongoing social processes instead of
fixed structures (Nicolini, 2013) and emphasizes the importance of everyday activities and
actions in understanding how work is applied in organizations. This indicates that leadership
is performed through daily actions and interactions, which is relevant for understanding how

leaders adapt their practices when organizational goals are not achieved.

2.2.2 Leadership Styles

The use of different leadership styles within this study is particularly relevant as leadership

should not be treated as a fixed approach but rather a context-dependent process. Previous



research highlights that no single leadership style is effective in every situation, which
therefore leads to an adaptive behaviour depending on the demands of the situation and the
needs of the team (Sutcliffe, 1999; Gratton et al., 2007). This is especially relevant in higher
education, which is characterized by complex and dynamic environments, demanding that
leaders be flexible. Therefore, this study considered multiple leadership styles to increase the

knowledge of how leadership is practised and adapted.

Transformational leadership

Transformational leadership was introduced by Burns (1978) and is described as a leadership
style that elevates both leaders and followers to higher levels of motivation and morality
(Rodrigues et al., 2025). Earlier work by Downton (1973) similarly emphasizes how leaders
inspire followers to change their perceptions, expectations, and behaviours in order to work
toward a shared organizational goal. Together, these perspectives highlight the role of
transformational leadership in aligning individuals and organizations through motivation and

meaning.

This leadership style is commonly associated with behaviours such as charisma and
inspiration, and supporting employee development (McFadden et al., 2009; Delegach et al.,
2017). Leaders are described as not only influencing employee performance but also
motivating employees to go beyond their current tasks and commit to the organizational
direction, and to encourage alignment with organizational goals rather than individual goals

(Guhr et al., 2019).

Research further suggests that transformational leadership is particularly relevant in contexts
characterized by change and uncertainty, where leaders are expected to guide organizations
through complex situations and encourage adaptive thinking among followers (Sutcliffe,
1999). It has also been linked to organizational outcomes such as innovation and
commitment, and long-term performance, the development environments where employees

learn from each other’s ideas and perspectives (Rodrigues et al., 2025; Darwish et al., 2019)

Transformational leadership is further explained by Bass (1999), through four core behavioral
dimensions: idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and

individualized consideration (Deleagch et al., 2017). These dimensions explain how leaders

10



act as role models, communicate an inspiring vision, encourage creativity and new ways of

thinking, and support individual development among employees.

Transformational leadership can also influence followers by increasing their awareness of
organizational goals and encouraging them to act beyond their self-interest to achieve these

goals (Gagné et al., 2019).

Participative Leadership

Participative leadership is characterized by managers who share the decision-making process
with subordinates, resulting in jointly made decisions (Oshagbemi, 2008). This is further
supported by Spreitzer (2007), who describes participative leadership as the process of
involving employees with different levels of hierarchy in decision-making. Participative
leaders who involve subordinates in making and implementing decisions often see improved
outcomes. A reason for this is because participative leaders tend to be more tolerant of
differences, acknowledging that diverse perspectives lead to higher quality decision-making

(Spreitzer, 2007).

Research further suggests that participative leadership is more commonly used in lower levels
of management, while it decreases at higher levels, where decision-making becomes more
centralized. In addition, older managers are more likely to adopt participative approaches, as
they tend to involve others, these experiences, and promote cooperation to improve

performance (Oshagbemi, 2008).

Previous research further explains that participative leadership can influence employee
motivation and performance through several mechanisms. From a motivational perspective,
increased participation in decision-making is associated with higher levels of intrinsic
motivation and psychological empowerment, as employees experience their work as more
meaningful and rewarding, which can lead to greater effort and improved task performance
(Huang et al., 2010). Furthermore, an exchange-based perspective explains that when
employees are involved and treated positively by their leaders they are more willing to
respond to this with increased commitment and higher work intensity. This relationship is
often linked to the development of trust between leaders and employees, which further

supports performance outcomes (Huang et al., 2010).

11



Adaptive Leadership

Adaptive leadership is described as a process where leaders engage with individuals within
an organization to solve complex challenges that cannot be solved through existing
knowledge or authority alone (Heifetz & Laurie, 1997). The authors differentiate between
technical problems, which can be solved through expertise and an established way of
working, compared to adaptive challenges, which instead require individuals to change their
values, beliefs, and ways of working. In those situations, leadership is not about providing
answers to current challenges, it’s instead about involving employees to identify problems

and develop solutions.

Heifetz and Laurie (1997) further discuss that solutions to challenges do not come from top
management, it instead come from collective efforts of people across the organization.
Leaders are therefore responsible for creating an environment where employees within the
organization can contribute with ideas. This includes maintaining focus on difficult issues,
along with support for learning and collaboration. An important aspect is to control the level
of pressure within the organization, where too much pressure can overwhelm individuals,

while too little may reduce motivation in challenging situations.

2.2.3 Leadership and Employee Motivation

Previous research discusses the role of leadership and its importance in shaping employee
motivation by influencing how employees engage with organizational goals and expectations.
Leadership is described as a mechanism that is governed by the fact that employees are
motivated to work with organizational policies and to participate in work-related activities
and do the extra that goes beyond their normal role requirements (Guhr et al., 2019). To be
able to reach this, they discuss that leadership helps shape employee behavior by defining

expectations and reinforcing desired actions within the organization.

In addition, leadership has been linked to employees' psychological well-being, because it
influences their engagement, productivity, and willingness to take actions within the
organization (Rodrigues et al., 2025). This suggests that leadership can affect motivation
indirectly by shaping employees psychological conditions and their capacity to engage with

their work.
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Research made by Gagné (2019) shows that employees' image of leadership behaviors is
related to different types of work motivation, including autonomous motivation, which relates
to interest and meaning, as well as controlled motivation, driven by external pressures and
rewards. This demonstrates the importance of having a leader who is aware of their role. It
also indicates that motivation isn’t influenced in a single way, but instead it rather shapes

motivation differently depending on how leadership is perceived and practised.

In addition to communication, feedback represents a concrete leadership behavior in which
leaders can influence and increase employee motivation. Previous research discusses the role
of developmental feedback, which refers to feedback that focuses on learning, improvement,
and helping employees become better in their work (Li et al., 2011). This sort of feedback is
characterized as practical leadership behavior that helps employees in how to perform their

tasks.

Developmental feedback focuses on improvements rather than evaluation, previous research
indicates that it can increase intrinsic motivation by boosting engagement in their work. It
also described with improved performance, while this feedback can also create a sense of
support and care among employees, which strengthens the relationship between leaders and

employees (Li et al., 2011).

In addition to these mechanisms, leadership communication has been identified as an
important factor that can increase employee motivation. By providing clear information,
direction, and meaning, leaders can support employees in understanding the role and their
responsibilities, this increases motivation because it contributes to engagement and
willingness to act. Communications that acknowledge employees' perspectives and encourage
open communication can, according to research, further strengthen trust and foster a sense of
belonging, thereby supporting motivation and continued engagement in organizational

activities (Gigliotti & Alvarez-Robinson, 2025).

2.2.4 Path-Goal Theory

The conceptual framework for this study establishes the analytical lens through which the
adaptation of leadership in higher education is examined under performance pressure. While
traditional leadership literature often focuses on maintaining strategic visions during periods

of growth and stability, this study shifts the focus toward the balancing that a leader must
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manage during performance gaps. The framework integrates Path-Goal Theory with the
unique organizational pressures of current academia to explore how leaders adjust their

behavior when organizational goals are not achieved.

The foundation of the framework is the reformulated Path-Goal Theory (House, 1996), which
suggests that a leader’s primary function is to enhance subordinate motivation and
satisfaction by providing what is missing in a given environment. In this research, goal
non-achievement is treated as a situational variable that hinders the established path to
organizational success. According to Dixon and Hart (2010), the effectiveness of a leader in
such conditions depends on their ability to identify the cause of the failure and select

appropriate behavior to address it.

This adaptive process is categorized into three primary behavioral responses derived from the
theory. First is Directive Path-Clarification, in which the leader provides increased structure
to reduce uncertainty. The second one is Supportive Leadership, where the leader focuses on
psychological resilience following the stress of failure. The third is Obstacle Removal. In this
regard, Jia et al. (2024) identify the obstacles that must be removed as a critical adaptive
response for professional knowledge workers, such as academics, who often require the
leader to act as a buffer against administrative barriers rather than simply increasing task

control.

The context of this adaptation is further clarified by recognizing the shift toward New Public
Management (NPM) within the higher education sector. Macfarlane (2011) argues that the
professionalization of university management has created an environment defined by
performance metrics and administrative targets. This situation creates tension for academic
leaders as they must uphold traditional academic values while also meeting private
sector-style Key Performance Indicators (KPIs). As a result, the adaptation explored in this
research is not simply a matter of personal leadership style, but a response to institutional
pressures for accountability. As Bryman (2007) notes, effective leadership in higher

education requires a careful balance between providing clear direction and maintaining trust.

By bringing these perspectives together, the conceptual framework proposes that leadership
adaptation during goal non-achievement can be understood as a three-stage process: first,
identifying the structural or psychological path blockage within the NPM context; second,

selecting an appropriate Path-Goal behavior (House, 1996) and third, implementing practices
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that restore both technical performance and institutional cohesion. This model allows analysis
for the interview data to be examined whether participants actively adjust their behavior to
meet the specific needs of the post-failure environment, or whether they remain constrained

by more rigid, non-adaptive leadership approaches.

2.2.5 Leadership under performance pressure or failure conditions

Leadership under conditions of performance pressure and goal non-achievement presents
significant challenges, as organizational priorities may shift and uncertainty increases

because of performance pressure (Fisher, 2019).

Furthermore, research highlights the importance of adapting leadership behavior during a
crisis. In these situations, leaders may need to adopt a more directive approach, focused on
problem-solving, in order to maintain individual motivation and stability among their
employees (Gagné et al.,, 2019). At the same time, effective leadership under pressure
requires moving away from a "one-size-fits-all" approach, as different employees require
different types of support. For example, leaders may need to provide high-achievement
striving employees with autonomy and inspiration, while offering low-achievement striving
employees that may require more structured guidance to keep performance anxieties under
control (Aksoy & Bayazit, 2021). This highlights the importance of leadership adaptation to

varying individual needs.

Goal setting also plays a critical role under performance pressure. Leaders must set goals that
are both challenging and attainable, as goals that are too difficult may lead to disengagement,
while goals that are too easy fail to motivate performance (Kim et al., 2023). These findings
clearly demonstrate the importance of balancing expectations with the capabilities of

employees in uncertain contexts.

Overall, leadership under conditions of performance pressure and goal non-achievement is
characterized by increased uncertainty, changing priorities, and varying individual needs. In
these situations, leaders must balance between expectations, adapt goals, and adjust how they
communicate and support their employees. This highlights the importance of examining what
leaders actually do in practice, particularly how leadership is enacted in challenging

organizational situations.
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3. Methodology & Method

This chapter explains the methodological choices of the study, including the research
philosophy, research design, sampling strategy, and data collection process. Furthermore, the
chapter presents the approach to data analysis, research quality, and ethical considerations

applied throughout the research process.

3.1 Research approach

This study uses a qualitative research design based on semi-structured interviews to explore
how leadership is practiced in organizational contexts characterized by performance pressure
and situations of non-goal achievement. An in-depth interview design was chosen to capture
detailed insights from members of the management team in real organizational settings. The
qualitative design allows for exploration of leadership as a dynamic and context-dependent
practice rather than a fixed leadership style (Creswell & Poth, 2023). The study is guided by
an interpretivist perspective, which allows for focus on understanding participants

perceptions and experiences.

Interpretivism is about understanding social phenomena through the meaning that individuals
assign to them, focusing specifically on participants' subjective experience and interpretations
(Bryman, 2016). In this study, we do not only look at the facts of a failed goal but rather
focus on how leaders themselves experience and make sense of situations of goal
non-achievement. The goal is to capture the subjective meanings and socially constructed

realities described by the participants (Denicolo et al., 2016).

The interpretivist approach is a particularly good fit for this research purpose. It allows for an
in-depth exploration of complex organizational issues that simply cannot be fully captured
with only quantitative methods or numbers alone (Creswell & Poth, 2023; Bryman, 2016).
By focusing on personal accounts, the study can better examine how leadership practices
actually respond to setbacks and pressure, while it also highlights how leadership practices

are adapted in real organizational contexts.
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3.2 Research Design

This study uses a qualitative research design based on semi-structured interviews to explore
how leadership is practiced in organizational contexts characterized by performance pressure
and unmet goals. The goals could be based on either key performance indicators, financial

targets, strategic objectives, or broader organizational expectations.

In line with previous research highlighting that leadership operates differently under
demanding conditions (Kim et al., 2023), this study focuses specifically on situations in
which organizational goals are not achieved, such as missed deadlines, failure to meet
performance expectations, or situations where strategic goals are not realized. A qualitative
design was considered suitable because the purpose of the study is not to measure leadership
outcomes statistically, but to understand how leaders describe, interpret, and adapt their

leadership practices in these situations.

Semi-structured interviews were selected as the primary data collection method to gain
in-depth insight into how interviewees think and behave in day-to-day operations, as well as
in situations of goal non-achievement. Similar to a structured interview, this method follows
an interview guide, while still allowing open-ended questions and follow-up questions when
relevant (Creswell & Poth, 2023). This method is useful when the aim is to examine
organizational processes and gain detailed contextual insight rather than testing a hypothesis
(Edgar & Manz, 2017). It allowed participants to describe general leadership practices as well
as specific situations where organizational goals were not achieved. The semi-structured
format also made it possible to capture deeper reflections on motivation, goal setting,

communication, support, and responsibility.

The interview data were analyzed through a thematic analysis process. First, all transcripts
were read individually by the authors to identify recurring statements related to leadership
adaptation, communication, responsibility, and support. Second, initial codes were generated
separately and manually by each author based on repeated ideas and patterns in the
transcripts. Third, the authors discussed and agreed on the final version of codes, such as goal
ambiguity, resource limitations, stress management, support, and participation. Fourth, these
final codes created categories based on their common theme. Finally, the categories were

organized into three main themes: adaptive and learning-oriented leadership, leadership under
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performance pressure, and relational and participative leadership practices, these themes were

then interpreted through the theoretical framework.

This analytical process enabled the study to examine leadership as a dynamic,
context-dependent practice rather than a fixed leadership style. The analysis was guided by
theoretically informed categories derived from the literature, while still allowing themes to
emerge from the empirical findings. Rather than applying a single leadership model, the
study remains open to different forms of leadership behavior, enabling a more
practice-oriented understanding of how leaders adapt their practices when organizational

goals are not achieved.
3.3 Sampling Strategy

To explore leadership during failure, this study uses purposive sampling to target managers
who have experienced situations where organisational goals were not achieved. Rather than
selecting participants randomly, this strategy ensures that all participants hold relevant
experience in management and leadership roles. The primary criteria for the selection process
of participants were that they hold a managerial position that was responsible for financial
targets or employees, as well as selecting participants capable of providing in-depth

reflections on their decisions and adaptive behaviour.

Purposive sampling is relevant in qualitative research when the aim is to select participants
who can provide deep insights into the specific topic being studied, unlike random sampling,
where the aim is to get a broader representation of a general population. This strategy of
sampling was chosen over probability sampling (such as random sampling) as the aim of this
research is not to generalize findings to the general population of managers but rather to gain
in-depth context-specific insight into nuanced leadership approaches (Bryman, 2016;

Creswell & Poth, 2023).

The participants for the interviews consist of leaders within a single higher education
institution, all of whom are responsible for organizational objectives. The leaders that we
have interviewed have different roles in their day-to-day activities, where some are more
involved in academic strategic leadership, and others are more involved in institutional and

operational management. This allows for the data to be aligned with our research purpose, as
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well as allows for real-world reflection on leadership under pressure and conditions of goal

non-achievement.

In the case of sample size, we have a rather small number of interviews, because we have
interviewed different members in leadership positions from one higher education institution
in Sweden. All members of the leadership team were contacted to be part of the study, and we
were able to conduct interviews with six out of seven members. Rather than seeking a large
number of participants, the study aims for depth rather than breadth. This is relevant as
multiple members of the management group have unique roles and can provide insightful
perspectives that are context-specific. This allows for a census-like exploration of the
management group, ensuring that the findings provide a high level of detail and description
of the leadership practices within this specific environment, which enhances the richness and

relevance of the findings.

3.3.1 Contextual Selection Criteria

The selection of participants was guided by specific contextual criteria designed to ensure
relevance and depth of the data. The study is situated within the Swedish higher education
sector. The geographical and systemic context is important to note as Swedish universities
operate under a blend of traditional academic autonomy and a shift towards (NPM)
principles, which emphasize strict performance metrics and accountability. As a result of this,
the chosen institution serves as a representative environment where leaders must navigate
these competing demands. Furthermore, sampling was restricted to a single, comprehensive
university to ensure that all participants operate within the same institutional policy
framework and organizational culture. Finally, individuals who were targeted and interviewed
all hold senior leadership positions with direct responsibilities for financial targets, staff
management, or strategic academic objectives. This focus was essential to ensure that each
participant possessed firsthand experience in managing situations where organizational goals

were not achieved, whether it was budgetary, administrative, or academic.

3.4 Data Collection

The data collection for this study followed a multiple-method qualitative approach to ensure a
comprehensive understanding of leadership practices. The primary data was gathered through

semi-structured interviews with the management team, while supplementary data for
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triangulation was collected via an interview with a teachers' union representative as well as a

non-participant observation.

3.4.1 Leadership interviews

Semi-structured interviews were conducted. The interviewers invited participants to describe
concrete situations in which organizational goals were not met and to reflect on how they
responded. The interviews were designed to capture leaders' descriptions of concrete
situations where goals were not met. Particular attention was given to how leaders worked
with goal setting, communication, motivation, and support under conditions of performance
pressure as well as situations of crisis. An interview guide (Appendix 1) was used to ensure
consistency, while still allowing flexibility to ask follow-up questions and explore relevant

themes in greater detail.

The interviews were conducted in person and lasted approximately 40-45 minutes. All
interviews were audio recorded with the participants' consent and later transcribed to ensure

accurate representation of the data. The transcriptions formed the basis for the analysis.

Participants were informed about the purpose of the study before the interviews and gave
their consent to participate. All data was handled confidentially, and participants were

anonymized in the transcription and analysis process.

3.4.2 Triangulation: Union perspective interview and observation

Triangulation, which refers to the use of multiple data sources or methods to study the same
phenomenon in order to enhance the credibility of the findings (Denzin, 1978), was used to
enhance the credibility of the findings and address the potential biases in the manager's
self-reporting. Two supplementary data sources were used to triangulate the answers given

and give an additional perspective on leadership practices.

Firstly, one semi-structured interview was conducted with a representative from the teachers’
union within the organization (Appendix 2). The participant was approached via email to
provide an employee perspective. The main purpose of the interview was to investigate the
extent to which leaders’ descriptions of leadership practices corresponded with their practices

in organizational settings. This interview followed a modified version of Appendix 1, with a
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focus on how the leadership team works with communication, goal setting, support, and how

it might be perceived by the staff during periods of performance pressure.

Secondly, the authors were granted access to observe a 90-minute staff meeting led by the
leadership team. Something that can happen when researchers are present is that subjects can
change their behaviour and act in a more desirable way for the researcher. Therefore, during
the meeting, the researchers sat in the back of the room to minimize the “observer effect”
(Creswell & Poth, 2023). During the meeting, notes were taken with a specific focus on the
interactions between management and staff, the transparency of communication, as well as

the atmosphere of the organizational culture in a natural setting.

Interview Data Collection
Position Leader 1 Leader 2 Leader 3 Leader 4 Leader 5 Leader 6 Union
(L1) (L2) (L3) (L4) (L5) (L6) representa

tive (UR)

Location Sweden Sweden Sweden Sweden Sweden Sweden Sweden

When 10-03-26 | 13-03-26 | 25-03-26 | 30-03-26 | 31-03-26 |[20-04-26 | 04-05-26

Online/In | In person | In person | In person | Inperson | Inperson | Inperson [ Inperson

person

Duration 42 min 47 min 44 min 45 min 45 min 40 min 39 min

Total 302 min

amount of

time

3.5 Research quality

3.5.1 Reliability

By using a unified structure for our interviews, with a set of core questions, we ensured a
high degree of reliability from the participants. By doing this, we were able to engage in
in-depth conversations while maintaining the same structure and consensus in the data
collection. The interviews were audio-recorded to ensure accuracy and transparency

throughout the transcription and analysis process. During the process of data collection and
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transcription, a research journal was kept to document important methodological decisions

(Bryman, 2016).

3.5.2 Credibility

To enhance the credibility of the project, we designed in-depth and open-ended questions to
motivate the interviewee to share personal experiences. We used consistent follow-up
questions to get a deeper and more nuanced understanding of participants’ motivation and
decision-making process. We also rephrased questions in the interviews so that the
interviewee would fully understand the meaning of the question (Creswell & Poth, 2023). To
further strengthen credibility, leadership interview data were triangulated and compared with

the perspective from a union representative as well as direct observation of a staff meeting.

3.5.3 Transferability

The study is based on in-depth interviews with members of a leadership team within a single
organization. The participants have relevant leadership experience and some diversity in both
gender and background. A key strength is that the data were collected in a real-world
organizational setting, which increases the likelihood that the findings reflect actual
managerial practices. The limited sample size and focus on a single organization may reduce
the transferability of the results to other contexts, industries, or geographic locations

(Saunders et al., 2019).

3.5.4 Confirmability

To remain neutral and maintain an objective outlook, the team members reflected on their
personal experiences and presumptions regarding leadership and situations of goal
non-achievement. These self-reflections increased our awareness of potential preconceptions,
which could have influenced our interpretation of the interview results. Throughout the
process of data collection, the team regularly spoke about interpretations and discussed the
answers from the interviews, in order to ensure that we were united with regard to the

interpretation of the answers (Patton, 2015).
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3.6 Ethical Consideration

Before each interview started, each participant was given a written and verbal explanation of
the study’s objectives and topics, as well as the intended use of the data. Participants gave
consent to participate and have the conversation recorded. The participants were also
informed that they could withdraw from the study at any time, without having to give a
reason. Every piece of information that was gathered was managed in compliance with the
General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). Transcripts and audio recordings were kept
within the team, ensuring only we had access to the raw data. The data was securely stored
with a password on a secure cloud platform accessible only to the authors. Other than the first
and last names of the participants, we did not gather any other sensitive personal information,
such as addresses or personal identification numbers, that can be used to identify participants.
Since the interviews were conducted within a single organization, all interview quotes were
reviewed to ensure that no sensitive information, such as roles, academic backgrounds, or

administrative projects, was not included in the findings or analysis (Israel, 2014).
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4. Findings and Analysis

This chapter presents and analyzes the empirical findings collected through interviews and
observation. The chapter begins with the conceptual framework developed from the thematic
analysis and continues with the three main themes identified in the study: adaptive and
learning-oriented leadership, leadership under performance pressure, and relational and
participative leadership practices. The findings are analyzed in relation to previous research
and leadership theory to examine how leaders adapt their leadership practices in situations

where organizational goals are not achieved.

4.1 Conceptual Framework

Leadership Responses

Adaptive and
Iearning-oriented
leadership
Failure analysis

Identify causes

Adjust strategy
Performance Failure Aspiration of outcomes
Triggers Leadership under
performance

Improved performance

Goal non-achievement  I— pressure —

Accountability Team resilience

Pressure and stress
Prioritization Trust and engagement
Resource and role

challenges Decision and action Continuous learning

Relation and
participative
leadership practices Sustainable

Support and motivation Leadership Impact

Communication

Participation

Figure 1: Conceptual framework of leadership responses to performance failure, developed

from the author's analysis of empirical findings.
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Based on the findings, the authors propose a conceptual framework illustrating how leaders
respond to situations where organizational goals are not achieved. The framework is
developed from the final themes identified in the thematic analysis and shows the relationship
between performance failure triggers, leadership responses, aspiration of outcomes, and

sustainable leadership impact.

The framework begins with performance failure triggers. In this study, these triggers were
mainly connected to goal non-achievement, pressure and stress, and resource and role
challenges. These triggers represent situations where the organization does not reach
expected outcomes, where leaders experience increased performance pressure, or where
limited resources and unclear roles affect the ability to achieve goals. The findings show that
these situations create uncertainty and require leaders to interpret the causes of the problem

before deciding how to respond.

The central part of the framework consists of leadership responses. These responses are
divided into three dimensions: adaptive and learning-oriented leadership, leadership under
performance pressure, and relational and participative leadership practices. The three
dimensions should not be understood as a fixed sequence. They are not presented as steps that
leaders follow in order. Rather, they represent different types of responses that leaders may
draw on depending on the situation. In some cases, leaders may focus mainly on analysing
the failure and adjusting the strategy. In other cases, the situation may require stronger
prioritization, accountability, and decision-making. In other situations, leaders may need to
focus more on support, communication, and employee participation. Therefore, not all

leadership responses need to be applied in every scenario.

The framework then connects leadership responses to the aspiration of outcomes. These
outcomes refer to desired organizational outcomes, rather than outcomes measured at the
individual leadership level. The aspiration of outcomes includes improved performance, team
resilience, trust and engagement, and continuous learning. These outcomes are organizational
because they concern how the organization performs, adapts, and maintains commitment
among employees when goals are not achieved. Leadership responses may therefore
contribute to organizational improvement by supporting both task-related outcomes, such as

improved performance, and relational outcomes, such as trust and engagement.
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The final part of the framework is sustainable leadership impact. This refers to the potential
long-term effect of leadership responses on the organization's ability to handle future
challenges. However, this impact was not measured in this study. Due to limited access to
organizational performance metrics, long-term follow-up data, and internal evaluation
measures, the study cannot determine whether the identified leadership responses produced
measurable, sustainable impact. Sustainable leadership impact should therefore be understood
as a suggested long-term implication of the framework, rather than as an empirically

confirmed outcome.

4.2 Adaptive and Learning-Oriented Leadership

Codes Categories Themes

Open discussion

Analyze failure

Structural adaptation

P T Learning and response to failure

Focus on controllable factors

Acceptfailure

Adjust strategy

o Adaptive and learning-oriented leadership
Goal ambiguity

Resource limitation

Cultural barrier

Communication mismatch

Causes of goal non-achievement

Problem diagnosis

Skill gap

Role mismatch

Too high expectations

4.2.1 Learning and Response to Failure

The findings show that leaders consistently approach situations of goal non-achievement as a
process of learning and adaptation rather than as isolated failures. Across the interviews, all

six leaders describe how unmet goals trigger reflection and analysis aimed at understanding
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underlying causes. This indicates that leadership practices are oriented toward improvement,

where failure is treated as an opportunity to generate knowledge and adjust future actions.

The leaders emphasize the importance of analyzing situations systematically to identify what
did not work and what can be changed. This reflects a structured and problem-focused
approach, where leadership involves figuring out what went wrong rather than reacting

emotionally to failure.

“I think it's also important to understand if something goes wrong, like what actually

happened, because I think very few do things deliberately with bad intent.”” (L6)

“It's important to have the goals and have a strategy for how we reach them, but it's equally
important to be able to look back and say, No, but the map has changed, so we need to adjust,

or that the reality has changed. We need to adapt the map." (L4)
“Instead of quitting, we analyze why it’s not working.” (L1)

These findings indicate that leaders see goal non-achievement not only as a negative outcome
but also as a situation that requires reflection, analysis, and adaptation. Rather than
responding by trying to force immediate improvement, leaders emphasize the need to first
understand what has changed and why the expected goal was not achieved. This results in
that leadership in these situations is practised as a reflective process, where failure becomes a

way for learning and future improvement.

This is particularly visible in how leaders describe the need to rethink their strategies when
outcomes differ from expectations. For example, (L4) mentioned to “adapt the map” which
refers to the fact that when reality changes, leaders need to redefine their plans in response to
these changing conditions. This aligns with adaptive leadership theory, which describes that
complex situations cannot always be solved through existing routines, but instead require
learning and adjustment when conditions change (Heifetz & Laurie, 1997). Learning and
responding to failure is therefore not an immediate reaction for adaptation but instead a
reflective process where leaders first seek to understand the situation before changing their

actions.

This analytical approach is closely connected to a deliberate effort to remove blame from

failure situations. Three leaders highlight that avoiding individual blame creates a more open
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environment where problems can be discussed more honestly. This supports learning, as it

shifts attention from responsibility to problem-solving and improvement.

“If things go badly, it’s not anyones fault, we try a different approach. There’s no blame
game.” (L1)

“Failure is acceptable if we learn from it. Making the same mistake repeatedly is the

problem.” (L2)

“It was a good experience learning from failure without focusing on who did what. Instead,

we asked, is there a lesson here? Could we have done something differently?” (L2)

A central pattern in the findings is therefore that leaders prioritize problem-solving and
learning rather than focusing on individual blame. Goal non-achievement is described as an
organizational challenge that requires discussions and adjustments, rather than as failure
caused by one specific individual. This indicates that leaders influence how failure is
interpreted within the organization. By framing goal non-achievement as a learning
opportunity, leaders create conditions for more open reflection and problem-solving.
Focusing on reflection and open discussion, leaders create conditions where problems can be
addressed more openly. This connects to previous research suggesting that leadership
influences how individuals respond to uncertainty and organizational challenges (Gagné et

al., 2019).

In addition, one leader described learning as a repetitive process, where strategies and
approaches are continuously revised based on previous outcomes. Rather than giving up on
initiatives after failure, leaders emphasize testing new approaches and adjusting structures

over time.

“We are now trying a different organizational structure. At one point, we had a specific role
responsible for this area, but that position no longer exists because the approach was not

working.” (L1)

This indicates that leadership involves experimentation and continuous adaptation, where
failure becomes part of an ongoing development process. The findings further show that
learning is not treated as a one-time response, but instead as a repeated process where leaders

adjust their strategies and way of leading when something does not work. This aligns with the
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contingency perspective, which argues that leadership effectiveness depends on adapting
behaviour to the demands of specific situations (Sutcliffe, 1999; Gratton et al., 2007). Rather
than relying on a fixed leadership style, leaders adapt their approach depending on the

circumstances.

Furthermore, leaders highlight that learning from failure is influenced by experience. Leaders
describe how previous mistakes have shaped their leadership approach and improved their

ability to handle similar situations in the future.

“The biggest difference between then and now is that I have made many mistakes and learned

from them. I consider myself perceptive; I learn from the mistakes I make.” (L2)
“I've become a bit more assertive in terms of the type of leader I want to be.” (L4)

“I believe in a dialogue-based leadership style, but I sometimes wish I had developed a
tougher approach. Taking difficult decisions can be challenging with this style, and I
occasionally feel I am too soft” (L3)

This suggests that leadership capability develops over time through exposure to challenges
and reflective practice. This also relates to Oshagbemi (2008), who discusses how leadership
develops through experience, while the findings show how previous mistakes shape a leader's
ability to manage setbacks and uncertainty. Experiences strengthen a leader's role as it
indicates that leadership is not static, but instead develops through previous mistakes and
through repeated reflection on previous situations. Leaders describe how earlier failures
influence their current decision-making, suggesting that exposure to difficult situations

contributes to more adaptive leadership practices.

Leader two further discussed that effective learning requires focusing on controllable factors
rather than external conditions. This shows that leaders do not only adapt by changing
strategies, but also by prioritizing where their energy and influence can have the greatest
effect. Adaptation is therefore both reflective and selective, as leaders assess what can
realistically be changed in a given situation. By directing attention toward what can be

influenced, leaders are able to take action and maintain progress despite setbacks.

“The most important tool I use is the Circle of Influence and Concern from Stephen Covey s

Seven Habits of Highly Effective People. It’s a model that divides tasks into what you can
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influence and what you can't. It helps focus energy on what you can control rather than

whining about what you can't.” (L2)

Overall, the findings and analysis show that adaptive and learning-oriented leadership is
characterized by systematic analysis, avoidance of blame, repeated adjustment, and
experience-based learning. Leaders treat goal non-achievement as part of an ongoing process
of development, where reflection and adaptation are central to improving future leadership
practice and organizational responses over time. This shows that leadership adaptation in
situations of goal non-achievement is practised through reflection, learning, and selective

adjustment rather than through fixed leadership responses.

4.2.2 Causes of Goal Non-Achievement

The findings show that leaders do not attribute goal non-achievement to a single factor.
Instead, they describe it as the result of multiple interconnected causes. Across the interviews,
leaders highlight structural, organizational, and individual factors that influence whether
goals are achieved. This reflects a broad and context-dependent understanding of

performance, where outcomes are shaped by both internal and external conditions.

This indicates that leaders do not primarily connect goal non-achievement to individual
failure, but instead see it as something influenced by broader organizational conditions.
Leaders describe how unclear goals, lack of resources, and mismatches between employees
competencies and changing circumstances affect whether goals are met. Goal
non-achievement is therefore understood as a complex issue where leaders must understand

the causes of the problem.

Most leaders emphasize that unclear or misunderstood goals are a central reason for failure.
When expectations are not clearly defined or interpreted differently, it becomes difficult for
individuals and teams to align their efforts. This indicates that goal clarity is a critical

condition for performance.

“The most common issue is a mismatch between resources and goals, often due to

misunderstandings or overly ambitious targets.” (L1)

These findings highlight that leadership is not only about goal setting, but also about ensuring

that goals are realistic, understandable, and connected to resources available within an
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organization. Overly ambitious goals tend to be misunderstood, where employees may
struggle to understand what is expected from them and how they can contribute. This
connects to McFadden et al. (2009), who discuss the importance of having a leader who has a
clear direction. In this study, the findings show that a lack of clarity and direction can
contribute to goal non-achievement, especially when goals are not aligned with the resources

available.

The union representative further described that organizational goals are often experienced as
unclear and difficult for employees to connect to their daily work. From this perspective, the
goals within higher education are frequently discussed in broad and abstract ways, making it
difficult for employees to understand how these goals affect them. The union representative
further explained that situations of goal non-achievement are rarely communicated, instead,

failure is more often discussed through financial concerns or organizational challenges.

“My impression is that with these goals, I'm not entirely sure how much employees really

identify themselves with these goals because they are quite often also a bit abstract.” (UR)
“Even then, it would not be entirely clear what my role as teacher is to achieve that.” (UR)

The union representative adds an important contrast to leaders' experiences about the causes
of goal non-achievement. Leaders describe the causes of unclear goal setting, while UR
suggests that employees experience a gap between the goals set by the leadership team and
employees' everyday work. These findings indicate that goals are communicated to
employees by the leadership team, but not clearly enough. Therefore, goal non-achievement
may not only be connected to unclear goals, but also to whether employees understand how

these broad organizational goals relate to their own role within higher education.

In addition, four leaders highlight resource-related constraints as a key factor. Leaders
describe how limitations in staffing and financial resources affect the ability to reach goals.
This suggests that performance is not only dependent on individual effort, but also on the

conditions provided by the organization.

“Sometimes the issue is that the person is not in the right role. Other times it is a lack of

resources.” (L1)
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“So then it was instead of reopening this goal or that activity, it was a financial
prioritization, or rather a lack of finances, because it was an add-on cost that we can only

perform that activity if we are on excess capital, black numbers.” (L4)

These findings indicate that goal non-achievement is influenced by how the organization
itself works and how leaders and employees within this organization operate. Leaders
describe financial limitations, staffing constraints, and lack of resources as reasons why goals
are not achieved, and they connect performance outcomes to the wider organizational system.
This is mentioned in earlier research made by Davies et al. (2010), who describe that
leadership is connected to improving organizational systems and creating conditions that
increase performance. Within this, leadership is therefore not only about setting expectations,

but also about ensuring that employees have the right resources to meet them.

Furthermore, four leaders emphasize competence-related issues, particularly the alignment
between individuals and their roles. When skills, expectations, or experience do not match the
demands of the task, performance is negatively affected. This highlights the importance of

recruitment, training, and role design.

“If someone repeatedly performs poorly, it often indicates deeper issues such as inadequate

training, unclear expectations, or mismatched skills.” (L2)

“In the few cases where someone consistently underperforms, the issue often lies in

recruitment.” (L4)

The findings suggest that competence and role alignment are seen as leadership and
organizational issues to handle, rather than problems caused by individuals. When
underperformance is linked to limited development training, unclear expectations, and
mismatched skills, goal non-achievement is connected to how specific roles are created,
communicated, and supported. This means that leadership adaptation involves identifying
whether the issue lies with the individual, the current criteria of the role, or the support this

individual receives from the organization.

Another recurring explanation relates to organizational and cultural factors. Three leaders
describe how differences in perspectives, communication styles, and ways of working can
create barriers to achieving goals. This is particularly evident in academic environments,

where autonomy and individual perspectives are strong.
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"Yes, cultural differences add complexity... their background influenced their teaching style

and interaction with students. Understanding cultural contexts... is essential” (L3)

“Many people have been in academia for a long time, running their own agendas and

competing for the same funding. It's a competitive and creative environment.” (L2)

These findings show that goal non-achievement must be understood within the context of
higher education. Academic environments are characterized by professional autonomy,
individual agendas such as getting funding for research, which creates competition, which
can make alignment around shared goals more difficult. This indicates that leaders need to
manage not only organizational goals but also different professional identities, cultural
backgrounds, and, therefore, different ways of working. This indicates that leaders within
higher education are required to be adaptable to the academic environment and have the
ability to coordinate individuals who may have different priorities and views of

organizational goals.

In addition, three leaders highlight that external conditions and changing circumstances can
influence goal achievement. Leaders describe situations where goals become less relevant or

unrealistic due to shifts in context, requiring reassessment and adjustment.

“If we decide not to fulfill a goal, it’s usually because it no longer makes sense or because of

financial limitations.” (L4)

This suggests that goal non-achievement is not always seen as poor performance. Sometimes,
leaders understand that unmet goals are a result of changing conditions, where a goal may no
longer be realistic. This connects to adaptive leadership, as leaders must prioritize what goals

to adjust or pursue within new circumstances.

Leaders also emphasize that internal processes and communication can affect performance
outcomes. Lack of coordination, unclear responsibilities, or insufficient follow-up can

contribute to goals not being achieved.

“A challenge with our type of organization is that things tend to fall quite heavily on the
function responsible, because you don't have a department head that you can share this

burden in the same way” (L4)
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“It’s important to create a clear link between daily work and long-term goals. If employees
don 't understand how they contribute, it’s demotivating to hear about strategic goals without

knowing their role” (L2).

Communication and coordination also emerge as central leadership practises when working
with goals. If employees struggle to understand how their daily work connects to long-term
goals, strategic communication may become perceived as distant or demotivating rather than
meaningful. This is particularly relevant in higher education, where organizational goals are
often broad and abstract. Leaders, therefore, play an important role in clarifying
responsibilities, strengthening follow-up, and linking strategic objectives to everyday work

practices.

Overall, findings and analysis show that goal non-achievement is understood as the result of
multiple interacting factors rather than individual failure. Leaders describe causes related to
goal clarity, resources, competence, organizational culture, communication, and external
conditions. Leaders describe these causes as connected rather than separate. This means that
leadership adaptation requires leaders to carefully identify the specific reasons why goals are
not achieved. This indicates that leaders adapt their practices by adjusting goals, clarifying
expectations, and improving communication on how organizational goals affect employees'

daily work.
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4.3 Leadership Under Performance Pressure

Codes Categories Themes

Time pressure

Increased stress

Push performance

Managing pressure and stress

Increasedurgency

Limit stress

Leadership under performance pressure

MNegative impact awareness

Financial responsibility

Organizational accountability

Leadership responsibility

Goal setting

Priority management

4.3.1 Managing Pressure and Stress

The findings show that all six leaders experience increased pressure and stress when
organizational goals are not achieved. This pressure is mainly linked to time constraints,
deadlines, and performance expectations set by the organisation. Leaders describe how unmet
goals create urgency, which requires them to push for results more actively and adjust their

communication and priorities.

“When were behind, it’s more stressful, and we try to encourage people to deliver. However,
we avoid creating too much stress because it can backfire. If there's an external deadline, like

a contract, we might allocate more resources to meet it.”” (L1)

“This can lead to periods of overload, but it generally works out. For example, April has
been particularly busy, but May looks more manageable. You adapt by working longer hours

during peak periods and shorter hours when possible.” (L5)

This indicates that performance pressure directly influences leadership behavior by increasing
urgency and workload intensity. When goals are not achieved, leaders describe that the main
focus is on short-term performance and delivery. This highlights that demanding situations

increase leaders' focus on immediate results, deadlines, and prioritization. This can be
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connected to previous research that explains that leaders become more task-oriented during
challenging situations, because leaders need to sustain motivation and stability when

performance pressure increases (Gagné et al., 2019).

The findings also explain that leadership under pressure is about balancing increased
performance expectations with employee well-being. One leader emphasizes the importance
of managing stress levels within the organization. This leader highlights that excessive

pressure can negatively affect both performance and employee well-being.

“I realized that if you go all in and try to deliver all of this, it won't work out. So I decided
that this person could not do what was basically in the plan and what should have been done,

to ensure that in the long term, this person would do better.” (L6)

This explains that leaders balance between a focus on performance and concerns about
employee well-being. Instead of pushing employees over their own limits to meet
expectations, leaders adjust expectations when pressure becomes too high. This reveals that
leaders must adapt to individual situations and understand what different employees can
manage. This connects to Aksoy & Bayazit (2021), who argue that effective leadership under
pressure requires adapting behaviour to different employee needs rather than using the same

approach to everyone.

In addition, four leaders describe how leadership becomes more structured and controlled
under pressure. When goals are at risk, leaders reduce flexibility, increase oversight, and
centralize decision-making. This reflects a shift toward more directive leadership in

high-pressure situations.

“We had to revise all activities and budget lines. We made tough decisions, like centralizing
budget control to ensure all purchases were authorized. Normally, team members have the
freedom to order up to a certain point, but given the situation, we centralized the budget for

that year.” (L2)
“If someone steps out of line, then I would be more authoritarian.” (L5)

These findings show that leaders do not apply the same approach in all situations. Instead,
they adjust their level of control depending on the pressure and risk connected to the unmet

goal. Increased structure and more directive leadership are used to reduce uncertainty,
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maintain control, and create an environment with stability when expectations are not met.
This supports the idea that leadership under pressure is situational, as leaders shift between

autonomy and control depending on what the situation requires.

The union representative adds another perspective on expectations, showing that expectations
are not always clearly defined in everyday work, but become more defined when a problem
occurs. While general expectations are broad and difficult to measure, the union
representative explains that “I think it becomes clear in a way when things go wrong, then
you get quite clear signals what you should do to improve® (UR). This indicates a clear

balance between leaders' expectations and their intention to create structure under pressure.

Furthermore, five leaders identify time as the most critical constraint when goals are not
achieved. Leaders explain that limited time restricts the ability to implement improvements,

creating tension between short-term performance demands and long-term development.

“I think it's more that you don't always have enough time to do perhaps the things you would
want to do. So then it's more about either you work more, or you realize you can't do

everything.” (L6)

“Time is often the most limited resource, as everyone is typically fully scheduled with

teaching and research.” (L5)

These findings connected to time pressure show that leaders are forced to make difficult
prioritizations. Leaders must decide whether to increase workload, reduce expectations, or
accept that all goals cannot be achieved. This creates a tension between immediate
organizational demands and long-term development. In practice, this means that leadership
under pressure involves balancing what must be done now with what to focus on for the
future. This is explained by Kim et al. (2023), who argue that expectations can increase under
pressure since such situations put leaders' capabilities to the test, and that leaders must

balance expectations with the work employees can handle.

Finally, three leaders highlight the contextual complexity of working under pressure,
particularly within academic environments. Leaders describe how decentralized structures
and individual autonomy make coordination more difficult when performance targets are not

met.
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“Academic environments are competitive, and individuals often operate independently. Its a
competitive and creative environment, which doesn 't always align with someone else telling

them what to do.” (L2)

This suggests that managing under pressure within higher education is more complex because
leaders cannot rely on direct control. Employees have a high degree of autonomy in their
teaching and research, which means that leaders must manage pressure through coordination
and communication. This connects well with previous research describing that higher
education is characterized by competing demands and decentralized structures (Bolden et al.,
2025). These situations make goal non-achievement more challenging because leaders need

to adapt their approach to still balance performance with academic autonomy.

Overall, the findings and analysis show that leadership under performance pressure is
characterized by increased urgency, active stress management, more structured control, and
difficult prioritization. Leaders adapt their practices by shifting between encouraging
delivery, protecting employee well-being, centralizing decisions when needed, and managing
time constraints. This shows that leadership adaptation under pressure involves balancing
short-term performance demands with long-term sustainability, while also managing the

decentralized and autonomous nature of higher education.

4.3.2 Leadership Responsibility

The findings indicate that leadership responsibility becomes more explicit and demanding
when goals are not achieved. All six leaders describe a strong sense of accountability for
organizational outcomes, particularly in relation to financial performance and strategic

direction. This shows that responsibility remains clearly positioned at the leadership level.

“My responsibility is to ensure the finances are in order. I have to approve many things, such

as hiring people.” (L1)
“I contribute to strategic goals within the leadership team.” (L2)
“It’s a leadership team decision, and the dean is ultimately responsible.” (L5)

These findings on responsibility show that leadership becomes particularly visible in
situations of goal non-achievement, because here leaders are expected to take accountability

for financial outcomes, prioritization, and keeping a clear organizational direction forward.
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Responsibility is therefore more than participating in decision-making processes, but instead
is more towards being held accountable for the organizational performance when uncertainty
increases. This indicates that when goals are not achieved, leaders must take responsibility

for both the decisions that are made and the consequences of those decisions.

At the same time, five leaders describe leadership responsibility as enabling others to perform
rather than directly controlling all activities. Leaders emphasize their role in providing

structure, resources, and support systems that allow employees to meet expectations.

“My role is mainly to ensure that everyone has something to do and has what they need to do
their job. I'm not doing any hands-on management or giving exact tasks as you might do in

many other organizations.” (L5)

“I believe in people’s abilities and see myself as an enabler for my team members. I support

them to be the best version of themselves in their roles.” (L2)

“My job is to provide the infrastructure, the processes, and the ways to identify and follow up

on issues.” (L3)

This indicates that leadership responsibility extends beyond decision-making to facilitating
performance. Within higher education, leadership responsibilities are not to dictate what
employees do in their daily work, but to create structures and routines that enable employees
to perform their work independently. This aligns with Davies et al., (2001), who explain that
leadership in dynamic organizational contexts involves guiding direction and ensuring that
individuals are well aligned. In this study, leadership responsibility is therefore practised
through providing direction, support, and creating conditions where employees can work
independently and at the same time contribute with their knowledge towards shared

organizational goals.

Within the context of higher education, leadership responsibility can also be understood as
removing barriers and clarifying paths for employees. The findings show that leaders
describe their role as providing processes and resources, and they define responsibility as
supporting employees' ability to perform, not just measuring results. This connects to the
path-goal theory, by House (1996), where leaders support goal achievement by clarifying

paths, reducing obstacles, and providing what employees need to reach goals. Leadership

39



responsibility is, therefore, not static, it's instead an ongoing practice that changes depending

on the situation.

In addition, four leaders highlight the importance of maintaining accountability among
employees. Leaders emphasize that support does not replace expectations, and employees are

still responsible for delivering results.

“However, it's a workplace, not a place just to feel comfortable; you have to do your job as

well.” (L1)

“You are expected to be accountable for the tasks and processes you work with. It doesn t

mean you can t fail, but you are expected to learn from it.” (L2)

Leaders further describe responsibilities as enabling employees to perform, while it does not
remove accountability. Instead, responsibility is shared in practice, such as leaders creating
conditions to provide support, while employees are expected to take responsibility for their
tasks and learn from mistakes. This reflects the balance between supporting employees and
remaining accountable in situations of goal non-achievement, where leaders must avoid
blame while still setting expectations to maintain performance and support continuous

improvement.

Furthermore, four leaders describe how leadership responsibility increases in difficult
situations, requiring them to take a more active role. Leaders explain that they sometimes step
outside their formal responsibilities to ensure that problems are addressed and solutions are

implemented.

“I have stepped outside my formal role to facilitate dialogues and find solutions. Since I am
present daily, I can better understand the discussions and perspectives, which helps in

building consensus.” (L3)

“I am responsible for ensuring that all support functions established deliver what should be

delivered and that expectations are met both ways.” (L2)

These findings suggest that leadership responsibility increases when goals are not achieved.
Leaders may need to move beyond their formal role in order to create dialogue and build
consensus. This connects to adaptive leadership, where leaders must collaborate and engage

with others to solve complex challenges instead of solving problems with authority alone.
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The findings also show that five leaders emphasize the complexity of leadership
responsibility within higher education. Leaders must balance academic autonomy,
organizational goals, and stakeholder expectations, which makes decision-making more

demanding.

“Being a manager in academia is unique. It is important to be kind to yourself and recognize
that you are doing your best. I have learned to accept that people prioritize their own

interests, and balancing this with organizational goals is an ongoing challenge.” (L5)

“One of the biggest learnings is understanding that people are individualists. Most prioritize
their own interests, which is natural. As a manager, I must balance these individual goals

with the organization s objectives.” (L3)

The findings highlight that leadership responsibility in higher education is complicated by
academic autonomy. Leaders are expected to deliver results, while employees also work
independently and prioritise their own personal goals, which is further highlighted by the
union representative “If things don't go well, I think the first approach is more that the
management tries to support you in doing better. But then also when you do better or what
they offer as support is rather limited. ”(UR). This indicates that the intentions to support
employees are there, however, in practice is more complex due to the higher educational

context.

Finally, three leaders highlight the dual role of leaders as both managers and colleagues. This
increases complexity in leadership responsibility, particularly when making difficult

decisions.

“I occupy a dual role: I am both a manager and a team member, as I teach and conduct
research alongside my colleagues. This creates a complex dynamic where I am seen as both a

leader and a peer.” (L5)

“The dual role makes it challenging to enforce boundaries, especially when you collaborate

closely with the same individuals.” (L3)

The dual role as both a leader and colleagues indicate that leaders must be highly adaptive in
higher education. This can create tensions, as leaders are expected to make organizational
decisions within the leadership team while also maintaining trust and good working

relationships with the same individuals they collaborate with in teaching and research, while
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also listening to employees' responses to those decisions, which makes their dual role more

complex.

Overall, the findings and analysis show that leadership responsibility under performance
pressure involves accountability, support, flexibility, and relational balance. Leaders adapt
their practices by taking responsibility for organizational outcomes, supporting employees,
maintaining expectations, and stepping outside formal roles when needed. In situations of
goal non-achievement, responsibility is therefore not only about control or decision-making,
but also about creating conditions for performance while balancing authority, autonomy, and

trust.

4.4 Relational and Participative Leadership Practices

Codes Categories Themes

Role modelling

Provide support

Psychological safety

Problem focus Motivation and support

Flexibility

Supportive tools

Relation and participative leadership
Feedback practices

Inclusion

Participation in decsion

Ongoing communication Participation in decision-making
and communication

Two-way communication

Autonomy/delegation

Goal setting

4.4.1 Motivation and Support

The findings show that leaders emphasize motivation and support through practical actions
such as providing resources and offering individualized support, and adapting their leadership
style to different employees. Leaders describe their role as enabling employees to perform

well by removing obstacles, adjusting expectations, and responding to challenges without
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blame. Motivation is further supported by continuous feedback and creating a work

environment where employees feel safe to express concerns and learn from mistakes.

“I lead by example and ensure they have the right tools. If they need extra budget or

resources, I provide them” (L1)

“Leading by example is one thing. You have to do things the right way yourself when you're
the manager. We have regular development talks and salary-setting discussions every year
with employees. That's an opportunity to inspire teachers to strive for the organization's

goals.” (L5)

These findings show that motivation and support are well connected to how leaders create
conditions for employees to perform. Rather than describing motivation mainly as something
created through pressure, leaders emphasize practical support, acting as a role model, and
providing resources to improve their relationship with employees. This indicates that support
functions as an enabling leadership practice, where leaders try to reduce barriers and help
employees continue working toward organizational goals. This aligns well with the Path-Goal
theory, where leaders support goal achievement by clarifying expectations, removing

obstacles, and providing employees with what they need in a given situation (House, 1996).

At the same time, leaders describe supporting employees by actively communicating,
adjusting expectations, and providing individualized solutions based on each employee’s
situation. Rather than applying standardized approaches, they focus on enabling employees to
manage challenges by offering guidance, resources, and flexibility. This reflects how
leadership in higher education requires adaptation as challenges are often complex, shaped by
limited resources and unclear expectations. As a result, some leaders discuss the need to

respond differently depending on both the situation and the employee.

“If someone is underperforming in research, I would try to get them into a mentorship
program with a more experienced colleague. Solutions are generally individualized. I have

some resources to work with, but they are not endless” (L5)

These findings indicate that motivation and support are not applied in the same way to every
employee. Leaders instead adapt their support depending on the individual's needs, capacity,
and the specific situation. This is described through providing a mentorship program where

employees learn from more experienced employees, as well as adjusting workload, flexibility,
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and preventing employees from becoming overwhelmed. This aligns with Aksoy and Bayazit
(2021), who argue that leadership under pressure requires flexibility and different approaches
depending on employees' different needs and performance. In this section, motivation is
therefore not only about helping employees to perform, but also about being a helpful tool by

adapting support so that employees are motivated to perform over time.

In addition to adjusting expectations, leaders emphasize the importance of communication for
providing support. This includes both frequent interaction and balancing what information to

share with employees.

“I have learned that you cannot communicate too much, but there is a paradox. People want

information about everything, yet they can feel overwhelmed when too much is shared.” (L3)

This shows communication is used as a relational support practice. Leaders use
communication to provide clarity to reduce uncertainty, but there is also a balance to
recognize that too much information can overwhelm employees. Communication is,
therefore, an essential tool, but leaders must also consider what information to share, how
much to share, and how often to communicate. This connects with previous research
suggesting that leadership communication can support motivation by helping employees
understand their roles, responsibilities, and organizational direction (Gigliotti &
Alvarez-Robinsion, 2025). In this case, communication supports motivation by helping

leaders clarify expectations, which increases clarity and reduces uncertainty for employees.

At the same time, two leaders describe creating a safe and open environment where
employees feel comfortable expressing themselves. Instead of focusing on individual
mistakes, they emphasize learning from failure and encourage reflection on whether the

situation provides an opportunity for the individual or the team to become better.

“If things go badly, it’s not anyone’s fault, we try a different approach. Theres no blame
game” (L1)

“This time, we succeeded because we had a different perspective. It was a good experience,
learning from failure without focusing on who did what. Instead, we asked, “Is there a lesson

here? Could we have done something differently?” (L2)
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Another leader further describes how a safe environment is created by focusing on the
problem rather than the individual. Instead of assigning blame, attention is given to
understanding the reason for the challenge, such as unclear goal setting or lack of resources,

which may make tasks difficult to perform.

“If a goal isnt met, we try to understand why. Its not about pushing through without
addressing the problem. Sometimes it'’s the wrong person in the wrong role, or theres a lack
of resources. The most common issue is a mismatch between resources and goals, often due to

misunderstandings or overly ambitious targets.” (L1)

These findings show that support is also relational, as leaders try to maintain motivation by
reducing fear of blame and creating spaces for open discussion. When leaders frame failure
as something to understand rather than as a punishment, employees may be more willing to
discuss the problem and continue engaging with their work. This is crucial for motivation
because it helps maintain psychological well-being as well as trust during a situation of goal
non-achievement. Within the theme of relational and participative leadership practices, this
shows that support is not only about providing resources, but it's also about how leaders
create an environment where failure is understood as a part of the process of achieving

SuUcCCess.

In addition, leaders describe supporting employees by being flexible based on the situation.
This includes providing people with the chance to elaborate and adjusting strategies where
current solutions do not work, creating a more dynamic environment where employees are

given the opportunity to learn from trial and error.

“I love giving people the opportunity to say, 'Let’s just do it for three months, and if its not
working, let’s try another way.” Most people become more creative and bold when they know

it’s not forever. Trial and error are key.” (L2)

Learning from trial and error is important because it shows that flexibility supports
motivation by reducing the pressure connected to failure. Employees who are allowed to test
ideas for a limited period and adjust if they do not work, failure becomes less threatening and
more linked to learning. This increases creativity and innovation, more specifically in

situations where goals are uncertain and difficult to achieve. By doing this, leaders use
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flexibility as a motivational practice to encourage employees to contribute even when

outcomes are not clear.

In addition, feedback is described as a central tool for guiding performance and improving
and maintaining motivation. Leaders describe the importance of adapting their feedback style
based on the individual, balancing direct and supportive communications. It is therefore

important to ensure that feedback is constructive and effective.

“When giving feedback, some people require very direct and harsh feedback to work, while
others would become discouraged or upset. You have to present things in a gentle and
indirect way to get the message through. Some people are motivated by criticism, while others

need encouragement. Adapting to individual personalities is crucial.” (L5)
“I think its important to be constructive and feedback needs to mean something.” (1L.2)

“Being approachable and also listening, but giving straightforward feedback, not lying. If

something's good, it's good. If something is not good, that also deserves to be shared.” (L4)

These findings show that feedback is used both to guide performance and maintain
motivation. Leaders describe feedback as something that must be adapted to the individual, as
employees respond differently to criticism, encouragement, and directness. This connects to
research on developmental feedback, which emphasizes that feedback focused on learning,
improvement, and helping employees to perform better (Li et al., 2011). Feedback therefore
becomes a relational leadership practice because it requires leaders to understand how
different employees react to information and what kind of communication increases their

motivation instead of the opposite.

While leaders describe support as an important responsibility in their work, the union
representative provides another perspective by suggesting that employees do not always
experience this support as sufficient. This indicates a possible difference between leaders

intentions to support and how support is experienced in practice among employees.

’

“The ambition is usually to support you but it's also very limited what they can offer you.’

(UR)

The union representative adds an important contrast to leaders' descriptions of how they

perceive motivation and support towards employees. Leaders describe support through
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individualized solutions, feedback, and flexibility. However, the union representative
suggests that even when the intention to support exists, the actual support available to
employees may be limited. This indicates a possible gap between intended support and
experienced support. In practice, support in higher education may depend not only on a
leader's willingness to support and motivate, but also on the organizational structure and

employees ability to identify what kind of support they need.

During the observed meeting, leaders highlighted individual employees' contributions to
different projects and acknowledged their work through praise and applause. This suggests
that leadership communication is not only used to clarify expectations or communicate

decisions, but also to reinforce motivation and recognize employee effort.

Taken together, the findings and analysis show that leaders emphasize support, flexibility, and
communication as key leadership practices for maintaining motivation when goals are not
achieved. Motivation and support are practised through practical resources, individualized
support, open discussion and feedback, and opportunities to learn from mistakes. At the same
time, the union representative suggests that employees may not always experience this
support as sufficient in practice. This indicates that relational and participative leadership
practices are important for maintaining motivation, while also ensuring that employees

experience this support as relevant and meaningful.

4.4.2 Participation and Communication

The findings show that participation and communication are central to leadership practices.
Leaders emphasize openness, dialogue, and involvement in decision-making processes, and

in one interview, the leader discussed how people were included.

“So it needs to be important that people are asked opinions and that ideally everyone feels

that they are able to share their opinions” (L4)

This shows that participation is understood by leaders as an important part of creating
involvement and openness. Rather than describing leadership as purely a top-down structure,
leaders emphasize that employees should be able to contribute with their views. This
connects to participative leadership, where employees are included in discussions and

decision-making processes. In the context of higher education, this becomes especially
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important because leadership is less directly hierarchical and more dependent on

communication, involvement, and professional autonomy.

While employees are given the opportunity to be included and express their opinions, several
leaders further highlight how this translates into active participation in decision-making

Processces.

“There was an open forum where people could come and discuss strategic issues. There were
formal sounding boards with employees set up. We also have a strategy group that meets
twice per semester, which includes the leaders of the research centers and the discipline
leaders. There is an attempt to have significant involvement in strategy work by employees”

(L5)

“Everyone in the organization had the chance to influence the strategy. We held many
meetings, workshops, and kept the process transparent. Of course, not everyone is equally

interested, but at least everyone had the opportunity to contribute. (L1)

These findings indicate that leaders use meetings, workshops, open forums, and strategy
groups to create participation in strategic goals and decision-making. Participation is
therefore understood as part of organizational processes rather than only as informal
involvement. Leaders describe involvement as a way to reduce resistance, create
transparency, and increase understanding of organizational goals. This reflects relational and
participative leadership practices, where leadership is practised through dialogue and

involvement rather than having a leadership team that acts with authority.

To support participation in decision-making, most of the leaders further highlight the
importance of ongoing communication as a way to maintain involvement and ensure

alignment over time.

“We have various meetings, workshops, and other forums to share information. Every week,
there are briefings where associate deans update their teams via a 15-minute Zoom meeting.

Once a month, there's a staff meeting” (L1)

“Every Thursday, we hold briefings with all faculty members, ensuring everyone receives the

same information simultaneously. This prevents rumors and ensures transparency. The
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briefings cover strategies, goals, processes, and even personal updates. We also hold monthly

staff meetings for broader discussions” (L3)

“We have weekly briefing meetings and bigger staff meetings where we mention good things

that have happened and congratulate individuals.” (L5)

This indicates that ongoing communications are part of the organization's processes.
Communication is used to create transparency and alignment, where leaders describe regular
briefings and staff meetings to ensure that employees receive the same information and
understand what is happening in the organization. This aligns with Gigliotti and Alvarez-
Robinson (2025), who explain that communication is important during uncertainty as it
provides clear information and support. In situations where goals are not achieved, such
communication becomes important because it can reduce uncertainty and help employees

make sense of organizational priorities.

While ongoing communication ensures that information is continuously shared with everyone
within an organization, several leaders further emphasize the importance of two-way
communication, where dialogue and mutual exchange allow employees to respond,

contribute, and engage in discussions.

“The fifteen-minute briefings every Thursday are a great forum for two-way communication,
where faculty members have realized this is an effective way to share information. This

structure ensures everyone receives the same information simultaneously.” (L3).

At the same time, leaders also describe setting clear expectations for participation in
communication processes. For example, one leader discussed the importance of preparation

and accountability in follow-up meetings.

“I track progress through close communication. I have regular follow-ups and checkpoints
with all my team members. I also never spend time in follow-up meetings if both parties

haven t prepared. If you come unprepared, 1 will reschedule.” (L2).

This suggests that communication is participatory, but also structured and guided by
expectations. Leaders allow dialogue and exchange, but they also use follow-ups,
preparation, and checkpoints to make communication effective. This shows that participative

leadership in this context does not mean that employees are free from responsibility. Instead,
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participation is connected to accountability, where employees are expected to engage actively

and come prepared.

At the same time, this structure is closely linked to how responsibility and decision-making
are managed, as leaders combine clear expectations with ongoing dialogue to create
conditions where employees are given both responsibility and autonomy in their work. This is
a reflection in practices where leaders reduce direct control, and avoid direct task
responsibilities and instead rely on trust, which allows employees to manage their work

independently.
“I treat adult people as adults and emphasize responsibility and authority. “ (L2)

“I'm not a micromanager. I let people work independently, which means its crucial to have
people I trust.” (L1)

“I'm not doing any hands-on management or giving exact tasks as you might do in many
other organizations. That is common in academic leadership. Examiners on a course, for
example, have quite large liberties to plan the course the way they see fit, as long as they're

in line with the course syllabus.” (L5)

These findings show that participation and communication are closely linked to autonomy
and trust. Leaders describe academic leadership as less focused on direct tasks but instead on
giving employees responsibility and authority. This is, as mentioned before, important in
higher education, where employees often work independently and have freedom in teaching
and research. However, autonomy also requires communication and trust, because leaders

must ensure that individual work connects with organisational goals.

Building on this, leaders describe how goal setting is shaped through participation and
communication. When employees are given responsibility and autonomy, goals are not
directly assigned to a specific person, but instead discussed briefly through dialogue to

connect individual ambitions with organizational objectives.

“You have to balance individual goals with organizational goals and understand why people

react the way they do.” (L3)
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“The goals that people have are oftentimes for their own ambitions. Like, we're almost like
our own ventures within a big organization. You have your own ambitions, goals, and what

you want to achieve as an academic.” (L6)

These examples show that goal setting is not only a formal process, but also an ongoing
dialogue where leaders work to align individuals with organizational goals. This work
becomes more important in higher education because employees often have their own
academic priorities and professional goals. Participation and communication are therefore
important for aligning employees between individual autonomy and the direction of the

organization.

While leaders describe communication and participation as important leadership practices,
the union provides another perspective by suggesting that employees do not always
experience these processes as open or influential in practice. Leaders describe meetings,
workshops, and strategy groups to involve employees and create transparency. However, the
Union representatives suggest that even if employees may be invited to contribute, they do

not always see how their presence will affect final decisions.

“Sometimes we have workshops where we are allowed to say something. But I would say a
lot of employees actually mention that they have the impression they go to the workshops,
they say what they think about a specific topic, but they don't really see how it affects the
decision-making.” (UR)

A further example of the gap between leadership intention and employee experience can be
seen in their communication practices. The leadership team described the communication
environment as open and inclusive, while the union representative explained that

communication is more informational and less discussional.

“But that's also because we don't have too many meetings where it's really like a discussion
or something like this. We have the staff meetings, but that's more like information, right? The
talk goes very much in one direction, so it's not really that there is a lot of space to discuss

things”. (UR)

This creates an important contrast between the leader's perspective and the union
representative’s perspective. The leaders emphasize that employees are given opportunities to

participate, while the union representative highlights that participation may not always be
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experienced as actual influence. This suggests that participation is not only about creating
forums where employees are invited to contribute, but also about making clear how their

input is considered and used in decision-making.

The findings and analysis show that participation and communication are closely connected
in leadership practices. Through meetings, workshops, open forums, strategy groups, and
continuous follow-ups, employees are given opportunities to contribute, share input, and be
involved in organizational processes. At the same time, the union representative suggests that
employees do not always experience these processes as fully open or influential. This shows
a tension between leaders’ intentions to create participation and employees’ experience of
actual influence. Overall, participation and communication in higher education leadership are
important for creating alignment, trust, and shared understanding, but they also require
leaders to make decision-making processes clear enough for employees to understand how

their input affects organizational outcomes.

5. Conclusion

This chapter presents the conclusions of the study by answering the research question and
summarizing the main findings. The chapter highlights the most important insights regarding

leadership adaptation in higher education under conditions of goal non-achievement.

The purpose of this study was to explore how leadership is practiced and adapted in higher
education when organizational goals are not achieved. Based on the findings, several
conclusions can be drawn regarding how leaders manage situations of uncertainty,

performance pressure, and organizational challenges within higher education.

The findings of the qualitative study indicate that leadership in situations of goal
non-achievement is dependent on flexibility and adaptation. Instead of using blame or
punishment, leaders generally describe these situations as processes that require reflection,
learning, and adjustment. The most clear explanation is therefore that leadership within
higher education is practised using less direct control and instead through more continuous

adaptation during changing organizational conditions.
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The study further highlights the need for leaders to balance several competing demands.
Leaders are expected to maintain their responsibility in achieving organizational outcomes
while simultaneously prioritizing the demands of higher education employees, such as
keeping employee autonomy and continuing to increase employee relationships. During
situations of increased pressure, leaders appear to respond by increasing structure,
coordination, and having follow-ups, while still keeping employees supported and
maintaining trust in the organization. This explains that leadership adaptation is not only
about improving the current performance of an organization, but also about creating an

environment where control and autonomy go hand in hand.

The findings further highlight the importance of clear communication between leaders and
employees, which is important for strengthening employees' willingness to participate in
achieving shared organizational goals, where clear structures in terms of meetings and open
communication are essential practices within higher education. However, the union
perspective suggests that employees do not always perceive these processes in
communications and participation as fully well-developed and transparent as some leaders
describe. Communication was at times experienced as informational, while opportunities to
influence decisions were described as limited. The study therefore suggests that there may be
a gap between leaders' intentions in involving employees and how participation is

experienced in practice among employees within the organization.

Another conclusion to be drawn is about organizational goals themselves. The findings
explain that goals in general are described as broad and difficult for employees to connect
with their daily work. While some leaders attempt to create alignment between goal setting
and employees through communication and involvement, employees do not always
understand how their work contributes to organizational goals or how decisions are made in
practice. This appears to be particularly challenging in higher education contexts, where
employees often work independently, with a high degree of professional autonomy and
individual academic ambitions. This makes it more challenging for leaders to align individual

priorities with the broader goals of the organization.

Overall, the study suggests that leadership within higher education during a situation of goal
non-achievement cannot be understood as a fixed leadership style or specific hierarchical
process. Instead, leadership adaptation appears to be situational and dependent on balancing

organizational accountability with trust, autonomy, communication, and employee
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involvement. While several leadership practices described by the leader appear to support
flexibility and learning, the findings further indicate challenges related to transparency,
communication, and participation in practice. Decision-making was at times experienced as
mainly decided within the leadership team, while organizational goals were perceived as
broad and difficult to contribute to. The findings, therefore, indicate possible tensions
between leadership intentions within this organization and the employee experience regarding

participation, communications, and opportunities to influence organizational processes.

6. Discussion

This chapter discusses the theoretical contributions and practical implications of the study.
Furthermore, the limitations of the research are addressed together with suggestions for

future research within the field of leadership and higher education.

6.1 Contributions

The study contributes to previous leadership research by addressing limitations in qualitative
understanding of how leadership is practised and adopted in situations where organizational
goals are not achieved within the higher education sector. Previous research has mainly
focused on leadership outcomes such as commitment, performance, and motivation by using
quantitative and outcome-oriented approaches (Delegach et al., 2017; Gange et al., 2019;
Rodrigues et al., 2025). These studies contribute to understanding the relationship between
leadership and organizational outcomes, however they provide limited insights into how
leaders themselves describe and adapt their leadership practices in situations of performance
pressure and unmet goals. This study therefore contributes to a more practice-oriented

understanding of leadership in such situations.

A central contribution of this study is that it strengthens the understanding of leadership as a
dynamic and context-dependent process rather than a fixed process. While previous research
has highlighted that leadership effectiveness depends on the situation and that leaders need to
adapt their behaviour depending on organizational conditions (Sutcliffe, 1999; Heifetz &
Laurie, 1997), there are still limited qualitative insights into how this adaptation is practiced

in everyday business. The findings in our study also contribute to the fact that leaders adjust
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communication, support, decision-making, and goal management depending on changing
circumstances and employee needs. Our contribution to this is that we provide empirical
insight into how leadership adaptation is used in practice under conditions of uncertainty and

goal non-achievement.

The study also contributes to practice-based leadership research by highlighting leadership as
something that is performed through everyday organizational activities and interactions
(Nicoloni, 2012). Rather than only looking at leadership through the lens of abstract
leadership styles, the findings demonstrate how leadership is practiced through concrete
behaviours such as communication, participation, feedback, support, and stress management.
By focusing on what leaders actually do in situations where goals are not achieved, the study
helps reduce the gap between theoretical models and leadership practices in organizational

settings.

The study also contributes to leadership research within higher education. Previous literature
describes higher education institutions as complex environments characterized by competing
demands, professional autonomy, and increasing performance pressure (Bolden et al., 2025;
Franco-Santos et al., 2017). However, there has been limited qualitative research examining
how leaders navigate these tensions in situations where organizational goals are not achieved.
The findings show that leaders balance organizational accountability with employee support,
participation, and autonomy, highlighting the complexities of leadership within academic

environments.

Finally, the study contributes methodologically by responding to calls for more qualitative
and context-sensitive leadership research. Through semi-structured interviews, triangulation
through a union representative, and observation, the study provides a more in-depth
understanding of how leadership practices are interpreted and adapted in real organizational
contexts. By using these methods, the study complements previous quantitative leadership
research by contributing to a deeper understanding of leadership under conditions of pressure

and goal non-achievement.
6.2 Practical implications

From a practical standpoint, these findings can be used in several implications within higher

education, more specifically for deans and managers. Firstly, the study suggests that leaders
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should transition away from a blame-oriented response to failure and instead focus on using a
practical leadership mindset, where a learning-oriented culture is used to highlight that
missed goals are treated as data points for organizational improvement rather than personal
shortcomings. The findings also emphasize the importance of bridging the gap between
intended and perceived participation. While leaders highlighted the importance of dialogue,
the triangulated data from the union perspective suggests that communication can often be
experienced as one-directional. Therefore, a key practical recommendation is for
management to ensure that workshops and strategy sessions are not merely for information
sharing but allow for genuine employee influence in decision-making. By adopting these
participative and adaptive behaviours, leaders can foster stronger team resilience and trust,
which can ultimately lead to a more sustainable leadership impact that can prepare the whole

organization for future challenges.

6.3 Limitations & Future research

This study provides a practice-based understanding of how leaders in higher education adapt
their leadership practices in situations where organizational goals are not achieved. However,

several limitations open opportunities for further research.

First, this study is limited to a managerial perspective, focusing on how leaders describe and
interpret their own practices. Future research could include more employee perspectives to
examine how leadership behaviors are perceived under similar conditions. This would allow
for a more in-depth comparison between intended leadership practices and how they are
experienced by employees, which may reveal additional potential gaps between leadership

actions and outcomes.

Second, the study is conducted within a single higher education institution. The findings are
therefore shaped by the specific characteristics of academic environments, such as
decentralized structures, professional autonomy, and multiple stakeholder demands. Future
research should examine leadership in situations of goal non-achievement across different
organizational contexts, such as private firms or public sector organizations. This would

allow for comparison and increase the external validity of the findings.

Third, this study is based on qualitative interviews and focuses on subjective experiences.

Future research could adopt a mixed-method approach by combining qualitative insights with
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quantitative measures of performance, stress, or employee outcomes. This would provide a
more comprehensive understanding of how leadership practices influence both perceived and

measurable results.

Finally, future research should further examine the final part of the conceptual framework,
sustainable leadership impact. In this study, sustainable leadership impact is included as a
potential long-term implication of leadership responses to goal non-achievement, but it was
not empirically measured due to limited access to long-term performance data, internal
organizational metrics, and follow-up evaluations. Future studies could therefore investigate
whether the leadership responses identified in this study lead to measurable long-term
organizational outcomes, such as improved performance, stronger employee engagement,
higher trust, and increased organizational learning over time. This would make it possible to
assess whether adaptive and learning-oriented leadership, leadership under performance
pressure, and relational and participative leadership practices only support immediate
responses to goal non-achievement, or whether they also contribute to more sustainable

organizational development.
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9. Appendix
9.1 Interview guide: Leadership team (Appendix 1)

Background and Leadership Context

1. Please introduce yourself and describe your current role and leadership responsibilities
within your organization.

Follow-up questions:

How many employees are part of your team?

What are your main responsibilities as a leader?

What types of goals or performance expectations are you responsible for?

2. What was your first managerial role, and how has your leadership developed over time?
Follow-up questions:

Have your views on leadership changed as you gained experience?

What experiences have influenced your leadership approach the most (e.g., education or work

experience)?

Leadership Philosophy and Motivation

3. How would you describe your leadership approach when working with your team?
Follow-up questions:

What values or principles guide your leadership?

What do you think characterizes effective leadership?

How do you try to influence or inspire your team?

4. In your experience, what is most important for creating motivation and engagement among
employees?

Follow-up questions:

How do employees typically respond?

What do you do when employees do not respond as expected?

Can you give an example of something that worked well?

How do you recognize or give feedback when employees perform well?
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Goal Setting and Communication

5. How are goals typically set within your team or organization?
Follow-up questions:

Who is involved in the goal-setting process?

To what extent are employees involved?

How are goals communicated to the team?

6. How do you communicate the purpose or importance of goals to your team?
Follow-up questions:

How do you explain why the goals matter?

How do you ensure employees understand expectations?

How do employees usually respond when goals are introduced?

Employee Support and Development

7. How do you support employees when they experience challenges or pressure related to

performance goals?
Follow-up questions:

How do you adapt your leadership approach to different individuals?

Can you describe a situation where an employee struggled to reach a goal?

What actions did you take to support them?

8. How do you encourage employees to share ideas or find new ways of solving problems?
Follow-up questions:

Can you give an example of when employees contributed new ideas?

How do you respond when employees challenge existing ways of working?

How do you create an environment where employees feel comfortable sharing ideas?

Situations Where Goals Are Not Achieved

9. Can you describe a situation where your team did not achieve an important goal?
Follow-up questions:
What happened in that situation?

What do you think were the main reasons the goal was not achieved?
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How did you communicate this situation to your team?
How did employees react?

What actions did you take as a leader afterward?

How do you prioritize actions when goals are not met?

Do you follow a structured approach, or do you handle situations case by case?

Leadership Adaptation and Reflection

10. How did this experience influence how you lead your team today?
Follow-up questions:

Did you change anything in how goals are set or communicated?

Did it change how you support or motivate employees?

What did you learn from this experience as a leader?
Closing Question

11. Is there anything else about leadership, motivation, or goal achievement that you think is

important but that we have not discussed?

9.2 Interview guide: Union Representative (Appendix 2)

Background and Union Context

1. Please introduce yourself and describe your current role?
Follow-up questions:

How long have you been in this role?

What are your main responsibilities in relation to employees?
How do you interact with management in your union role?

In what situations do employees usually contact you?

2. What types of issues do employees most often bring to you?
Follow-up questions:
Are these issues usually related to workload, leadership, communication, goals, or something

else?
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Have the types of issues changed over time?

Are there any recurring patterns in the concerns employees raise?

Organizational Goals and Challenges

3. From your perspective, how are organizational goals usually communicated?
Follow-up questions:

How clear are the goals from the employee perspective?

How do employees understand what is expected of them?

To what extent do employees feel involved in the goal-setting process?

4. Can you describe situations where organizational goals are not achieved, from your
perspective?

Follow-up questions:

What typically happens in the organization in these situations?

How are these situations usually managed?

Who usually becomes involved?

How are employees informed when goals are not achieved?

5. What do you see as common reasons why goals are not achieved within the organisation?
Follow-up questions:

Are the reasons usually related to resources, workload, communication, leadership, employee
motivation, or external factors?

How are these reasons discussed within the organization?

Are employees and leaders usually aligned in their understanding of why goals are not

achieved?

Leadership Response and Responsibility

6. How would you describe how leaders respond when goals are not achieved?
Follow-up questions:

What kinds of actions do leaders usually take?

How quickly do leaders respond?

Do leaders usually follow a structured approach, or is it handled case by case?

How do these responses affect employees?
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7. How would you describe leadership responsibility in situations where goals are not
achieved?

Follow-up questions:

What role do leaders take in managing these situations?

How visible are leaders during challenging periods?

How do employees relate to leadership in these situations?

Do employees feel that leaders take responsibility for the situation?

8. Do you notice differences between how different leaders respond to challenges or non-goal
achievement?

Follow-up questions:

What types of differences do you see?

How do these differences affect employees?

Are some leadership responses perceived as more helpful than others?

Can you give an example without naming individuals?

Employee Experience, Pressure, and Work Environment

9. In situations where goals are not achieved, what happens to expectations, workload, or
stress levels from the employee perspective?

Follow-up questions:

How do employees typically react?

Do employees experience increased pressure?

How does this affect motivation or engagement?

Are there differences between employee groups or departments?

10. How do employees usually understand their own responsibility when goals are not
achieved?

Follow-up questions:

Do employees feel personally responsible, collectively responsible, or not responsible?

How clear are expectations in these situations?

Are employees given enough information to understand what is expected of them?

How does this affect their work environment?

Support, Feedback, and Involvement
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11. What kinds of support do employees receive when they face difficulties in reaching
goals?

Follow-up questions:

Who usually provides this support?

How do leaders work with employees in these situations?

Is the support mostly practical, emotional, developmental, or performance-related?

How do employees experience the support they receive?

12. How are performance discussions handled when goals are not achieved?
Follow-up questions:

How is feedback communicated to employees?

How do employees usually respond to feedback?

Are these discussions perceived as constructive?

Do employees feel that feedback helps them improve?

13. How would you describe communication between leadership and employees during
challenging situations?

Follow-up questions:

How is information shared?

How transparent is the communication?

Do employees feel they receive information at the right time?

How do employees experience their opportunity to ask questions or express concerns?

14. In what ways are employees involved in decisions or changes related to goal
achievement?

Follow-up questions:

Are employees invited to contribute ideas or solutions?

How are employee perspectives taken into account?

Do employees feel that they have influence?

What could improve employee involvement?

Reflection and Comparison

15. How would you describe leadership practices in general in situations where goals are not

achieved?
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Follow-up questions:

What seems to work well?

What seems less effective?

Are there differences between how leadership is intended and how it is experienced by
employees?

What could leaders do differently in these situations?

16. From your perspective, what could be improved in how the organisation handles
situations where goals are not achieved?

Follow-up questions:

What would help employees feel more supported?

What would improve communication or clarity?

What would improve the work environment during challenging periods?

What role could the union play in these improvements?

Closing Question

17. Is there anything else about leadership, employee experience, work environment, or goal

achievement that you think is important to understand?
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