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Preface

The book is aimed at employees, managers, leaders and students who want to understand employeeship and the Scandinavian leadership model as a basis for the development of their workplaces and themselves. This model has helped make the Nordic region the world’s most well-functioning society, but it is also a demanding society, with a fast pace and expectations of responsibility and independence.

The historical roots of this model can provide a deeper understanding of what this is all about. The stories of our forefathers and foremothers who have shaped our imaginary world and our culture of thought rest there as a common unspoken truth about how things are and why they should be just like that. Against this historical backdrop, the leadership model emerges more clearly and can inspire conservation through renewal.

Together with thousands of leadership books, leadership development, which has been a comprehensive activity for almost 50 years, has brought the idea of leadership into common understanding, at least in theory. Everyone feels capable of identifying good and bad leadership. Especially bad. Many have also grown tired of leadership models and feel they’re just recycling well-known ideas using some new words and concepts. Most leadership theories have a top-down perspective, with the leader as the dispatcher and the employees as the recipients in the relationship. This perspective is contrary to the ideals of equality in Nordic culture.

The leadership literature is largely imported from the United States, while many prominent American researchers, such as Stephen R. Covey, author of the bestseller The 7 Habits of Highly Effective People, praise our leadership model. Covey believes this leadership model is best suited for post-industrial knowledge societies, where change and innovation are becoming increasingly important.1 Harvard professor Barbara Kellerman emphasises that the Nordic countries have escaped the damaging effects of the (American) leadership-development industry, thanks to small cultural differences and a well-functioning society. The damages she believes it inflicts are self-obsession and greed as a result of stories about leaders’ fantastic importance to the results, even as these ideas are becoming less important in the knowledge and network fields.2 Good results come from many committed and skilled employees who take responsibility and promote renewal.

The United States is an academic powerhouse, with some of the world’s largest and best universities, and we in the rest of the world are overwhelmed by their leadership literature, but not all American research is transferable to Nordic conditions. We must assume that this literature is largely based on the observation of populations that have different experiences and beliefs than those that characterise our society. In the Nordic countries, 85–90% of residents believe that most people are trustworthy, while the corresponding figure in the US is 49%.3 If one assumes that their “neighbour” isn’t trustworthy, that attitude will probably also characterise their relationship with colleagues and leaders – in fact, the entire workplace.

Employeeship and the Scandinavian leadership model are two sides of the same phenomenon. What it means to be a professional employee is a complement to what it means to be a good leader. There is also a development perspective: What does it take for me to be a relevant and valued employee in the present and in the future, and what are the characteristics of successful companies?

The book is largely a summary of Johan’s experiences with organisational development across 40 years and Runar’s 25 years as founder and leader of a consulting company that has guided and supported people affected by large-scale downsizing in the industry, as well as people who, for various reasons, have ended up outside of the workforce.

What we present is thus largely our praxis theory. We have attempted to assemble our subjective experiences of what constitutes good leadership and good employeeship in a way that can sharpen the eye so that we can see more clearly what is going on and draw inspiration for growth and development, on both an individual and an organisational level. Our area of learning has been the tens of thousands of talented employees and leaders we have worked with. We have brought the best practices we have seen in one business with us to the next. This is how we have learned from our clients, while they have learned from us. This book is an attempt to present a holistic model of these fragmentary experiences. We have not seen any organisation where every one of these principles has always worked fully, but many of them are generally present in the best workplaces, and workplaces that do not work very well may find solutions in these principles.

Employeeship” is a unique Nordic concept that has no equivalent in English – or any other language. The terms employee engagement, organisational citizenship and self-leadership have some comparable elements, but none covers the entire concept, and a direct translation of the word does not make sense. Neither employeeship, employeehood nor coworkership exists in the Oxford Dictionary. We choose to use the word employeeship (translated from the Norwegian medarbeiderskap) in our publications and tools written in English.

Our praxis theory is a perspective from within in which we highlight both unique positive qualities and challenges. The sustainability of the model in the globalised reality of the future is an issue we hope younger generations will address.

Chapter 1 provides a historical review of the Nordic region and conditions that have contributed to its becoming the world’s most well-functioning society.

Chapter 2 introduces The Scandinavian Leadership Model, also from a historical viewpoint.

Chapter 3 describes how our trust-based society shapes working life and has become the concept of trust-based leadership.

Chapter 4 describes employeeship and how it relates to our leadership model.

Chapter 5 addresses job satisfaction, health, and well-being as the basis for a good working life and sustainably good results.

Chapter 6 is an attempt to investigate the future: Is the societal and leadership model viable in a globalised world?

We hope the book will give an understanding of the secret behind trust-based leadership and provide useful models and tools for personal and organizational development.


1. A horizontal society

To understand the Scandinavian leadership model, it is useful to have some background information – such as: In what kind of soil has this model emerged? – as well as the silent, underlying assumptions and beliefs that govern our thoughts and help us decide what we think is important or unimportant. Some of the most crucial factors are that we trust each other, cultivate equality, and crack down on dishonesty. This can be difficult to understand not only for people with a different background but even for those of us who have our roots in this soil. Understanding our history can help sharpen our understanding.

1.1 Historical review of the Nordic region

Since the Middle Ages, the Nordic countries have been a vibrant region, where the borders and the centre of power have moved among Denmark, Sweden, and Norway. This struggle has both tied us together and been the source of conflicts, some of which have been pure bloodshed, while others have been resolved through negotiations, interspersed with threats of the use of force. It has, always, been a kind of love–hate relationship between peoples, or, to describe it less dramatically, a sibling relationship characterised by love, envy and competition. We will never get rid of each other, and at times we may long for a reunion.

The mutual admiration and competitive relationship among the Nordic nations bind us together and drive us forward, both individually and as a larger community. We get ideas from each other at the same time as we cultivate our uniqueness and compete with one another.

Finland has a different history than Scandinavia but is also part of the Nordic region, even though on a verbal level we do not understand each other, as our languages are unrelated. From the 13th century until 1809, Finland was a part of the Greater Swedish Empire, with two parallel societies wherein the Swedish minority was the ruling class, with military power and social institutions, while the Finnish majority was most concerned with feeding themselves from small plots of land in the deep forests. After the Napoleonic Wars, Finland became a Grand Duchy under Russia, until World War I, when it became a sovereign country. The Finnish language formed the main basis for building a nation after independence. Apart from some small towns and local communities on the west coast, the Finnish-Swedish language has gradually disappeared and is now spoken by less than 5–6% of the population. Despite its language barrier with the rest of the region, Finland belongs to the Nordic cultural circle, and its “people’s soul” has many similarities with the rest of the Nordic nations.

The original population of the Nordic countries descended from hunters and fishers who followed the inland ice when it retreated approximately 9,000 years ago, but over the last thousand years, immigrants have also been involved in building both the country and society, at the same time as we Nordic natives have sought out the world. Craftsmen, architects and traders from Germany and the Netherlands have left their mark on our cities, and The First Industrial Revolution – hydropower and steam – was largely based on the import of machinery and ideas from England. Also, within agriculture, we have taken ideas from abroad. Migrant workers from Switzerland taught Norwegian farmers how to make new types of cheese, and in the 19th century hired farm labourers were called sveitsere, or Swiss.

Along the coast, people got their food from the sea, and mastering the open ocean became the most important skill for seafarers. In the southern parts of the Nordic region, the fertile land left by the ice age became the basis for prosperity, while other regions survived largely on forestry and Arctic agriculture. With a short growing season, cold winters, and the dramatic contrast between the darkness in winter and bright summer nights affected lifestyles. In this reality, cooperation was a prerequisite for survival, and helping one’s neighbour was necessary and natural. This is a virtue in most civilisations, but perhaps the harsh living conditions up north carved it deeper into the people’s souls.

A poem by the Finnish poet J. L. Runeberg about Bonden Paavo (Paavo the Peasant) is a condensed description of the Nordic mentality. Daily suffering on Paavo’s small homestead peaked in the years 1795–1797, when a third of the population died of starvation, and those who survived lived on bark bread. Paavo’s wife despaired and believed that God had forsaken them, but Paavo was firm in his faith, replying Nay, the Lord but trieth, not forsaketh. In the third year, as a kind of confirmation that Paavo was right, the rye field is lush and mature, and the harvest can begin:


[Men] med glädje sade hon till gubben:

Paavo, Paavo, tag med fröjd till skäran;

Nu är tid att leva glada dagar,

nu er tid att kasta barken undan,

och att baka bröd av råg allena.

Paavo tog sin hustrus hand och sade:

Kvinna, kvinna, den blott tål att prövas,

som en nödställd nästa ej förskjuter.

Blanda du till hälften bark i brödet

ty förfrusen står vår grannes åker




Paavo: Aye, the Lord but trieth, not forsaketh!

[But] with gladness spoke she to the old man:

Paavo, Paavo, joyful to the scythe betake thee;

now ´tis time for happy days and merry;

now ´tis time to cast the bark away, and

bake our bread henceforth of the rye entirely!

Paavo took the good-wife´s hand and spake thus:

Woman, woman he endureth trials only

who a needy neighbour ne´er forsaketh.

Mix thou in the bread a half of bark still,

for all frost-nipped stands our neighbour´s field.



The poem about Paavo also resonates in Norway’s collective memory, which is mainly about poverty and the struggle to survive, while Sweden has another collective memory. The universities of Lund and Uppsala were established as early as the 15th century, and together with military conquests in the 17th and 18th centuries and Sweden’s 20th-century success as an industrial nation, have, with good reason, given Sweden a different collective self-image than the rest of the Nordic countries.

Over the last 100 years, the living conditions and economy in the Nordic countries have had an adventurous development. Sweden has become an outstanding industrial nation, while Finland has become a leader in wood processing, telecommunications, and information technology. In addition to agriculture, Denmark has become a technology and energy nation, while Norway has become a leader in aquaculture, power-intensive industry, and off-shore oil extraction at great depths. All the Nordic countries are among the richest in the world, as measured in GDP (gross domestic product) per capita, but the basic historical attitudes are still with us: Conflicts between the parties are resolved (largely) through negotiations, and those who have difficulties get help from society. The basic attitude is that we are all in the same boat, so we must take responsibility, find out things together and save those who are in danger of perishing.

The fishing nations of Iceland and the Faeroe Islands are also part of the Nordic region, as is Greenland. Due to their large geographical distance from the rest of the region, they have less contact with the Nordic countries in general, but their culture and ideals maintain many similarities with them. Denmark is one of Europe’s most densely populated countries, while the other Nordic countries are sparsely populated, so the settlement pattern cannot be the explanation for why we have become so like each other and at the same time so different from the rest of Europe.

One common factor is that literacy came earlier to the Nordic countries than the countries of southern Europe, which can largely be attributed to pietism’s idea that everyone must be able to read and understand the words of Scripture. Denmark was early in establishing a state school system, based on Pontoppidan’s 1737 textbook Sandhed til Gudfrygtighed (Truth to Godliness). In Norway, confirmation was the most important transition ritual, where, at age 15 you were admitted to adulthood if you could read and understand Luther’s Small Catechism. Hustavlan, the House Board from the 17th century found in all Swedish homes, was a short version of the catechism and formed the foundation of social order, honesty and lagom (the principle of living a balanced, moderately paced and low-fuss life). In addition to providing common societal norms, literacy also meant that the people could absorb knowledge on their own and could even assert this right by writing and reading.
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Swedish House Board from the mid-18th century.




Much of what is considered “our” culture is strongly influenced by ideas imported from other countries. So maybe the openness to foreign influences is a distinctive feature of our culture? The ability to see the usefulness of others’ ideas and further develop them into something that suits our climate and our needs?



1.2 The social model

The Nordic countries were also early in introducing democracy and the parliamentary system, with division of power among the legislature, the executive and the judiciary. Consideration for the minority has also been a key idea in this social model.

As a counterweight or supplement to GDP as a measure of a successful society, several different methods have been used to assess the qualities of society in the last 30 years: Are people doing well, and is there reason to believe that future generations will do just as well or better? The UN’s Sustainable Development Goals encompass most of these parameters, and the Nordic countries top, or are at least in the top tier, in almost all their categories. There must be something in our common culture that leads us to cooperate.

The reasons we have success as a society are diverse. First and foremost, it is about a common mentality embedded in our collective subconscious, a kind of tacit knowledge of what it takes to manage well, both individually and as a society. The responsibility Paavo took for his neighbour’s frost-damaged fields is called “dugnadsånd” in Norwegian; for lack of a better translation, it’s the spirit of voluntary work, or barn-raising, if you like. When big challenges or big tasks are to be solved, we must work together. The difficulties you face today may strike me tomorrow.

Viewed from the outside, all the Nordic countries have a social-democratic model of society, even though the ruling political party in government changes. Their political stability and the influence of the minority contribute to a general perception that development is moving in the right direction. The main differences among the political parties are first and foremost rhetoric in opposition. When parties come into power, they must consider the minority, and thus there will be no radical changes, only small adjustments that most people in retrospect are happy with, even if there is resistance when they are introduced.


Noter

1Quoted in Ruth Rikowski: Knowledge Leadership, 2007

2Barbara Kellerman: The End of Leadership, 2012

3International Social Survey Program (ISP), 2015
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