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“When you stand in front of me and look at me, what do you know of the 
griefs that are in me and what do I know of yours. And if I were to cast 
myself down before you and weep and tell you, what more would you 
know about me than you know about Hell when someone tells you it is 
hot and dreadful? For that reason alone we human beings ought to stand 
before one another as reverently, as reflectively, as lovingly, as we would 
before the entrance to Hell.” 

        

                                Franz Kafka. Letter to Oskar Pollak, 1903. 



 

 

 ABSTRACT 
Background. Poor leadership is highly prevalent and associated with de-
structive processes in the workplace, including stress related ill health. 
Yet, the applied methods to improve leadership practices are rarely 
grounded in scientific research. The aim of this thesis is to test the effects 
of an art-based, yearlong leadership programme (Shibboleth) in compari-
son with a conventional programme. The Shibboleth concept was built 
upon a performance art, a collage of fragments of literary text and music, 
followed by writing sessions and group reflection.  

Hypotheses. I Effect on leaders: Demanding art experiences were ex-
pected to force self-critical examination and break ingrained patterns of 
thinking and feeling, providing sharper self-awareness and awareness of 
moral responsibility, and mobilize courage to take stand and act in highly 
complex, unaccustomed and painful circumstances; II Effect on employ-
ees: The changes in the leaders’ responsibility were, in turn, expected to 
activate positive changes in the co-workers, reflected not only in their 
psychological health, but also in biological processes/endocrine status.  

Method and Results. In study I transferred effects of the leaders’ partici-
pation in the intervention program on their co-workers’ psychosocial and 
biological stress were investigated. The findings demonstrate improved 
mental health, enhanced self-esteem and courage to openly deal with un-
fair treatment as well as a higher concentration of the regenerative hor-
mone DHEA-S in the attending leaders’ co-workers, as well as in the 
leaders themselves, compared to the conventional group.  
 In study II effects on the leaders’ intrapersonal and interpersonal as-
pects associated with poor leadership were explored. The findings 
demonstrate improved pro-social motivation (Agreeableness) and psycho-
logical resilience (Sense of Coherence) in the Shibboleth leaders, who 
were also considered by their co-workers to be more responsible (behav-
ing less laissez-faire) and display higher capacity to cope with stress, 
compared to the conventional group.  
 In study III we examined whether the changes in leaders’ behaviour 
were confirmed by corresponding changes in the level of self-awareness. 
Comparisons between leader’s self-evaluation and the evaluative feed-
back of the co-workers demonstrate that the Shibboleth leaders aban-
doned the self-inflating position in favour of increased self-awareness and 
humility, which in turn was followed by improved behaviour. The oppo-



 

 

site result was noted in the conventional group.  
 In study IV the psychological processes taking place in the individual 
leader during the Shibboleth intervention were studied based upon written 
reflections during sessions, “course” evaluations and interviews using a 
qualitative method. The findings show that the participants experienced 
Shibboleth as a transformative power. The Shibboleth’s content and artis-
tic technique was perceived as especially challenging and affecting in a 
way they had not experienced before. The leaders described their journey 
from the desire of affirmation of the self and one’s own interest towards a 
more open position trying to understand a world other than one’s own by 
adopting an aesthemetic approach (a combination of aesthetic, emotional 
and ethic elements). They experienced a new consciousness they never 
felt before to assume responsibility for others, for themselves and for their 
leadership, which also raised their sense of self–esteem and feeling of 
reverence and gratitude for life. Long after the intervention ended, the 
etched memory images of Shibboleth worked as moral guidance in differ-
ent situations. The findings are discussed in relation to the notion of aes-
themetic, which is introduced for conceptualisation of the impact core that 
constitutes the Shibboleth concept.  

Conclusion. A transformative effect of a new, art-based leadership con-
cept on the leaders and transferred beneficial effect on their co-workers 
was demonstrated. The findings indicate that the Shibboleth concept, by 
counteracting the destructivity of poor leadership, may prevent stress re-
lated ill health. The findings seem to be sustained and more pronounced 
at the long-term follow-up. The positive results for psychological, behav-
ioural and biological outcomes are consistent and strengthen the findings. 
This is the first research to show that changes in behaviours in leaders 
through aesthetic experiences can have transferred effects on psychologi-
cal and neurobiological resilience processes in followers leading to 
health-promoting effects. In addition to the empirical findings, this thesis 
presents a general theoretical approach through the notion of aesthemet-
ics, which may help to clarify the underlying conditions for successful 
training programmes in general.  
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“A company can have all the advantages in the world – strong financial 
resources, enviable market position, and state-of–the-art technology – but 
if leadership fails, all these advantages melt away and the organisation – 
like the driverless car – runs down hill.”  
         (de Vries, 2001)  

Finding ways that could counteract poor leadership entails prevention of 
severe human suffering. Possessing power essentially includes possessing 
the ability to cause destructiveness, which history has given us plentiful ex-
amples of. Failures in leadership carry a great heaviness and volume; if 
leadership fails, society and organisations fail. Developing leadership ca-
pabilities is therefore a serious and demanding responsibility.  
 
The aim of this thesis was to investigate effects of a new approach to lead-
ership development. A yearlong leadership concept, Shibboleth1, was eval-
uated in a prospective, randomised comparative study. This art-based con-
cept was compared with a conventional leadership development program in 
four different studies, each study providing different perspectives. The aspi-
ration was to fill the gaps that to date has been a key problem within the 
leadership development field as well as within research regarding the asso-
ciation between leadership and employees’ psychosocial and biological 
level of stress related health.  

Arts are inseparable parts of our lives that bring joy and inspiration to us. 
Why else would we daily expose ourselves to music, poetry, fiction, theatre, 
paintings or movies? However, to what extent do aesthetic experiences 
change our ways of thinking and behaving in our lives? We are all aware of 
that leaders exert impact on our lives in one or another way. But, to what 
extent do they actually affect us and our values, our behaviours, and our 
health? Combining these two questions, which are fundamental for this the-
sis, the current research makes an effort to elucidate a small part of these 
complex influence processes and the relationship between them.  

This thesis represents a new, cross-disciplinary research approach. Integrat-
ing disparate scientific disciplines – where multiple links and a chain of de-

                                            

1 Literally: “ear of grain”. Figurative:  a “ciphered mark” to pass a boundary, or a touchstone for going be-
yond one’s self, passing a necessary threshold. 
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pendencies is intended to be investigated and elucidated – do not reduce 
human experience to a more single description and may offer new insight, 
for example, a deeper understanding of how a social situation characterised 
by power imbalance (leaders versus co-workers) may impact biological re-
actions. Accordingly, several research areas are involved in this interdisci-
plinary attempt, for instance, neuroendocrinology, psychosomatic medi-
cine, psychosocial stress related work environment, psychology, social psy-
chology, leadership, leadership development, pedagogy, ethics, aesthetics, 
and perception. Different research traditions and methodologies are, conse-
quently, represented: the natural science tradition, the behavioural and per-
sonality research as well as the humanistic phenomenological and herme-
neutical research traditions.  
 
To my knowledge, previous research has not attempted such a multidisci-
plinary investigation. This is the first research attempt to elucidate the 
chain of connections between the possible effects of aesthetic experiences 
on attitudes and behaviours (here, in leaders), and further transferred ef-
fects on psychosocial and neurobiological stress related health or in other 
words resilience processes in others (here, co-workers).  

1.1 CHALLENGES OF LEADERSHIP DEVELOPMENT  

1.1.1 Infrequent research on leadership development programs 

Leadership carries with it a duty to assume responsibility for the wellbeing 
of organizations and people. However, the demands on leaders in modern 
world are beyond doubt exceptional. The increased level of complexity re-
quires an increased level of complexity in leadership competencies. Hence, 
the expectation on established leadership education to initiate enduring, 
beneficial changes in leaders’ attitudes, motivation and behaviour, are also 
great. According to de Vries (2001), an organisation cannot be successful 
when the leadership is poor.  

The extensive investment in leadership development programmes world-
wide bear witness to the belief in leaders as a critical factor to organisation-
al success. However, in spite of a yearly expenditure of between 36 and 60 
billion USD global on leadership training programmes (Burgoyne, 2004), 
the field of leadership training remains insufficiently evidence-based. The 
research on leadership programs is surprisingly infrequent, which stands in 
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great contrast to the huge body of research on leadership in general (e.g., 
Avolio et al., 2009; Day, 2001).  

According to Jackson and Parry (2011) there is a blind faith in the useful-
ness of today’s leadership programs. An assortment of methods to improve 
leadership practices is used often on scientifically unverified account. There 
are various assumptions about the effectiveness of the applied methods, de-
spite the fact that evaluations of leadership interventions are rarely ground-
ed in rigorous empirical research (Blume et al., 2010; Day, 2001; Jackson, 
& Parry, 2011). The few evaluations are often limited to participants’ satis-
faction estimates. Such estimates, however, do not prove the actual perfor-
mance in the workplace. The participants can be quite fond of educational 
programmes, however, research shows a consistent inflation in self-
assessments, as leaders tend to overestimate the effects of training on their 
performance (Eden, 1985; Taylor, et al., 2009). Moreover, despite the well-
known adverse effects of poor leadership on employees’ psychosocial well-
being and health (eg., Aasland et al., 2010; Nyberg, 2009), evaluations of 
the transfer-effects of leadership training on co-workers’ psychosocial and 
biological stress are, to my knowledge, scarce.  

1.1.2  Complexity and ambiguity of the world – challenges for a modern leader  

Today’s leaders have to operate in an increased level of complexity (e.g., 
Heifetz, 1994; Petrie, 2011; de Vries, 2001). The world has changed, it is 
becoming more exacting – more unpredictable, more ambiguous, more 
fragmentary, and contradictory. Internationalization is a fact and ethnic 
and religious aspects have increasing importance. People today, inde-
pendently where they live, share the same world but do not interpret it the 
same way. Leaders are often faced with contradictory demands – one 
“truth” is in opposition to another “truth”. The problems of life are ethical-
ly challenging and rarely explicitly given. Facing this demanding com-
plexity and often a painful social reality requires a broad range of complex 
competencies (e.g., Kegan & Lahey, 2009; McGuire & Rhodes, 2009; 
Pearce, 2007; Olivier, 2001). It requires such capabilities as a sound moral 
judgment grounded in insight into the complexity and limitations of hu-
man existence as well as grounded in the ability to distinguish right from 
wrong. It requires an ability of emotional responsibility to withstand and 
cope with uncertainty, ambivalence or anxiety grounded in a high level of 
self-awareness and stabile self-esteem. It also requires an ability of imagi-
nation necessary to understand the world and interpret the multitude of 
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impressions in order to create order of the unstructured and find coherence 
and meaning.  

1.1.3 Simplification and instrumentality – the problems with established leader-
ship development programs 

”Today’s significant problems cannot be solved at the same level of think-
ing we were at when we created them” 

       Albert Einsten (unknown source) 

While the nature of the challenges that leaders are facing is changing, the 
methods of development of leaders’ competences seem almost to stay the 
same (Petrie, 2011). There are several problems associated with conven-
tional leadership development programmes (e.g. Jackson & Parry, 2011; 
Sturdy et al., 2006; Wenglén & Svensson, 2008). There are a several dif-
ferent approaches to leadership (Yukl, 2006). However, irrespective of 
theoretical basis, the different methods put their main efforts on strength-
ening leaders’ self-confidence in their role as leaders, developing, mostly 
by virtue of theories and standardized models and tools, analytic 
knowledge and instrumental, measurable skills (Gold et al., 2010). Such 
focus on “what” in leadership are so called horizontal types of develop-
ment, which is based on “transmitted” competences from an expert – a 
kind of technical learning of new skills and abilities (Petrie, 2011). Ac-
cording to Goldsmith & Reiter (2007),  “Many of our leadership programs 
are based on the faulty assumption that if we show people what to do, they 
can automatically do it.” However showing how things work is relevant 
for technical/logical problems, when it comes to ethical and emotional 
factor the challenges is much more complex. The focus on training social 
skills, which are believed to be necessary, is a form of social engineering 
and involves the element of indoctrination. Social engineering plays a cru-
cial role in contemporary education in general (Füredi, 2009). Habermas 
(1975) described this process as an attempt to regenerate values adminis-
tratively.  

Emphasis on instrumental knowledge, “ready-made solutions”, manage-
ment stereotyped jargon as well as confirmation through focusing on the 
positive leadership skills at the expense of reducing the negative may lead 
to an underestimation of the complexity of life and an overestimation of 
one’s own capabilities, giving a false sense of self-confidence and a dan-
gerous feeling of being able to manipulate and control reality within 
standard procedures. The multifaceted human uniqueness and particulari-
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ty, as well as human qualities of compassion, empathy and ethical consid-
erations may disappear when such formulas are applied. In essence, there 
appears to be a dehumanizing tendency: to reduce human, ethical aspects 
to technical ones – adiaphorization according to Bauman (1995) – result-
ing in alienation of employees and possible escape from responsibility. 
Mintzberg (2005) claims that most management programs have dehuman-
izing effects, they teach the fallacy that leadership consists of applying 
formulas to solve complex situations. Argyris (1986, 1999) has discussed 
the phenomenon of “skilled incompetence”; leaders learn to distance 
themselves from taking responsibility, and to suppress negative feelings 
using routine behaviour (theories-in-use) in order to avoid conflicts with 
co-workers. Jones (2005) notes that leadership programs can perpetuate 
leaders’ self-preoccupation through emphasis on self-development and 
self-improvement at the expense of understanding their followers. 

These possible undesirable effects on leaders of leadership/management 
programs may consequently have negative effects on their organizations 
and employees. Reduction of the complexity of life, overuse of wish-
ful/positive thinking and the “ready-made perceptions”, and habitual lines 
of thought may result in deteriorated ability to make judgments. This may 
foster “laissez-faire” behaviour and bureaucratic workplaces in which 
negative phenomena (such as formalism/impersonality, rigidity, lack of a 
critical attitude, avoidance, indifference, relativism or defensive mecha-
nisms) could develop and become institutionalized. Modern bureaucratic 
workplaces are often characterised by a significant avoidance of the as-
sumption of personal responsibility (Diamond & Allcorn, 1984). Conse-
quently, it is not surprising that some of the worst failures in leadership 
are: lack of judgment treating social/adaptive challenges grounded in the 
complexity of values, beliefs, loyalties, etc. as technical ones (Heifetz & 
Linsky, 2002), lack of psychological/emotional resilience to handle 
tough/stressful situations (Jackson & Parry, 2011) and lack of holistic 
view, not seeing the complex coherence.   

1.2 POOR LEADERSHIP RESPONSIBILITY 

1.2.1 Over-emphasis of the positive in leadership  

The consequences of poor leadership entail distress for everyone who is 
influenced by it. Nonetheless, poor leadership is highly prevalent and 
cause destructivity and severe human suffering including ill health (eg., 
Aasland et al., 2010, Einarson et al., 2007; Nyberg, 2009). An extensive 
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overview of psychological research literature (Baumeister et al., 2001) 
provides overwhelming support to the notion that “bad is stronger than 
good”; the negative experiences in social interactions have a stronger im-
pact on individuals than do positive events. This conclusion is also sup-
ported by empirical findings (Lincoln, 2000).  Hetland et al. (2007) sug-
gested that the negative aspects of leadership might have a great impact on 
stress and health among employees. Hence, averting poor leadership and 
minimizing its destructive potential should be a major responsibility, or 
even most important for the field of leadership research and leadership 
development. However, to date the focus is almost entirely on constructive 
leadership behaviours and its positive effects (Hunter et al., 2007; 78; 
Skogstad et al. 2007). Without knowing the dark sides of leadership, the 
nature of leadership cannot be understood and neither can adequate meth-
ods to develop leaders can be found. Such overemphasis of the positive in 
leadership is quite surprising considering the possibly devastating conse-
quences of the problematic nature of leadership for the employees as well 
as the organizations as a whole (Rayner & Cooper, 2003; Tepper, 2000; 
Zellars, et al., 2002).  

1.2.2 The destructiveness of poor leadership 

Research aiming to explore the connection between leadership and em-
ployee wellbeing/health is infrequent (e.g., Tepper, 2000). However, the 
investigations of the adverse consequences of destructive/poor leadership 
have begun to take shape (Einarson et al., 2007; Tierney & Tepper, 2007; 
Tepper, 2007ab; Kellerman, 2004; Kelloway, et al., 2005). Hence, the fo-
cus has mainly been on manifest destructive leadership such as tyrannical 
behaviours or active aggressive behaviours etc. (Ashforth, 1994; Skogstad 
et al., 2007). Nonetheless, destructive leadership may also consist of indi-
rect aggression, a passive or avoidance behaviours, named a laissez-faire 
leadership. The laissez-faire leadership, according to Goodnight (2004) is 
the worst style of leadership and the least effective. Defined as abdication 
from responsibilities (Bass, 1990), the destructiveness of laissez-faire is 
not about harmful actions, but about the harm that occurs due to lack of 
action. Such leadership behaviour has the potential to undermine organisa-
tions as well as co-workers’ wellbeing (Einarsen et al., 2007; Tollgerdt-
Andersson, 1996). Among poor leadership styles, laissez-faire has been 
found to be the most prevalent destructive leadership behaviour highly in-
effective (e.g. Goodnight, 2004) with strong negative effects on workplac-
es causing development of destructive processes such as interpersonal 
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conflicts and bullying, and is clearly the worst leadership style with re-
gards to mental illness and distress among employees (Aasland, et a., 
2010; Hoel & Salin, 2003; Hyde et al., 2006; Skogstad et al., 2007). A 
conflict may escalate into bullying when leaders deny its existence, result-
ing in high levels of psychological distress not just among those who are 
involved but also among those observing the bullying (Skogstad et al., 
2007). According to conflict theory, bullying occurs when unsolved con-
flicts escalate to high level, combined with a power imbalance between 
the victim and the offenders (Zapf & Gross, 2001). Hence, this supports 
the notion that laissez-faire leadership creates a basis for bullying at work 
(Hoel & Salin, 2003). 

1.2.3 Inability to withstand stress and the danger of losing reality awareness 

Another regressive force inherent in leadership, which might be one of the 
underlying causes of laissez-faire behaviour, is inability to withstand psy-
chological stress such as conflicts, ambiguity or others stressors. Leaders 
have to acknowledge and deal with own emotion, the whole spectrum of 
difficult feelings, and deal with the emotions of others. An inappropriate 
regulation of feelings in leaders has effects on the organisation as a whole 
and is both far reaching and long lasting (de Vries, 2001). Research indi-
cates a clear link between leaders’ stress tolerance and the ability to oper-
ate effectively (e.g., Bass, 1990). When we encounter a situation that does 
not match our previous experiences, or when setbacks or other stress fac-
tors arise, it can be difficult to face reality without getting caught up in 
primitive defensive processes. The extent to which people cope with their 
surroundings is closely related to their ability to stay in touch with reality 
(de Vries, 1990). Stress influences ethical decisions and is likely to reduce 
people’s pro-social behaviours, and motivation to take others’ interest into 
account (Jex et al., 2003). Stress has a negative influence on people’s 
moral actions as well as on capacity for self-regulation and self-control 
(Selart, & Johansen, 2011).  

1.2.4 Power and poor self-awareness and the danger of hubris 

The link between the two aforementioned poor behaviours (laissez-faire 
behaviour and inability to withstand psychological stress) and self-
awareness is of particular interest. The social psychology literature pro-
vides ample evidence of the positive effects of self-awareness (e.g., Hoyle, 
et al., 1999; Kernis, 2003). The importance of self-awareness for being 
able to improve one’s performance through self-regulation is an evident 
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theme throughout leadership literature and practise (e.g Avolio & Gard-
ner, 2005; Goleman, 1998; de Vries, 1990). People who don’t know them-
selves get locked into dysfunctional behaviour and are poor judges of oth-
er people (de Vries, 1990), which can be devastating if one is in a position 
of power. Several outcome measures regarding leadership effectiveness 
are related to self-awareness (Atwater et al., 1995; Fleenor, et al., 2010; 
Van Velsor, et al., 1993). However, today’s leaders have to operate in an 
increasingly complex and challenging environment. In such an emotional-
ly and ethically demanding reality, people tend to escape self-awareness in 
order to avoid unpleasant feelings, or find the illusion of control through 
easy solutions (Heatherton, & Baumeister, 1991).  

Combining insufficient self-awareness with power might have destructive 
consequences. An inability to introspection and self-re-examination may 
lead to overestimation of own capabilities, especially if one own the pow-
er. The acquisition of power sometimes results in excessive pride and ar-
rogance, whereupon a leader creates own reality, blind to any possible 
negative consequences, many leaders take for granted that “they can 
transgress the rules for common mortals” (de Vries, 1990). Hubris, an in-
flated sense of self-importance and distorted reality has been a recurring 
theme in leadership. Hubris can be seen as an offshoot of unbridled nar-
cissism, a key force behind the desire for leadership and power (de Vries, 
1990). According to de Vries, many leaders have a good bit of the narcis-
sist in them and such self-centred leaders can’t imagine how the world 
looks through others’ eyes. There is substantial evidence that self-
overconfidence reduces attempts to act and is associated with poor per-
formance. Leaders who overestimate their abilities have been found to 
have the lowest level of leader effectiveness (Arvonen, 2006; Atwater & 
Yammarino, 1997; Church, 1997). 

1.2.5 Power and inability for social sensitivity, and the danger of stereotyping 

A regressive force inherent in leadership, which might be also one of the 
underlying causes of laissez-faire behaviour, is pro-social inability or 
tendencies to anti-social behaviour: an impaired capacity of human quali-
ties in relationships with others, such as lack of empathy, compassion, 
willingness to help or repair – in short, decreased interpersonal sensitivity 
and inability to understand and care for others. There is a great danger 
when power and prestige, self-interest and selfishness are more important 
than the common good and the well being of other people. One of a lead-
er’s most important duties is ability to perceive/be aware of obstacles, dif-
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ficulties and emotional needs that their co-workers face in their work situ-
ation (e.g., Judge et al., 2004; de Vries, 1990). However, research indi-
cates a strong evidence for a negative relationship between power and in-
terpersonal sensitivity; people in position of high power often form a rela-
tively shallow understanding of visual, cognitive, and emotional perspec-
tives of others, compared to the less powerful and in addition tend to act in 
a self-interested manner (Anderson et al., 2003; Fiske, 1993; Galinsky et 
al., 2008, 2006; Keltner et al., 2003; Russell & Fiske, 2010). Moreover, 
those in position of power tend to rely more on stereotypes (Fiske, 1993; 
Fiske & Dépret, 1996; Russell & Fiske, 2010) and stereotyping is often 
precursor of prejudices towards a group. Hogeveen et al. (2014), through 
examination of neural mechanism in the brain, support the assumption that 
high power appears to reduce interpersonal sensitivity. Guimond et al. 
(2003) provide strong evidence for a causal relation between dominant so-
cial position and level of prejudice: The participants who were led to be-
lieve through a false feedback that they had a good ability for leadership 
and for high responsibility expressed more prejudice afterwards than those 
led to believe otherwise. The mere fact of believing to be in a dominant 
social position was sufficient to generate prejudice and in-group bias. All 
these experiments consistent suggest the inverse correlation between pow-
er and empathy.  

1.3 PSYCHOSOCIAL AND BIOLOGICAL STRESS RELATED HEALTH 

1.3.1 Poor leadership and psychosocial stress  

Experience of stress causes suffering and diseases. Research has shown 
that stress plays an important role in the development of our more com-
mon diseases (Stansfeld, 2006; McEwen, 2008). Stress related diseases are 
a main public health problem (Lecrubier, 2001; Levi, 2005) and are the 
major cause of premature death in Europe (WHO, 2001). Stress can be de-
scribed as a reaction that occurs in response to threat of psychological or 
social kind. Psychosocial stress is described as a psychological, somatic 
and physiological reaction when different brain areas respond to the stress 
by inducing energy mobilization of bodily processes needed to overcome 
the stressors. Ill health occurs, according to the Cognitive Activation The-
ory of Stress, when the stress reaction becomes chronic, and when there is 
a lack of constructive coping (Ursin, 2004). Long-term psychosocial stress 
inhibits the immune system (Kiecolt-Glaser et al., 2002) and lowers the 
body’s regeneration activity (Theorell, 2009; Robles & Caroll, 2011) 
causing different symptoms or disease states such as exhaustion disorder 
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(Glise et al., 2012), depression (Siegrist, 2008), anxiety (Stansfeld & Can-
dy, 2006), cardiovascular disease (Kivimaki et al., 2012; Rosengren et al., 
1991) impaired sleep (Åkerstedt, 2006; Åkerstedt et al., 2007) and also 
accelerated aging (Åkerstedt, 2006; Epel, et al., 2004; Chandola et al, 
2006; Wolkowitz et al., 2010).  

Stress-related ill health associated with the work environment is increas-
ing according to a report by the Swedish Council on Health Technology 
Assessment (SBU, 2014). The work environment is a frequently reported 
source of chronic psychosocial stress with stressors such as unresolved 
conflicts, unfair treatment, lack of opportunities to influence etc. (Levi et 
al., 2000; Hertting et al., 2004; Theorell et al., 1990, 1991). Several com-
mon diseases, such as mental illness, coronary heart disease, and degener-
ative musculoskeletal diseases may be initiated or accelerated by experi-
ences of stress at work (Marmot, 1996). Research on health effects of the 
psychosocial work environment has shown that leadership style, leaders’ 
attitudes and behaviours, influences the health of employees and that the 
negative aspects of leadership may have great impact on stress causing the 
development of stress related diseases among employees (Gilbreath & 
Benson, 2004; Nyberg et al, 2008; Nyberg et al, 2009; Kuoppala et al, 
2008). Several studies have reported significant associations between 
leadership and among other, employee burnout or emotional exhaustion 
(Hetland, et al, 2007; Nyberg et al., 2005; Sheridan & Wredenburgh, 
1979; Melchior et al., 1997; Mccain, 1995).  

1.3.2 Biological stress – anabolism and catabolism 

The consequences of long-term psychosocial stress may be reflected in the 
regulation of the neuroendocrine system, and is reflected by changes in i.e. 
hormone secretion. In general, long-term stress lowers the body’s regener-
ation activity reducing the ability to regenerate cells and tissues (Robles & 
Carool, 2011; Theorell, 2009). In studies on biological effects of psycho-
social stress the focus has been on catabolic processes, in particular on 
cortisol. Cortisol is a steroid hormone with catabolic effects. It is released 
in situations that demand energy and facilitates the handling of stressors. 
Repeated pronounced elevation of the blood concentration of cortisol 
could contribute to pathological processes. In addition long lasting periods 
of excessive energy demands without periods of recuperation may result 
in a flattening of the circadian cortisol variation as well as in low concen-
tration overall and a decreased cortisol response to challenges (Chrousos 
et al.1992, Yehuda et al. 1993, Sapolsky et al. 2000). DHEA-S (dehydroe-
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piandrosterone sulfate) on the other hand is an anabolic hormone. DHEA-
S has a protective and regenerative effect important for the maintenance 
and restoration of health. DHEA-S has been shown to be immune enhanc-
ing (Khorram, et al., 1997; Suitters et al., 1997), has anti-inflammatory 
properties (Ramírez et al., 2007; Altman et al., 2008), and beneficial ef-
fects on the cardiovascular system as well as beneficial effects on mood 
(Sripada et al., 2013). One of the consequences of long-term psychosocial 
stress may be a reduced capacity to produce DHEA-S (Lennartsson, 
2013). Decreased concentrations of DHEA-S are strongly correlated with 
premature aging (Theorell, 2009). Low levels of DHEA-S have been 
shown to be associated with both subjective perception of poor health 
(Berr et al., 1996) and with different disease states, for example, depres-
sion (Goodyer et al., 1996; Barrett-Connor et al., 1999). The hormones 
DHEA and DHEA-S play a significant role in the regeneration of tissues 
in the body (Theorell, 2009). Recent research (Lennartsson, 2013) demon-
strates that individuals, who experienced prolonged stress at work, had 
markedly lower levels of DHEA-S and were less to mobilise DHEA-s in 
acute stress situations than individuals who reported no stress; thus, lower 
levels of DHEA-S may constitute a link between psychosocial stress, ill 
health, and accelerated ageing.  

1.4 ART AS PREVENTION OF POOR LEADERSHIP   

1.4.1 A need for a new leadership approach  

As it appears from the review of the literature above, the consequences of 
poor leadership can be devastating. There is a need for a countervailing 
power against the destructive leadership forces. How can we help leaders 
develop a deeper sense of moral responsibility and courage to encounter 
and cope with the complexity of the actual reality, and prevent the tenden-
cies of indifference or selfishness? How can we help leaders to develop a 
higher level of self-awareness and prevent them from getting trapped in 
blindness, “ready-made perceptions”, wishful thinking or hubris, and 
maintain their capacity for reality-based decision-making and action? To 
uncover “blind spots”, bring into awareness what one shields oneself 
from, and to identify one’s own avoidance and absence of actions may re-
quire a higher level of introspection than to realize the consequences of 
one’s manifest and directly observable harmful actions.   

A new concept for leadership development is needed, in order to provide a 
broader humanistic perspective and prepare leaders to cope with highly 
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complex, extraneous or painful situations. A new concept that is capable 
to influences leaders in a deeper way, fostering (self) criticism and a deep 
sense of humanism, and concern and respect for others. It is not enough to 
master a toolbox with simplistic standard solutions or rely on the regulato-
ry framework. There are no “short-fixes” when it comes to developing 
managers effectively (Mabey & Ramizes, 2005). A real change in behav-
iour can only come from a deeply rooted change in the individual 
(Mukherjee, 1998). As Pearce (2007) argues, leadership programs of the 
21st Century should emphasize the importance of identity, multi-level ap-
proaches, creativity, emotions and spirituality. According to Eisner (2004) 
a new conception of education is needed that has a greater focus on valu-
ing than measuring, on surprise than on control, on distinctions than on 
standard and on the imaginative/metaphorical than on the factual/literal. 
He speaks about art experience as a source in improving educational prac-
tise. For Haslam et al. (2012) leaders who are skilled and effective are 
“those with a rich appreciation of poetry and prose, a detailed knowledge 
of the collective culture”. Olivier (2001), who has brought the world of 
theatre into the field of leadership development, believes that arts have 
much to teach managers about creativity, imagination, vision, communica-
tion and dealing with insecurity; dramatic art deepens leaders’ self-
awareness and improves their ability to cope with uncertainty. 

1.4.2 Aesthetic experience as non-instrumental knowledge  

“People nowadays think that scientists exist to instruct them, poets, musi-
cians, etc. to give them pleasure. The idea that these have something to 
teach them — that does not occur to them “        
                    Wittgenstein in Culture and value.  

Consistent with numerous authors, I argue that strong art experiences may 
constitute a countervailing power against destructive leadership forces 
giving insight into the complexity of the surrounding world, and fostering 
introspection, self-criticism and an ability to distance oneself from one-
self. Arts mediate emotional and ethical knowledge of fundamental human 
significance and are searching for the truth of the human condition (e.g., 
Adorno, 1973b). Maslow (1964, 1970) believed that affective aspects of 
aesthetic experiences are of utmost importance in human life. Strong cul-
tural experiences take into account emotional resources, which are deeper 
than the ones we normally use. 

The duty of art is to handle human experiences that are impossible to tack-
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le with cognitive and rational methods (Broch, 1982). According to Ric-
oeur (1991b), art shows unexpected sides of our existence without “ex-
plaining it into pieces” through theoretical systems and makes us under-
stand the self and the world in the new way; It is with fantasy we receive 
and create new pictures for a deeper human existence, a new way to un-
derstand the world. For Nussbaum (1995) art is a way to make resistance 
against each reductive conception about human beings; It aids us to culti-
vate a spectrum of feelings such as compassion that make us experience 
the world in a more realistic way. Nussbaum emphasizes the fundamental 
role of feelings and fantasy in moral judgment; we explore the border be-
tween the rational and irrational feelings, which help us to foster judg-
ment. As Eisner (2004) argues, when there is no science to lead the way, 
art provides a way for understanding beyond words; it teaches us to learn 
to judge in absence of rules, to appraise the consequences of one’s choices 
and to revise and remake them. According to Kant (2003), decision-
making is deeply rooted in aesthetic sensitivity. A leader who possesses 
the ability to connect impressions, knowledge and intuitions into a single 
whole – the general’s ”inner light” of strategic vision – moves from the 
domain of knowledge into the domain of art (Clausewitz, 1999). For Sar-
tre (1940) vision is not built through analysis, it is a whole and it appears 
spontaneously.  

1.4.3 The artistic core of Shibboleth 

”Imagination gives us images of the possible that provide a platform for 
seeing the actual, and by seeing the actual freshly, we can do something 
about creating what lies beyond it…”  

          Eisner, 2004 

The Shibboleth’ artistic core is based on experimental performance art. By 
virtue of a reinforcing combination of a demanding content (conveying 
harrowing human experiences) and a challenging artistic technique (frag-
mented and without an explicit continuous and logical context) the experi-
ence of the Shibboleth performance poses demands on different qualities 
of perception and imagination. Such experiences were hypothesised to 
break ingrained patterns of thinking and feeling and thereby force critical 
evaluation leading to increased awareness of moral responsibility. Accord-
ing to Sklovskij (1971), the duty of art is to prevent the usual, “automatic” 
perception and liberate our perception and sensations through making 
things consciously more difficult. New cognitive and emotional contexts 
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can be created between the feeling and the thought, between the ethic and 
the aesthetic.  
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2 THE CONCEPT OF EVALUATION IN THIS THESIS
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2.1 OVERALL STRUCTURE OF THE CONCEPT OF EVALUATION 

 

Figure 1 Overall structure of the concept of evaluation  

The hypotheses of the current thesis were two; one regarding the direct ef-
fects of leadership training on the participating leaders, and one that refers 
to the transferred effects of the leaders’ training on the co-workers. The ex-
pectation was that the Shibboleth concept would have a stronger ability than 
the conventional leadership program to counteract poor leadership, which in 
turn, should induce resilience processes in the co-workers in terms of im-
proved psychosocial and biological stress related health. Corresponding to 
the two hypotheses, two concepts for statistical evaluation were chosen, and 
were supplemented with a third concept of an “inside” perspective on Shib-
boleth: 

1) The concept of Leader responsibility including pro-social responsibil-
ity, self-responsibility, and leadership responsibility  

2) The concept of Psychosocial and biological stress  

3) The concept of “inside” perspective on Shibboleth 
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2.2 THE CONCEPT OF LEADER RESPONSIBILITY  

Based on the above review of scientific research, the present thesis focuses lead-
ers’ ability to assume responsibility. The principal research question in this thesis 
was whether the Shibboleth concept, its form and content, could be more effective 
than a conventional one at increasing leaders’ responsiveness to complex human 
situations and their willingness to assume responsibility, mobilizing readiness to 
act. Such increased responsibility is assumed to entail deeper changes in leaders 
attitudes and values. More specifically: exposing leaders to challenging and deep-
ly touching art experiences, which give insight into human complexity and limita-
tions, was hypothesised to break ingrained patterns of thinking and feeling and 
force a process of self-critical examination and self-reinterpretation, resulting in 
enhanced self-awareness, humility and willingness to self-improvement. This in-
creased awareness of moral responsibility was expected to mobilize courage and 
readiness to take stand and act in highly complex, extraneous and painful social 
circumstances, which, in turn, would increase leaders’ psychological resilience to 
stress.  

Thereby, as predictors of responsibility in leaders, three different kinds of respon-
sibility were chosen. These three are intimately related, each aspect combining 
both behavioural, emotional and ethical facets, however with various emphasis on 
each of them:  

1. Pro-social responsibility was operationalized by Agreeableness, a strong 
predictor of pro-social motivation/behaviour  

2. Self-responsibility was operationalized by Sense of Coherence, a strong 
predictor of psychological resilience, and by self-awareness a predictor 
of humility and self-improvement 

3. Leadership responsibility manifested in behaviours: operationalized by 
Laissez-faire leadership, predictor of leaders responsibility and Capacity 
to Cope with Stress, predictor of resilience to stress  
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Figure 2 The concept of leader responsibility in this thesis 

It is argued that Sense of Coherence, self-awareness, Agreeableness, Lais-
sez-faire leadership and Capacity to Cope with Stress are particularly rele-
vant given our general research question. The concept of leader responsibil-
ity can be summarized as follows:  

2.2.1 Pro-social responsibility  

2.2.1.1 Agreeableness, a strong predictor of pro-social behaviour 

Agreeableness (Graziano & Eisenberg, 1997) is a complex adaptive pro-
social disposition that predicts social supportive behaviour and deep under-
standing of other people, their mind (thoughts, emotions and motives) and 
their conditions and acts. Both narcissism (Kovacs, 2011) and psychopathy 
(Jakobwitz & Egan, 2006) have a strong negative correlation with Agreea-
bleness. The two poles of Agreeableness, antagonism/antisocial tendencies 
versus pro-social tendencies, contrasting such characteristics as altruism, 
compassion, empathy, nurturance, consideration, humility and cooperation 
with hostility, aggressiveness, cynicism, callousness, manipulation and in-
difference to others (Graziano & Eisenberg, 1997).  

Agreeableness involves social-cognitive, emotional, motivational and be-
havioural elements. It corresponds to motivation and emotional readiness to 
maintain interpersonal relationships and to take responsibility and deal with 
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interpersonal conflicts. Agreeable people are more emotionally responsive 
in social situations and better able to regulate negative emotions during con-
flicts, specifically the regulation of frustration and anger (Graziano et al., 
2007b; Jensen-Campbell & Graziano, 2001; Tobin et al., 2000). Agreeable-
ness has been shown to be substantially related to social-cognitive process-
es (empathic imagination): seeing the world through the eyes of others (per-
spective taking), imagining the suffering of others, but even to reason about 
the content of another’s mental state and to predict other persons actions 
(Costa & McCrae, 1992a; Graziano et al., 2007b; Nettle & Liddle, 2008). 
Furthermore agreeable people seem to be more tolerant and less prejudiced 
and discriminatory (Akrami, 2005; Graziano et al., 2007a), and they show a 
greater acceptance of both the self and the others (Hurley, 1998). Finally, 
when power is combined with a pro-social orientation, this leads to im-
proved empathic ability  (Côté et al., 2011). 

2.2.2 Self-responsibility  

2.2.2.1 SOC, a strong predictor of psychological resilience  

The salutogenic concept Sense of Coherence, SOC (Antonovsky, 1987) is a 
strong predictor of mental resilience to stress. Sense of Coherence refers to 
a complex adaptive personality disposition that predicts ability to a deeper 
understanding of oneself, one’s own circumstances and one’s place in the 
world. It also predicts motivation and emotional readiness to take responsi-
bility and to deal with stressful and demanding life experiences using a va-
riety of strategies, which, in turn, leads to new understanding. Sense of Co-
herence has a strong negative correlation with “the victim mentality” 
(Fenichel, 1945; Zur, 1994). SOC is defined (Antonovsky, 1987) as a glob-
al orientation that expresses the extent to which one has a pervasive, en-
during though dynamic feeling of confidence that the world is comprehen-
sive, manageable and meaningful. Comprehensibility (cognitive element) 
refers to the extent to which individuals perceive stimuli deriving from in-
side or outside themselves as clear, ordered, structured and consistent. The 
cognitive perception makes it possible to anticipate and find future events 
structured, predictable and explicable. Manageability (behavioural ele-
ment) refers to the extent to which individuals experience life situations as 
bearable or manageable, or even as new challenges. Individuals base the 
feeling of manageability on their experiences of control (their own or oth-
ers) over the environment and they trust that the challenges posed by eve-
ryday life can be met. Meaningfulness (emotional and motivational ele-
ment) refers to the extent to which individuals feel that life is making 
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sense on an emotional and not just a cognitive level. It refers to the sense 
of importance and value inherent in events and the feeling that these are 
worthy of investment and engagement. A person who has a high Sense of 
Coherence is deeply rooted in reality, experiences one’s self as a coherent 
part of the world and is more likely to realize the importance of emotions 
(Kalimo & Vuori, 1990; Vuori, 1994). Individuals with high SOC have a 
realistic, deciding, outward judgment of good or bad, while maintaining an 
inward focus on the facts applicable to immediate circumstances (Du Toit 
et al., 2005). In general resilient people deal with emotionally difficult 
problems proactively, and give themselves time to self-reflection (de Vries, 
1990). 

2.2.2.2 Self-awareness, a strong predictor of humility and self-improvement 

Self-awareness, humility and self-improvement are predictors of effective 
leader functioning (e.g Avolio & Gardner, 2005; Arvonen, 2006; Goleman, 
1998; de Vries, 1990. Defined as a process of introspection to understand 
the multifaceted nature of the self and make meaning of the outside world, 
self-awareness provides a solid basis for leaders’ decisions and actions 
(Gardner, et al., 2005). Hence, self-awareness is not just about the ability to 
understand one’s own feelings, motives, values, strengths and weaknesses, 
it also includes the understanding of the world around you. Self-
understanding occurs always in the light of the others, in relation with the 
others, according to Ricoeur (Ihde, 1971). Consequently, comparisons be-
tween self-evaluation and the evaluative feedback of others (here co-
workers) may identify the discrepancy between the actual reality as it is 
perceived by others and self-perception. Such comparison is posited to be 
an indicator of self-awareness (Atwater & Yammarino, 1997). High agree-
ment between self-evaluation and the evaluative feedback of others indi-
cates a high level of self-awareness and self-underrating may indicate sense 
of humility. The Control Theory links self-awareness and self-regulation 
(Carver, & Scheier, 1981). Numerous researchers have emphasized the sig-
nificance of self-perception to achieve self-regulation and self-improvement 
(e.g., Bass, 1985; Gardner, et al., 2005; Avolio & Gardner, 2005). 

2.2.3 Leadership responsibility – leaders’ behaviours evaluated by co-workers 

2.2.3.1 Laissez-faire behaviour, a strong predictor of leadership responsibility  

Laissez-faire leadership (Bass, 1990) is defined as avoiding leadership du-
ties and responsibilities. It is a French expression and means “leave it 
alone”. Leaders exhibit indifference or a kind of cowardice, avoiding to 
take stand in difficult and important questions, avoiding making necessary 



       

 

  35 

decision or avoiding to take responsibility for decisions. This also means a 
lack of supportive leadership; no attempt is made to motivate subordinates, 
or to recognize and satisfy their needs. As was mentioned earlier, laissez-
faire is associated with stressful environments and ambiguity, high levels of 
dysfunctional interpersonal conflicts and bullying (Hyde et al., 2006; 
Skogstad et al., 2007; Tollgerdt-Andersson, 1996).  

2.2.3.2 Capacity to Cope with Stress, a strong predictor of resilience to stress 

Capacity to Cope with Stress refers to two aspects. The first one is problem-
focussed coping (Lazarus, 1991, 1999) which involves addressing the prob-
lem that causes distress and includes the ability to grasp new information 
during stress, to overview ambiguous situations or to handle different issues 
simultaneously, etc. The second one is emotion-focussed coping skills, 
which aims at ameliorating the negative emotions associated with the prob-
lem (Lazarus, 1991, 1999). Examples of this are positive reappraisal, dis-
tancing, relaxation, etc. Capacity to Cope with Stress can be seen as a “neg-
ative capability” (Grint, 2010) namely, the ability to remain comfortable 
with uncertainty and ambiguity.  

2.3 THE CONCEPT OF PSYCHOSOCIAL AND BIOLOGICAL STRESS  

As predictors of stress related health in the co-workers, research in the pre-
sent thesis has investigated both several aspects of psychosocial as well as 
biological responses to stress. Regarding our research question, if the Shib-
boleth concept would affect the leaders to assume more responsibility, it 
should improve the total psychosocial climate in the work groups resulting 
in beneficial changes in the co-workers. More specifically, the changes in 
the leaders’ attitudes and behaviours were expected to activate beneficial at-
titudes and behavioural changes in their co-workers and be reflected not just 
in their stress related psychological health, but also in biological process-
es/endocrine status.  

Five aspects of psychosocial responses to stress were investigated and two 
aspects of biological stress. These variables seem to be of particular im-
portance and some of them have been identified to correlate to poor leader-
ship style. It is argued that self-esteem, covert coping and poor mental 
health (comprising emotional exhaustion, sleep disturbance and depressive 
symptoms) are particularly relevant given our general research question as 
well as DHEA-S (a anabolic hormone) and cortisol (a catabolic hormone). 
These aspects are of course intimately inter-correlated.  
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Figure 3 The concept of psychosocial and biological stress health in this 
thesis 

Psychosocial and biological stress measured in the present thesis can be 
summarized as follows: 

2.3.1 Performance-based self-esteem  

Performance-based self-esteem refers to one type of contingent self-worth 
where self-esteem primarily built on accomplishments and “doing” rather 
than on “being” (Hallsten et al., 2005). According to Hallsten et al, (2005) 
performance-based self-esteem constitutes a vulnerability factor for high 
psychological strain and distress. Contingent self-esteem or performance-
based self-esteem can be correlated to emotional exhaustion (Pfenning & 
Husch, 1994 in Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998) and depressive mood after 
failure (Crocker et al., 2003). People with low self-esteem tend to less ac-
tively cope with setbacks (Schuetz, 1998). Research has shown that the re-
lationship between work stressors and distress is almost entirely mediated 
through self-esteem (Cole et al., 2001). According to Brooker & Eakin 
(2001) and Stansfeld & Candy (2006), conflicts and poor social support and 
relations at work give rise to poor self-esteem. It can be assumed that the 
way leaders act towards employees may be critical for the employees’ sense 
of self-esteem.  
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2.3.2 Covert coping 

Covert coping is an indicator of patterns of avoidance in the work envi-
ronment occurring when one does not show the "aggressor" that one feels 
unfairly treated (Leineweber et al., 2011). According to Harburg et al. 
(1973) covert coping refers “to a strategy of walking away from the con-
flict dealing with it indirectly and introvertly”. There is evidence to show 
that covert coping is related to signs of coronary heart disease, high blood 
pressure, as well as increased rates of sickness absence (Theorell et al., 
2000: Härenstam et al., 2000).  Moreover, covert coping is strongly related 
to increased risk of cardiovascular disease and risk of future heart attack 
or heart-related death (Leineweber et al., 2011). 

2.3.3 Poor mental health 

2.3.3.1 Emotional exhaustion  

Emotional exhaustion is considered to be the most essential aspect of burn-
out and has also been found to be the most strongly related to long-term 
psychosocial work stress (Maslach & Jackson 1981; Brenninkmeijer & 
VanYperen, 2003; Schaufeli, 1993). According to Hallsten et al. (2005) 
burnout occurs after unsuccessful self-esteem strivings. Emotional exhaus-
tion has also been found correlated to performance-based self-esteem 
(Pfenning & Husch, 1994 in Schaufeli & Enzmann, 1998). As mentioned 
earlier, several studies have reported association between leadership and 
employee burnout or emotional exhaustion (Hetland et al., 2007; Nyberg et 
al., 2005; Sheridan & Wredenburgh, 1979; Melchior et al., 1997; Mccain, 
1995).  

2.3.3.2 Sleep disturbance  

Sleep is easily disturbed and among the first symptoms to show when 
people are exposed to long-term psychosocial stress (Åkerstedt, 2006; 
Åkerstedt et al., 2007). Sleep disturbance results in lack of recovery and 
energy restoration (Kecklund & Åkerstedt, 2004). Recovery during sleep is 
particularly important for restoration (Robles & Carroll, 2011; Everson et 
al., 2005). Thus, impaired sleep is an important link between long-term 
stress and increased stress-related adverse health (Lennartsson, 2013). Sleep 
disturbance in the long run may turn into manifest disease (Ford & 
Kamerow, 1989; Nilsson et al., 2004; Ferrie et al., 2007).  



     

 38 

2.3.3.3 Depressive symptoms  

Depressive symptoms are regarded as a serious mental consequence of 
problematic psychosocial work environments particularly when there are 
disturbed social relationships. There is scientific evidence supporting the 
hypothesis that long-term psychosocial stress may play a significant role in 
the development of depression (Siegrist, 2008). Negative/poor social sup-
port, particularly from supervisor, can predict depression (Wang & Patten, 
2001; Gilbreath & Benson, 2004; Westerholm et al (2008). Westerholm et 
al. claim that also a relational injustice can activate the development of de-
pression in employees. A recent report (SBU, 2014) presents bullying, 
conflicts, relational injustice, low social support and job strain as strong 
predictors of depressive symptoms. Depressive symptoms have further-
more been found correlated to performance-based self-esteem (Crocker et 
al., 2003).  Consequently, it can be assumed that the leaders’ attitudes and 
behaviours may be critical for a possible development of employees’ de-
pressive symptoms. 

2.3.4 Biological stress 

We utilized anabolic as well as catabolic hormones as neurobiological pre-
dictors of work related psychosocial stress. The consequences of long-term 
psychosocial stress have been shown to influence both cortisol and DHEA-
S. DHEA-S and cortisol could be used as markers of regenerative and pro-
tective (anabolic) activity. According to the hypothesis the secretion of both 
cortisol and DHEA-S was expected to develop in a beneficial way as a re-
sult of the Shibboleth intervention. There are studies that show that both 
cortisol (Theorell et al., 2001) and DHEA-S levels could be markedly im-
proved as an effect of interventions aiming to reduce psychological stress or 
improve psychosocial conditions (Hasson et al., 2005; Johansson & 
Uneståhl, 2006; Arnetz et al., 1983; McCraty et al., 1998; Antoni, 2003; 
Carlson et al., 2004).  

2.4 THE CONCEPT OF “INSIDE” PERSPECTIVE ON SHIBBOLETH 

The statistical examination of the putative changes in the leaders and their 
co-workers induced by Shibboleth cannot clarify why and how the effects 
have occurred. What is hidden by the statistics may be revealed through a 
detailed analysis of the psychological processes taking place in the individ-
ual leader both during the intervention program as well as after it ended. 
Such “inside perspective” may provide a deeper understanding of the psy-
chological development processes in each participating leader and the 
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meaning it has had for her and him. Thereby, the key characteristics of the 
Shibboleth concept that constitute its impact core seen through the eyes of 
each leader will be elucidated. Discovering this key structure that shaped 
the participants’ experiences gives necessary knowledge of the conditions 
that underlie the previously observed transformative effect. Such a system-
atic investigation can help clarifying the underlying conditions for success-
ful training programmes in general. 

 

 

        Figure 4 The concept of “inside” perspective on the Shibboleth 
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3 AIMS
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The overall aim of this thesis was to investigate the capability of an exper-
imental, art-based leadership concept, Shibboleth, to counteract poor lead-
ership and thereby prevent human suffering.  The specific aims of each 
study were:  

Study I: to investigate the putative impact of the Shibboleth concept on 
the leaders’ and transferred effects on their co-workers’ psychological, 
behavioural and biological level of stress.  

Study II: to investigate the impact of Shibboleth on the leaders’ in-
trapersonal and interpersonal development. Two aspects of personality, 
pro-social motivation and psychological resilience, as well as two aspects 
of behaviour evaluated by the co-workers, laissez-faire leadership and ina-
bility to cope with stress, were examined. 
 
Study III: to investigate the impact of Shibboleth on the leaders’ level of 
self-awareness, humility and self-improvement. 
 
Study IV: to investigate the leaders’ subjective experiences of Shibboleth 
and the meaning it had for them. Such investigation of psychological pro-
cesses taking place in the individual leader aims to gain knowledge about 
how the putative effects of Shibboleth could occur, and thereby elucidate 
the characteristics that constitute the impact core of the Shibboleth con-
cept.  
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4 METHODS 
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4.1 OVERALL STUDY DESIGN  

The Shibboleth concept was investigated in a prospective, randomized, 
controlled study, where it was compared with a conventional leadership 
development program. The aspiration was to explore putative effects of 
the two programmes not only on the leaders themselves but also trans-
ferred effects to the leaders’ co-workers (who did not attend the interven-
tion programs) with regard particularly to stress related health develop-
ment. Thus, beyond the participating leaders’ subjective evaluations of the 
intervention, their psychological and behavioural changes were evaluated 
both by the participants themselves as well as their co-workers. In addition 
to these three individual levels, we examined transferred effects of leader-
ship training on the organizations concerned; A triangulation method com-
bining biological, psychological and behavioural outcome measures was 
utilised. Statistical as well as qualitative data were collected. Finally, two 
evaluation occasions were performed which made it possible to follow up 
the long-term effects of the two programs. Data was collected on three oc-
casions:  

1. Pre-test, before the study started  
2. Post-test I, 12 months after the baseline (approximately two month 

after the end of the intervention)  
3. Post-test II, 18 months after the baseline (approximately nine/ten 

months after the end of the intervention)  

Initially, all participating leaders attended a conventional leadership train-
ing lasting for two day. Afterwards, the two respective groups were 
formed and their interventions started. Both programs included twelve 
three-hour sessions during ten months. 
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 Figure 5 Overall study design  

4.2 PARTICIPANTS AND PROCEDURE  

Inclusion criteria for participating were a managerial position with at least 
four subordinates. 50 leaders were recruited, who represented a wide vari-
ety of professional fields. Recruitment was made through different chan-
nels; voluntary organizations at the Swedish Armed Forces, Reserve Of-
ficers Union and the Swedish Criminal Investigation Department – 13 per-
sons, The National Swedish Trade Union for Leaders – 15 persons, adver-
tisement in a daily newspaper – 20 persons. Among others, the following 
professional fields were represented:  education, medical care, police cul-
ture, religious service, business, information technology, etc. All subjects 
were informed that they would be randomly allocated to one of two differ-
ent leadership programs; however, they were not informed about the con-
tent of these programs. If they did not accept the planned randomization 
and the fact that repeated tests and examinations with drawing of venous 
blood would take place on three occasions during a period exceeding one 
year, they were asked not to participate. The objectives of the study were 
explained to all participants and written consent was obtained from them 
and their co-workers.  

A blinded randomization was made. Sex, occupation, and age were 
matched in 25 pairs of participants. The members of each pair were ran-
domized into either Shibboleth or conventional intervention. There was no 
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accumulation of leaders within one organization. The researchers who per-
formed the randomization were blinded during the process. Sex distribu-
tion was equal in the two groups, 15 females and ten males and the aver-
age age was 48 in the two groups. Despite the preparations, before the two 
interventions had started and their contents were known, two subjects in 
the art group withdrew. At this stage it was not possible to perform a new 
randomization. The number of participants was based on a similar inter-
vention study showing that approximately 20 individuals in each group 
may give enough statistical power (Wikström, et al., 1993). 

Each participating leader was asked to select four of their co-workers. The 
co-workers did not participate in the intervention programs themselves. 
Their role was to rate behaviours of their leaders before the study started, 
after the end of the intervention and nine months later. In addition, possi-
ble psychological and biological stress related health changes in the co-
workers themselves were also evaluated. If changes in the co-workers had 
been induced, these would provide indirect support that significant chang-
es in leader behaviour had occurred. 

The leaders and their subordinates had to fill in a questionnaire concerning 
psychological health and to leave a blood sample before the study started, 
after the end of the interventions (at 12 months) and finally 9 months later. 
The time for blood sampling was in the morning between 8 and 10 
o’clock. The subjects were asked to eat a normal breakfast. Licensed nurs-
es drew blood samples in the supine position from an antecubital vein. 
The specimens were centrifuged after half an hour and the samples were 
sent to the laboratory at the Karolinska Hospital. For biological data and 
self-rated psychological health the numbers at baseline were 108 (23 lead-
ers, 85 co-workers) in the Shibboleth group and 123 (25 leaders, 98 co-
workers) in the conventional group.  

The leaders themselves rated their behaviour and an additional set of psy-
chological tests was conducted in order to examine possible changes in the 
leaders’ intrapersonal and interpersonal development. Individual diaries 
from each session in the Shibboleth group were collected. This enabled us 
to follow the psychological processes induced in the leaders during the 
whole education program.  

After the education ended, all the participants were ask to evaluate 
(“course” evaluation) the intervention program on two occasions, at 12 
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months and finally 9 months later. In addition interviews were performed 
also on two occasions, at 12 months and finally 9 months later. The inter-
view data represent eight subjects randomly selected in the first follow-up 
and are supplemented with five more in the second follow-up (21 inter-
views altogether). The interviews were recorded and transcribed.  

Due to strong discomfort one participant decided to leave the Shibboleth 
program after a few sessions. Two other participants did not like the con-
cept, but continued to participate. Three participants in the conventional 
group were lost because they were unwilling to continue. Consequently 
the corresponding co-workers of the leaders that left the program also 
were lost. 

4.3 PRE-INTERVENTION 

Initially, all participants attended a developmental leadership program 
lasting for two days. This standard concept developed by The National 
Swedish Defence College (Larsson, 2006) is theoretically based on trans-
formational leadership. Three different groups were formed for this pur-
pose and the participants had the opportunity to choose an appropriate 
course date. At this stage this grouping had no correlation to the two ran-
domised groups (Shibboleth and conventional). This initial leadership 
training was aimed to provide all participating leaders with the same pre-
understanding of the leadership subject and as far as possible to create 
equal conditions between the two intervention groups by balancing any 
differences before the start of their respective intervention programs 
(Shibboleth and conventional). 

4.4 SHIBBOLETH CONCEPT  

The elements of this method have been applied previously as a pilot pro-
ject in conventional programs. An interview study showed that the Shib-
boleth method had benefited the participants’ ability to make active choic-
es, which could change their own and their surrounding situation (Johans-
son, 2006). 

Prior to the start of the intervention the participants did not receive any in-
formation about the content of the program or about the other participants; 
nor did they get an opportunity to introduce themselves. No self-enhanced 
efforts, ready-made solutions, or instrumental attempts other than the ar-
tistic were conveyed. Each intervention session were performed according 
to following pedagogical model. Time estimation is approximate: 
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§ a written reflection session lasting a few minutes 
§ watching a Shibboleth performance, 60–70 min 
§ a written reflection session lasting a few minutes 
§ guided group reflection, 40 min 
§ free talk in smaller groups, 30 min 
§ guided group reflection, 30 min 
§ a written reflection session lasting a few minutes 

After a few days the participants received a discussion summary and the 
moderator’s reflections about the performance. Four out of the twelve per-
formances were repeated after six months. The content of the performanc-
es had no obvious connection to leadership subjects. The performances, 
except the fourth and the last one, had not been created especially for this 
leadership education. The performances had been shown in an art context 
without connection to leadership before they were used in this research 
project. The fourth performance (before the three-month long summer 
break), and the last performance was a summing up, meta-performance: 
the group’s past process and discussions were reflected through well cho-
sen, appropriate texts taken from earlier performances interspersed with 
participants’ and moderators own statements and reflections during group 
discussions.  

4.4.1 Shibboleth performance 

The artistic core of the Shibboleth concept, the Shibboleth performance, is 
an new concept comprising a collage of short and often contrasting 
phrases of poetry, prose, documentary texts and philosophical reflections 
interspersed with (recorded) music into an artistic whole. In an intensive 
ensemble of contradiction, the music and the text flowed in a polyphonic 
stream with continuous changes between the different art genres. This ar-
tistically condensed texture of the performance is dreamlike; complex, 
fragmented and nonlinear, with unexpected shifts of different moods. Two 
actors, completely unadorned, read only the text alone on a stage, alter-
nately in an animated undulating and rhythmical manner, with rapid and 
unpredictable oscillation between each other. The text phrases in each per-
formance were based on quotations from various text sources (from three 
to 20 different authors), which were subsequently cut and pasted together 
to form a new piece with a new meaning. Among others, the following 
writers were represented: Fernando Pessoa, Georges Perec, Elfriede Jelin-
ek, Fyodor Dostoyevsky, Etty Hillesum, Franz Kafka, Edmond Jabès, 
Emil Cioran, Vladimir Majakovskij, etc. The performances could contain 
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up to 35 different music pieces; mostly art music from baroque to more 
avant-garde, but even world music such as romani, klezmer or fado music. 
The music linked the text phrases into an artistic whole and carried the 
performance; sometimes music was an integrated whole with the text and 
sometimes an independent element. Through unique, deeply moving or 
harrowing life destinies and testimonies, a broad spectrum of universal 
human experiences, disadvantage, injustice and suffering was portrayed: 
genocide (the Holocaust, the Gulag, and Rwanda), humiliation, abuse of 
power, multiple personality, sexual assault, loneliness, etc. But also their 
opposites: love, compassion, resistance, believes in God, courage, dignity, 
meaningfulness, etc. 

4.4.2 Group reflection sessions 

There were two reflection sessions in the whole group guided by a moder-
ator. The first session (40 min) was held after the performance, followed 
by chat in smaller groups (30 min), and finally a sum-up guided reflection 
in the whole group (30 min). Beyond the sentence “what is on your mind”, 
no other instructions were conveyed to the participants. No references to 
leadership or to participants’ professional or personal concerns or interests 
were made. The participants were given the opportunity to freely express 
their reactions, thoughts and feelings and their associations or interpreta-
tions. A moderator carefully guided the group, but the participants decided 
the focus of discussion and choice of topics. The topics raised by partici-
pants in group were e.g.: good and evil, meaningfulness, free will and per-
sonal responsibility, the courage to stand up for one’s belief and to inter-
vene when somebody gets humiliated, what makes it possible for ordinary 
people to become mass murderers, etc. 

4.4.3 Written reflection sessions 

Written reflection was initiated by the sentence “write down what is on 
your mind”, no other instructions were conveyed to the participants. The 
three short sessions of writing lasted a few minutes. The participants were 
asked to write: 

§ in the beginning to switch focus and to raise the level of attention (the 
leaders rushed to the meetings directly after a workday) 

§ directly after the performance, to capture their first spontaneous 
impressions and interpretations and to prepare for and facilitate further 
group reflection (the group size of about 20 people was not optimally 
suited for reflection)  
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§ at the end, after group discussions, they got the opportunity to 
summarize impressions but also to close the meeting and return to the 
initial mode.  

These written reflections (diaries) were anonymous (tagged by the partici-
pants in an unidentifiable way) were collected after each session and were 
given back to participants on the subsequent occasion. 

4.5 CONVENTIONAL LEADERSHIP PROGRAM 

The conventional leadership program was based upon The Swedish Na-
tional Defence College’s pedagogical model (Lindholm, 2006). The theo-
retical approach was transformational leadership (Burns, 1978; Larsson, 
2006). Numerous studies have shown that transformational leadership is 
positively related to performance measures and that it is also related to 
good employee health (Berson & Avolio, 2004; Gerstner & Day, 1997; 
Howell and Avolio, 1993). The program conveyed leadership values 
based upon practical experiences in Scandinavian leadership training, 
which means that the emphasis was on democracy, employee participa-
tion, group functioning, communication, feedback, etc. The conventional 
program’s overall purpose was to counteract poor leadership: through the-
oretical knowledge and training of practical skills, increase the partici-
pant’s readiness to be more proactive in practice and initiate improvement 
processes at their workplace. Emphasis was put on practicing the newly 
learnt behaviour and knowledge in their organizations during the interven-
tion program. 

Prior to the start of the intervention the participants received detailed in-
formation about the whole programme: purpose, overall goal and sub-
targets and specified content of each session with references to the course 
literature. They also received a list of each other’s e-mail addresses and 
the two teachers’ contact. In the beginning of the education program, each 
participant was given an opportunity to a deeper personal presentation to 
the group during approximately 15 min.  

Each intervention session were performed according to the following ped-
agogical model. The time estimation is approximate: 

§ a lecture, 50 – 60 min 
§ discussion in the whole group, 30 min  
§ conversation in smaller groups, 40 – 60 min 
§ group exercises, 30 – 40 min  
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§ summing-up refletion, 30 min  
§ individual assignments 

The last session was a summing up of the whole program: theoretical re-
view of “cores” in the course, summary of the group’s past process and 
group discussions. 

4.5.1 Lecture 

The intent was to gain understanding of contemporary leadership princi-
ples and theories. Various psychological and sociological explanatory 
models describing how organizations, groups and individuals function to-
gether have been introduced. The lectures typically concerned organiza-
tional and leadership theories, including the psychodynamic perspective, 
social/group psychology, learning processes and pedagogy, decision-
making and sense-making processes, change and network management, 
and communication techniques, and other components in a leader toolbox 
(Ashkenas et al., 1998; Bolman & Deal, 1997; Brehmer, 2005; Clemeds-
son, 2003; Svedberg, 2007). Established metaphors were introduced to de-
scribe and explain various mechanisms and problems within leadership 
topics (Albinsson, 1998; Andersson & Johansson, 1997). 

4.5.2 Group discussion 

After the theory lecture there was a joint reflection involving the whole 
group on the topics in the lecture. The purpose of group discussions was to 
apply the aforementioned theories and tools to the actual world and the 
participants’ own experiences. Participants were asked to describe their 
personal leadership experiences from their organizations with regard to 
the subject in the lecture.  

4.5.3 Conversation in smaller groups  

During the free dialogue in small groups the main principle was to focus 
on the individual participants’ professional issues and needs. The partici-
pants could exchange their professional experiences, problems and con-
siderations. They also received and gave feedback to each other and could 
discuss different points of views and different solutions to their experi-
enced leadership situations.  

4.5.4 Group exercises 

Participants received practical training on a variety of leadership situa-
tions. They were faced with unexpected and unclear, adaptive exercise sit-
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uations that required forming own imagination and judgment of what is 
the meaning of the task and what the results may be, and how it should be 
implemented. An example of such situations was a task to organize the 
group in order to optimize group competence, which means to practice re-
sponsiveness to and understanding of each other’s capabilities (Hane & 
Wennberg, 2004). The participants also practiced other situations such as 
to be listeners or to be moderators in a focus group etc. 

4.5.5 Individual assignments  

Individual assignments were given and discussed in the following group 
discussion. Thereby, during the whole program, the participants had the 
opportunity to practice the new learned methods and behaviours in their 
workplaces and to report back on the next meeting.  

4.6 DATA SOURCES 

4.6.1.1 Quantitative data – leaders and co-workers 

§ Blood samples for the measurements of hormones:  
o Cortisol, a catabolic hormone 
o DHEA -S, a anabolic hormone 

§ Questionnaire data for the measurements of self-reported poor health, 
self-esteem, and coping strategy 

§ Behaviour assessments (leaders self-rating and co-workers rating of 
their leaders) for the measurements of Laissez-faire leadership, Capacity 
to cope with stress, self-awareness, humility and self-improvement   

4.6.1.2 Quantitative data – only leaders  

§ Psychological tests for the measurements of pro-social motivation  
§ Psychological tests for the measurements of psychological resilience  

4.6.1.3 Qualitative data – leaders 

§ “Diary”, the written reflection during each Shibboleth session  
§ Interviews  
§ Written course evaluations  
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Figure 6 Data sources 

4.7 ETHICAL APPROVALS 

The Regional Ethical Review of Research Board at the Karolinska Insti-
tutet approved this study. Participation was voluntary. Confidentiality and 
anonymity were assured. Individual, personal feedback was provided to 
all participated leaders with regard to their progress during the study. Eve-
rybody who left blood samples got information about findings in their 
blood status at baseline and at follows up. For all those who were some-
how involved in the study, information meetings about findings were held 
on two occasions. 

4.8 MEASURES 

4.8.1 Overall description 

The research presented in this thesis represents an interdisciplinary ap-
proach and thereby builds upon different research traditions; natural science 
tradition, behavioural and personality research, leadership research as well 
as humanistic, qualitative research. This cross-disciplinary approach is of 
course reflected in the selection of methods, instruments and variables for 
evaluation.  
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Study I take its point of departure in natural science and the chosen varia-
bles are based on research of health effects of the psychosocial work envi-
ronment and research of physiological effects of psychological stress.  

The chosen instruments and dimensions in studies II and III take their start-
ing point in behavioural research and research in personality as well as 
leadership and leadership development research.  

Study IV is based on humanistic, qualitative research and combines a phe-
nomenological, psychological and hermeneutical research tradition. 

4.8.2 The concept of leader responsibility 

In studies II and III the impact of the intervention programs on the leaders’ 
intrapersonal and interpersonal development with respect to pro-social re-
sponsibility, self-responsibility and leadership responsibility were investi-
gated: 

§ Pro-social responsibility:  
o Agreeableness using NEO-PI-R personality inventory (study II) 

§ Self-responsibility:  
o Sense of Coherence using OLQ-13, Orientation to Life 

Questionnaire (study II) 
o Self-awareness, humility and self-improvement using SOA, “self-

other rating agreement” and DLQ, Development Leadership model 
questionnaire (study III)   

§ Leadership responsibility:  
o Laissez-faire leadership using DLQ, Development Leadership 

model questionnaire (study II) 
o Capacity to Cope with Stress using DLQ, Development Leadership 

model questionnaire  (study II) 

According to the Development Leadership model, DLQ (Larsson et al. 
2003), Sense of Coherence and Agreeableness can be regarded aspects of 
“basic prerequisites.” These affect the potential to develop “desirable 
competencies” such as Capacity to cope with stress. The combination of 
individual basic prerequisites and competences are labelled leader charac-
teristics and shapes, in interaction with a multitude of contextual charac-
teristics, leadership behaviours, including Laissez-faire leadership. It is 
argued that Sense of Coherence, Agreeableness, Capacity to cope with 
stress and Laissez-faire leadership are particularly relevant given our gen-
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eral research question.  

4.8.2.1 Pro-social responsibility – Agreeableness using NEO-PI-R  

Agreeableness, which promotes pro-social behaviour, is a major interper-
sonal dimension in the five-factor model of personality (Costa & McCrae, 
1992b; Graziano & Eisenberg, 1997). The Big-Five Personality includes 
the following factors: Neuroticism, Extraversion, Openness, Agreeable-
ness and Conscientiousness (McCrae & Costa, 1996, 1999). Of the five 
dimensions, only Agreeableness and Extraversion deal with social interac-
tion. While Extraversion is about social impact, Agreeableness deals with 
motives for maintaining positive interpersonal relations; therefore Agree-
ableness is in focus in the present research (Jensen-Campbell & Graziano, 
2001). In contrast to the other four factors in the model, which show sub-
stantial genetic influence, Agreeableness seems to have a low estimated 
heritability and thereby has been shown to be influenced by socialization 
processes (Bergeman et al., 1993; Koestner et al., 1990). Based on this we 
expected to influence Agreeableness. 

A personality inventory NEO-PI-R (Costa & McCrae, 1992b) was used to 
measure Agreeableness. NEO-PI-R is “the most elaborated and empirical-
ly validated model” and probably the most widely accepted model of per-
sonality structure (John & Srivastava, 1999). We used the official Swedish 
version of the Revised NEO Personality Inventory (McCrae & Costa, 
1996). Agreeableness consists of six facets: Trust, Straightforwardness, 
Altruism, Compliance, Modesty and Tender-Mindedness. Each facet is as-
sessed by eight statements/items, 48 items altogether. The items were 
scored in accordance with the NEO-PI-R manual. Each item was scored 
on a five-point Likert scale with two endpoints “Strongly disagree” and 
“Strongly agree.” Individual raw scores were computed and converted to 
standard scores for males and females. In the Swedish NEO-PI-R version 
T-score norms show results in comparison to the Swedish general popula-
tion considering the age group and gender. 

4.8.2.2 Self-responsibility 

4.8.2.2.1 Sense of Coherence using OLQ-13 

The Sense of Coherence questionnaire (Antonovsky, 1987) was used to 
measure personality factors, which promote coping with demanding situa-
tions. SOC is expected to be heritable and stable over time. However, 
changes in SOC through drastic life events have been found (Kivimaki et 
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al., 2002; Schnyder et al., 2000). Based on this we expected to influence 
SOC. SOC consists of three components – comprehensibility, manageabil-
ity, and meaningfulness. The reliability and validity of the SOC have been 
demonstrated across cultures, social classes, ethnic, gender and age 
groups. The empirical evidence based on a systematic review of the con-
temporary research in different groups within many areas of practice sup-
ports the theory (Antonovsky, 1993, 1996; Eriksson & Lindstrom, 2005, 
2006; Feldt et al., 2007). We assessed SOC using the short version 13-
item Orientation to Life Questionnaire (OLQ-13). Each item was scored 
on a seven-point Likert scale with two endpoints “1= Never happened” 
and 7 = “Always happened.” The total scores on the OLQ are obtained by 
adding the scores obtained on each of the three dimensions. Antonovsky’s 
intention was to use the SOC questionnaire as a measurement of the 
whole, not examining the three subscales separately. The sum of the 
scores ranged from 13 (weak SOC) to 91 (strong SOC).  

4.8.2.2.2 Self-awareness, humility and self-improvement using SOA 

To operationalize the hypothesis regarding increased self-awareness, hu-
mility and self-improvement in the leaders, the “self-other rating agree-
ment” was applied. The co-workers ratings of the leaders’ Laissez-faire 
leadership and Capacity to cope with stress using DLQ were compared 
with the leaders self-ratings of the same. 

The “self- other rating agreement”, SOA (Atwater & Yammarino, 1997), 
is posited to be an indicator of self-awareness. The SOA defines self-
awareness as the degree of congruence between a leader’s self-ratings and 
others’ ratings of the leaders – the greater the agreement, the greater the 
self-awareness. The SOA has been used similarly in previous research 
(Demerouti et al., 2011). The use of the SOA is widespread and has 
spurred a wealth of research (e.g., Fleenor et al., 2010). We utilize the 
comparison between leaders’ self-ratings and co-workers’ ratings of lead-
ers. As self-ratings alone are likely to be biased in the inflated direction 
(Ashford, 1989; Yammarino & Atwater, 1993), co-workers estimates are 
considered to be more accurate and necessary in the evaluation of leaders’ 
performance (Bass, 1990; Halverson et al., 2005). 

The direction of disagreement (over- or under-rating) is of great im-
portance. Self-overvaluation – higher self-ratings than other-ratings – in-
dicates distorted self-awareness and an inflated sense of self-importance 
which is deemed to mirror hubris or narcissism (Judge et al., 2006). Given 
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the increased self-awareness, also tendencies to hubris should be reduced.  

The SOA appears to be related to several constructive performances, in-
cluding leadership effectiveness (e.g., Fleenor et al., 2010). The Control 
Theory links the self-other agreement to self-awareness and self-
regulation (Carver, & Scheier, 1981). Numerous researchers have empha-
sized the significance of self-perception to achieve self-regulation and 
self-improvement (e.g., Bass, 1985; Gardner et al., 2005).  

4.8.2.3 Leadership responsibility using DLQ 

The Development Leadership model, DLQ questionnaire  (Larsson, 2006), 
was used for the measurements of Laissez-fair leadership and Capacity to 
cope with stress. The co-workers have rated leaders’ behaviours. DLQ 
was constructed to measure the developmental leadership model (Swedish 
version of transformational leadership) and has been adopted for use in the 
Swedish Armed Forces. DLQ has acceptable psychometric properties and 
is empirically supported. Each item was scored on a nine-point Likert 
scale with two endpoints 1 = “Never or almost never happened” and 9 = 
“Very often or always happened”. 

4.8.2.3.1 Laissez-fair leadership  

Laissez-faire leadership (Bass, 1990) is defined by avoiding leadership du-
ties and responsibilities. The frequency of leaders’ expressed laissez-faire 
behaviour was assessed by means of five items (avoid taking a stand on 
important issues; indifferent, perform duties without bother; avoid respon-
sibility when a task must be done; avoid making necessary decisions; do 
not take responsibility for decisions). A mean score was calculated of the 
sums of the co-workers for each leader.  

4.8.2.3.2 Capacity to cope with stress  

Capacity to cope with stress refers to two aspects: problem-focussed cop-
ing and emotion-focussed coping skills (Lazarus, 1991, 1999). The fre-
quency of leaders’ expressed laissez-faire behaviour was assessed by 
means of five items in the DLQ (three problem-focussed coping and two 
emotion-focussed coping). A mean score was calculated of the sums of the 
subordinates for each leader. 

4.8.3 The concept of psychosocial and biological health  

The impact of the intervention programs on stress related psychological, 
behavioural and biological development in the leaders as well as their co-



        

 

  57 

workers was examined in study I. Such investigation would elucidate the 
putative chain of subsequent influences from the intervention programs to 
the leaders and, in turn, from the leaders to co-workers. In accordance 
with our general hypothesis the leaders would improve their ability to as-
sume responsibility, which should improve the total psychosocial climate 
in the work groups both for the leaders themselves and for the co-workers. 
A wide spectrum of variables was explored, psychological, behavioural 
and biological:  

§ Performance-based self-esteem 
§ Covert coping 
§ Poor mental health: emotional exhaustion, sleep disturbances and 

depressive symptoms 
§ Biologic stress: the plasma concentration of stress related hormones, 

catabolic (cortisol) and anabolic (DHEA-S) 

The SLOSH questionnaires were used for the measurements of perfor-
mance-based self-esteem, covert coping and poor mental health. 

4.8.3.1 Performance-based self-esteem  

Performance-based self-esteem has been established as an important cor-
relate of burnout among employees (Hallsten et al., 2005). A short index 
was used which comprised 4 items. However, factor analysis (with rota-
tion) showed that only 2 items had acceptable loadings (10.5). Therefore 
only the first 2 items (“I think that I sometimes try to prove my worth 
through my work” and “My self- esteem is far too dependent on my work 
achievements”) were used. Performance-based self-esteem has 2 items 
scored from 1 to 5 with higher scores signifying more performance-based 
self-esteem.  

4.8.3.2 Covert coping  

Covert coping is an indicator of patterns of avoidance in the work envi-
ronment occurring when one does not show the “aggressor” that one feels 
unfairly treated. The validity of the index has been established in previous 
research (Theorell et al., 2005). The covert coping scale is made up of 8 
items, each scored from 1 to 4 with higher scores signifying more covert 
coping.  

4.8.3.3 Emotional exhaustion  

Emotional exhaustion has been established as the most central aspect of 
burnout (Maslach & Jackson, 1981) and the most important dimension of 
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the Maslach Burnout Inventory, standardized for use in Sweden (Leiter & 
Maslach, 1999; Hanson et al., 2008). The emotional exhaustion scale has 
5 items, each scored from 1 to 6 with higher scores signifying less emo-
tional exhaustion. 

4.8.3.4 Sleep disturbance 

Sleep disturbance occurs when people are exposed to long-term stress. We 
used the summary measure of sleep disturbance from the Karolinska Sleep 
Questionnaire. The validity of the questionnaire has been established in 
extensive research (Åkerstedt et al., 2002). The sleep disturbance scale in-
cludes has 4 items, each scored from 1 to 6 with higher scores signifying 
more disturbed sleep.  

4.8.3.5 Depressive symptoms 

Depressive symptoms are regarded as a serious mental consequence of 
problematic psychosocial work environments. The scale used in the pre-
sent thesis was taken from the Hopkins Symptom Checklist, SCL-90 
(Lipmann, 1986).  The subscales focus on 6 items corresponding to the 6-
item Hamilton Depression subscale, using clinical validity as the primary 
selection criterion Bech, 2008; Hanson et al., 2008). The depressive symp-
toms scale comprises 6 items, each scored from 1 to 5 with higher scores 
signifying more depressive symptoms.  

4.8.3.6 Poor mental health index 

For the test of the main mental health hypothesis the 3 aforementioned 
(emotional exhaustion, sleep disturbance and depressive symptoms) scores 
were regarded as items in a new summary score based upon 15 items. Ex-
ploratory factor analysis indicated that they formed 1 dimension and a 
summary mean (mean of averages of 15 items) was calculated. An aver-
age was calculated from the items included in each dimension. For each 
score, if 20% of the items were missing, the whole score was regarded as 
missing; e.g. for dimensions which contain 2–4 items no missing response 
was accepted. 

4.8.3.7 Biology: Hormone assays  

Blood samples were collected for the measurements of serum concentration 
of the two stress related hormones, cortisol and DHEA-S. Cortisol and 
DHEA-S were analysed by means of electrochemical luminescence im-
munoassay using Modular 170 from Roche. For cortisol the within-assay 
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coefficient of variation was between 1.0 and 1.7%, and the total coeffi-
cient of variation between 1.4 and 2.2%. For DHEA-S the within-assay 
coefficient of variation was between 1.5 and 3.2% and the total coefficient 
of variation between 2.2 and 2.7%. 

Cortisol excretion has been established as an important indicator of energy 
mobilization. In particular, the morning serum or plasma concentration of 
cortisol has been found to be sensitive to adverse work environments 
(Theorell T, 2009). 

DHEA-S is a steroid with anabolic/regenerative effects (de la Torre 1994). 
It belongs to a group of steroids with increasing excretion/concentration 
during improving life conditions and vice versa. Good psychological envi-
ronments also may increase level of DHEA-S (Arnetz et al. 1983).  

4.8.4 The concept of “inside” perspective on Shibboleth 

As a complement to the statistical analyses, in order to gain a deeper un-
derstanding of the psychological processes induced in each leader during 
the intervention program and also after it ended, the leaders’ descriptions 
of their subjective experiences of Shibboleth were investigated in study 
IV. The experience structure and the structure of progress process were 
elucidated. This investigation reveals the key characteristics that consti-
tute Shibboleths’ impact core as it appears to the leaders. A detailed, 
qualitative analysis was based upon written reflections (“diary”) during 
each session and retrospectively written "course" evaluations, as well as 
interviews from follow-up, 12 and 18 months after start.  

4.9 STRATEGY OF ANALYSIS 

4.9.1 Study I 

Analyses of covariance for psychosocial and biological related health, 
ANCOVA for repeated measures, were performed to investigate the group 
differences, using initial value as covariate. In the hormone analyses age 
was added as a covariate since in particular DHEA-S has a highly signifi-
cant negative correlation with age. Greenhouse Geisser corrections were 
used in the calculation of significance levels. Adjustment for gender had 
no influence on the group effects. Since there were no baseline differences 
between the groups, only 2-way interactions were presented. Four differ-
ent analyses were conducted:   
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1. The main analysis included assessments at baseline and 18 months 
after the start, with the leaders and their corresponding co-workers 
together  

2. The second analysis included only subordinates, with assessments at 
baseline and 18 months. It was considered to be of importance to 
separate the co-workers from their leaders since they had not 
themselves participated in the intervention program. There were too 
few leaders for an analysis of leaders only.  

3. The third analysis focused leaders and their co-workers, and included 
all three assessments (baseline, 12 and 18 months) in one analysis.  

4. Finally, all subjects who participated in the biological or questionnaire 
evaluation regardless of whether they fulfilled our criteria for 
participating in the whole study evaluation, were analysed. Leaders 
and their subordinates were analysed together with assessments at 
baseline and 18 months. This analysis is closer than the other ones to 
the “intention to treat principle”. 

4.9.2 Study II 

The group differences in development of Agreeableness and SOC were 
analysed by ANCOVA for repeated measures. There were no significant 
baseline differences between the groups. Two different analyses that are 
presented:  

1. Main analysis; this analysis is in accordance with the main research 
question and includes assessments at baseline and 18 months after the 
baseline, nine months after the end of the intervention  

2. An analysis that included assessments at baseline and at 12 months  

For the DLQ data – Laissez-faire leadership and Capacity to cope with 
stress – only one comparison was made, between baseline and 12 months. 
First of all, it was not possible to perform subordinate assessments on 
leaders who had changed work groups after the 12-month follow-up alt-
hough their individual psychological data could still be used. Second, 
DLQ data were collected anonymously. Demands on anonymity were very 
strict for subordinate evaluations of leaders. Assessments were expressed 
as collective means from a given leader’s rating subordinates. After 18 
months it was not possible to guarantee that the group of assessing subor-
dinates was identical to the one doing the baseline assessments for the 
same leader since subjects had reportedly been added to replace drop outs. 
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4.9.3 Study III 

For SOA (self-other-rating agreement) the group differences were ana-
lysed by MANOVA mixed model tests. Three analyses were made for 
comparison of the two groups’ development over time (pre- and post-
measurements) regarding changes in:  

§ comparison of agreement between leaders’ self- ratings and 
subordinates’ ratings of leaders  

§ comparison of leaders’ self-ratings  
§ comparison of co-workers’ ratings of leaders 

4.9.4 Study IV 

A combined phenomenological-psychological and hermeneutical method 
(Karlsson, 1993) was used, which aimed at making explicit the meaning 
structure of the participants’ concrete descriptions of their experiences. 
This analysis can be described in three points:  

§ The phenomenological analysis of consciousness-as-intentionality 
(Husserl, 1977, 2012) divides experience analytically into a subject 
and an object pole. The subject constitutes the object pole, i.e., the 
subject bestows meaning upon the object. The intentionality is a 
general point of departure, in that all descriptions of experience are 
interpreted in terms of how the subject constitutes the object for the 
acts of consciousness.  

§ The phenomenological researcher is interested in the meaning of 
experiences, in light of the phenomenon being studied. The specific 
facts that the subjects’ descriptions contain e.g., a weight loss, are not 
of interest in themselves; the aim is to discover the meaning that it had 
for the person to lose weight, for instance, taking responsibility for 
one’s own health.  

§ The phenomenological analysis is based upon the experience itself. 
One can say that phenomenology uses an ‘“inside perspective’“, in the 
sense that one tries to avoid explaining experience with concepts and 
frames of reference that fall outside of the experience. A 
phenomenological analysis seeks to be as faithful as possible to the 
phenomenon in question. However, it is not a mere phenomenal 
description; one does not just reiterate experience, but rather specifies 
the necessary constituents (structure) needed for that particular 
phenomenon to be what it is.  
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5 SUMMARY AND RESULTS  
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5.1 STUDY I 

5.1.1 Summary 

We hypothesized that the Shibboleth program would have a stronger bene-
ficial effect than the conventional one on stress related psychosocial and 
biological variables in the leaders as well as their co-workers. The general 
hypothesis was that the leaders after some delay would take more respon-
sibility in difficult social situations, which should improve the total psy-
chosocial climate in the work groups, both for the leaders and for their co-
workers giving health rewarding effects. Our main research question 
therefore concerned leaders and co-workers together and was formulated 
for long-term comparison (at 18 months, 9 months after the intervention 
ended) because we expected secondary influences from the Shibboleth 
program effects on leaders to co-workers to be delayed.  

The hypothesis was confirmed and the findings showed a more beneficial 
long-term effect of the Shibboleth intervention compared to the conven-
tional approach on the leaders as well as their co-workers. Positive results 
for psychological, behavioural and biological parameters strengthened the 
findings. Nine months after the intervention ended, both the leaders at-
tending the Shibboleth intervention and their co-workers reported de-
creased poor mental health (emotional exhaustion, sleep disturbance and 
depressive symptoms), as well as enhanced self-esteem and covert coping. 
Moreover, a higher serum concentration of the regenerative/anabolic hor-
mone DHEA-S was observed in the Shibboleth leaders and the co-workers 
compared to the conventional group. No corresponding development was 
observed in the leaders in the conventional program and their co-workers. 

The findings in the co-workers only (without leaders) demonstrate a sig-
nificant differential development in the two groups of co-workers after the 
intervention programs. Both the co-workers of the leaders in the conven-
tional group and the co-workers of leaders in the Shibboleth group showed 
changes in their attitudes and behaviours as well as in mental and biologi-
cal health. However, the changes in the co-workers in the Shibboleth 
group demonstrated a positive development in contrast to the co-workers 
in the conventional group. The Shibboleth co-workers experienced an im-
proved self-esteem; an enhanced belief in their own worth not only based 
on performance. Their coping strategies in difficult, conflict situations im-
proved; according to themselves they developed more courage to openly 
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deal with unfair treatment not only in their relationship to the managers 
but also in their relationship to colleagues. They became happier, got more 
energy and slept better. In addition, all these psychosocial changes were 
also reflected and confirmed by changes in their stress endocrine status, 
indicated by the level of regenerative hormone DHEA-S. 

The total picture of the changes is logically consistent. The positive find-
ings in the co-workers demonstrate a powerful, transferred effect in them 
of their leaders’ participation in the Shibboleth intervention program. The 
findings indicate that the Shibboleth intervention induced beneficial 
changes in the leaders’ attitudes and behaviours and that these changes are 
likely to have influenced their relationship with their co-workers in such a 
way and to such an extent that this could explain the changes that the co-
workers reported in themselves as well as the changes in their hormone 
concentration.  

The art-based intervention, in contrast to the conventional program, 
was shown to generate beneficial psychological and biological pro-
cesses in both the leaders and the co-workers. This is the first re-
search to show that the link between changes in behaviour (in leaders) 
by virtue of aesthetic experiences could be reflected by transferred ef-
fect in psychological and neurobiological resilience processes (in fol-
lowers) leading to health-promoting effects.  
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5.1.2 Figures: Hormones, poor mental health, coping and self-esteem 

 

Figure 7 DHEA-S                                       Figure 8 Poor mental health index 

 

Figure 9 Performance-based self-esteem  Figure 10 Covert coping 

Figure 6 – 9. Results of ANCOVA interaction analyses. Main analysis in-
cludes assessments at baseline and 18 months after the start, with the lead-
ers and their corresponding co-workers together. Poor mental health = 
sum of emotional exhaustion, sleep disturbance and depressive symptoms.  

5.1.3 Outcomes 

5.1.3.1 Biological outcomes  

For serum DHEA-S, regardless of analysis version there was a significant 
interaction with benefits to the Shibboleth group. After 18 months DHEA-
S concentration was significantly higher in the Shibboleth group than in 
the conventional group (main analysis: p=0.003). In both groups there was 
a decrease in DHEA-S, but there was significantly smaller winter/fall de-
terioration in the Shibboleths group. See Figure 6. There were no signifi-
cant interaction effects for serum cortisol. 

5.1.3.2 Psychological and behavioural outcomes  

Regardless of analysis version (1–4) there was a significant interaction; af-
ter 18 months the Shibboleth group showed a decrease and the conven-

18 months
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tional an increase in the total poor mental health (p=0.014), performance 
based self-esteem (p=0.005) and covert coping (p=0.007) See Figure 7- 9. 

5.2 STUDY II 

5.2.1 Summary 

We hypothesized that the Shibboleth intervention would have a deeper ef-
fect than a conventional one on the leaders’ intrapersonal and interperson-
al development. More specifically, the Shibboleth intervention would have 
effects on two aspects of personality, Agreeableness and Sense of Coher-
ence (social responsibility and self-responsibility) as well on two aspects 
of behaviour, Laissez-faire (leaders responsibility) and Capacity to cope 
with stress. 

The findings support a positive response to our research question. Positive 
results for both personality variables and behavioural variables strength-
ened the findings. In the long-term follow-up the leaders in the Shibboleth 
group showed improvement in Sense of Coherence and Agreeableness. At 
the 12-month follow-up, the leaders in the Shibboleth group were also 
considered by their co-workers to be more responsible and use less lais-
sez-faire leadership, as well as to have a higher capacity to cope with am-
biguity and stressful situation. No such development was observed in the 
leaders attending the conventional program. The differential changes in 
the leaders in the two groups confirm and are logically consistent with the 
differential changes in the co-workers observed in study I. A necessary 
condition for making the conclusion that the differential changes observed 
in the co-workers were caused by the two programs is of course that the 
respective training programs have differently affected the leaders in the 
two groups.  

The findings demonstrate increased intrapersonal and interpersonal com-
petence in the leaders after the Shibboleth intervention. The findings re-
garding Agreeableness and Sense of coherence suggest that the leaders 
became deeper rooted in reality and improved their understanding of the 
surrounding world and other people (empathic imagination). The benefi-
cial effects on the co-workers (from study I) indicate an improved under-
standing in the leaders of the co-workers’ perspective and obstacles, and 
increased supportive behaviour and concern for the co-workers. The find-
ings regarding Laissez-faire and Capacity to cope with stress suggest that 
the leaders extended their resources and motivation to cope with complex-
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ity confronting stressors and anxieties. Furthermore the findings indicate 
an increased moral judgment and courage to take responsibility and deal 
with interpersonal conflicts or to take stand and intervene when something 
is wrong or when somebody is humiliated, which may have prevented es-
calation of bullying, for instance.  

The art-based intervention, in contrast to the conventional program, 
was shown to influence leaders’ willingness to assume responsibility, 
which was expressed in their readiness to act, take stand and make 
decisions in important questions, as well as to improve their psycho-
logical resilience and capacity to deal with stressful situations.   

5.2.2 Figures: Personality and leader behaviour 

 

Figure 11 Sense of Coherence                      Figure 12 Agreeableness   

Figure 10 – 11. Results of ANCOVA interaction analyses (group x peri-
od). Analysis includes assessments at start, 12 and 18 months after the 
start with the leaders. The blue bar represent the conventional group and 
the red one the Shibboleth group.  
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   Figure 13 Laissez-faire and Capacity to cope with stress  

Figure 12. Laissez-fair and Capacity to cope with stress. Results of AN-
COVA interaction analyses (group x period). Analysis includes assess-
ments at start and 12 months after the start, with the leaders. The blue bar 
represents the conventional group and the red one the Shibboleth group.  

5.2.3 Outcomes 

5.2.3.1 Agreeableness and Sense of Coherence  

After 18 months there were significant two-way interactions with regard 
to Agreeableness (p=0.045) and Sense of Coherence (p=0.019); the Shib-
boleth leaders showed an increase in both Agreeableness and Sense of 
Coherence while the conventional group showed a decrease in Sense of 
Coherence and no changes in Agreeableness. See Figure 10 and 11. 

5.2.3.2 Laissez-faire and Capacity to cope with stress   

After 12 months there were significant two-way interactions with regard 
to Laissez-faire (p=0.005) and Capacity to cope with stress (p=0.048); the 
Shibboleth group showed a decrease in Laissez-fair and an increase in Ca-
pacity to cope with stress while the conventional group showed the oppo-
site. See Figure 12. 

5.3 STUDY III 

5.3.1 Summary 

We hypothesized that deeply touching art experiences would break in-
grained patterns of thinking and feeling, thereby forcing a process of criti-
cal (self)-examination and self-reinterpretation resulting in enhanced self-
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awareness and humility. Subsequently, the novel ways of understanding 
the world and the self would mobilize the willingness to self-improve 
providing novel ways of acting and resulting in reduced laissez-faire 
tendencies and improved stress coping. To operationalize the hypothesis, a 
comparison was made utilizing leaders’ self-ratings and co-workers’ rat-
ings of their leaders’ Laissez-faire leadership and Capacity to cope with 
stress. We hypothesized more congruence between Shibboleth leaders’ 
and co-workers’ ratings giving less self-overrating in leaders and resulting 
in decreased poor leadership.  

The findings support a positive response to our hypothesis and demon-
strate a striking difference in the development between the two groups. 
Regarding laissez- faire, in post-measurements the co-workers to Shibbo-
leth leaders perceived that their leaders’ behaviours had improved – lead-
ers displayed less indifference and avoidance, as well as more courage to 
take stands, make decisions, and assume responsibility for actions and 
choices. Contrariwise, Shibboleth leaders’ self-ratings declined, which al-
together turned their initial self-overestimation into a smaller underestima-
tion and resulted in greater agreement between leaders’ self-image and 
subordinates’ perception of them. These changes indicate that leaders 
abandoned the self-inflating position in favour of increased self-awareness 
and humility, which could mobilize behavioural adjustments perceived by 
subordinates as enhanced dedication and responsibility. Quite contrasting 
results were noted in the conventional group.  

The art-based intervention, in contrast to the conventional program, 
was shown to influence leaders’ self-awareness in the direction of 
more realism and decreased hubris tendencies, possibly triggering the 
process of self-improvement.  
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5.3.2 Figures: Self-other-rating agreement 

Results of MANOVA mixed model tests with time (pre/post) within-
subject variance and group between subject variance. 

 
Figure 14                Figure 15         
 
Figure 14. Laissez-faire: Leaders versus co-workers in Shibboleth. Com-
parison between leaders’ self- ratings and co-workers ratings of their lead-
ers. While co-workers’ ratings of leaders increased (less laissez-faire) the 
leaders’ self-rating decreased resulting in increased congruence and hu-
mility (less self-overrating) in leaders.  

Figure 15. Laissez-faire: Leaders versus co-workers in the conventional 
group. Comparison between leaders’ self-rating and co-workers’ ratings of 
their leaders. While co-workers’ ratings of leaders decreased (more lais-
sez-faire) the leaders’ self-rating increased resulting in increased disa-
greement and more self-overrating in leaders.  

 

Figure 16. Laissez-faire: Leaders versus leaders in the two groups. Com-
parison between leaders’ self-ratings in the Shibboleth groups and leaders’ 
self-ratings in the conventional group. 
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5.3.3 Outcomes 

5.3.3.1 Self-awareness 

There were significant two-way interactions with regard to Laissez-faire 
behaviour (p = .0001). The agreement between leaders’ and their co-
workers’ scores increased in the Shibboleth group after the intervention. 
Contrariwise, the disagreement increased in the conventional group.  

5.3.3.2 Humility 

There were significant two-way interactions with regard to Laissez-faire 
behaviour (p =0.027). Shibboleth leaders’ self-overrating switched to 
slight underrating after the intervention. Conversely, the conventional 
leaders moved from agreement toward major overrating.   

5.3.3.3 Self-improvement 

Significant two-way interactions are observed for both laissez-faire (p = 
.005) and capacity to cope with stress (p = .048). Co-workers’ ratings of 
Shibboleth leaders’ improved. Contrariwise, the subordinates’ ratings of 
the conventional leaders had deteriorated after the intervention year. 

5.4 STUDY IV 

5.4.1 Summary 

The statistical examinations of the effects of Shibboleth show what has 
happened with the leaders and their co-workers but do not reveal why and 
how such changes occurred. A general point of departure in study IV was 
to make explicit the subjective processes taking place ‘“inside’“ the indi-
vidual participating leader during the intervention as well as after it had 
ended. Such investigation would reveal what statistical analyses are not 
able to express, namely what conditions that are needed for the effects of 
Shibboleth on the leaders and secondarily on their co-workers to occur. A 
detailed, qualitative analysis of the participating leaders’ concrete descrip-
tions of their experience elucidate the psychological processes and the 
meaning the Shibboleth experiences had for the leaders. The results of the 
analysis specify the necessary key characteristics that constitutes Shibbo-
leths’ impact core. The findings are discussed in relation to the notion of 
aesthemetics, which is introduced for conceptualisation of the impact core 
that constitutes the Shibboleth concept.  

The findings show that the participants experienced Shibboleth as a trans-
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formative power. The findings are identified not only directly after the end 
of the intervention but also nine months later, indicating long-term effects. 
However, the change process was perceived as exacting but simultaneously 
creative. Encountering Shibboleth entailed a drastic break with the familiar 
and was both a negative and a positive experience. The participants de-
scribed their journey from the desire of affirmation of the familiar, of the 
self and one’s own interest towards a more open, communicative position 
trying to understand a world other than one’s own by adopting an aes-
themetic approach (a combination of aesthetic, emotional and ethic ele-
ments). They described ways in which they changed their way of thinking 
and behaving in life; they described an existence that had become more 
vulnerable, more solemn and more demanding. At the same time they per-
ceived themselves as more capable and more judicious when intervening in 
the world. The leaders described a new consciousness they never experi-
enced before; to assume responsibility for others, for themselves and for 
their leadership, which also raised their sense of self–esteem and feeling of 
reverence and gratitude for their life. Long after the intervention ended, the 
etched memory images of Shibboleth work as moral guidance in different 
situations emerging a new understanding. The ‘“strange’“ Shibboleth is also 
recognised as life itself and reflects the appropriation process: mysterious, 
unpredictable, where suffering and joy, good and devil, ‘“rape’“ and free-
dom all take place. The aesthemetic position that the participants took mir-
rors life’s requirements and they carry it with them as a model of relating to 
the world; an acceptance that it is difficult to find given patterns for one’s 
existence and that implementing an open approach can order existence.  

The participants experienced shibboleth as a transformative power. 
They described a new willingness to assume responsibility for others, 
for themselves and for their leadership, which also raised their sense of 
self–esteem and feeling of reverence and gratitude for the life. We in-
terpret the findings as an expression of a mental growth towards a 
more complex and integrated “self’“ in which the realisation of one’s 
own ability co-exists with awareness of one’s own limitations.  

A theoretical contribution of this study is a novel conception of Aes-
themetics, which can help clarifying the underlying conditions for suc-
cessful training programmes in general. 

5.4.1.1 Theoretical implications of study IV  

In addition to the empirical findings, the theoretical implication of study IV 
is the contribution of a novel notion, aesthemetics and two concepts, which 



        

 

  73 

are based on it. The theory of aesthemetics will be presented in more detail 
in discussion section. 

1) The concept of the aesthemetic, dialectical process, by which the 
Shibboleth’s transformative impact core is conceptualised, constitutes of 
four characteristics (See figure 19):  
1. Aesthemetic shock: inspiration through a break with the familiar 
2. Aesthemetic appropriation: affirmation of life through the difficult 
3. Aesthemetic transformation: self-recognition through moral 

responsibility  
4. Elusiveness and liminality through the Shibboleth´s artistic 

techniques 
 

2) The concept of the aesthemetic responsibility in leadership by which the 
leaders’ approach induced by Shibboleth is conceptualised, constitutes 
of four characteristics (See figure 20):   
1. Aesthetical responsibility 
2. Emotional responsibility 
3. Ethical responsibility  
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5.4.2 Figures: The overall structure of Shibboleth’s characteristics 

 

  

Figure 17 The overall structure of Shibboleth’s characteristics 

The first main characteristic 1) The elusive and exacting experience of the 
alien Shibboleth, was followed by the Aesthemetic approach which con-
tains three inseparable interacting main characteristic: 2) Aesthetic ap-
proach, 3) Emotional approach and 4) Ethical approach. The three charac-
teristics within the Aesthemethic approach contain the same inner structure 
(subcategories). The final main characteristic, 5) The fantastic and never-
ending in the midst of the elusive and hard to comprehend, corresponds 
with the first one and can be seen as a dialectical manifestations of the two 
contrasting sides’ simultaneous validity entailing the same inner structure 

1. The elusive and exacting experience of the alien Shibboleth 
1.1 Cognitive dimension 

1.2 Aesthetic dimension 

1.3 Emotional / bodily dimension 

1.4 Ethical Dimension 

5. The fantastic and never-ending in the midst of the elusive and 
hard to comprehend 

1.1 Cognitive dimension 

1.2 Aesthetic dimension 

1.3 Emotional / bodily dimension 

1.4 Ethical dimension 

2. Aesthetic approach 
2.1 Open up to the different 

2.2 Free, associative processing  

2.3 Liberation to something undreamt 

 
 
 
 
 
 

2.4 Creative response to the Shibbo-
leth form 

 Aesthemetic approach 
   

3. Emotional approach 
3.1 Open to others' inner reality   

3.2 Emotional processing 

3.3 A new subjectivity emerges  

 
 
 
 
 
3.4 Emotional response to the 
Shibboleth form  

 

4. Ethic approach 
4.1 Opening up for a critical approach  

4.2 Self-examination and re-evaluation   

4.3 Reorientation towards responsibility  

 -The other appears as alien, while at the same feels closer 
 -The ego shrinks, while sovereignty increases 
 -Reality emerges as more complex, while judgment keener 
 -From power to the gravity of responsibility  
 
4.4 Reflective response to Shibboleth form  
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(sub-categories). The order in which the five characteristics are presented 
does not imply a strict chronological or causal sequence; the different char-
acteristics may coexist in varying combinations throughout the whole pro-
cess however and can be seen as a progress in a spiral motion.  

5.4.3 Outcomes 

Here follows a brief description of the observed structure of the leaders’ 
experiences. Each main characteristic begins with a synopsis that is then 
developed in the following sub-dimensions. Each dimension is introduced 
by an overall quotation. All used quotations come from the participants’ 
raw data. 

5.4.3.1 The elusive and exacting experience of the alien Shibboleth 

 “I understand nothing! It’s hard to not understand!”      

In the meeting with Shibboleth, the participants were confronted by an alien 
situation of ‘“otherness’“ that violates a given order. It is difficult to grasp 
and comprehend a situation beyond one’s own sphere of experience, a sit-
uation that requires distancing oneself from everyday reality. The challeng-
ing alienness is a very pronounced characteristic and is present throughout 
the whole programme. Thus it is essentially not about being subjected to 
something new, but about something that must be understood in a different 
way. The participants were confronted here with a challenging experience 
that appeals to the senses and where a common-sense approach is inade-
quate. The elusive and exacting alienness can be understood in that Shibbo-
leth addresses various dimensions of experience: cognitive, aesthetic, emo-
tional/bodily and ethical. These dimensions are of course related. When 
something is perceived as demanding, challenging and scary, there is also a 
difficulty in cognitively accommodating it.  

5.4.3.1.1 Cognitive dimension  

“What does this have to do with leadership?? Nausea.”     

Shibboleth clashes dramatically with the participants’ understanding of 
leadership. There is no connection to the topic of leadership and Shibboleth 
is perceived as being in contradiction with leadership training. They cannot 
behave in a habitual and self-fulfilling way and have a hard time letting go 
of performance requirements. They want to understand the relevance of the 
programme in advance, but open pedagogy without predefined learning 
goals or any introduction of content gives no guidance. They cannot use 
Shibboleth as a service function and are irritated by not getting methods and 
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theories and tools for learning to manage people, neither does it nurture any 
specific skills. There was no room for self-confirming exchanges of experi-
ence, which made it impossible to place oneself in a social hierarchy. They 
encounter the resistance of the artistic form that requires conformity; Shib-
boleth does not adjust in accordance with the wishes of the participants. The 
situation that gives no immediate need-satisfaction is experienced as ma-
nipulation and breeds resistance. 

5.4.3.1.2 Aesthetic dimension  

“The texts were deeply probing and compounded. It was intense, a mixture 
at various levels, like hearing different voices, like Sheol, it does not follow 
a certain line as in a book or at the theatre.“      

The Shibboleth performance was experienced as inaccessible and provoca-
tive. The participants were awash with wrenching, interwoven sensations of 
various kinds that were difficult to perceive automatically. The performanc-
es were perceived to break the traditional dramaturgy with its dense, non-
linear narratives, polyphony and unpredictable breaks in thought. The par-
ticipant is incapable of defining the impact Shibboleth has on them. The 
impressions it makes touch on an undefined, non-linguistic form of sensa-
tion that finds resonance on a deeper level and which ‘“is not within normal 
consciousness’“. 

5.4.3.1.3 Emotional / bodily dimension   

“It was terrible, horrible … so many emotions that came up.“     

The content and form evoke strong emotional reactions that are difficult to 
control and distance oneself from. The feelings are so challenging that they 
are hard to endure and verbalise. They can rather find expression in bodily 
reactions. It can also express itself as a strong repudiation as when someone 
leaves the room in the midst of a performance. 

5.4.3.1.4 Ethical dimension  

“How will this lead to something valuable for my development?“     

The Shibboleth’s theme that reflects the ‘“very dramatic interplay and con-
flicts’“ clashes with the participants’ leadership values and is perceived as 
not useful. Even though the expected ethical code was not taught Shibbo-
leth was perceived as a “morally binding manipulation“ and a “violation“. 
The participants were defenceless thrown and shaken by the alien issues, 
and recoil in an ethical aloofness; these human experiences do not concern 
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them but the others, “psychopaths“, or belong to another time or place. The 
participants express scepticism over their own management’s ability to em-
brace Shibboleth’s moral commitment – “the step is huge“. 

5.4.3.2 Aesthetic approach 

“At first we were pre-programmed… we immediately wanted to get back to 
the purpose. Bam, then it would be quickly and neatly packaged! But I was 
not packaged like that; I got to use my imagination, to associate in a differ-
ent way.“     

The participant may not embrace Shibboleth with an entrenched perception. 
A change of attitude is required and the participants adopt an aesthetic ap-
proach; an empathic receptivity where one participates with the senses and 
the power of imagination. One overcomes resistance and allows oneself to 
be surprised. This opens up an associative processing where thoughts and 
emotions flow freely. By virtue of the aesthetic approach, there is a shift 
from an instrumental attitude towards an openness that means liberation in-
to something unimagined. The artistic form and music brings out the imagi-
nation of the participant.  

5.4.3.2.1 Open up to the different 

“They would not believe me at work… My workplace is full of stunted 
souls.“  

The discrepancy that arises when the participants transition from the expec-
tation of the obvious to being exposed to the unfamiliar induces, besides 
feelings of resistance, a delightful “surprise that opens up another world“. 
To receive this world, participants wage a kind of liberation struggle, set-
ting aside their instrumental “self“ and liberating themselves from a com-
mon-sense approach. They invest in an experience contract – a recognition 
that Shibboleth’s ‘mind games and musical play’ is worthy of being played 
seriously. The participant submits to the experience without seeking satis-
faction in an instant comprehensibility. One suspects also that control and 
logic will invalidate the experience itself and prevent reaching a different 
kind of insight than the obvious, conceptual knowledge; what Shibboleth 
says, it does not say in a literal way. An overwhelming feeling of surprise 
follows. This wonder spurs the participants to go beyond the routine and 
adopt a new approach.    
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5.4.3.2.2 Free, associative processing 

“Here, your imagination can run wild… it‘s not a predetermined track I’m 
going on, but totally free!“     

The participant opens up to associative thinking, which means that connec-
tions in the psyche are made without an explicit and controlling “I” appear-
ing. Thoughts without conscious connection that reference the forward and 
backward appear after each other and are apparently managed unnoticed as 
a series of associations, as material for reflection and processing. Thoughts 
move between different spheres – the human existential predicament, the 
deeply personal or the professional situation. Shibboleth unfolds its world 
of references other than the participants’ own, and the participants follow 
the line of thought that has opened up and can be led into own inner dia-
logue. The internal, personal dialogue is interwoven with the associations of 
other people during the joint reflection. The participants are challenged by 
the “multifaceted” and deeply struck by the fact that the very same perfor-
mance can be perceived so “diametrically differently”.  

5.4.3.2.3 Liberation to something undreamt  

“I felt freedom. And no matter how f***ing freaked out I was at any time, 
Shibboleth was even more freaked out.”     

From this non-self-controlling approach, a new, liberating experience 
emerges. The affirmative attitude involves an unexpected courage to handle 
an uncontrollable situation. A very strong sense of liberation arises. The 
feeling of freedom comes when something new beyond the given manifests 
itself, a liberation into something unpredictable. The participant is freed 
from the shackles of habitual thinking and everything’s readability, trans-
parency and rationality. The Self hovers “in the pendulum between con-
sciousness and unconsciousness, between understanding and just being” 
like being in an “awake, conscious dream”. This mysterious obscurity that 
one wants to decipher gives freedom of thought. Shibboleth’s imaginary 
sphere, in its enigmatic nature, paradoxically bestows a space that is per-
ceived as more real and multifaceted than reality itself. The participants find 
an ability to go beyond themselves. 

5.4.3.2.4 Creative responses to the Shibboleth form    

“The art form is intrusive, the combination of text and music, it made me 
think differently.”     
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The collage technique and the unpredictability of the voice composition, 
which override causal and chronological order, require a different mode of 
thought that mobilises the creative imagination of the participants. The 
thought oscillates between different levels, searching for clues to discern 
patterns in a kind of tapestry-like thinking. One “tried to see the connec-
tions” and was seeking to link various passages. The participant is forced to 
perform “mental gymnastics”, create continuity, open up to the epic “self”. 
The synthesising power of imagination produces a meaningful whole. One 
sees clear “inner images” and the music plays a significant role in the pic-
ture-creation. The participants marvel at the freedom of choice in games of 
imagination. One associates with “words that are not even said but which 
you intuitively pick up and put in your own words” as if one hears the un-
spoken. One marvels at one’s ability to create words, as if the thing is writ-
ing itself. The diary notes testify to a poetic way of writing.  

5.4.3.3 Emotive approach  

“The strongest experience is that it’s so emotional.”     

The emotional charge in the Shibboleth experience is very pronounced. The 
participants take in the various characters’ reality and are affected by their 
suffering. Their empathic response begins their own inner journey, and on 
this journey they have all different experiences such as painful, scary or 
beautiful. They have feelings they have never experienced before and a new 
perspective on their lives and the world emerges. The artistic forms and 
music have a significant impact on the emotional response.  

5.4.3.3.1 Open to others’ inner reality 

“All strong feelings were there and I lived within that, which was being 
told.”   

The performances – “some really terrible, some fantastically beautiful” – 
take the participants on “amazing journeys through other people’s eyes 
and thoughts’ and there one participates in “another person’s inner jour-
ney”. It is not the facts that are noticeable on these journeys; rather, seeing 
the unspoken that “one intuitively picks up.” The participant encounters 
“life’s contrasts and contradictions” and takes in the various characters’ 
conflicted inner realities and sometimes tests hypotheses about their men-
tal state. One opens up to other people’s multifaceted inner lives and seeks 
to give them a voice in “travel diary”. To be confronted with the injustice 
and suffering of others arouses a “range of emotions” and the participant 
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is struck by the fact that “it touches on so much”. One is struck by a deep 
sense of the sanctity and justice of life, and feelings of guilt and shame are 
aroused. Feelings of solidarity and a sense of belonging occur and one 
wants to relieve the suffering of others.  

5.4.3.3.2 Emotional processing, the journey inward  

“If you go into it you have to go down into darker emotions and vulnerabil-
ity, you can get very scared. I and a few others in the group have experi-
enced it.”    

Taking part in others’ painful reality raises an “inner journey like no other”, 
and on this journey one meets one’s own vulnerability. The participant en-
dures distressing feelings and seeks out the as yet undiscovered. One tries to 
make the painful meaningful. The participants expose themselves and are 
made aware of their buried wounds. One opens up to the difficult question 
of how faithful one has been in one’s life. The weaving together of the 
deeply personal and the universal seems to have a sheltering power during 
the meeting with their own pain. It is as if the personal is also the most 
unique and it is within us all.  

5.4.3.3.3 A new subjectivity emerges 

“By having the chance to experience all these emotions in one evening, I 
had a chance to see life from a different point of view.”    

The participant, by embracing their pain, experiences growth. Out of the 
pain that is uncovered, something new is born. New emotional meanings 
and connections, “feelings I had never experienced before” create a richer 
spectrum of experience. The participant finds access to a new and growing 
mental sphere. The past is now lit in a new light, and participants are expe-
riencing a different “I”, as if it were someone else. It is not only one’s own 
subjectivity that emerges in a new way, but also the world and other people 
are revealed in an epiphany as if one were seeing for the first time. And 
when the self and the world emerge anew, which means that the previously 
is revealed, new unimagined possibilities in life are offered: “A lot has hap-
pened within me tonight. I actually feel that I could leave everything I have 
and start from a completely different place in life.” 

Despite the presence of pain and suffering, Shibboleth constitutes a place 
for life-giving hope and strength. A stream of thoughts, feelings, text and 
music creates a dynamic mental movement, “a completely new force” that 
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gives sense of vitality, desire, curiosity, and a presence. The participant ex-
periences closeness and love of life. Shibboleth’s imaginary space feels like 
“home” where one can get in “contact with oneself” and can “practice being 
oneself” and “grow more as a person”. The participants experience “their 
personal depths” and are affected in their “innermost” being. And when 
they meet more of their true selves, it brings an overwhelming sense of self-
affirmation and self-esteem. They feel in harmony with themselves – some-
thing that suddenly presents itself. The participant also feels “much more 
harmonious” and feels that Shibboleth has restorative effects.  

5.4.3.3.4 Emotional response to the Shibboleth form 

“The emotions it aroused, I have never experienced before... the combina-
tion of text and music draws you in.”  

Shibboleth is seen as a “powerful tool, because it evokes such strong feel-
ing”. The form is experienced dialectically; it both breaks down defences 
and provides relief. Here, music has a crucial role. The music is perceived 
as “very strong” and one “cannot defend oneself against music in the same 
way as one can with words”. It prevents participants from “intellectualising 
and distancing themselves” and reaching the wordless, most painful layers 
inside, “where words do not seem to be enough”. The music gives a “bub-
bling sensation of euphoria, yet jarring, painful discomfort”. One’s own 
grief finds a face in the music. Sometimes the music feels like “almost the 
only positive” and when “the words are dreadful” the music feels “wonder-
ful” and when “the jaws bite together and freeze” then “one defrosts in the 
warm music”.  

5.4.3.4 Ethical approach 

“There must be room for ethical questions, human fellowship, not only 
measurable knowledge.” 

The emotional response gets an ethical turnaround; a connection is opened 
between the aesthetic power of imagination and the emotional response, 
which, in its cognitive dimension, culminates in ethical considerations re-
garding the human condition. This reflection of how life should be lived of-
fers the participants an opportunity for a critical questioning of reality and 
the illusion of their lives. Their gaze is turned inward in self-examination of 
their own lives; the self’s relation to itself, to the other, and to the world. 
The participants re-evaluate their previous position choices. A feeling of be-
ing a part of common humanity emerges alongside a new self-
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consciousness about their own responsibility for their existence, for others 
and for their leadership. A life illuminated in this way is a changed life. The 
participants enter the world in harmony with their new understanding of 
themselves and of others as a kind of signpost, which makes it possible, or 
even necessary, to be accountable through action before the call of reality. 
The artistic forms and the music have a significant impact on the ethical re-
sponse.  

5.4.3.4.1 Opening up for a critical approach  

“Questions about ethics, humanity, what it is to be human, left a deep im-
pression on me.”    

To open up to other people’s reality and suffering belongs in the world of 
ethics. The power of the pain suffered by the participant must be followed 
by an approach that “really sits down and thinks through: what does what I 
just heard mean? These things I have never encountered before.” The par-
ticipant enters into a space for reflection about “things I never touched upon 
before with others”. One is struck by questions about evil, dignity, courage 
etc. but it is not moral solutions one seeks. The participant follows the dif-
ferent threads in human moral complications. A desire to capture the ethical 
relevance, how things really are, is awakened. This provides a critical eye 
for questioning the reality one witnesses and one’s own illusions. The criti-
cal approach also includes reflection on other participants’ reactions.  

5.4.3.4.2  Self-examination and re-evaluation  

“We heard a lot about contrasts... then I started looking at myself... because 
then values were set against each other in an almost unnatural way... what is 
good and evil? When do I choose it?... Like these concentration camps we 
read about, the troops, does one make the choice later or now?”    

To confront the stories of other people is to confront one’s own, as if seeing 
oneself through the eyes of other’s. Receiving this appeals to the partici-
pant’s concrete reality and demands a personal response. One examines 
where one finds oneself as a human being. Hypothetically, one tackles the 
difficult questions about one’s possible stance in extreme situations. The 
moral imagination listens to reality’s voice and the participants think about 
their own ability to reduce suffering. With a self-questioning gaze, the par-
ticipant examines “stereotypical values that have never been reconsidered” 
and penetrates his or her “own mental life” as never before. As in a moral 
awakening, “hidden biases” are discovered that reveal something new. One 
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finds the courage to approach it “as one may not dare to see for oneself”, 
and remains in dialogue with one’s conscience.  

5.4.3.4.3 Reorientation towards responsibility  

“My whole life has been affected by the course.” “This programme has 
made me dare to decide to take life seriously and that to live fully is an ob-
ligation.” 

The participants testify in strong terms about their changed lives, a “differ-
ent attitude to oneself, to others and to situations”. It also includes a new 
consciousness and thinking. The participants express an enhanced, commit-
ted attitude to life and a reverence for the sanctity of life. An awareness that 
values “pervade everything you do”, and that our humanity and freedom is 
linked to an ethical responsibility emerges and provides a new understand-
ing of “what it means to be human”. This understanding is embodied in an 
action – to act in the world, here and now. The participant reconnects the 
world of experiencing to the reality of responsibility and moving within the 
dialectical world of reality. Below are the most pronounced changes. 

v The other appears as alien, while at the same time as someone who feels 
closer    

The participants express a deep insight into others’ “otherness”. The other 
appears as a “diametrically” different from oneself. This insight gives birth 
to a new conscious effort to not reduce the others’ uniqueness to a mere re-
flection of oneself. The participant makes an effort to “look deeper into 
people”, “try to understand other people’s ideas”, “tune into co-workers’ 
emotions”. This act of listening creates increased tolerance and a new un-
derstanding, and one strives to make the individual in a specific situation 
one’s starting point. The participant “feels greater respect” for co-workers 
and is “more humble when facing them as individuals, regardless of per-
formance... I can separate their results from their human value”. This rever-
ence involves an altruistic sense of care. The participant “becomes more in-
volved in the social problems of co-workers’ and initiates various activities 
for the benefit of the co-workers. This understanding of others’ differences 
that encourages care, frees the participant from feeling separated from co-
workers. The co-worker gets closer and the participant feels confident to 
disclose their authenticity. The participants are also overcome by a deep 
sense of common humanity.  

v The ego shrinks, while sovereignty and self-recognition increases 
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While the distance to the co-workers declined, the distance from oneself in-
creased. Participants experience a more balanced view of their own im-
portance. A surprising sense of being freed from a need to self-aggrandise is 
revealed. While the “ego” has shrunk, the sense of sovereignty has in-
creased. One “places demands on how one wants to be treated” and is 
strongly aware that personal freedom frees one from feeling like “a victim 
because I have always choices to make.” Shibboleth has helped participants 
discern the meaningful and “get things in the right proportion”. It represents 
an obligation to change one’s way of living in the world and take responsi-
bility for one’s wellbeing.  

But sovereignty manifests itself not only as responsibility for one-
self, but also as the moral integrity and courage to intervene in the world 
when one hears the call from reality The new awareness of “the importance 
of standing up for one’s opinions... to dare to intervene” is very pro-
nounced. The participant hears strongly an ethical call. The participant feels 
that “Shibboleth has given me a lot of courage” and dares to intervene when 
“co-workers are badly treated by their team managers. I question my col-
leagues”. One dares to resist peer pressure. To exceed one’s limits and be 
open to revealing one’s innermost, one’s values gives an overwhelming 
sense of self-recognition.  

v Reality emerges as more complex, while a sense of security grows and 
judgement becomes keener   

Strong awareness of the multifaceted nature of the human entails a respon-
sibility to relate to human complexity and one “does not shy away from the 
provocative, evil or soiled. One has to manage everything as a fellow hu-
man being and as a manager.” One seeks to meet others in ways previously 
perceived as unpleasant. One opens one’s eyes to others’ vulnerability. 
Greater awareness of the complex and of the complicated does not increase 
vulnerability; rather, the feelings of freedom and security grow stronger. 
The participants perceive themselves as “standing firmly on the earth in re-
ality as it is” and as “better able to handle intensive situations and maintain 
perspective, so that I can be where I am”. It is easier to perceive the rele-
vance of different situations and “weed out what is not important and priori-
tise the right way... If there is a fuss with a co-worker, why should I get ex-
cited about it when I know that someone has been in a gas chamber?” The 
strong power of judgment also means a new awareness of the reality of evil 
that involves a clearly articulated ethical turning point. This new perspec-
tive on the issues of evil is now regarded productively from the point of 
view of man’s freedom and the choice to resist. There is a drastic shift in 
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the basic ethical position of the participant.  From earlier not being able to 
accommodate the gulf between the destruction that is happening and what 
one desires should happen – that one refuses to see actual evil as inevitable, 
but as something that cannot triumph and as something one has the freedom 
to refuse to participate in.  

v From power to the gravity and vulnerability of responsibility   
The insight into the seriousness of having power emerges strongly and the 
participant acknowledges power’s inherent ability to cause suffering. 
Again, we see a fundamental shift in the participant: from thinking in terms 
of power to thinking in terms of responsibility. The participant feels “a re-
sponsibility to humanity I have not experienced before”. Destructive leader-
ship “must be resisted, daily” and when making an executive decision “so 
maybe, despite everything, human sorrow or misery outweigh harm to the 
business. I try to balance these all the time.” And this responsibility cannot 
be rationalised away or handed over to someone else. The new “ethical sen-
sibility” and responsibility’s deep gravity seems heavy and lonely to bear 
when faced with a unique person in a unique situation. But it also gives 
strength.  

5.4.3.4.4 Reflective responses to the Shibboleth form 

“This has got closer to me, in a way I have not experienced before. I could 
not be indifferent, one is simply forced to deal with what is presented.”    

The artistic form is perceived as counteracting the repressive mechanisms 
that turn on when confronted with the “nasty” and the participant is forced 
to abandon the position of indifference. The form is perceived as “a prereq-
uisite for the discussions, which evoke so much.” The music again plays a 
crucial role in the deepening of reflection. The music “by being a total con-
trast” to the text “revealed the sometimes absurd” that provides a reflective 
“additional effect”. In an epiphanic experience, the music reveals partici-
pants’ own tendency to be seduced. Even the stage performances with their 
unadorned readings make the spoken word to stand out more. The partici-
pant retains a reflective stance without losing himself/herself in the emo-
tionality “unlike when you get very emotional while looking at a movie, 
laughing, crying. Between the sessions I reflected”. One “challenges one-
self” to “concentrate 100%”. And when the brain and heart really make an 
effort to understand the extent of human suffering ceases to be an abstrac-
tion that protects from reality: “My airway suddenly felt very constricted, 
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1,000 needles pushed their way into the back of my head and I could almost 
see the gas in front of me.”  

5.4.3.5 The fantastic and never-ending in the midst of the elusive and hard to compre-
hend 

“It went from thinking ‘what is this’ to ‘how good this is!”’    

The participants come to Shibboleth with their view coloured by their pre-
understanding. Shibboleth is perceived as a useless impossibility, “a viola-
tion”. A year and a half later, the participants look back, now with their 
eyes coloured by Shibboleth. Their perception has changed and the past is 
illuminated by the light of the new. In the Shibboleth’s space, amid the elu-
sive and hard to understand, the participants had experiences that they “had 
never had before”. They met the unimagined “fantastic” that gave them 
“goose bumps” and filled them with a “sense of something big, magical, a 
huge closeness and community, extremely beautiful, strong, painful and 
memorable at the same time. To dare to be human, to dare to see, feel” and 
to dare to listen “to everything that is in me, of good and evil, heaven and 
hell.” The participants find it hard to understand what they participated in 
and to see “the full extent and consequences” of Shibboleth. Something 
“has been touched” which is experienced beyond words; this is something 
“that lives on” and “lies and rumbles on” as if it were never-ending, “some-
thing was set in motion that will continue”.  

5.4.3.5.1 Cognitive dimension  

“It seems like we always have to have a purpose and goal.”    

The participants reported on their initial instrumental position. The tradi-
tional leadership courses stand in opposition to Shibboleth: “I can no longer 
even advise my poor newly hired managers to join them... When a new 
method comes, you are supposed to follow it slavishly. But... people are not 
so square... We had never mentioned anything negative about each other as 
one might do in other damned courses... However, the weaknesses of hu-
manity are described by Shibboleth itself... so why do you have to point 
them out? Such courses drain me, when others tell me what I’m like.” 

5.4.3.5.2 Aesthetic dimension  

“That our life is a shibboleth is so true.”    

The “alien” Shibboleth is now assimilated within the participants as a kind 
of sense of recognition of life. Shibboleth speaks and acts through them as 
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if life took on a clearer form through Shibboleth. Shibboleth’s “contrasts 
and extremes, contradictions”, “its mixture of laughter and pain” is “life in 
its breadth, the whole spectrum”, “both farce and tragedy” and likewise ex-
istence without “reasonable dramaturgy” or “a clear framework” and “one 
being torn between feelings all the time”. The aesthemetic position that the 
participants took mirrors life’s requirements and they carry it with them as a 
model of relating to the world. Since “control is a illusion” and “life con-
sists of a lot of components and one must allow oneself to be carried”, it 
means an acceptance that it is difficult to find given patterns for one’s exist-
ence and that implementing an open approach can order existence.  

5.4.3.5.3 Emotional / bodily dimension   

“You have spoken to my nerves, my innermost... my skeleton, my mole-
cules”  

The participants carry with them as a companion into the world traces of 
Shibboleth that are “etched within”. These emotion-bearing marks that “of-
ten pop up in my mind” – words like “instructions for gas vehicles: cargo 
has the natural tendency to accumulate in the back”, “jasmine, the sky and 
the ability to love many” or “the song ‘Gracias a la Vida’” – continue to 
produce emotions that provide guidance and enable new ways of acting in 
the world. The participant expresses a strong physicality, as if the experi-
ence reached their being’s innermost point  

5.4.3.5.4 Ethical dimension  

“Strange that we are influenced… without knowing it... For my part, so 
very much has happened…it’s a little scary because in itself it is not a 
choice, but a real revelation, how does one explain?” 

The ethical sensitivity is now a deeply integrated part of the participant’s 
judgment. The participants feel like they are having an inner conversation. 
The participants express a deep sense of hope that grew out of Shibboleth; 
that people can preserve “the courage to live, despite the incomprehensible” 
and retain their dignity and a strong belief in humankind despite horrific 
conditions. And the participants themselves express a new sense of rever-
ence to life: “This immense love and gratitude for life, it’s something I have 
never experienced before. Not on this level.”  
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6 DISCUSSION
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6.1 SUMMARY  

The hypotheses of the current thesis were two; one regarding the direct ef-
fects of leadership training on the participating leaders, and one that refers 
to the transferred effects of the leaders’ training on the co-workers. Corre-
sponding to the two hypotheses, two concepts for statistical evaluation were 
chosen, and were supplemented with a third concept of an “inside” perspec-
tive on Shibboleth: 

Concept I: Leader responsibility, including pro-social responsibility, self-
responsibility, and leadership responsibility, was evaluated in studies II and 
III through the following predictors:  

§ Agreeableness, a predictor of pro-social responsibilty 
§ Sense of Coherence, a predictor of resilience (self-responsibility) 
§ Self-awareness, a predictor of humility and self-improvement (self-

responsibility) 
§ Laissez-faire behaviour, a predictor of leadership responsibility, and 

Capacity to Cope, a predictor of stress resilience and  leadership 
responsibility 

Concept II: Psychosocial and biological stress related to work environment 
and/or to leadership style, was evaluated in study I through the following 
predictors:  

§ Performance-based self-esteem  
§ Covert coping, avoiding behaviour strategies when facing injustice and 

unfair treatment at work 
§ Poor mental health comprising emotional exhaustion, sleep disturbance 

and depressive symptoms  
§ Biological resilience predictors: DHEA-S (a anabolic hormone) and 

cortisol (a catabolic hormone).   

Concept III: The “inside” perspective on Shibboleth, as a complement to 
the statistical analyses, was investigated in study IV through analyses of the 
psychological processes induced in the leaders during the intervention pro-
gram and also after it ended. The analysis elucidates the key characteristics 
of the Shibboleth concept that constitute its impact core seen through the 
eyes of each leader.  

The two hypotheses were confirmed by the quantitative studies (study I, II, 
III) and reinforced by the qualitative study IV. The main findings in this re-
search can briefly be described as follows: Both intervention programs af-



     

 90 

fected the leaders’ behaviours and attitudes. Leaders changed, as did their 
co-workers. However, the effects were quite different in the two groups. 
While the Shibboleth program initiated positive changes in the leaders (im-
proved leader responsibility), quite opposite effects were observed of the 
conventional program. This pattern of differential changes in the leaders 
was logically consistent with the observed corresponding differential 
changes in the co-workers in the two groups – improved psychosocial and 
biological stress and health/resilience in the Shibboleth co-workers contrary 
to the conventional co-workers, which reinforce the results.  

 

Figure 18 Overall results in Shibboleth group 

The findings regarding the Shibboleth group are presented in figure 18 
above and seem to be coherent and understandable. Already in the first fol-
low-up changes in the leaders’ behaviours (laissez-faire and Capacity to 
Cope with stress) were observed by their co-workers; the co-workers’ rat-
ings of their leaders improved, showing decreased indifference and avoid-
ance, more responsibility and dedication, and more courage to take stands 
in critical situation and a higher capacity to cope with stress etc. Contrary to 
the co-workers, the leaders themselves rated their own laissez-faire behav-
iour as increased, which altogether turned the initial self-overestimation into 
a smaller underestimation resulting in greater agreement between the lead-
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ers’ self-perception and the co-workers’ perception of them. The changes 
indicate that the leaders abandoned the inflated position in favour of in-
creased self-awareness and humility. This enhanced reality awareness was 
followed by mobilization of the self-improvement processes providing be-
havioural adjustments, which was perceived by co-workers as increased re-
sponsibility. In addition, and first in the long-term follow-up (18 months), 
personality tests demonstrated a significant improvement in pro-social re-
sponsibility (Agreeableness) and psychological resilience (Sense of Coher-
ence) in the Shibboleth leaders, compared to the conventional leaders.  

At the same time, also first in the long-term follow-up, significant changes 
in the co-workers became visible. Compared to the conventional group, im-
provement in coping strategies, performance-based self-esteem, and mental 
health (decreased emotional exhaustion, sleep disturbance and depressive 
symptoms) as well as higher concentration of the regenerative/anabolic 
hormone DHEA-s were observed. These changes in the co-workers indicate 
that increased leader responsibility and resilience, in turn, induced im-
provement processes in the co-workers themselves resulting in long-term 
health-promoting effect. In great accordance with the statistical findings the 
“inside” perspective showed that the leaders experienced Shibboleth as a 
transformative power. They described ways in which they had changed 
their way of thinking and behaving in life. They described a new con-
sciousness they never felt before to assume responsibility for others, for 
themselves and for their leadership, which also raised their sense of self–
esteem and feeling of reverence and gratitude towards life. These findings 
are identified not only directly after the end of the intervention but also nine 
months later (at an 18 month follow-up), indicating long-term effects.  

Moreover, the theoretical implication of this thesis is a contribution of a 
novel notion of aesthemetics (combination of aesthetic, emotional and ethic 
dimensions) by which the Shibboleth’s transformative impact core is con-
ceptualised. The concept of aesthemetics can help clarifying the underlying 
conditions for successful training programmes in general. 

The findings in this thesis will be discussed in the light of previous re-
search.   
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6.2 CHANGES IN THE LEADERS 

6.2.1 Laissez-faire, self-awareness, humility and the link to moral responsibility  

The Shibboleth leaders’ laissez-faire behaviour decreased (increased re-
sponsibility) followed by decreased over-estimation, which even turned to a 
small under-estimation (increased self-awareness and humility). On the 
contrary, the conventional leaders showed increased laissez-faire behaviour 
(decreased responsibility) followed by increased over-estimation (decreased 
self-awareness and humility). Previous research is in accordance with the 
present findings. Krishnan (2003) found a link between laissez-faire and 
under/over-estimation and also a link to morality; under-estimators scored 
the highest on moral leadership and effectiveness while over-estimators 
scored the highest in laissez-faire and the lowest in moral leadership. Sev-
eral authors report that under-estimators are perceived as the most effective 
leaders (Arvonen, 2006; Atwater et al., 1995; Church, 1997; Van Velsor et 
al., 1993). Brutus et al. (1999) found an interesting positive relationship be-
tween a high level of awareness (high SOA) and empathy. Empathy was the 
only personality trait that predicted pronounced agreement between others’ 
ratings and self-ratings. Goldshalk & Sosik (2000) provide empirical sup-
port for the assertion that under-estimators are more motivated by concern 
for others, altruism and humility. These links are in accordance with our 
findings. The leaders in the Shibboleth group significantly improved in 
Agreeableness. Empathy, concern for others, altruism and humility are the 
hallmarks of Agreeableness. 

6.2.2  Pro-social responsibility and the link to psychological resilience  

The findings in the Shibboleth leaders showed changes in Sense of Coher-
ence (SOC) and Agreeableness, despite that both Agreeableness (pro-
social responsibility) and Sense of Coherence (resilience to stress) are per-
sonality traits and as such are expected to be heritable and stable over 
time. Indeed, both have been documented in previous literature to be sen-
sitive to strong life experiences or sensitive to psychosocial interventions. 
Changes in SOC through drastic life events have been found; negative ex-
periences have been shown to weaken SOC (Kivimaki et al., 2002; 
Schnyder et al., 2000), whereas positive events have resulted in increased 
SOC (Karlsson et al., 2000). Intentional modification of SOC through a 
therapeutic intervention has also been found (Lillefjell & Jakobsen, 2007; 
Weissbecker et al., 2002). Moreover, a positive change in leadership, to-
wards a good organizational climate, enhances SOC (Feldt et al., 2000). 
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Agreeableness seems also to be influenced by socialization processes 
(Bergeman et al., 1993; Koestner et al., 1990). The positive changes in 
both SOC and Agreeableness are in accordance with findings by Ruise-
lova (2000) who also reported the positive correlation between SOC and 
Agreeableness. This correlation shows a clear pattern, which strengthen 
the results.  

Both SOC and Agreeableness have a unique combination of cognitive, 
emotional, and motivational as well as behavioural aspects. Both indicate 
responsibility, moral behaviour, adaptability and emotional regulation and 
both are associated with positive health effects. Below is more detailed 
description of these two. 

6.2.2.1 Agreeableness: ”Voluntary behaviour to benefit another” 

The Shibboleth leaders showed improvement in Agreeableness, while in 
the conventional leaders no difference was found. The findings suggest 
that the Shibboleth leaders moved in direction towards more pro-social 
motivation, engagement, responsiveness and adaptability. Agreeableness, 
a strong predictor of empathy, altruism, modesty and cooperation is evi-
dent in its close connection with community, the desire to contribute to 
something bigger than the self (Ashton & Lee, 2001; Digman, 1997). 
Agreeableness is a key component of cooperative behaviours and creative 
problem solving, and is also correlated with maintained relations despite 
problems (Berry et al., 2000; Van de Vliert & Euwema, 1994). Of the Big 
Five dimensions, Agreeableness is the most closely correlated with con-
structive dealing with conflicts and is negatively correlated with “walking 
away” from conflicts (Graziano, et al., 1996; Jensen-Campbell et al., 
2003; Jensen-Campbell & Graziano, 2001; Suls et al., 1998). Evidence in-
dicates that of all the Big Five traits, Agreeableness is also most predictive 
of quality of group interaction and actual performance in work teams 
(DeRue, et al., 2011; Mount et al., 1998). Agreeableness also includes a 
willingness to accommodate others’ wishes (Digman, 1990; Hahn & Com-
rey, 1994). According to McCrae and Costa (1996), the primary motiva-
tional orientation of agreeable individuals is altruism; high empathic con-
cern for other peoples’ interests and condition, and willingness to act upon 
this concern and help regardless of risking negative consequences for one 
self. Agreeable individuals feel a sense of connectedness with an extended 
range of persons (Graziano & Eisenberg, 1994; Graziano et al., 2007; 
McCrae & John, 1992). Furthermore, the positive correlation between 
Agreeableness and health behaviours has been confirmed (Booth-Kewley 
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& Ross, 1994; McCrae & Costa, 1991).  

DeRue et al. (2011) found Agreeableness to be the most important trait 
predictor among the Big Five traits, positively associated with satisfaction 
with leaders. Leaders who are highly agreeable have preferences for par-
ticipative styles of leadership (Stevens & Ash, 2001) – trusting and 
straightforward characteristics are both facets of agreeableness – and are 
more likely to invoke strong emotional ties and build high-quality rela-
tionships with followers (Nahrgang et al., 2009). Among the Big Five 
traits Agreeableness emerged as the strongest and most consistent predic-
tor of transformational leadership and charisma (Judge & Bono, 2000).  

However, the link between Agreeableness and leadership is ambiguous 
with inconsistent findings. Agreeableness may also be a hindrance to 
leaders because highly agreeable individuals tend to be submissive and 
conforming, according to Graziano and Eisenberg (1997). Lim and Ploy-
hart (2004), in line with this, found a negative relationship between agree-
ableness and charismatic leadership. Moreover, agreeable individuals are 
likely to be modest (Goldberg, 1990), and effective leaders tend not to be 
excessively modest according to Bass (1990). In contrast, Collins (2001) 
found that the most successful leaders were modest, unpretentious and 
humble, as opposed to self-promoting.  

6.2.2.2 SOC: “How do people manage the lack of control of their lives” 

Sense of coherence, which is a strong predictor of psychological resili-
ence, increased in the Shibboleth leaders, and decreased in the conven-
tional leaders. These findings are in accordance with the co-workers’ rat-
ing of the leaders’ Capacity to cope with stress. The findings suggest that 
the Shibboleth leaders felt more stable and more rooted in reality, having a 
greater sense of being a coherent part of the world as well as a greater tol-
erance and more confidence to confronting and deal with negative life ex-
periences and anxieties. Individuals with high SOC used more active and 
problem-focused coping strategies in contrast to individuals with lower 
SOC, who used more avoidant and emotion-focused coping (Amirkhan & 
Greaves, 2003; Pallant & Lae, 2002). Previous research shows several 
positive effects of high SOC.  

Those with high SOC were found to have lower levels of psychological 
distress (Cohen & Kanter, 2004; Eriksson & Lindstrom, 2006) as they 
seem to be more resilient during stress than people with a low SOC (Feldt, 
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2000; Korotkov & Hannah, 1994). High SOC is strongly negatively asso-
ciated with anxiety, anger, burnout, demoralization, hostility, hopeless-
ness, depression, post‐traumatic stress disorder, and positively associated 
with optimism and self-esteem (Eriksson & Lindstrom, 2006; Lindstrom 
& Eriksson, 2005). According to Antonovsky (1995), the father of SOC, 
what is morally good is good for health. Moreover, SOC has been found 
to be related to how people experience and understand their work envi-
ronment (Antonovsky, 1987; Kalimo & Vuori, 1990; Vuori, 1994), and al-
so found to be positively related to work engagement and professional ef-
ficiency (Basson & Rothmann, 2002; Fourie et al., 2008; Strumpfer, 
2003). The individual measuring high on SOC shows more understanding 
of group dynamics then the individual measuring low (Kalimo, et al., 
2002). High SOC predicts good organizational climate (Feldt et al., 2004) 
and contributes to the maintenance of well-being among co-workers 
(Kalimo et al., 2002).  

6.3 CHANGES IN THE CO-WORKERS  

The change processes that have been induced in the Shibboleth leaders by 
virtue of Shibboleth intervention have been followed by mobilization of 
psychosocial and neurobiological resilience processes in their co-workers. 
The findings from study I showed a significantly better development of 
psychosocial and biological stress related health both in the Shibboleth 
leaders and in their co-workers, which stand in contrast to the convention-
al group. Publication of the results from study I received attention in the 
media and the study was reviewed, evaluated, and highlighted as new 
findings and earned a "Must read" by a F1000Prime2. Apparently, the 
leadership area tends to awake considerable interest and this research 
brings together several fields elucidating a chain of links: arts’ impact on 
leaders and leaders’ impact on psychosocial and neurobiological resilience 
in co-workers.   

6.3.1 Psychosocial resilience  

Resilience is primarily identified as a psychological phenomenon. Resili-
ence implies the ability to face and cope with stress, adversity, uncertain-

                                            

2 F1000 is a post-publication review group of thousands of experts worldwide who 
identify and evaluate the most important articles in biology and medical research pub-
lications. 
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ty, tragedy, and threats of harm. Luthar et al., (2000) define resilience as a 
dynamic process encompassing positive adaptation within the context of 
significant adversity. Our findings demonstrate that the most striking dif-
ference between the developments of the two groups of co-workers (im-
provement in Shibboleth co-workers, and deterioration in the conventional 
co-workers) regarded covert coping, which refers to avoidance behaviour 
when facing injustice and unfair treatment at work. This finding indicates 
changes in the co-workers behaviour. Covert coping is negatively corre-
lated to psychological resilience. Earlier research suggests that covert cop-
ing is specifically strongly related to poor health (Theorell et al., 2000: 
Härenstam et al., 2000; Leineweber et al., 2011). Indeed, our findings con-
firm the correlation to poor mental health in both groups. Decreased poor 
mental health (emotional exhaustion, sleep disturbance and depressive 
symptoms) as well as decreased performance based self-esteem (improved 
self-esteem) were observed in the Shibboleth co-workers. The opposite 
trend occurred in the conventional group. Moreover, decreased covert 
coping behaviour suggests an increase in psychological acceptance (will-
ingness to experience unwanted thoughts and feelings), which in turn is 
associated with improvement of mental health and depressive symptoms 
(Bond et al., 2000; Wells & Carter, 2002; Hayes et al., 1999; Salovey et 
al., 1999). Furthermore, studies of work environment have shown that 
sleep disorder is associated with emotional coping strategies and high 
arousal levels (Morin et al., 2003). Finally, emotional exhaustion is sug-
gested to be strongly associated with laissez-faire behaviour (Hetland et 
al., 2007). Thereby, the overall picture with regard to psychological resili-
ence seems to be coherent.  

6.3.2 Neurobiological resilience  

As was mentioned above, resilience is primarily identified as a psycholog-
ical phenomenon. However, a growing body of the neurobiological re-
search has directed the attention toward neurobiological resilience related 
to psychological resilience. DHEA for example, represents one of the bi-
omarkers that constitute the biological base of psychological resilience 
(Charney, 2004). Our findings demonstrate that the Shibboleth interven-
tion protected from winter deterioration of the DHEA-S excretion that 
could have been expected on the basis of the seasonal effect in the Shibbo-
leth group, both in participating leaders and their subordinates, compared 
to the conventional group.  

DHEA-S is considered to be a neurobiological stress-protective element 
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(e.g. Gallagher & Young, 2002). Several studies reported that DHEA-S 
promotes psychological resilience and has antidepressant effects (Char-
ney, 2004). Empirical evidence provides that DHEA-S is associated with 
superior stress tolerance and fewer psychological symptoms of burnout 
(Mohammad, 2012). DHEA provides also beneficial mental, cognitive and 
behavioural effects (Rose et al., 1997; Southwick et al., 2005). Increased 
level of DHEA has been observed (McCraty et al., 1998) as an effect of an 
emotional self-management program that required participant to focus on 
feelings of care for others. Another study showed that a mental training 
program was successful in changing in DHEA-S (Johansson & Uneståhl, 
2006). Recovery from severe stress appears to be facilitated by DHEA; an 
effective coping predicted higher plasma DHEA levels (Yehuda et al., 
2006). Moreover, links between higher concentrations of DHEA-S and 
superior cognitive performance (Wolf et al., 1998), and problem-
solving/decision-making abilities while experiencing acute stress have 
been found. DHEA-S was highest in soldiers who demonstrated the best 
performance during rigorous training (Morgan et al., 2004).  

6.4 NEUROBIOLOGICAL AND PSYCHOSOCIAL RESILIENCE, LEADER-
SHIP AND MORAL RESPONSIBILITY  

It has been shown that a higher level of DHEA-S was associated with 
healthier psychological and behavioural profiles among managers (Fava et 
al., 1992). The neural mechanisms of reward and motivation, courage, and 
adaptive social behaviour such as altruism and cooperation were found to 
be associated with resilience; individuals who demonstrate outstanding 
leadership ability and courage, are characterized by altruism (Charney, 
2004). DHEA was also found (McCraty et al., 1998) to be significantly 
positively related to care, compassion, kindness, tolerance, acceptance etc. 
According to Zak (2005), hormones appear to support a moral sense. Al-
truism has frequently been shown related to empathy (Batson, 2014). The 
neural mechanisms underlying altruistic feelings appear to link to empa-
thy, the ability to comprehend how other think and feel (Tankersley et al., 
2007). Empathy (or perspective taking) also has neural correlates in the 
cerebral cortex (Lamm et al., 2007). 

Altruism is a powerful contributor to resilience and has consistently been 
related to resilience in both children and adults. Individuals whose acts are 
based on a strong moral compass guided by altruism are more likely to be 
resilient when facing stress and adversity using active coping style, and 
are less likely to develop psychopathology (Southwick, et al., 2005). As 
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was mentioned before, what is morally good is good for health (An-
tonovsky, 1995). According to Rachman, (1979) facing fears is a key 
component of active coping. Resilient individuals have learned to face 
fears and have ability to select appropriate action. Research on altruistic 
behaviour during WWII showed that individuals who cared for others suf-
fered less trauma and anxiety than would be expected (Rachman, 1979). 
Our findings in the Shibboleth leaders confirm the relationship between 
resilience (SOC) and increased moral responsibility, courage (decreased 
laissez-faire behaviour) and altruism and empathy (Agreeableness). 

6.5 METHODOLOGICAL CONSIDERATIONS  

The research presented in the present thesis utilized a randomized con-
trolled trial design (RCT). RCT is traditionally considered as the golden 
standard for measuring the effectiveness of interventions across many di-
verse fields. With RCT design all participants are given the same oppor-
tunity to be randomly assigned into an experimental intervention group or 
a control group. However, RCT is not free from methodological problems.  

6.5.1 Design 

The recruitment of participants does not guarantee representativeness of the 
“whole” leader population. Volunteering leaders, who were willing to un-
dergo a leadership education without specification and were willing to par-
ticipate in the extensive follow-up for one year and a half, may have been 
more interested and more accepting than the average leader may be. How-
ever, it is a major strength that randomization to both groups occurred after 
participants had accepted the conditions of the study (randomization and 
repeated measurements). Thus, dropout during the study was as non-
differential as possible.  

The study was designed as far as possible in a symmetrical way. The crucial 
difference between these two programs was the content itself. For both in-
tervention groups the same education purpose and pedagogical philosophy 
was applied, equal time for the sessions was allocated and the structure of 
each session was similar. Accordingly, the design of the evaluation was 
constructed in such a way that the programs would compete with one an-
other in a symmetrical way. All participants received the same initial con-
ventional leadership training before they were exposed to the two different 
intervention programs. By providing similar leadership pre-understanding 
to all participants the leaders in the two groups could start from approxi-
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mately the same baseline and with the same motivation to improve their 
own leader competence. This means that the contrast between the groups 
were diminished with ensuing possible attenuation of differentiation in re-
sults compared to a design where the two groups would have had entirely 
different interventions from the beginning. Despite this equalization effect 
of the design, significant differences between the groups developed after the 
end of the interventions.  

There was only one supervisor team for each intervention. This means that 
the intervention principles that were tested could not be generalized to 
teacher teams in general. I, the author of this thesis, have constructed the 
Shibboleth concept. This could create a bias in favour of the Shibboleth 
program. The two professional leadership teachers at The Swedish Armed 
Forces have constructed the conventional program in close cooperation 
with one of my supervisors. The two teachers themselves also led the whole 
program and were both anxious to show that their program was the best one 
representing the “conventional” program, which could create a bias in fa-
vour of the conventional program. Therefore, while the general principles 
have to be tested with a larger number of teacher teams, our conclusion is 
that none of the programs has been systematically favoured in the design of 
this study. 

The fact that the leaders themselves selected their co-workers may be re-
garded as a weakness compared to a random allocation. On the other hand 
the same conditions applied to both intervention groups. The secondarily 
recruited co-workers’ (via leaders) evaluations of their leaders were anon-
ymous. The anonymity of co-workers is methodologically necessary (Atwa-
ter et al., 2002). Anonymity made it impossible to identify individuals in 
pre/post-measurements, so a collective mean score was calculated from the 
sums of the subordinates for each leader. It should also be emphasized that 
the co-workers were not involved in the interventions themselves. There-
fore, any observed effect on them is unlikely to be biased. Of all our meas-
urements only two, SOC and Agreeableness, are not link to the co-workers. 
It is also a strength in the design that the findings on DHEA-s changes 
which are less likely to be biased than the questionnaire findings point in 
the same direction as the findings on self-reported health changes. 

Attrition due to unwillingness and openly stated negative attitudes to the 
project were infrequent. On the other hand the total attrition was high. The 
study design was complex and multi-level. It was based on the assumption 
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that leaders and their corresponding co-workers kept the same work posi-
tion for almost 2 years. However, in the Swedish longitudinal study of em-
ployees (www. stressforskning.su.se/slosh) 38.5% of the participants who 
described themselves as managers reported that they had changed jobs dur-
ing the past 2 years. Some of the total attrition in this study was due to the 
fact that some of the co-workers also changed jobs or went on leave of ab-
sence. These should be added to the attrition rate that was due to manager 
turnover with resulting loss of corresponding co-workers. Accordingly, the 
total attrition was on a level that could have been expected in the Swedish 
working life.  

It could be argued that the Shibboleth concept is probably not appropriate 
for everyone. The intervention was perceived as emotionally, intellectually 
and aesthetically challenging and – although it was not a therapeutic inter-
vention – inducing self-protective, defensive mechanisms. The artistic form 
and the topics were likely to affect deeper layers of personality and bring in 
existential questions (as “How should I live?”), and lead to painful reas-
sessment of standpoints or self-understanding. One leader participant decid-
ed to leave the program after a few times due to strong discomfort. Two 
other participants did not like the concept, but continued to participate. On 
two occasions one/two person(s) left the room during performances but 
were back to discussion. However, the Shibboleth program is a leadership 
intervention and addressed to leaders. Assuming a position of power is a 
voluntary choice with which follows the duty to confront and cope with 
demanding, turbulent and many times a painful reality with complex value 
conflicts. Thereby and contrarily, it could be claimed that the demanding 
Shibboleth concept is appropriate for leaders, and possibly particularly suit-
able for leaders in high power position because such positions may exert 
great allure to lose contact with the actual reality and the self. People pos-
sessing high power are less willing to take the perspective of the others, are 
less willing to abandon their own vantage point, and tend to rely more on 
stereotypes (e.g., Fiske, 1993; Galinsky et al., 2008, 2006; Hogeveen et al., 
2014). 

Moreover, the leaders were recruited from different organizations and Ros-
skam (2009) has argued that it may be preferable if all managers in the or-
ganisation participate in the same program (Theorell, et al., 2001). It is pos-
sible that this could have been of greater importance to the conventional 
leaders, because they may be more dependent of the support of others than 
the Shibboleth leaders who developed an inner independence. 
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Finally, it should be pointed out that all participants attended the two-days 
introductory standardised leadership program. Although the introductory 
program was disconnected from both intervention programs and conducted 
with another group than the randomized one, it could have affected the re-
sults in the two groups. However, the same condition applied to both inter-
vention groups. Nevertheless, the introductory program could have a greater 
importance for the art-based intervention than for the conventional interven-
tion. Since Shibboleth had no explicit connection with leadership issues in 
contrast to the conventional program, the introductory program placed 
Shibboleth in a leadership context. However, how and to what extent this 
introductory program impacts the results in the two groups requires further 
research. 

6.5.2 Methodology and analyses 

It could be claimed that the size of the sample in this research was relatively 
small and thereby not very generalizable. However, in an evaluation project 
a small sample size means that it is more difficult to achieve a statistically 
significant result; only very large differences may be statistically signifi-
cant. Therefore, it could be stated that our findings indicating statistically 
significant results despite a relatively small size, are powerful. 

For psychological and biological stress related health variables  (study I) 
the fact that the first follow-up took place after a whole year whereas the 
second took place after 1 year and a half could potentially be a problem 
since there are pronounced seasonal variations in several of the studied out-
come variables (Theorell et. al., 2000a; Persson et al., 2008). Accordingly 
increased cortisol excretion, reduced DHEA-s excretion and worsening 
mental health could be predicted during the dark part of the late fall and ear-
ly winter – when the 18-month follow-up was performed. In particular, the 
concentration of this DHEA-S shows strong seasonal variation. This was 
counter-balanced by the design (identical follow-up periods in the 2 groups) 
as well as in the statistical analysis (2 separate analyses for each period).  

In study II it could be argued that some of the observed group differences 
in development could be due to regression towards mean. However, the ini-
tial values did not differ significantly between the groups and for all the 
study variables the Shibboleth group ended on a better level than the other 
group although most of these differences were non-significant.  
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For SOA – self-other rating agreement – data (study III) a simple statistical 
analytical strategy was chosen. There has been some disagreement in the 
field over different methods for operationalization of self-other agreement. 
Our choice of method was dictated by the small size of samples, which 
made our study unfit for complex statistical analysis. It should be pointed 
out that the aim was to capture changes in the SOA over time. The changes 
themselves should be relative and independent of comparative methods as 
long we use the same assessment method for all subjects in both pre and 
post measurements. However, we acknowledge that using difference scores 
instead of applying polynomial regression (Edwards, 1993) is a limitation.   

It could be stated that the assessment instrument DLQ contains dimensions 
that we have not analysed. In fact, we additionally tested the transforma-
tional leadership dimension (sum of “exemplary model”, “individualised 
consideration” and “inspiration and motivation”). The two intervention 
programmes may theoretically have different effects on this dimension. 
Although the MANOVA tests regarding transformational leadership 
showed no significant interaction effects, the pattern was similar however, 
with advantage to Shibboleth intervention; the agreement between the lead-
ers’ and the co-workers’ evaluations increased and self-overrating de-
creased in the Shibboleth group in contrast to the conventional group. A 
possible explanation of non-significant effects could be larger dropouts. 
Another explanation could be that it is easier for subordinates to perceive 
the appearance of a desirable behaviour  (a change from laissez-faire to 
more engagement and responsibility) than to detect the more subtle and elu-
sive changes in the degree of “positive behaviour” (more of the “good” 
transformational leadership). It can also be that the Shibboleth method is 
more devoted to fighting destructive leadership, than to strengthen a posi-
tive behaviour.  

In study IV, which is a phenomenological study, the aim was to interpret 
the possible characteristics that distinguish the subjective experience of 
Shibboleth. This obviously means that no claim is made on the statistical 
generalizability. Our interests have thereby been vertical rather than hori-
zontal; to deepen the understanding of the experience of Shibboleth, rather 
than to investigate how widespread and frequent a particular experience is. 
Nevertheless, it is striking how coherently the participating leaders have 
experienced Shibboleth.  
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6.6 GENERAL DISCUSSION  

6.6.1 How could we understand the negative effects of the conventional pro-
gram 

According to Lévinas (1985), “the boldest knowledge does not put us in 
communication with the real other” knowledge gives no one the opportuni-
ty to come out of oneself. 

The main concerns about conventional leadership development programs’ 
weaknesses – their instrumental, reductive and standardized approaches – 
seem to be justified since the leaders in the conventional program devel-
oped a false sense of self-image followed by deterioration in responsibility 
(increased laissez-faire and inability to cope with stress). These changes 
were, in turn, followed by negative development in their co-workers psy-
chological and biological condition. The co-workers reported increase in 
sadness, powerlessness and sleep problems as well as increased tendency to 
sweep the problem under the carpet (covert coping). Decreased psychologi-
cal resilience was reflected in neurobiological resilience. The tendency to 
negative development in stress related health was visible already in the 
first follow-up when worsening of health was not expected due to the sea-
sonal variations. The findings are consistent and demonstrate a decreased 
psychosocial and biological resilience in both the co-workers and their 
leaders. These results indicate that the impacts of the conventional pro-
gram on the leaders’ behaviours and attitudes caused deterioration in the 
psychosocial work environment. There are studies that illustrate that 
DHEA-S decrease during psychosocially stressful periods (Theorell, 2009; 
Westerlund et al., 2004).  

This negative effect of conventional training is in some respects incon-
sistent with some meta-analytic reviews (Avolio, et al., 2009; Taylor et al., 
2009) that show weak, but positive effects of leader training in general. 
However, the meta-analytic reviews bundled all kinds of training; both con-
ventional and experimental leader training was included. It is unclear if the 
methods of evaluations were based on comparison between two equal con-
ditions/interventions (as in this research) or based on leaders’ satisfaction 
estimates, or on co-workers ratings. It is also unclear if laissez-faire and 
stress coping, or health effects on co-workers were among outcome meas-
urements. Nevertheless, divergence of our findings in the conventional 
group from previous research may have implications for the interpretation. 
However, the considerable self-overrating in the conventional leaders after 
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the intervention complies with the meta-analysis, which shows that leaders’ 
self-ratings were more than two-times higher than estimates based on the 
subordinates’ ratings. Also, in accordance with our findings, meta-analyses 
show stronger effects of non-training-oriented leadership interventions 
(such as the Shibboleth intervention) versus those of developmen-
tal/training-oriented type (such as the conventional program in the present 
research).3 This fact could be one of conceivable reasons for the deteriora-
tion in leaders after the conventional program. The reinforcement of an in-
strumental approach during ten months in the conventional group (versus 
the aesthetical/emotive/ethical impact of an art-based intervention) might 
have counterproductive effects. As Grint (2010) states, while a huge effort 
has been made to reduce the ideal leader to the essence, ironically the re-
duction has simultaneously reduced its value. Exaggerated attempts to cap-
ture the quintessential of leadership in prescriptive models and confirmation 
through (self-)recognition may simultaneously encourage dangerous feel-
ings of overconfidence and of being able to control a complex reality 
through routine behaviour. Indeed, the findings in the present study demon-
strate that the leaders developed a false sense of self-importance (increased 
over-estimation). Succumbing to hubris and becoming distanced is for lead-
ers “the kiss of death” (Haslam et al., (2012).  

The negative effect of conventional training is also inconsistent with the 
participants own satisfaction estimates through the two evaluations per-
formed after the intervention ended and nine months later. The participating 
leaders described that they were generally satisfied with the conventional 
program, perceiving it as fruitful, informative, strengthening, and reward-
ing. They experienced that they have become better leaders, felt much more 
confidence and safer and were much more aware of how to act to achieve 
the goals, and how to talk to their co-workers not to be misunderstood, 
“convincing instead of persuading”. Models and metaphors evoked recogni-
tion feelings, and the participants stated that they “recognized my work-

                                            

3 Non-developmental interventions involved studies where the experimenter was manipulating the 
leader’s behaviour through role plays, scripts, assignment, scenarios and so forth (Avolio, et al., 
2009). Developmental/training-oriented type refers to leadership training or development as an at-
tempt by the investigators to enhance an individual's knowledge, skills, ability, motivation, and/or 
perceived self-concept to enable them to exercise positive influence in the domain of leadership. 
(Avolio, et al., 2009). 
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place right away”. The exchange of experiences confirmed that all leaders 
shared similar problems, which made that “many big problems will be 
smaller” inducing feelings of relief. They got confirmation of their values 
and their view of leadership and their leadership approach. Models, tools 
and metaphors were perceived as very important and gave them strength, a 
platform to stand firmly on. The leaders were making efforts to put con-
cepts into practice and implement them. They dared to let go of control, not 
to do violence on themselves and rely more on intuition, “trust my gut feel-
ing and have a theory to lean on”. The most important leadership values 
they carried with them were the importance of employee participation and 
to delegate more. Then “the employees are satisfied and deliver a better re-
sult”, or “you get the maximum out of people, without simultaneously im-
peding“. They also reported that they worked less than before the interven-
tion.  

However, the co-workers did not share the leaders’ positive image and did 
not perceive their leaders as improved, which is in accordance with previ-
ous research (Eden, 1985; Taylor, et al., 2009). On the contrary, the co-
workers experienced deterioration in both leaders’ responsibility, as well as 
deterioration in their own psychological and biological resilience. A num-
ber of characteristics can be distinguished that could explain such effects of 
the conventional program.  
 First, highlighting and confirming personal experiences, values and the 
familiar provide, of course, feelings of strength and security. But, at the 
same time, it may create ground for passivity and excessive self-
importance, especially in a position of power. Confirmation does not chal-
lenge values and self-image; however, critical examination is an important 
motivational force for self-improvement. Indeed, the leaders did not men-
tion that they had undergone some self-examination or self-re-evaluation. 
Feelings of recognition do not stimulate to extend specific/everyday experi-
ences and own sphere of interest. However, to understand and interpret the 
alien or to see the world through the eyes of the others is a source of gaining 
universal knowledge. Looking inwards before recognizing others, “to thine 
own self be true”, is indeed, the basic orientation of narcissism (Sparrowe, 
2005).  
 Second, using the explanatory models of reality as a comprehensive plat-
form to work from, and making efforts to realize these models could create 
a reversed order leading to reality alienation effects. Rather than to be a 
starting point for independent judgement, reality and human beings are sub-
sumed according to reductive models, which is at odds with the actual de-
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mands that the complexity of authentic experiences set. As Martha Nuss-
baum (1995) stresses, “we should be on our guard against this lightness 
with which simplified models tend to take over and begin to be like the 
whole of reality”. Indeed, the leaders did not mention the human complexi-
ty or ethical consideration or emotional aspects in their relations to the co-
workers. One can clearly see in the leaders’ statements, an instrumental eth-
ics towards their co-workers. Such an approach may also lead to an attitude 
of moral indifference, adiaphorization according to Bauman (1995), which 
means “making certain actions, or certain objects of action, morally neutral 
or irrelevant - exempt from the categories of phenomena suitable for moral 
evaluation.”  
 Third, affirmation of intuition and gut feeling combined with trust on the 
models do not stimulate ability for judgement, it rather stimulates an anti-
intellectual approach. Relying on human intuition is often a mistake; intui-
tion is usually based on feelings and stereotypes and may be a great source 
for failures (Kahneman, 2011). We tend to see our intuitions as the product 
of some natural force that understands more than we do, however, the in-
tuition may provide great biases because it captures just a part of the whole 
and because it is often determined by immediate self-interest, people tend to 
believe what they want to believe (Baron, 1998).  
 Fourthly, over-emphasis on co-workers’ participation could create a 
counterproductive pseudo-democracy – a kind of moral indoctrination 
where in the name of high values, development of instrumental and institu-
tionalised ethics and convenient escape from responsibility could take 
place. Over-promotion of employee participation can ironically also under-
line and consolidate the distinctions and distance, “us and them”, highlight-
ing the employee’s inferior position, which instead of inclusion may create 
an exclusion effect reinforcing the leaders’ superiority attitude. It has been 
shown that employees’ health may be negatively correlated with a demo-
cratic leadership style and high participation (Tollgerdt-Andersson, 2005). 
However, a democratic leadership style and the promotion of employees’ 
participation are undoubtedly good and desirable values, but such values 
should come from the heart. Regenerating values “administratively” (Ha-
bermas, 1975) does not mean that they will become by themselves internal-
ized and anchored in the leaders’ moral conscience. Participation entails 
that leaders build high-quality relations with followers and that they really 
share the same world, the same organizational value system, and the feel-
ings of being part of a common “we”, and not just sharing “technical” in-
formation. Such value congruence, which requires laborious efforts, pro-
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motes communication and the development of trust within relationships 
(Edwards et al., 2009).  

6.6.2 How could we understand the positive effects of the Shibboleth program 

According to Hanna Arendt (1968), the function of education is to teach 
what the world is like and not to instruct in the art of living. The Shibbo-
leth intervention and the effects it has had on the leaders were strikingly 
different from the conventional intervention. Based on the results from the 
four studies, the leaders’ experiences of the Shibboleth program and devel-
opment can be interpreted and discussed as follows:  

No instrumental intentions, self-enhanced efforts, no specific messages, 
other than the artistic were conveyed. The leaders had not received ready-
made answers or “the right” moral system or ideas; on the contrary, the 
world opened up as a question (in their notes the participants raised count-
less amounts of questions). They were not expected to learn from what they 
had heard or to associate to leadership practice or own experiences, and did 
not get any help to find meaning. On the contrary, they had to rely on their 
own sensations and judgment. They did not train any social skills such as 
how to act and to talk to their co-workers. Opposing, they cultivated their 
values and feelings, and loyalty to human beings, not to learned models and 
leadership ideas. They could not satisfy their needs of confirmation; rather, 
the “illusions have been crumbled” (as one leader expressed it). The partic-
ipants were forced to abandon own self-absorption and extend their subjec-
tive and everyday circumstances and experiences. They were forced to shift 
the perspective from their own sphere of interest to the universal – from “I” 
to “we” and to pay attention to the outside world (which could appear 
strange or irrational) and put themselves in the place of people of different 
kinds and in different kinds of circumstances. They were forced to “read” 
the world through the eyes of others, different from themselves. They could 
participate in, and feel the suffering of others, assist in their struggle, am-
bivalence, wishes and desires, and in their impossible moral choices and 
helplessness when facing things beyond their control. They were confronted 
with the complexity of life, with destruction, unfairness, cowardice – in-
sights that are disturbing and induce powerful emotions which cut through 
self-protective mechanism, which requires a response. Such impressions 
evoked deep feelings of compassion and reverence for life – feelings of be-
ing part of a common “we”. Facing the painful complexity of being human 
in an aesthetically demanding way forced self-critical evaluation, which in-
creased awareness of moral responsibility through “seeing oneself as an 
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other” (Ricoeur, 1992). Such insights could have given strong incentives for 
concern for others and for doing something about unfairness and disasters, 
and mobilize the leaders’ courage to take a stand and act when required – a 
moral courage to act (Monroe, 2011). These experiences could have in-
creased humility in the leaders and connected them more closely with fol-
lowers. Sharing a common humanity, a sense of “us”, is central to the social 
influence on followers and lies at the heart of effective leadership (Haslam 
et al., 2012).  

6.6.2.1 Increased psychological complexity 

In order to be able to include the new challenging reality in the process of 
appropriation of Shibboleth, the participants seemed to expand their psy-
chological “structures” or stretched their mental boundaries  (“cognitive 
stretching”, Piaget, 1932), and developed more psychological complexity 
(cognitive/imagination, emotional and ethical).  

The participants got hold of deeper levels of their subjectivity (higher level 
of self-awareness) that previously was hidden by self-importance or high 
level of prestige, or when one defines oneself as someone firmly determi-
nate. Here, I would like to refer to Beauvoir and her concept of Ethics of 
Ambiguity. Beauvoir (1976) discusses two different, conflicting ways of be-
ing in the world. The first, “wanting to be”, refers to a striving for existence 
away from freedom and anxiety, a desire for childhood’s security and 
cheerfulness without bearing responsibility. Such strive to be what we are 
not, is doomed to fail. What is required is a change of attitude from “want-
ing to be” to “wanting to disclose being”, which is the condition of an au-
thentic being and a source of ethical existence, “an original type of attach-
ment to being... Now, here there is not failure, but rather success” (p. 12). 
Such attitude implies to confirm our ambiguous connection to the world, 
the vulnerability and the fact that we cannot help being affected by it. By 
“parenthesizing” our “wanting to be”, an abstention from common sense at-
titude, we discover and get in touch with our subjectivity, and can gain ac-
cess to an emotional life and joy and vitality in addition to anxiety and dis-
ruption. However, “wanting to disclose being” is difficult and psychically 
laborious. Beauvoir’s ethics of ambiguity raises the question of our humani-
ty, to respect and bear responsibility for “we”.  
 
One of the most apparent effects of Shibboleth is that the leaders seemed to 
expand their relational self; how they see themselves (self-image) in rela-
tion to others. Monroe (1996, 2011) means that such way of seeing oneself 
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in relation to others as closely connected through bonds of common hu-
manity lies at the heart of altruism. This “altruistic perspective”, to experi-
ence oneself as linked to the others, in which moral imagination plays a 
critical role, is possible to activate, according to Monroe, through varied 
factors in the external environment. The increased “altruistic perspective” 
followed by increased awareness of moral responsibility can be an explana-
tion to the Shibboleth leaders’ underrating of their laissez-faire behaviour 
that occurred after the intervention – the feeling that one can always do 
more. According to Lévinas (1982), a moral person does not believe that he 
or she has done enough: ”Don’t ever console yourself that you have done 
everything you could, because it’s not true.” The feeling of ambivalence is 
inevitable for moral awareness (Bauman, 1995). Such increased moral re-
sponsibility, intervening when something is wrong or unfair or when some-
body is humiliated (decreased laissez-faire behaviour), brought into the 
leaders a greater appreciation of own courage and greater self-esteem and 
self-respect, which is in accordance with Lévinas’s (e.g., 1985) concep-
tion of subjectivity implying that moral responsibility is the basis of our 
self-esteem/respect. According to Monroe, (2011), we can only find self-
esteem and self-respect and the humanity in ourselves by honouring it in 
others.  

An intriguing observation, which indicates a reverse order in development 
that was not expected, is that the development in the leaders was probably 
determined by a strong moral obligation, a moral imperative to assume re-
sponsibility and act. Increased ability for empathy (Agreeableness) was ob-
served only in the second follow-up, but changes in behaviour (decreased 
laissez-faire – increase leadership responsibility) were already visible in the 
first follow-up. The hypothesis could be that increased efforts to assume re-
sponsibility brought with it changes in attitudes and not vice versa.  

Decreasing laissez-faire behaviour is not a trivial psychological process; it 
means being able to abandon the position of indifference, cowardice, uni-
formity, and self-absorption / blindness. In addition, people often consider 
the harm caused by their evident negative actions to be more moral severe 
than harm caused by omissions of action (Baron, 1998). Thereby, to be 
aware of the harm we cause through failing to act requires a sharp ability to 
moral imagination and moral judgment or a strong moral imperative. An in-
triguing observation regarding laissez-faire behaviour is that the leaders al-
so reported that they worked more than before the intervention, which again 
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is contrasting with the conventional leaders who reported that they worked 
less after the intervention.  

Taken together, the participants dedicated themselves to the “alien” Shibbo-
leth. They heard the call to take a stand to reflect in their lives. They were 
able to accommodate complexity, their own ambiguous and contrasting 
sides and hold more contradiction in their thinking, a dialectical “both-and” 
thinking, rather than an “either-or”. They allowed Shibboleth to matter in 
their lives, despite the fact that their life differed drastically from the expe-
riences portrayed in Shibboleth. Shibboleth was not defined for a specific 
aim, and did not convey any specific messages but addressed the universal 
existential problems. This could have made it possible for each individual 
leader to receive Shibboleth in a unique personal way and to develop the 
psychological processes that she or he needed to develop, and to find their 
own responses meaningful in their own life. It made it possible to open up 
the buried experiences of the past, which could be interpreted in new ways 
revealing truths about one’s life and existence in general, and thereby offer-
ing new future possibilities. Thus, the leaders’ aesthetic experiences were 
transformed into a lived reality.  

6.6.2.2 Psychological complexity and leadership effectiveness  

We interpret the findings in the Shibboleth leaders as an expression of a 
psychic growth towards a more complex and integrated ‘self’ in which the 
realisation of one’s own ability co-exists with awareness of one’s own limi-
tations. I would like to refer to research regarding leadership effectiveness, 
which is in strong accordance to the results in the current thesis.  

Kegan and Lahey (2001) in their research in adult development theory ap-
plied to leadership, claim that great mental complexity correlates with lead-
ership effectiveness and an improved capacity to cope with uncertainty in 
genuinely creative ways. Leaders at higher levels of mental development 
operate more efficiently because they are able think in more complex ways.  

A longitudinal study (Keith, 1998) that examined CEOs of major corpora-
tions (each with annual revenues of over $5 billion) showed that there was a 
clear correlation between higher levels of mental complexity and higher 
levels of effectiveness.  Keith and Kuhnert (2005) have identified, based on 
research with 21 top leaders, characteristics that highly effective leaders 
have in common, labelled “the theory of leadership development level” 
(LDL). LDL is defined as the capacity to understand others, our situations, 
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and ourselves. It focuses on advancing a theory of the whole person: the 
levels of maturity that shape the mental and moral capacities of leaders. 
They conclude:  
 “Leadership effectiveness is not gained simply by piling more skills onto 
the same level, or by increasing the capacity to recite company leadership 
competencies. It is gained by fundamentally changing the way we address 
leadership development – it is not just what you know, but where you know 
it from that matters.  The future of our organizations depends on successful-
ly identifying and developing all leaders to higher LDLs – to a place of 
greater authenticity – so that they can respond effectively to the increasing-
ly complex demands of our times.”  
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7 THEORETICAL IMPLICATIONS OF THIS THESIS 
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7.1 THE AESTHEMETIC, DIALECTICAL PROCESS  

“I think we ought to read only the kind of books that wound and stab us. If 
the book we are reading doesn’t wake us up with a blow on the head, what 
are we reading it for? ...We need the books that affect us like a disaster, that 
grieve us deeply, like the death of someone we loved more than ourselves, 
like being banished into forests far from everyone, like a suicide. A book 
must be the axe for the frozen sea inside us.”   

                 FRANZ KAFKA. Letter to Oskar Pollak, 1904. 

The scientific contribution of this thesis is, in addition to empirical findings, 
the theoretical concept of aesthemetics (aesthetic, emotional and ethic di-
mensions). The notion of aesthemetics conceptualises the core that consti-
tute the transformative power of Shibboleth. The concept of aesthemetics 
can help to clarify the underlying conditions for successful training pro-
grams in general.  

Encountering Shibboleth entailed a drastic break with the familiar and was 
both a negative and a positive experience; making oneself susceptible to the 
alien, for others and ones own suffering was painful. Existence became 
more vulnerable, more solemn and more demanding. It could be claimed 
that the positive changes do not outweigh the negative aspects and that such 
a challenging psychological process could even increase vulnerability. Yet, 
in accordance with various authors, we argue that the negative experiences 
are just the underlying condition for the positive effects, and that the dialec-
tical, aesthemethic nature that constitute the core of Shibboleth’s impact is 
offering the participants a world with the simultaneous validity of con-
trasting poles.  

Below follows the description of the concept of the aesthemetic, dialectical 
process. The aesthemetic approach (presented in the result section) that the 
leaders adopted constitute the inner structure in each following characteris-
tic: 

1. Aesthemetic shock: inspiration through a break with the familiar 
2. Aesthemetic appropriation: affirmation of life through the difficult 
3. Aesthemetic transformation: self-recognition through moral 

responsibility  
4. Elusiveness and liminality through the Shibboleth´s artistic techniques 
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The order in which the four characteristics are described does not imply a 
strict causal sequence; the different characteristics may coexist in varying 
combinations throughout the whole process and can be seen as a progress in 
a spiral motion.  

 

Figure 19 The aesthemetic, dialectical process 

7.1.1 Aesthemetic shock: inspiration through a break with the familiar    

Facing Shibboleth is like a shock that breaks the familiar, and is both a neg-
ative and a positive experience. Emotionally, Shibboleth was perceived to 
uncontrollably affect the self’s deeper levels and to awaken unwelcome and 
fearful feelings. Ethically, working against the denial mechanisms, the par-
ticipants experienced Shibboleth to force them to relate to the suffering of 
others. Aesthetically, the artistic form awakened a strong imaginative awe at 
something unique, beautiful and magical. In this dialectic, destabilising ten-
sion, in the oscillation at the threshold between alienation and coercion on 
the one hand, and the feeling of freedom and enchantment on the other, 
there occurs a drastic break with a habitual, self-absorbed attitude. This 
break may provide an incentive to go beyond the given. The shock / break 
is assigned great transformative importance by theorists. According to phe-
nomenology and psychoanalysis, to mature mentally, a radical break with 
an ingrained, “natural attitude” (Husserl, 2012) is required: when we lose 
control of our intentions, strange, repressed, and twisted emotions within us 
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can be transformed and integrated into something meaningful. For Lévinas 
(1985), the break has a major ethical significance; in “the gravity” of 
breaks, we question our good conscience. Ricoeur (1991a) speaks of “the 
shock of the possible” through art experience that reorients our thinking 
providing new ways of being. Similarly, Adorno (1997) refers to “the 
shock” aroused by art that mediates strangeness beyond the immediacy; we 
feel “attacked”, “shaken” and “lose our footing” and “truth… becomes tan-
gible” (244). These epiphanic moments “those lightning flashes seen by a 
closed eye that has received a blow” (Adorno, 2005: 236) gives the impulse 
to think differently and frees man from “his fetters” (Adorno, 1973a). Such 
moments can also, according to Fischer-Lichte’s (2008), strike us by a 
“stream of magic”, a sudden, intense experience of “radical” presence, 
“embodied mind”, which cannot be recreated in daily life and may be a 
source of power and happiness. The above closely captures the participants’ 
description of their experiences with Shibboleth: one sees with new 
eyes/new light, and new thoughts or feelings, never experience before, re-
veal themselves, as well as the intensive feelings of presence, freedom, 
happiness and gratitude for life. 

7.1.2 Aesthemetic appropriation: affirmation of life through the difficult     

The appropriation of Shibboleth was effectual, but at the same time chal-
lenging with experiences of e.g. guilt, fear, anxiety or evil. Simultaneously, 
there was a sense of security that “this cannot hurt me”. The participants 
discovered, with wonder, the courage to accommodate the difficult from the 
outside and the dark from the inside. They also found the liberation of fan-
tasy, joy of life, and recreational power. Shibboleth provided a kind of dia-
lectical aesthemetic distance whereby self-defence could be transformed, 
according to participants’ reports, to a creative self-extension and a reorien-
tation; this may have enabled them, with the power of imagination, to feel 
compassion with the suffering of others, without mirroring oneself in it. It 
may also have enabled confrontation with one’s own suffering, without los-
ing oneself in pain. The importance of the dialectical combination of dis-
tance in relation to the self (the abandoning of the narcissistic self) and ap-
propriation (making “the strange” one’s own), is discussed in more depth 
by Ricoeur (1991a).  

One can argue that the harrowing appropriation process is not necessary or 
even may be counterproductive; yet, several theories claim that it is need-
ed and can be transformative. Aristotle in the Poetics use the word “ca-
tharsis”, which could be interpreted as purification and purgation of emo-
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tions through arts, the feeling of being washed or cleansed through “pity 
and fear”. According to Klein (2002), psychic growing requires a demand-
ing process that enables a shift from a safety-focused splitting of the world 
into black and white, to a “depressive” position where we are able to ac-
commodate both good and bad. In this process we learn to believe in our 
reparative power and stand loss, guilt and grief, without placing all evil on 
others. The feeling of anxiety and guilt is a prerequisite for moral maturi-
ty; we take responsibility for others and wish to atone and repair, which 
converts the destructiveness into creativity opening new possibilities. In 
Lévinas’s conception (2003a), similarly to Klein, shame should lead not to 
harm but to obligation for us to claim responsibility for ourselves, and mo-
tivation to compassion. For Ricoeur (1960), to confess guilt and anxiety 
means, at the same time, discovering freedom. Echoing Nabert, Ricoeur 
argue (Nabert, 1962) that attention to the dark experiences such as guilt, 
anxiety and erring, is absolutely fundamental to the understanding of ex-
istence; optimism can never make us directly aware of an original affirma-
tion of life, liberty and opportunities. “The need to give voice to suffering 
is the condition of all truth”, according to Adorno (1973b: 17) and art, 
which is “the language of suffering” offers a unique opportunity for criti-
cism. Ricoeur (1991b) likewise, means that through art/fiction we create 
“imaginative variation of the ego” allowing for criticism of our illusions 
that provides “redescription” of the world, especially the worlds of action 
and suffering. This work is transformative. Therein lies the subversive 
force of “poetics”. Drawing from Jasper (1947), Ricoeur (1992) believes 
that Greek tragedy gives us “the shock capable of awakening our mistrust 
with respect not only to the illusions of the heart but also to the illusions 
born of the hubris of practical reasoning itself “ (241). Such “tragic wis-
dom”, just because it does not produce a univocal ethic teaching, forms 
the “tragic source” of our practical wisdom, or phronesis (a sense of ap-
propriate moral judgement that governs one’s conduct, from Aristotle, 
1980). Nussbaum (1990) as well, argues that phronesis can be practised 
through arts becoming an entrenched virtue, and she emphasizes, echoing 
Aristotle, the fundamental role of feelings and fantasy in phronesis. 
Phronesis can be likened to a poetic ability, as it requires creativity (Mil-
ler, 1996). Bourdieu (1992) speaks of poetry’s “reality effect”; the magical 
efficacy to highlight what is “buried in the body’s folds”. The participants 
expressed something similar: “I do not need to reflect, it’s part of me”. 
The approach that the participants adopted in their encounter with others, 
to deal with particulars in a particular context and make the individual in a 
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specific situation one’s starting point resembles phronesis.  

7.1.3 Aesthemetic transformation: self-recognition through moral responsibility     

The crucial turning points can be summarised as follows: (i) the recognition 
of limitations of existence, the tragic side of life; one’s own and others vul-
nerability, complexity and inherent potential for destructiveness, as well as 
the uncontrollable and ambiguous nature of existence. (ii) At the same time 
the designation of the self as a morally accountable subject with power to 
act, take a stand and care for others, which (iii) entails an enhanced sense of 
a common humanity, humility and self-esteem, and also care for one’s own 
wellbeing. The turn towards moral responsibility for others, which the par-
ticipants had, according to their reports, never experienced before, and the 
link to self-recognition/self-esteem is in line both with Ricoeur’s and Lévi-
nas’s ethics. For Ricoeur (2004), “the capable human” always detour 
through hard-earned lessons of outer experience to identify oneself as a 
moral responsible subject; only through recognition of the limitations of 
both human action and human suffering is our capacity to act genuine. Ac-
cording to Ricoeur, self-understanding/self-recognition, the true self, can 
never be grasped by introspection, but proceeds indirect, from the interpre-
tation of signs given outside and in critical communication with others (Ih-
de, 1971). Lévinas in his ethics of Otherness (1969, 1987) claims that it is 
in the encounter with the other, different from oneself, one’s subjectivi-
ty/identity is constituted, and not within itself. Hence, preserving the other’s 
alterity is for Lévinas the core of ethics. A full self-recognition occurs when 
going beyond; a deliberate “deposition” of the self to take responsibility for 
the other. Then, and only then, can one fully appreciate oneself, which 
means a reversal of the famous “you have to love yourself to love another”. 
When the others are revealed to me, in their vulnerability and suffering, 
which Lévinas (2003b) calls “the epiphany of the face”, no one can take my 
place. For Lévinas (1985), man’s humanity, the genuine significance of a 
human life, consists of taking responsibility. Mature humans’ “difficult 
freedom” (Lévinas, 1991) is to expose themselves to the severity of exist-
ence, and humbly responding to the unique other. The above mirrors the 
participants’ sense of a self-worth detour through efforts to taking responsi-
bility for others.  

The etched memory images work as aesthemethic traces, suddenly releasing 
themselves after a long time in different particular contexts emerging a new 
understanding capable of guidance in the world. According to Adorno’s 
(1997) concept “art as memory” such “traces”, like a flash, can be trans-
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formative, generating new understandings. The ethical importance of 
“memory trace” for connecting us to the other or to the past, have also been 
discussed both by Lévinas (2003b) and Ricoeur (1991b).  

7.1.4 Elusiveness and liminality through the Shibboleth´s artistic techniques 

The dialectical tension between contrasting modes that the participants had 
been found in, an indeterminate and destabilizing state where one crosses a 
boundary, allows, according to numerous scholars, for a transformation of 
the self. Such “liminal experience” (to pass a threshold), a state of “betwixt 
and between” (Turner, 1995) builds a creative sphere in which new ways of 
acting are tried. Turner refers to the pioneering works of anthropologist van 
Gennep (1909) who showed that cultural performances “rites de passage” 
are divided into three phases: (i) the phase of separation from everyday 
flow and contexts; (ii) the liminal or transformation phase – a labile "in- be-
tween" state, allowing for entirely new, partly disturbing experiences pre-
paring to a new identity; (iii) re-entry into the everyday world. 

The elusive transitional “in-between” state is a central idea in Iser’s per-
ception theory (1974). According to Iser, one of the most important liter-
ary theoretician, art experience requires an “aesthetic response”, which 
means activating of creative imagination to produced meaning. A modern, 
fragmentary artistic technique forces our imagination to fill in “hiatuses” 
and to fit different segments together, and “uncover the unformulated 
part” (287). In this dialectic position between presences and absences we 
oscillate between anticipation, revision, frustration and surprise, “we look 
forward, we look back, we decide, we change our decisions, we form ex-
pectations, we are shocked by their non-fulfilment, we question, we muse, 
we accept, we reject; this is the dynamic process of recreation.” (288). The 
“interplay of illusion-forming and illusion-breaking”, movement between 
position and counter-position, results in a “strange situation” (289), we do 
not know what it actually entails, we “prepare us for a re-orientation” 
(290). We are forced to confront the alien and negate the familiar. We im-
part “lifelikeness” to such experience, which enables us to absorb the un-
familiar. We must suspend the attitudes that shape our personality. The 
shattering of expectations and undercutting of norms will “inevitably” 
bring us “above the threshold of consciousness” and we will be shifted in-
to a new perspective that “brings to light that which remained hidden so 
long as their validity remained unquestioned” (Iser, 1993: 136); We are 
changed.  
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According to Fischer-Lichte (2008), a leading theatre researcher, the aes-
thetic experience of a theatre performance pervades of “the liminality, in-
stability and elusiveness” (157).  Such transformative experience is creat-
ed from an autopoietic feedback loop (a self-referential process of an ever 
changing interaction between the representation/content, the act of per-
formance itself, performers, their voices, the spatial design and the specta-
tors), and perceptual multi-stability (the shift of perspectives between or-
der of presence/corporeality and representation/content). Each shift pro-
duces discontinuity and is the condition for an associative generating of 
meaning, which “may lead to further autobiographical reflection” (157). 
The spectators’ perception swings continually, they cannot control this 
ambiguous process and are caught in a state of elusiveness and liminality 
that is likely to be experienced as crisis. Spectators might remain in a state 
of destabilisation long after the performance, and reorient themselves later 
upon reflection.  

7.1.4.1 The crucial and dialectical role of the artistic form and music  

The Shibboleth experimental, artistic technique was perceived as especially 
challenging by the participants; full of blockage with unexpected contradic-
tions that demands multiple attention and force imagination to fill in the un-
said and to link the fragments together. Yet, at the same time the perfor-
mances were experienced as especially affecting in a way the participants 
have not experienced before. In its multimodal and polyphonic expression, 
Shibboleth may produce an autopoietic feedback loop and perceptual multi-
stability trigging a strong liminal experience. The ongoing, unpredictable 
shift between art genres and of reading voices, as well as the affective con-
trasts between music and text, all reinforce destabilisation of perception and 
increase the tension between decoding the text and presence. Such a process 
triggers affective, physiological and volitional reactions.  

The impact of Shibboleth’s technique was aesthemetical, influencing aes-
thetics/creativity, emotions and ethics, and dialectical, reinforcing the limi-
nal experience. The participants experienced a dialectical impact with two 
contrasting sides’ simultaneous validity, to name a few:  

• a reflective distance, at the same time a strong affect  
• the feelings of claustrophobia, at the same time the feelings of liberty 
• an intensive concentration, at the same time a loss of control  
• bodily reactions, at the same time transcendental moods  
• the feelings of tiredness, at the same time the power of energy  
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• the feelings of incomprehensibility, at the same the power of fantasy  
• to be shaken, at the same time to be carried  
• a feeling of alienation, at the same time enjoying life, etc. 

According to the participants, the music played a crucial role for the experi-
ence of Shibboleth as a transformative power; sometimes triggered shaking 
new thoughts whereas sometimes it was supportive having a sheltering 
power that made it possible to take in the difficult and “dreadful” from the 
Shibboleth performances. The music affects the body and activates self-
referential processes (Fischer-Lichte, 2008). Music has the unique ability of 
stimulating visual imagery, it is like a “fantasy ground” and both portrays 
and arouses a wide range of complex emotive states and reactive emotional 
memories (Juslin and Vastfjall, 2008), and may become an antecedent of an 
empathic response (Hoeckner et al., 2011. Interaction between music and 
text could facilitate a context for understanding through broader associa-
tions. It has been suggested that music evokes emotion by creating dynamic 
patterns to which our socio-emotional brain is particularly sensitive 
(Coutinho and Cangelosi, 2011). Music might contribute knowledge facili-
tating empathic response and empathic concern (Hoeckner et al., 2011).   

7.2 AESTHEMETIC RESPONSIBILITY IN LEADERSHIP 

“Between two human beings the step is huger than between the worm and 
the highest vertebrate. In order to compare one face with another we need to 
change our point of view thoroughly, as well as all our measures and prin-
ciples. Not one of those categories being fit for a certain human being 
would do when we stand in front of another.” 

Bruno Schulz. Letter to Maria Kasprowicz 1934 

The Shibboleth’s “laboratory room” allowed learning through experiences 
unavailable in the empirical world. Making such experiences as if they were 
for real, however without being directly affected by them in the lived life, 
may provide understanding of what it means to live in other ways than our 
own. In such imaginary, liminal and precarious room, aesthetical, emotion-
al/bodily and ethical dimensions are inseparable. By adopting the aes-
themetic approach, the participants cultivated aesthetical, emotional and 
ethical responsibility. Based on these empirical findings the concept of aes-
themetic responsibility in leadership is presented below and thereby consti-
tutes one more theoretical implication of this thesis. Aesthemetics is a con-
struct with no sharp boundaries between its three components, which are to 
some extent overlapping.  
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Figure 20 The aesthemetic responsibility 

7.2.1 Aesthetical responsibility – thinking beyond the expected 

Aesthetical responsibility involves openness to different kinds of new im-
pressions and openness to different kinds of creative thinking. Divergent 
thinking, which refers to the way of thinking through associations in many 
different directions, is at the heart of the creative process (Guilford, 1950), 
and makes us to see differently than the regular. Several philosophers put 
the aesthetic ability of imagination in the centre of our knowledge and un-
derstanding of the world (e.g. Nussbaum, 1995, e.g., Ricoeur, 1991a). The 
aesthetic ability to creative/productive imagination helps us to interpret the 
multitude of impressions, to recognize patterns, and to create coherence and 
meaning (e.g., Kant, 2003). Through manifesting meaning, the imagination 
forms the basis for our actions. Thereby, taking responsibility requires crea-
tivity (Bauman, 1995; Johansson, 1998) to find new ways to act and to 
move from the known to the unknown, which imply being able to imagine 
what has been, what exists but is hidden, and what possibly could come. To 
be responsible requires ability to put ourselves in the position of someone 
different and to think from this standpoint (empathic imagination: the abil-
ity to be receptive to the other and it, Kerney, 2002). To be responsible re-
quires also ability to imagine the moral consequences of the actions of one-
self and others, even non-existing possibilities (ethical imagination: the 
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ability to response to the other, a response to suffering and exploitation, 
Kerney, 1991). Moral imagination plays a critical role as the link between 
empathy and affective and cognitive processes (Westen, 1995); our percep-
tion of both the self and the others govern our treatment of other people 
(Mikulincer & Horesh, 1999). 

7.2.2 Emotional responsibility – a “paradox of resilience” 

Emotional responsibility involves openness to different kind of feelings, in-
cluding emotional openness for the tragic sides of life that not only are 
linked to the self in response to own needs, but also a readiness to become 
emotionally involved with others who are different from oneself.  Such 
readiness of accepting, enduring and coping with a spectrum of painful 
emotions of ones own and others may lead to better coping and increased 
resilience. Van der Hart et al. (2006) talks about “the act of triumph” and 
means that by abandoning an escape behaviour the trust in own ability to 
cope is restored. Walsh (2009) speaks about a “paradox of resilience”, that, 
“in the midst of suffering, as we search more deeply within ourselves and 
reach out to others, the hardship endured opens ways for the spirit to grow.”  

7.2.3 Ethical responsibility – a universalist way of thinking  

Ethical responsibility involves openness to ethical self-criticism grounded 
in awareness of the limitations of human action and the potential destruc-
tiveness inherent in all exercise of power. Recognition of human otherness, 
vulnerability and suffering obligates to a responsibility resting on an ethical 
foundation of a common humanity that stands independent of a temporary 
order. According to Fairholm (2001) leaders cannot compartmentalize their 
lives into separate behaviour patterns so that what they accept in one situa-
tion, they ignore in another. Such an ethical position entails a universalist 
way of thinking as it relates to all people (Lévinas, 1985) and includes the 
courage to take a stand when no one else dares to.  
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8 CONCLUSION AND FUTURE DIRECTION  
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The research in the current thesis explored complex interdisciplinary ques-
tions aiming to elucidate a chain of association to which various possible 
theories could be linked. The contribution of this thesis to different fields of 
research is the following:   

Conclusion I: There is a widespread belief that leadership development is 
making a difference. The results of this research have confirmed this differ-
ence; leadership development can have a transformative effect on the par-
ticipants’ values and behaviours and the impact of this transformative influ-
ence can extend to the employees’ attitudes, behaviours, and their psycho-
social and biological resilience processes. Then, like ripples on water – 
when leadership changes, employees change.  

Future direction: Given these empirical findings, it is of great importance 
to increase the scale of future research in the leadership field, and to take 
greater responsibility in the choice of evaluation methods. 

Conclusion II: We used three evaluation concepts:  

1) effects of the intervention on poor aspects of leadership,  
2) effects on employees’ psychosocial and biological stress 
3) the inner perspective that reveals the Shibboleth’s impact force  

The three evaluation concepts seemed to fulfil their function and the select-
ed evaluation aspects yielded results in both groups in two contrasting di-
rections, thus confirming its strength. Hence, the choice of the concept and 
focus on the negative, destructive leadership styles and the negative impact 
it represents to employee development is justified. 

Future direction: Given these empirical findings, we suggest that using our 
evaluation concept can be meaningful and may contribute to more efficient 
future scientific evaluations of leadership interventions.  

Conclusion III: The quality of leadership development seems to be of ut-
most importance. The two intervention programs have affected the partici-
pants in strikingly different ways and consequently, their co-workers. The 
Shibboleth intervention seems to counteract poor leadership resulting in 
strengthening of psychosocial and neurobiological resilience processes in 
their co-workers. The contrary effect of the conventional program was ob-
served.  

Future direction: Given these empirical findings, it is essential that the fu-
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ture evaluations of leadership interventions put more emphasis on capturing 
the potential adverse consequences of leadership intervention instead of fo-
cusing the positive effects. It is also essential to not solely rely on the partic-
ipants’ satisfaction assessments. Such assessments have been proved to be 
in strong discrepancy with the actual impact of the education on the leaders, 
as perceived by their employees. 

Conclusion IV: The theoretical contribution of this research, based on em-
pirical findings, is the introduction of two new concepts of Aesthemetics 
(combination of aesthetical, emotional and ethical aspects):  

1) The Aesthemetic, dialectical process, which demonstrates leaders’ 
efficient transformation, may contribute to gain an increased 
understanding of the conditions for successful education in general 

2) The Aesthemetic responsibility, which demonstrates leaders’ adapted 
approach during the process of transformation, may contribute to more 
successful leadership  

Future direction: This theoretical contribution can provide important ideas 
that I hope will motivate further research. 

Conclusion V: There is strong evidence for the inverse correlation between 
power and the ability to be in touch with the actual reality and the self. As 
was mentioned earlier, possessing power may interfere with our ability to 
experience and comprehend the surrounding world. Especially holding high 
power may (i) limit our ability to see the world through the eyes of the oth-
ers or to put one’s self in the place of the other; (ii) reduce our ability to 
abandon own vantage point or stereotypes. The results in the present re-
search suggest that Shibboleth counteracted such tendencies in contrary to 
the conventional training. 

Future direction: Thereby, it could be claimed that the demanding Shibbo-
leth concept may particularly be appropriate for leaders in high power posi-
tions.  

Finally, this may be the first research to demonstrate that changes in behav-
iours in leaders through aesthetic experiences results in transferred effects 
on psychological and neurobiological resilience processes in followers, 
leading to health-promoting effects.  

The striking differences in the effects of the two different types of interven-
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tions raises some essential questions for future research in the field: What 
leaders do we want? What are the values that govern the design of the es-
tablished leadership training? To what extent are we aware of what kind of 
influence training programs exerts on us, and the consequences of it? What 
is the level and the quality of the impact that our leaders exert on us? Do we 
value the power inherent in the arts and culture?  

The current results indicate that the force of art may be great and lead to 
better human conditions. The Shibboleth participants placed responsibility, 
courage and human dignity at the heart of leadership and expressed feeling 
of being part of something bigger than the self – the common humanity. 
They testified that participation in Shibboleth was an exercise in integrity, 
working against the denial mechanisms: to not deny the unseemly and in-
convenient and what falls outside of the rational order, to not deny conflicts 
and suffering that are hidden and that arise due to life’s inevitable contra-
dictions or indifference, conformity and self-absorption.  

Facing Shibboleth was an encounter with alterity (otherness). The Shibbo-
leth’s pedagogical model, the content, the artistic techniques, the way of 
performance, the speech act eye to eye as well as the participants them-
selves created a wholeness – this is the essence of the Shibboleth’s trans-
formative power.  
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