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Abstract The pursuit to understand the best leadership practices and how to teach them is an ongoing process participated by both scholars and practitioners. There is not just one way to train future leaders, and therefore a great number of possibilities for self-development is offered. Leadership programs aim 
to enhance the participants’ leadership knowledge and skills as well as their abilities as leaders and individuals. Values-based leadership as a leadership theory brings the focus to the leader themself and emphasizes the importance of an individual using values as foundation for their leadership in-stead of just skills and knowhow that can be memorized. Different leadership programs can be further categorized into leadership training, leadership education and leadership development, each of these having some unique features while also being somewhat intertwined. Although leadership programs differ in nature, there are some aspects that successful leadership programs share. This study aims to understand those factors by studying a youth leadership program in the Finnish context. The research target of this thesis is the Value Based Leadership (VBL) course organized by the Scouts and Guides of Finland (GSF, Suomen Partiolaiset). The course is offered to 20 to 27-year-old volunteer leaders with the aim of providing advanced leadership training to young leaders in the non-profit sector. 

As a qualitative single case study, this thesis examines the roots of leadership programs’ effective-

ness and aims to understand how leadership programs support and endorse youth leadership. The 

research data was collected primarily through semi-structured interviews with four Value Based 

Leadership course alumni, and secondarily from the course materials. The empirical data was then 

analysed with thematic analysis. Finally, the research findings are discussed with earlier literature 

to endorse the findings’ validity. 

The findings of this study suggest that the effectiveness of a leadership program is constructed 

through the motivation the participants express throughout their program as well as through the 

program environment the program organizers and participants create together. Additionally, the 

findings indicate that by learning to better understand themselves and others, and obtaining meth-

ods, techniques, skills and practices about leadership, the program participants gain confidence and 

faith in themselves as leaders. They therefore feel more competent to pursue leadership positions. 

The findings also suggest that the facilitated self-observation during the program gives the partici-

pants a great basis for continuous learning and developing themselves as leaders and individuals 

also after the program. Additionally, the findings indicate that the possible pitfalls in organizing 

leadership programs entail 1) the accessibility of the program and whether the program enables 

participants from diverse backgrounds to apply and be selected for the program, 2) the learnings’ 

connection to everyday life situations and whether the course manages to prepare the participants 

to face critique and opposition, and 3) the creation of the program environment and whether all 

participants perceive the program environment as a safe space. 
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Tiivistelmä Pyrkimys ymmärtää parhaita johtamistapoja ja niiden opettamista on jatkuva prosessi, johon osal-listuvat niin tutkijat kuin ammatinharjoittajat. Ei ole olemassa vain yhtä tapaa kouluttaa tulevia johta-jia, ja tarjolla onkin lukuisia mahdollisuuksia itsensä kehittämiseen. Johtamisohjelmien tarkoi-tuksena on kartuttaa osallistujien johtamistietotaitoa ja kehittää heidän kykyjään niin johtajina kuin yksilöinä. Arvojohtaminen johtamisteoriana keskittyy nimenomaan johtajaan itseensä korostaen ar-vojen tärkeyttä johtamisen pohjana opeteltujen taitojen sijaan. Erilaiset johtamisohjelmat voidaan jakaa johtamiskoulutukseen, johtamisopetukseen sekä johtamiskehittämiseen, joista jokaisella on omat piirteensä. Vaikka johtamisohjelmia on moneen lähtöön, menetyksekkäillä johtamisohjelmilla on tiettyjä yhtäläisyyksiä. Tämä pro gradu -tutkielma pyrkii ymmärtämään näitä yhtäläisyyksiä tutkimalla nuorille suunnattua johtamisohjelmaa suomalaisessa kontekstissa käyttäen tutkimus-kohteena Suomen Partiolaisten järjestämää Value Based Leadership -kurssia. Kurssi pyrkii tarjoa-maan edistynyttä johtamiskoulutusta 20–27-vuotiaille nuorille vapaaehtoisjohtajille. 
Tämä laadullinen yksittäistapaustutkimus tarkastelee johtamisohjelmien vaikuttavuuden juuria 

sekä pyrkii ymmärtämään, miten johtamisohjelmat tukevat nuorten johtajuutta. Ensisijainen tutki-

musaineisto on kerätty haastattelemalla neljää Value Based Leadership -kurssin alumnia ja toissi-

jainen tutkimalla kurssin materiaaleja, minkä jälkeen empiirinen aineisto on analysoitu temaattis-

esti. Lopuksi tutkimustuloksia on tarkasteltu suhteessa olemassa olevaan kirjallisuuteen tulosten 

validoimiseksi. 

Tutkimuksen tulokset viittaavat siihen, että johtamisohjelman vaikuttavuus rakentuu osallistujien 

motivaatiosta läpi ohjelman eri vaiheiden sekä ympäristöstä, jonka ohjelman järjestäjät ja osal-

listujat luovat yhdessä. Tutkimustulokset osoittavat myös, että oppimalla ymmärtämään paremmin 

itseään ja muita sekä oppimalla johtamismetodeja, -tekniikoita, -taitoja ja -käytäntöjä, johtam-

isohjelman osallistujat kerryttävät itseluottamusta sekä uskoa itseensä johtajina. Näin he kokevat 

olevansa pätevämpiä hakeutumaan johtotehtäviin. Lisäksi tulosten mukaan fasilitoitu itsetutkiskelu 

johtamisohjelman aikana antaa osallistujille erinomaisen pohjan jatkuvalle oppimiselle ja itsensä 

kehittämiselle niin johtajina kuin yksilöinä myös ohjelman jälkeen. Tutkimustulosten mukaan mah-

dollisia sudenkuoppia johtamisohjelman järjestämisessä ovat 1) ohjelman saavutettavuus ja se, voi-

vatko ihmiset monenlaisista taustoista hakea ja tulla valituksi ohjelmaan, 2) oppien yhteys 

arkipäiväiseen elämään ja se, valmistaako kurssi osallistujia myös vastaanottamaan kritiikkiä ja 

toimimaan konfliktitilanteissa, sekä 3) ohjelman ympäristön luominen ja se, tuntevatko kaikki osal-

listujat ohjelman turvallisena tilana. 
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1 INTRODUCTION 
 
In autumn 2019, Johtajatulet, a leadership seminar held in the woods organized by the 
Guides and Scouts of Finland (GSF), Suomen Partiolaiset, got a lot of media attention 
nationally (e.g., Kauppalehti 29.8.2019; Helsingin Sanomat 31.8.2019). In the seminar, 
the GSF wanted to provide their expertise and experience in leadership for everyone in 
Finland, and simultaneously learn from others (The Guides and Scouts of Finland, n.d.). 
The seminar gathered together 3000 people – of which 600 were non-scouts – and 
featured many front row speakers such as Alexander Stubb, the Vice-President of the 
European Investment Bank, and Kati Riikonen, Google’s Head of Industry in Finland at 
the time (The Guides and Scout of Finland annual report 2019). As a scout, I felt proud 
of the positive and broad media attention Johtajatulet got, but at the same time I was not 
surprised. I have been a scout since I was an 8-year-old and done volunteer work on a 
weekly basis since I was 15 years old. I know volunteers use countless hours to train 
themselves and others in order to achieve one of the scout movement's key goals: try to 
leave the world a little better than you found it (The Guides and Scouts of Finland strategy 
2015-2020; Baden-Powell, 1941). 
 
Naturally, scouts are not the only ones keen on pursuing a better understanding of best 
leadership practices and how to teach them. Literature recognizes two broad categories 
of leadership theories based on the theoretical origins of the study: traditional leadership 
and newer leadership theories (e.g., Bryman, 1992; Antonakis & House, 2002; Avolio, 
Reichard, Hannah, Walumbwa & Chan, 2009). Avolio et al. (2009) refer to theories that 
dominated leadership theories up to the late 1970s – such as behavioral approach to 
leadership – as traditional, and to theories that have dominated leadership research from 
the 1980s forward – such as inspirational leadership – as newer leadership theories. 
Avolio et al. (2009) continue to describe newer leadership approaches as “emphasizing 

symbolic leader behavior, visionary, inspirational messages, emotional feelings, 
ideological and moral values, individualized attention, and intellectual stimulation” 
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(Avolio et al., 2009, p. 766). With this categorization, also values-based leadership can 
be classified as newer leadership theory. 
 
As the term reveals, values-based leadership is founded on values as the basis of 
leadership. It is needed when the actions of individuals are taken into a wider scale and 
organizations depend on people acting upon organizational values just because they know 
and feel it is the right thing to do, hence relying on education and moral (Aaltonen & 
Junkkari, 1999). Values-based leadership means choosing values and defining their 
content, goal-oriented values-based leading of the organizational culture, energizing and 
anchoring the operative plans with values and standardizing values into behavioral 
models (Kauppinen, 2002). It builds on the idea of an individual first recognizing what is 
most important to them through self-reflection and then trying to act upon those things 
with the objective of making the world a better place (Kraemer, 2011).  
 
As an observant reader notices, the scout movement and values-based leadership theory 
both have similar aims in trying to make the world a better place. Scouts believe that one 
way of pursuing this objective is through aiming for better leadership, which was also one 
key point in GSF’s strategy (The Guides and Scouts of Finland strategy 2015-2020). 
Furthermore, the Guides and Scouts of Finland is also a pioneer in values-based 
leadership in Finland and aims to be an example of it in the society (The Guides and 
Scouts of Finland annual report 2019; The Guides and Scouts of Finland strategy 2015-
2020). One way of advancing this aim is offering the Value Based Leadership course, a 
leadership program offered for 20 to 27 year-old volunteer leaders, the research target of 
this thesis.1 
 
Leadership programs are designed to enhance leader knowledge, skills, abilities and other 
abilities (Lacerenza et al., 2017; Day, 2000). The programs can be further categorized 
into leadership training, education and development, with each of these possessing their 
unique features while simultaneously being somewhat intertwined. Leadership training is 
                                                1 Until 2017, the course was organized in cooperation with the Guides and Scouts of Sweden, and until 2020, the age range was 20-29 years.  
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mostly based on teaching the participants specific skills and ready-to-use tools or certain 
leadership activities for a specific job or position (Rost & Barker, 2000; Stech, 2008; 
Brungardt, 1996). Leadership education is the most academically legitimate out of the 
three program categories, containing transferring information and knowledge from 
sources (Stech, 2008). Lastly, leadership development focuses on the personality of the 
participant and aims to enhance or develop it (Rost et al., 2000). Leadership development 
leans on the participant gaining insight into oneself and understanding the effects one has 
on others (Stech, 2008), hence going beyond the former two forms of leadership 
programs. Brungardt (1996) describes leadership development as “a continuous learning 
process that spans an entire lifetime” (p. 83).  
 
It has been suggested (Stech, 2008; Mintzberg, 2004b) that an ideal leadership program 
would include elements from all three types of programs. Effective leadership programs 
have been reported to entail self-assessment and reflection, skill building, problem 
solving and mentoring (Zimmerman-Oster & Burkhardt, 2000). Based on literature, the 
effectiveness of leadership programs can be supported with multiple results such as the 
program endorsing self-understanding, decision-making and other leadership practices 
(Lee & Yim, 2004; Chan, 2000). 

1.1 Research objectives and question 
 
In this thesis I will study leadership programs and their role in generating young leaders. I will 
take a closer look at how young leaders are trained, how values are embedded in the leadership 
programs and more specifically what the young leaders gain from those programs. The 
theoretical framework for this study are the research areas of leadership programs, values-
based leadership and youth leadership training, education and development. 
 
Through this thesis, I aim to present the relevant research done within the topics of leadership 
programs, values-based leadership and youth leadership training, education and development, 
and gain an understanding on how the academia perceives the role of leadership programs in 
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supporting young leaders. Afterwards, I will mirror the findings of this literature review with 
the data from the case course.  
 
By using the Value Based Leadership (VBL) course as the research target, this thesis aims to 
contribute to the research done on leadership programs by providing information on how young 
people as a target group should be trained as leaders, what makes the program effective and 
what the participants gain from the program. My research question is: 
 
How leadership programs support and endorse youth leadership? 
 
The question aims firstly to create an understanding of how the VBL course alumni have 
perceived the course experience and how the course has endorsed them as young leaders, and 
secondly to take these findings into a more general level by observing the key factors that create 
a successful course experience and identifying the specific advantages a leadership program 
provides for the participants. 

1.2 Structure of the thesis 
 
This thesis consists of five chapters altogether. After the introduction, in chapter two, I will 
present the theoretical background for the study which consists of taking a closer look at 
different kinds of leadership programs (leadership training, education and development) and 
the benefits and pitfalls of those programs. Additionally, I will present research done about 
values and how values contribute to leadership through values-based leadership. Finally, I will 
discuss the importance of youth leadership programs and the scouts as providers for youth 
leadership programs. 
 
In the third chapter, I will present the research design and approach, the selected research 
methods and the data. Also the validity and ethical concerns of this thesis are evaluated. In 
chapter four, I will present the findings of this study along with some analysis and discussion 
on the findings in relation to the academic literature presented in the literature review. In the 
fifth and final chapter, I will conclude my study with a research summary, theoretical and 
practical implications, and suggestions for further research. 
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2 LITERATURE REVIEW 
 
The theoretical frameworks for this thesis are the leadership research areas of leadership 
programs and values-based leadership with the emphasis on youth leadership training, 
education and development. In this literature review my aim is to discover how the academia 
sees the role of leadership programs in developing young leaders as well as what are the key 
aspects in successful leadership programs and what the trainees have obtained from them. 
 
First, I will present the three forms of leadership programs – leadership training, leadership 
education and leadership development – and discuss their specific features and similarities. 
Following that, the overall benefits and pitfalls of leadership programs are discussed. After 
discussing the leadership programs in general, I will present literature on values and how they 
are used as a basis for leadership. Finally, I will conclude by observing the leadership programs 
from the point of view of training youth, and address how the scouts are associated with training 
young people. 

2.1 Forms of leadership programs 
 
The question “ Are leaders born or made?” has inspired a lot of leadership research over the 

years (e.g., Brungardt, 1996; Jacobsen, Bøllingtoft & Andersen, 2016). While there isn’t a 

distinct consensus on the matter, one thing is undebatable: in the very heart of leadership 
programs is the assumption that leaders can be made – otherwise training, educating and 
developing people for leadership would be an unnecessary waste of time.  
 
In a traditional context, leadership can be conceived as a situation where based on superiority 
in an organization, the leader is delegated the power to direct a group which has previously 
defined objectives (García-Martínez, Díaz-Delgado & Ubago-Jiménez, 2018). However, this 
traditional approach to leadership being something cumulating from a formal position in an 
organization has been accompanied by the ideas of informal or shared leadership, where anyone 
in the organization can exercise leadership behavior regardless of their formal role in the 
organization (Tafvelin et al., 2019). Therefore, it is inevitable that also the frames of leadership 
programs change along with the whole concept of leadership. Organizations are encouraged to 
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develop their leadership talent (Berke, Kossler & Wakefield, 2008) as are the individuals. One 
form of this development and search for new ways of operating is the request for different 
methods of learning.  
 
Future leaders can be taught in many ways, and therefore it is important to understand the 
differences between different leadership programs as well as the similarities. Leadership 
programs can be defined as programs that have been designed to enhance leader knowledge, 
skills, abilities and other abilities (Lacerenza et al., 2017; Day, 2000). The programs can be 
categorized into leadership training, leadership education and leadership development, each of 
these having some unique features while also being somewhat intertwined. 
 
Leadership training has been used in the literature both as an individual term describing a 
certain type of leadership program and as an umbrella term for all kinds of leadership programs. 
In a wider context, Avolio et al. (2009) define leadership training or development as “an 
attempt 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” (p. 769). In a narrower context, Rost and Barker (2000) describe management 
training – which from the context can be understood as a synonym to leadership training – as 
aiming to give ready-to-use tools for the participant and, hence, to reduce uncertainty and to 
balance the processes within the organization. It is mostly based on teaching specific skills 
(Stech, 2008) or certain leadership activities for a specific job or position (Brungardt, 1996), 
such as how to conduct a formal meeting and what preparations need to be done before and 
after a meeting (forming an agenda, recording meeting minutes etc).  
 
A notable amount of research evidence suggests that leadership training can lead to positive 
work outcomes and is an effective way to develop leadership skills and improve organizations 
(e.g.,Tafvelin, Hasson, Holmström & von Thiele Schwarz, 2019; Avolio et al., 2009; 
Lacerenza, Reyes, Marlow, Joseph & Salas, 2017; Aguinis & Kraiger, 2009). Avolio et al. 
(2009) further substantiated the usefulness of leadership training by demonstrating how leaders 
who have participated in leadership training had higher probability of improved leadership than 
those who had not attended training hence making it beneficial to attain leadership training. 
 
Leadership education in turn is often defined somewhere in between training and development: 
while it deepens the view of leadership training, it is not as widely defined as leadership 
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development. Stech (2008) describes leadership education as the most academically legitimate: 
it contains transferring information and knowledge from sources, such as textbooks, and 
usually does not result in behavioral or attitudinal shift. Brungardt (1996) has the same 
approach, describing leadership education as including learning activities in an educational 
environment, for example a formal course of leadership at school. Leadership education hence 
builds up to leadership development being one of its components (Brungardt, 1996).  
 
Lastly, leadership development can be defined as “the expansion of the organization’s capacity 

to carry out the leadership tasks needed for collective work: setting direction, creating 
alignment, and maintaining commitment” (McCauley & Van Velsor, 2004, p. 334) or as 

“expanding the collective capacity of organizational members to engage effectively in 
leadership roles and processes'' (Day, 2000, p. 582). It focuses on the personality of the 
participant and aims to enhance or develop it (Rost et al., 2000). Leadership development leans 
on the participant gaining insight into oneself and understanding the effects one has on others 
(Stech, 2008), hence going beyond the former two forms of leadership programs. As a concept, 
it focuses on the interaction an individual and the social and organizational environment share 
(Fiedler, 1996; Day, 2000). Day (2000) continues to describe leadership development as an 
integration strategy “helping people understand how to relate to others, coordinate their 
efforts, build commitments, and develop extended social networks by applying self-
understanding to social and organizational imperatives” (p. 586). Brungardt (1996) describes 
leadership development as “a continuous learning process that spans an entire lifetime” (p. 

83).  
 
Stech (2008) suggests that ideally a leadership program would include leadership training, 
education and development: training participants to acquire desired skills, educating them to 
create a knowledge base and developing them to gain an insight into their own beliefs and 
values and how they affect others. Mintzberg (2004b) in turn suggests that a person should first 
be educated with concepts and theory, then receive training about specific skills and techniques, 
and lastly participate in leadership development to be able to take the learnings into practice.  
 
There is not just one right way to operate, and studies have shown leadership programs to have 
multiple benefits for the participants and for their organizations depending on the type of the 
program. In addition to the benefits, it is also important to understand the possible pitfalls of 
the leadership programs in order to avoid them. 
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2.2 The benefits and pitfalls of leadership programs 
 
Participating in a leadership program usually requires commitment from the individuals 
involved and the participants are encouraged to build specific skills while developing their 
awareness of leadership theories and issues (Zimmerman-Oster & Burkhardt, 2000). Kragt and 
Guenter (2018) found that leader identity arbitrates the relationship between reactions to 
leadership programs and leader effectiveness with less experienced leaders. They conceptualize 
leader identity as “an individual’s self-perception as a leader related to a particular social 
role” (Kragt & Guenter, 2018, p. 407). 
 
In addition to self-development, the program itself should have clear goals. In fact, many of 
the successful leadership programs share common activities and methods such as self-
assessment and reflection, skill building, problem solving and mentoring (Zimmerman-Oster 
& Burkhardt, 2000). These help people to apply the learnings in their own situation and hence 
try to make it easier for them to carry out the learnings also after the program. Mintzberg 
(2004a) points out that unfortunately organizations often focus more on action than learning 
which means more focus on doing than reflecting on doing. In the long run, this prevents 
learning since the important reflection process is skipped and the same actions are carried out 
without assessing their rationality. 
 
Observing the topic in a wider perspective, the leadership and management programs are 
normally targeted for and offered to people who are already in a managerial position in their 
job. Tafvelin et al. (2019) found out in their study that training not only formal but also informal 
leaders in the organization was beneficial. Formal leaders improved their leadership behavior 
in terms of employee well-being and informal leaders’ improvements were connected with 

efficiency. Hence, training was fruitful for both participant groups, but participant’s position 

in the organization affected the nature of the positive impact the program had on the 
participants' leadership behavior. 
 
According to Hassan & Fuwad (2013), pre-motivation correlates positively with the 
effectiveness of a leadership program, hence making it important for the training participants 
to be motivated to learn and to develop themselves already before entering the program. 
Èrešnar (2019) divides motivation into internal motivation (learning as a result of our own 
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interests) and external motivation (learning because of a promised reward or punishment). She 
suggests that internal motivation is expectedly more efficient, and that the learnings gained 
through internal motivation are more stable and sustained compared to the ones gained through 
external motivation. In addition to what drives motivation, motivation to lead plays a crucial 
role in the effectiveness of a leadership program. Stiehl, Felfe, Elprana & Gatzka (2015) 
discovered that motivation to lead and the leadership program’s effectiveness also correlate 

positively: individuals who are motivated to lead achieved better results in terms of acquiring 
new competencies and displaying effective behavior in the job even one year after the 
leadership program.  
 
Organizational systems have a strong impact on individuals’ mindsets and behavior (Beer, 

Finnström & Schrader, 2016). Therefore organizational social relations play a significant role 
in understanding the effectiveness of a leadership program. Discourses that are created in these 
social interactions are a viable way of constructing social capital (Vaara, 2011) that provides 
the people involved with new connections and symbolic capital. Vaara (2011) argues that these 
management discourses are often weighted with problematic values and assumptions, whereas 
the actors having the discourse are willingly spreading these problematic discourses without 
reflecting on them critically. Beer et al. (2016) argue that changing the mindset from seeing 
problematic organizational behavior and performance as deriving from individuals into seeing 
them as the product of organizational systemic problems helps the organization to evolve into 
such a direction that enables long-term organizational change and implementation. They also 
argue that in order to successfully implement new leadership strategies and manage changing 
organizational processes, the organization should first establish clearly defined values and an 
inspiring strategic direction. Working from the bottom up, first addressing managerial practices 
and behavior that shapes the organizational system, enables the leaders to create a favorable 
context for applying learnings in an environment with shared organizational values and 
direction.  
 
However, this is not always done and one of the pitfalls of leadership programs is related to the 
implementation of the learnings: in many cases people soon revert to their old and familiar 
ways of doing things instead of using their new learnings. Participants in corporate education 
programs have reported that the context in which they work is the key factor that makes it hard 
to implement the learnings into practice (Beer et al., 2016). These types of findings have been 
made already in the 1950’s during Ohio State leadership studies when it was found that a 
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program had succeeded in changing managers’ attitudes on leadership but that most of the 

managers had later regressed to their pre-training views. The only ones who maintained the 
newly learned attitudes were the ones whose superiors believed in the new leadership style 
taught. Similar findings have also been made since, and the main problem in these cases has 
been that the organization has more power over individuals and in shaping them than the 
individuals have over the organization (Beer et al., 2016). Exceptions are the cases where the 
organization along with the management is willing to adapt new ways of leadership and to 
shape and abandon some of the old ways.  Beer et al. (2016) therefore argue that “it’s important 

to attend to organizational design and managerial processes first and then support them with 
individual development tools such as coaching and classroom or online education” (p. 52).  
 
Another pitfall a leadership program might face is whether the course manages to speak to the 
participant. Mintzberg (2004b) separates general courses where the content has been 
predetermined, and customized courses where the content is adjusted to meet the particular 
needs of the participant. He argues that the advantage of customized courses compared to the 
general ones is that the customized content is designed to fit the particular needs of the 
participant. This enables the participant to get more engaged with the course and therefore to 
learn: “deep managing and deep learning depend on personal engagement, not just on a 
detached expertise that “knows better.” So managers learn most profoundly when they have 

significant responsibility for all aspects of the learning process, including its design” 

(Mintzberg, 2004b, p. 211). Mintzberg (2004b) argues that not all courses that try to customize 
their content manage to respond to the needs of the participants. Therefore, managing to 
customize the course into the needs of the specific participants can be seen as one key 
component of a successful course.  
 
It would seem that managing to customize the learning experience goes hand in hand with how 
the participants are able to implement their learnings. If the learning experience has managed 
to engage them and they have been able to participate in the planning of the learning 
experience, they are more likely to get information and input that is relevant to them and their 
possible managerial position. It could also be argued that if the organization has put effort in 
customizing the learning experience, they are also more likely to believe in the new learnings 
and to let the newly trained manager to implement their learnings within the organization. 
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Conger (1993, 1996) has categorized four types of leadership program focus areas: personal 
growth, feedback, conceptual understanding and skill building. He argues that these four 
approaches should be brought together for the participant to gain a conceptual understanding 
of leadership, understand their personal strengths and weaknesses through feedback, learn 
teachable skills through skill building and bring out emotions and stimulate imagination 
through personal growth. Mintzberg (2004b) has suggested based on Conger’s research that 

instead of individual courses, there is a need for ongoing development of leaders with the 
support of mentoring. In fact, Mintzberg (2004a) even suggests that courses are not usually an 
effective way to develop leaders and that leadership programs often leave people believing they 
are now ‘ready’, competent leaders since they have obtained a certain set of competencies. The 

ongoing development should start in early life and that should be strengthened with providing 
managerial capabilities along the way. This would suggest that leadership is not something you 
can learn in a classroom but something that has to be learned with time through understanding 
one’s motivators, beliefs and values.  
 
In summary, individuals can be taught leadership in various ways. Research suggests that the 
cornerstones of a successful and effective training are facilitating self-assessment and 
reflection, providing a certain desired skill set and offering mentoring. Literature also indicates 
that the organizational context plays a crucial role in implementing new leadership learnings: 
even leadership programs that the participants describe as powerful can end up being in vain if 
the organizational system does not support the individuals in changing their ways of acting. In 
this process, defining and communicating clear organizational values and strategic direction is 
crucial. In the next chapter, it will be further discussed what values are, how individuals 
perceive them, how organizations adapt their own values and what values-based leadership 
means and entails. 

2.3 Values-based leadership 
 
The concept of value can be approached both from an individual's perspective and from an 
organizational point of view. Aristotle (around 340 BCE) defines values as the ability to choose 
(Aristotle around 340 BCE, referenced in Knuutila, 1989) and Allport (1961) as beliefs upon 
which individuals perform their tasks basing them on their preferences (Allport, 1961, cited in 
Gorenak & Ferjan, 2015). Smith (2005), for his part, defines values as “systems of principles 
and beliefs which are intended to govern our approach to practice” (p. 3). At an organizational 
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level, Aaltonen and Junkkari (1999) define values as a community's intent or aspiration. Even 
though these definitions have been made in different periods of time, they are quite similar: 
they approach the issue through beliefs, convictions and principles, and do not give thorough 
answers on how values are or should be applied in everyday life. They focus on giving a basis 
for further actions. 
 
Values can be categorized into everyday values and ethical values which are at opposing ends 
of a line segment: everyday values can be seen as more functional whereas ethical values are 
more aesthetic in their nature (Aaltonen & Junkkari, 1999). This categorization is further 
applied to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs. Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1943) is a motivational 

theory that categorizes human needs into a pyramid form where the needs in the lower levels 
must be satisfied before needs in the higher levels can be attended to. Aaltonen and Junkkari 
(1999) compare their previous categorization to Maslow's hierarchy of needs by matching 
everyday values as answering to the basic needs and ethical values as answering to one’s need 

to “be something”. 
 
An individual’s values drive their actions and are almost always structured in a complex and 

interrelated way. They are contextual and perceived individually (Pohlman et al., 2000) which 
can be seen in one’s value system: a value system is a hierarchical organization of ideals or 
values in terms of importance (Rokeach, 1969). Each individual has their own value system 
and their unique ranking for those values. In addition to values reflecting an individual's 
personal choices and preferences, the communities and organizations have their own take on 
values. As Smith (2005) states, “it is not possible to develop, say, a localised set of professional 

principles and ethics in a social and cultural vacuum” (p. 3). Therefore, one essential way of 
implementing values is to operate in a rational world and to create laws, norms, guidelines and 
other forms of set principles for communities. Another way of implementing values is through 
education and moral: how people act upon their values even though it is not mandatory or 
mandated by the law (Aaltonen & Junkkari 1999). Therefore, values-based leadership is needed 
when the actions of individuals are taken into a wider scale and organizations depend on people 
acting upon organizational values just because they know and feel it is the right thing to do. 
 
Leadership authors (Bass & Steidlmeier, 1999; Gardner & Avolio, 2005) have defined values-
based leaders as those with an underlying moral, ethical foundation (Copeland, 2014). Values-
based leadership can thus be defined as leadership that is motivated by and derived from the 
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leader’s values and beliefs. “Does the leader see her-/himself only as a rational executor of 
decisions or does she/he have an authentic connection also to her/his own emotions?” This 
question posed by Aaltonen and Junkkari (1999, p. 273) describes the difference between a 
leader aware of their own values and emotions and a leader who does not exercise such self-
reflection.  
 
Values-based leadership as a principle derives from the assumption that an organization with 
shared values is more likely to express flexibility and productivity in the long run. On one hand, 
organizational values can be just pretty words presented in the organization's strategy or 
celebratory speeches with no actual effect on the organization’s everyday life (Haapala & 

Aavameri, 2008). On the other hand – at their best – shared values can work as a blueprint for 
the organization: when the greater purpose and guidelines of the organization are widely known 
within the organization, it is easier for everyone to make decisions and choices according to 
them without constant pondering of each individual situation. Murray (2009) calls this type of 
leadership self-governing: it is based on shared ideas and does not rely on the authority or 
personality of positional leadership but rather trusts the individuals to act jointly according to 
the organizational values. 
 
Leadership is recognizing and transmitting values (Aaltonen & Junkkari, 1999), and the leader 
has to be able to understand the community’s values and affect their evolution. Also Kraemer 

(2011) recognizes the importance of self-reflection in values-based leadership. In addition to 
self-reflection, he names balance, self-confidence and genuine humility as the four principles 
of values-based leadership. Kraemer (2011) highlights the necessity of self-reflection with the 
chain of thoughts: “If you are not self-reflective, how can you truly know yourself? If you don’t 

know yourself, how can you lead yourself? And if you cannot lead yourself, how can you 
possibly lead others?” (p. 5). 
 
Murray (2009) suggests that a key leadership function for a leader is to “allow time and create 
space and support for themselves and the team to explore individual and collective value 
positions, principles and beliefs, in order to arrive at a greater understanding of the 
foundations of their practice and develop their commitment to a common purpose” (p. 20). The 

purpose of this is to discover the shared and separate values, their overlappings and to openly 
discuss and adjust them. This requires a trusting and safe environment where the process is not 
seen as an attempt to silence differing opinions but to understand and balance them if possible 
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(Murray, 2009). Kisfalvi and Oliver (2015) propose that a safe space can be created and 
maintained by creating a strong container, establishing ground rules, providing lessons in 
listening and witnessing, teaching by example and developing a reflexive attitude. The 
importance of a safe environment is also supported by Edmondson and Woolley’s (1999) 

research where they found out that the improvements after a corporate training program were 
greater in units where there was a psychologically safe environment and people felt free to 
speak up. However, Flensner and Von der Lippe (2019) bring up that there can be a conflict 
when considering whether a safe space can be open to all kinds of opinions, for example anti-
democratic attitudes, and at the same time be a safe space for everyone. Additionally, Barrett 
(2010) criticizes safe spaces for giving false feelings of safety and comfort, and argues that 
giving unrealistic expectations towards the outside world especially to marginalized people and 
minority groups can even be dangerous. Therefore, it would seem that establishing shared 
values for the organization that all members can agree with is highly important in order for all 
members of the organization to feel safe to share their opinions and beliefs, while keeping in 
mind also the importance of preparing people for the outside world. Individual values and 
organizational values do not have to be identical but it is crucial that there is no harmful conflict 
between them. Naturally, the more aligned individual and organizational values are, the better 
it is for both the organization and the individual (Aaltonen & Junkkari, 1999). 
 
Values-based leadership builds on the idea of an individual first recognizing what is most 
important to them through self-reflection and then trying to act upon those things with the 
objective of making the world a better place (Kraemer, 2011). Values-based leadership brings 
the focus to the leader themself, not just to the skills and knowhow that can be memorized 
(Aaltonen & Junkkari, 1999). Pohlman, Gardiner and Heffes (2000) recognize the same 
phenomenon from a more purely organizational perspective: the goal of values-based 
leadership is for individuals to make decisions and take actions that maximize the 
organization’s long-term good. 
 
Instead of seeing profitability as the bottom line for an organization, Pohlman, Gardiner and 
Heffes (2000) suggest that values-based leadership sees value creation (including profitability) 
as the main objective. Kanniainen (2003) adds up to the same issue by stating that “the ethical 
strength of a company is shown in the way it treats its employees, customers, financers and 
how valuable information it provides to its owners, investors and to the tax authorities and how 
the company abides by their contracts” (Kanniainen in Kanniainen & Sintonen, 2003, p. 107-
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108). This integrates individuals and organizations: individuals create value not only for 
themselves but also for the organizations in which they operate (Pohlman et al., 2000). This 
value creation equation enables the organizations to achieve their goals if they manage to seize 
the potential of individuals to the use of the organization.  
 
Values-based leadership relies on operating in the long-term and “requires a sustained 
commitment and fairly lengthy period of organizational development” (Pohlman et al., 2000, 
p. 174). A leader’s role in all this is to create such an environment that shared values and moral 

purpose are owned collectively, and it is up to the positional leader to only provide inspiration 
and act as a role model while nurturing the created culture (Murray, 2009). Also Aaltonen and 
Junkkari (1999) emphasize the importance of example, and state that a leader's example either 
destroys or strengthens the value process. In addition, they highlight the significance of planned 
actions, training and education. Training the members of the organization allows them to 
understand the values and the motives that drive them. The best way to get people engaged 
with the values is to have them involved in the value creation process if possible. Interaction 
and active application to one’s own situation helps people to assimilate the values as something 

they want to follow and adapt (Aaltonen & Junkkari, 1999). 
 
Further training of values-based leaders should commence with self-reflection. Aaltonen and 
Junkkari (1999) recognize pausing and thinking about what is important to oneself as an 
individual as the first step towards values-based leadership. The importance of consistent self-
reflection is emphasized when a leader is faced with a large decision that has to be made in a 
strict schedule. In these situations, an advanced value capacity comes in handy (Aaltonen & 
Junkkari, 1999). A values-based leader should also learn to live with their decisions even 
though they might occasionally be wrong – it is only natural that people sometimes make 
mistakes and in these situations, the important lesson is to learn from those and learn to accept 
this humane side of oneself. 
 
In a general sense, values and moral concerns are implemented in the concept of education. 
The values and moral practices taught matter a lot: is the individual given a chance to form 
their own opinion and own set of values or are these given? Clark (1996) argues that “education 

has a moral quality in that it seeks to discern new values rather than simply adopt or accept 
uncritically those which already exist” (p. 84). This quality can only be obtained in an open 
and safe environment where purposeful discussion and willingness to consider perspectives 
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other than one’s own are encouraged (Murray, 2009). Also Clark (1996) emphasizes openness 
as a core educational value, and calls for learning as a transformational experience. Callan 
(2016) on the other hand argues that we should separate ‘dignity safety’ from ‘intellectual 

safety’. ‘Dignity safety’ should be something that all people are entitled to in all situations but 
‘intellectual safety’ is something that should not be allowed since the core idea of educating 

people is to make them intellectually unsafe as they are exposed to ideas, opinions and beliefs 
that might not align with their own. 
 
Another way to expose a person to new points of view is mentoring. It is one of the oldest tools 
for mental growth (Aaltonen & Junkkari, 1999). A mentor can help to ponder some of the basic 
questions in life, reflect on one’s actions and find a wider perspective in life through 

questioning and reflection. Either way, Aaltonen and Junkkari (1999) state that it would be 
beneficial for all leaders to have a mentor.  Mintzberg (2004b) also supports the idea of 
mentoring and states that mentoring helps to make the learning process a more social one and 
does not leave the burden of learning to an individual alone. A mentor can be primary, meaning 
that all kinds of issues are addressed together with them, or secondary, when the focus is on a 
certain aspect of life, for example career or studies (Aaltonen & Junkkari, 1999). Mentoring 
can also be formally established or an informal process where the person observes people in 
managerial positions. In the long-term, a mentor helps, for example, to enhance time 
management, support mental wellbeing and strengthen communications skills (Aaltonen & 
Junkkari, 1999). Although there are several positive experiences from mentoring programs and 
mentoring can at it’s best be beneficial for both mentors and mentees, there are some concerns 
regarding the mentor-mentee relationship. Eby et al. (2000) found out in their research that 
mismatches in values, personalities or work-styles accounted for 28% of negative experiences 
in mentoring relationships. 
 
Becoming a values-based leader is an ongoing process that is never truly finished. Starting 
from the early years of life and continuing indefinitely, the process is the more influential the 
more a person does reflecting and gets also outside perspectives to strengthen their knowledge 
of their own values and beliefs. As the process should ideally start early on, it is important that 
operators from the school system to independent operators give the youth the best possible 
chances to develop themselves. 
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2.4 Training Youth 
 
Youth development in general can be defined as “an ongoing, inevitable process in which all 

youth are engaged and all youth are invested” (Pittman, 1991, p. 3) where the operator serving 
the program does not matter (Pittman, 1991). Youth leadership training in turn can be defined 
as a form of informal education aiming to foster young people with the positive characteristics 
that are needed in order to become a contributing member of the society (Cheng et al., 2000). 
 
Youth leadership training has become increasingly popular in the past few decades, and Ngai 
et al. (2012) analyze this to have happened for three reasons in particular: fostering youth 
leadership enables prosperity for modern societies, young people are the most significant 
resource of a society and they have a natural capacity for leadership. In fact, van Linden et al. 
(1998) suggest that all young people have leadership potential. Studies have shown that young 
people take both formal and informal leadership roles and participate in leadership processes 
at school, in the workplace, in the community and in society (Ngai et al., 2012). However, 
Pittman (1991) suggests that a young person who feels competent is more likely to seek new 
tasks than someone who does not feel competent. This can be supported by the psychological 
term imposter syndrome which can be defined as “a pattern of behavior wherein people doubt 

their abilities and have a persistent fear of being exposed as a fraud” (Mullangi & Jagsi, 2019, 
p. 1). This type of conduct is especially common amongst young women. There are multiple 
structural behaviors, such as women being penalized for exercising power and talkativeness in 
meetings whereas doing the same has a strong, positive effect on men (Brescoll, 2011), that 
can create an ongoing circle where women conduct the behavior that is expected of them 
according to the social standards, won’t therefore be recognized for their competence and hence 

do not get the position they pursued. Women then doubt their competency which deepens the 
sense of imposter syndrome further. One way of boosting one’s perception of oneself as a 

leader and tackling the imposter syndrome is providing some sort of leadership training, 
education or development that enables one to recognize their own potential and not to hide it. 
This would suggest that although having a tendency for leadership, the lack of training could 
result in some young people, especially women, getting left out of certain positions, and 
training people at an early age in turn gives young people an edge in seeking into new positions, 
therefore creating a gap between groups of young people.  
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Kress (2006) as well as Mullen and Tuten (2004) argue that leadership skills, such as self-
reflection and critical thinking, should be developed during adolescence, not as late as at the 
university level. Adolescence is a crucial time for a person’s identity development (Meeus, 

2011) and young people generally express high levels of cognitive engagement and motivation 
(Hansen et al., 2003), and therefore Conner (2011) argues that young people should be offered 
possibilities to develop their leadership competencies. Actually, leadership training programs 
have been shown to improve self-understanding, interpersonal communication, decision-
making, group maintenance and leadership practice (Lee & Yim, 2004) as well as participants 
rating themselves having more qualities, characteristics or abilities related to leadership (Chan, 
2000). In addition, the importance of having an ethical emphasis in youth leadership programs 
cannot be underestimated (Eva, 2013) since developing leadership competencies early in life 
enables a more effective generation of ethical mindsets and values (Elmuti et al., 2005; 
Reichard et al., 2011). 
 
Leadership training can be one way of making young people feel competent and increasing 
youth involvement by providing information on influencing in the community. Therefore, 
leadership training should “provide young people with an opportunity to address and reflect 

on significant regional and global issues, help them to rethink their lifestyles and roles in 
society, and prepare them to work for valuable social change” (Claus & Ogden, 1999 
referenced in Ngai et al., 2012). Making a difference and getting a feeling of being part of 
something bigger (Brennan, Barnett & Lesmeister, 2007) are motivators that can also influence 
young adults searching for leadership training.  
 
We can also assess this need for making a difference and for feeling being part of something 
bigger from the point of view of scouts. As I have established earlier, the scout movement is 
worldwide, and although there might be some local differentiations and specialties, it can be 
argued that the research done on scouts in other parts of the world is applicable also in the 
Finnish context in terms of the mission statement and values. 
 
One of the key elements in the framework of scouting is the concept of volunteering and 
understanding the motivations behind it. In Finland, it is typical for scouts from around 15-
years-old onwards to lead a local group or to have some other leadership tasks in the local scout 
group or other regional organization. This means that young people, some of whom are under-
aged, should be trained into leadership and to pursue scouts’ leadership model in doing so. 
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Volunteering has inspired a lot of literature that varies from volunteering in a local sports 
association to literature where scouting is addressed. One example of research done about 
volunteering is by Meijs and Karr (2004), who approach the issue from the point of view of 
managing volunteers in different settings and discussing the differences of membership and 
program management. They assess the world of scouting by illustrating different settings from 
the points of view of the Girl Scouts of the USA (GSUSA) and Scouting Netherlands (SN). For 
example, for SN’s part it is told that “about one-third to one-half of all Scout leaders have 
completed this obligatory basic training, depending on the availability of trainers in their areas 
and their own willingness to be trained” (Meijs & Karr, 2004, p. 183). 
 
As mentioned earlier, scouts have their own leadership model which is modified regularly first 
at the global level and then implemented separately in each member country. Lindström and 
Nori (1997) have addressed the scout leadership training in Finland in their thesis. Even though 
the training has evolved in the past 25 years or so, several similarities can still be found. 
Lindström and Nori (1997) focused on the basic training for a scout leader, and found out that 
the training aims to provide readiness especially for responsible leadership. According to the 
study, the participants of the training had reported having received readiness for mainly general 
leadership knowledge and tasks, but not so much for specific leadership situations or positions. 
Notable is that the ethical base of leadership was not addressed in the thesis. 
 
Nurmela (1998) researched young people’s organization affection in Finland, and Finnish scout 

movement was one of the organizations evaluated there. According to the study, 95.6 % of the 
people involved in scouting were very content or pretty content with the organization's 
activities. This indicates that scouting is a liked hobby that delivers to the expectations of the 
people involved in it.  
 
Saastamoinen (2008) has researched the image of non-profit organizations by focusing on the 
Guides and Scouts of Finland (GSF) and how it has managed to execute the planned image in 
real life. In the research, it was found that the qualities that the GSF hoped to be connected with 
were modern, international, a hobby that educates, brisk and responsible. The research showed 
that the more the actual image differed from these qualities, the less contact the person 
answering had to the scouts. For example, a scout had a much more accurate image of the GSF 
than a person who was not a scout and the difference was even bigger if the person answering 
did not even know any scouts. The people not involved with scouts or having people in scouts 
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in their inner circle thought that the GSF was even a little old-fashioned, even though it is the 
biggest youth organization in Finland.  

2.5 Summary of the theoretical framework 
 
In the chapters above, I have discussed literature on leadership programs, values-based 
leadership and youth development. This literature forms the theoretical framework for my 
study which aims to examine how leadership programs support and endorse youth leadership. 
Additionally, I discussed the Guides and Scouts of Finland as the provider of leadership 
programs for youth. 
 
Leadership programs can be categorized into leadership training, education and development: 
leadership training focuses on teaching the participant a desired skill set, education provides 
knowledge about leadership theories and concepts, and development helps the participant to 
gain an insight into their own values and beliefs. Values-based leadership encourages people 
to use those values and beliefs as a basis for decision making, and in an organizational context, 
assumes that an organization with shared values is more likely to exhibit flexibility and 
productivity in the long run. 
 
Effective leadership programs have been reported to entail self-assessment and reflection, skill 
building, problem solving and mentoring. Based on the literature, the effectiveness of 
leadership programs can be supported with multiple results such as the program endorsing self-
understanding, decision-making and other leadership practices.  
 
Scholars have been quite unanimous in concluding that leadership development should be 
started at an early age. It has also been argued that the development should be an ongoing 
process rather than some one-time course, which supports the idea of having young people 
exposed to leadership development practices by both formal and informal operators within the 
society. One of the biggest informal operators in Finland is the GSF which is the largest youth 
organization in Finland. They offer a large variety of leadership courses to people in different 
points of their leadership processes, one course being the Value Based Leadership course 
offered to young adults between the ages of 20 to 27. Next, we will observe how the 
effectiveness of this course is constructed and how the course supports and endorses youth 
leadership. By doing this, we aim to understand and explain the specific advantages the 
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leadership program has provided to the participants in the given context and to evaluate what 
makes a course effective.  
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3 METHODOLOGY 
 
The objective of this study is to understand how leadership programs support and endorse youth 
leadership by studying the program circumstances and the effect the program has on the 
participants. This chapter presents the methodological choices made in this thesis. First, I will 
take a look at the research design and approach followed by introducing the research method. 
After that, the data collection and analysis methods will be presented. The chapter is concluded 
with addressing the validity and ethical concerns regarding this study. 

3.1 Research approach 
 
The aim of this thesis is to study how the effectiveness of a leadership program is constructed 
and how leadership programs support young leaders by answering the research question: 
 
How leadership programs support and endorse youth leadership? 
 
When considering the research question one must also consider the effectiveness of the training 
and how the training affects the participants’ leadership. Effectiveness is at the core of 

leadership since effective leadership is essential in order for the organization to be successful 
(Braun, Nazlic, Weisweiler, Pawlowska, Peus & Frey, 2009). Hence it is only natural that the 
effectiveness of leadership programs is also a point of interest. Evaluating leadership programs 
is demanding because individual characteristics, limitations on occasion and the motivation 
after the training affect taking the learnings from the course into practice (Cannon-Bowers, 
Salas, Tannenbaum & Mathieu, 1995).  
 
The research done about leadership programs targeted for young people in the Finnish context 
is very limited, especially when considering scout leadership programs (an example of this kind 
of study is Lindström & Nori, 1997). My study aims to provide a new perspective to the 
discussion on youth leadership programs. By focusing on studying the Value Based Leadership 
course as a case leadership program, this study aims to understand on a general level, what kind 
of circumstances create a fruitful leadership program environment for learning, and how going 
through the program supports young leaders in their leadership journey.  
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This study was conducted as an explorative, qualitative single case study, with the aim to gain 
understanding and get different insights on how alumni of the selected leadership program have 
perceived the program and benefited from it. In order to gain the aforementioned understanding 
and get different perspectives, qualitative data of leadership program alumni sharing their 
experiences, thoughts and feelings about their course was collected and analyzed. The 
qualitative approach was chosen as it fits well the aim of forming a holistic understanding of 
the issues studied (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008) as well as the framing of the research 
question and the overall topic of the thesis. 
 
As a single case study, this study aims to understand the specific benefits the leadership 
program has provided the young adults in the context of the Value Based Leadership course, a 
course organized by the Guides and Scouts of Finland (GSF). Eisenhardt (1989) describes case 
study as a research strategy focusing on understanding the dynamics present within single 
settings. Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008) reason the popularity of case studies with their 
“ability to present complex and hard-to-grasp business issues in an accessible, vivid, personal, 
and down-to-earth format” (p. 116). Case studies can focus either on one case (single case 
studies) or multiple cases (multiple or collective case studies). I have chosen to use a single 
case study as my research approach since it enables examination of one research target in more 
depth and focusing on deeper social dynamics within the case. For example Dyer and Wilkins 
(1991) argue that focusing on fewer contexts – in the case of this thesis, one – enables 
communicating more contextual insights. Yin (2003) also argues that when the study aims to 
focus on one single group  – in the case of this thesis, the VBL course alumni – a single case 
study is the best research approach.  
 
My onto-epistemological position in this study is critical realism. Critical realism accepts that 
there is an observable world independent of human consciousness while suggesting that the 
knowledge about the world is socially constructed (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). This 
socially constructed knowledge means that based on their individual background, each 
individual has their own perception of the world and the meanings different issues have. My 
aim is to understand how effective leadership programs are constructed and how they affect 
the participants as leaders. Therefore, critical realism that aims to understand structures and 
causalities (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008) is a suitable research position for my study. 
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When assessing the research question how leadership programs support and endorse youth 
leadership my aim is not to provide an exclusive model or assumption on how to organize 
successful leadership programs that endorse youth leadership, but rather to provide insights 
and practices that have worked in the given context and could provide fruitful ground for other 
leadership programs too. My assumption is that each individual has their own take on the issue, 
and thus part of this study is socially constructed via interviews as the interpretation and 
meaning of issues is individually constructed by each individual. 

3.2 Data collection 
 
This thesis has two sources of empirical material. The primary data used in this thesis is 
collected via semi-structured alumni interviews and the secondary data via analyzing the Value 
Based Leadership course materials. Eriksson and Kovalainen (2008) state that “case studies 
are usually considered more accurate, convincing, diverse and rich if they are based on several 
sources of empirical data” (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008, p. 126). By using two different 
kinds of data sources, I aim to gain a wider understanding of the case program and therefore 
better ability to answer the research question. 
 
To answer my research question, I chose to interview the Value Based Leadership course 
alumni. Interviews as a data source provide a diverse insight on how the course alumni have 
experienced the course, and the explorative nature of the study enabled the interviewees to 
address quite freely the issues they found relevant without limiting the discussion to the 
interviewer's perception of necessary issues. Also, the semi-structured nature of the interviews 
enabled focusing on themes and topics into which I as the interviewer wanted to dig deeper 
while making sure all preset themes and topics were addressed. This form of interviewing was 
chosen since it enabled a rather informal and conversational tone for the interviews but also 
provided somewhat systematic and comparable materials to further analyse and assess 
(Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008).  

 
In practice, the primary data collection was carried out in cooperation with the course organizer, 
the Guides and Scout of Finland (GSF). I didn’t have access to the course alumni records 

myself for GDPR reasons so the GSF forwarded the interview invitation to the course alumni. 
The amount of the interviewees was determined both by practical and research related reasons. 
Finding volunteer alumni for interviews was harder than first expected. After multiple 
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messages to alumni, only one person contacted me. The other three interviewees I contacted 
myself since I either knew them in advance or because I had gotten a recommendation from 
another course alumni to ask them. When contacting and discussing with the potential 
interviewees, I presented them with enough information about the research topic and made sure 
they participated in the research voluntarily. Anonymity was agreed upon with all the 
interviewees and it was ensured by making sure the quoting secured anonymity. 
 
The four interviewees represent varying backgrounds and have taken the course between the 
years 2011-2017. Out of the four interviewees, two were scouts and two were not (at the time 
of participating the course), two are women and two are men, none of them are from the same 
course and they have varying backgrounds in volunteer work and in work life both before and 
after the course. I knew two of the interviewees in advance and two I met for the first time for 
the interviews. A common denominator for all interviewees, however, is that they have higher 
education degrees. One of the interviewees had taken the course in Finland and the other three 
had participated in the cooperation courses. One of the interviewees had also acted as a 
facilitator in the VBL course and otherwise participated in developing the courses after their 
own course. All interviewees are Finnish and all interviews were conducted in Finnish since it 
was either the mother tongue or otherwise a strong language for all the interviewees and myself 
as the interviewer.  
 
The interviews were conducted based on an interview guide prepared for this thesis and the 
guide was updated during the process with minor changes. My research approach is inductive 
in nature meaning that the research process develops from empirical materials, not from 
theoretical propositions (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008), and therefore I did not use any specific 
theories in structuring the interview guide. The guide was structured so that there were four 
themes – interviewee’s image of oneself, learnings from the course, mentoring and reflection 

– each of them containing 3-6 interview questions. Depending on the interview, I changed the 
emphasis of the questions and formed secondary questions to get more information and to guide 
the interview forward. The questions were open and neutral in nature (e.g. what were your 
expectations before the course) and they varied from simpler questions (e.g. what made you 
apply for the VBL course) to more complex ones (e.g. what was the most important learning 
from the course for you and why). The complex questions were separated into multiple 
questions to ease answering and understanding the questions, and the purpose of the question 
was opened up upon asking when necessary. 
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The interviews were recorded with the consent of the interviewees by using a computer's tape 
recorder and phone as a backup. The interviews were then transcribed in the language of the 
interviews (Finnish) using oTranscibe transcribing tool. I have translated the quotes presented 
in this thesis from Finnish to English. The interview data of this study consists of four semi-
structured interviews, 55-75 minutes each.  
 
Secondary data differs from primary data in the sense that secondary data texts already exist 
prior to the research project when primary data is collected for the purpose of the research 
(Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). Secondary data, the VBL course materials, was collected to 
provide a wider understanding of the research context and to gain useful information about the 
course. The materials include schedules for each of the four course modules, the training 
materials, exercises used during the course modules and home assignments done between the 
course modules.  

3.3 Data analysis 
 
After collecting the data, the results were discussed and analysed with inductive thematic 
analysis. All data was first gathered into one place to form the case record for the thesis. I then 
used thematic analysis to analyze the interview data and relevant secondary data. Thematic 
analysis is a flexible method of qualitative data analysis that includes systematically identifying 
and organizing themes across the data (Clarke, Braun & Hayfield, 2015). The identified themes 
need to be relevant to the research topic and question, and hence not all commonalities can be 
used in the study (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Braun and Clarke (2006) divide thematic analysis 
into six phases: familiarization with the data, generating initial codes, ‘searching’ for themes, 

reviewing themes, defining and naming themes and writing the report. The analysis of this 
study was done according to these steps. 
 
When familiarizing with the data set – which is the first step of thematic analysis according to 
Braun and Clarke (2006) – the recorded and transcribed interviews as well as the course 
materials were read and listened to first individually and then as an entity while making notes 
and forming a wider picture of the case. After familiarization, the data was coded. Eriksson and 
Kovalainen (2008) define coding as meaning that “the features, instances, issues and themes 
in empirical data are classified and given a specific label, a code” (p. 128). I did not use any 
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preset framework in establishing the codes, as my study is inductive in nature. The coding 
system was developed from the empirical data by analysing it, and deriving and labeling codes 
from the themes, categories, activities and patterns the data possessed. Although the inductive 
strategy of analysis is based on the empirical data rather than deriving codes from existing 
theories, theoretical concepts can be used to sensitize – to give a general sense of reference – 
into the analysis (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). Therefore, also existing theories presented in 
the literature review were used in the analysis to help to describe and analyse the empirical 
data. 
 
The coding was done first on paper by underlining and highlighting important parts and making 
some notes and observations simultaneously. The coding was then further analysed and 
developed into themes by ‘searching’ them from the data – or as Clarke, Braun and Hayfield 
(2015) describe it, creating “thematic mapping from data” (p. 236). Organizing the codes was 

done by combining them into mind-maps and searching themes from them. When arranged in 
a more coherent form, the data was then imported into Google Sheets and further sorted. The 
themes were chosen so that they identify a coherent aspect of the data and tell something about 
the data that is relevant to the research question (Clarke et al., 2015). In terms of secondary 
data, textual analysis on the course materials was done with a content analysis method by 
examining the contents of the text through thematic analysis alongside with the primary data 
as discussed further above. 
 
After first evaluating and reviewing themes and sub-themes, they were iterated as the writing 
process progressed and a better understanding of the data was formed. The overall themes 
identified during the analysis are course effectiveness and supporting and endorsing youth 
leadership. Course effectiveness includes the sub-themes of motivation and course 
environment, and supporting and endorsing youth leadership entails the sub-themes of learning 
to understand oneself and others, and feeling of competency. These themes are further 
discussed in the findings chapter. 

3.4 Validity and Ethical concerns 
 
The purpose of this study is to understand what makes a leadership program effective and how 
it endorses youth leadership. Next, I will discuss the validation, ethical concerns and limitations 
this single case study might have. 
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Where reliability and validity are commonly used as evaluation criteria in quantitative research, 
the qualitative researchers are diversified whether they are fit for qualitative research. In 
qualitative research, validity has a different meaning compared to quantitative research and 
“the aim is to provide research with a guarantee that the report or description is correct” 
(Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008, p. 292). Hereby, in this thesis, the validity comes from reporting 
the interviews correctly, not having results that could be necessarily replicated by another 
researcher. Therefore, the data collection has been closely described and the choices related to 
that have been presented and justified. The trustworthiness of a study can be seen consisting of 
dependability, confirmability, transferability and credibility (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This 
methodology chapter aims to give a transparent look on the study process of this thesis 
expressing dependability. In the following findings chapter, I will discuss the findings of this 
study together with earlier research presenting trustworthiness through credibility, 
transferability and confirmability. 
 
In terms of ethics, it is important to ensure confidentiality between an interviewee and the 
researcher. All interviewees participated voluntarily in this research. The researcher-participant 
relationship in this thesis can be described as neutral: I stayed detached and distant to the 
interviewees and was not involved in the study more than as a researcher. As I knew two of the 
interviewees in advance, I paid attention to protecting their anonymity and making sure that 
they were treated equally with the other interviewees. In the beginning of each four interviews, 
it was agreed with the interviewee that the data collected in the interview will be used only for 
the purposes of this thesis and the interviewees were promised anonymity and confidentiality. 
The interviewees were informed that they could contact me for further questions or comments 
at any time during the process. They were also informed of my background as a scout and that 
in this study I did not represent the scout movement or any of its organizations but rather acted 
as a neutral researcher. 
 
This thesis is not a sponsorship research but it was originally intended to be one. Even though 
I was not financially compensated by doing this research, I worked in cooperation with the 
course organizers. We had a couple of meetings in the beginning of the thesis process where 
we discussed how feedback from the course alumni has been previously collected and what 
kind of research has been done previously. The course organizers also provided me access to 
the course materials and forwarded the interview invitations to the alumni.  
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Although the interviewees all represented different VBL courses, the number of interviews 
might pose some limitations for this study. Due to practical reasons related to the change of the 
thesis supervisor in the middle of writing this thesis, the methodological approach of the study 
was changed almost one year after the last interview. Therefore, the number of conducted 
interviews is not ideal for the current methodological approach, and hence this limitation in 
data should be taken into consideration when assessing the findings of this study. 
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4 FINDINGS 
 

In this chapter, I will present the findings of my study based on the interview and the secondary 
data, and mirror the findings with earlier research presented in the literature review. I have 
divided this chapter into three parts. First, I will present the case leadership program, Value 
Based Leadership course, and its goals and purposes, while locating the course as a leadership 
program based on the definitions given in earlier studies. After that, I will discuss and analyze 
what makes the VBL course effective in terms of the course circumstances and the people 
participating in the course, and what challenges the course has in terms of effectiveness. 
Finally, I will conclude by analyzing how the course endorses young leaders, and what could 
be done to support them even better in their leadership journey. 

4.1 Value Based Leadership course  
 
Being part of a worldwide movement that is “The World’s leading Educational Youth 

Movement” (World Organization of the Scout Movement, n.d.), the Guides and Scouts of 
Finland (GSF), Suomen Partiolaiset, is an interesting research target. The World Organization 
of the Scout Movement defines their mission statement as “to promote the development of 
young people in achieving their full physical, intellectual, social and spiritual potential, as 
individuals, as responsible citizens and as members of their local, national and international 
communities.” (Mission Statement, n.d.). As a worldwide operator with over 50 million active 
members (World Organization of the Scout Movement, n.d.), the Scout Movement provides 
yearly a great deal of support materials for the youth leadership training that the Guides and 
Scouts of Finland (GSF) and the Guides and Scouts of Sweden (GSS) apply. 
Based on those materials, the national organizations also develop their own training and 
materials that reflect their current mission, vision and strategy. 
 
At the time of conducting the interviews for this thesis, the GSF had defined as their vision 
‘everybody builds a better world’ (The Guides and Scouts of Finland strategy 2015-2020) and 
had pursued this objective through aiming for better leadership, which had also been a key 
point in the then strategy of the GSF (The Guides and Scouts of Finland strategy 2015-2020). 
Furthermore, the GSF is a pioneer in values-based leadership in Finland and aims to be an 
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example of it in the society (The Guides and Scouts of Finland annual report 2019; The Guides 
and Scouts of Finland strategy 2015-2020). One way of advancing this aim has been offering 
the Value Based Leadership course, a leadership program offered for 20 to 272 year-old 
volunteer leaders, the research target of this thesis. 
 
The purpose, goals and structure of the course are communicated to the participants in the 
beginning of the course and are revisited in the beginning of each module.  
 
The purpose of the course is described as quadrinomial: 

- “To provide advanced leadership training to young leaders in the non-profit sector. 
- To provide young leaders with the knowledge and skills to lead in the society of 

tomorrow. 
- To create interaction of different groups in society. 
- To motivate young leaders to continue to contribute their leadership in society.” (VBL 

course material, n.d.) 
 
The goals of the course are: 

- “To increase self-knowledge and self-confidence in one’s role as a leader and team 

member. 
- To connect the training with the everyday life as a leader. 
- To challenge the view on leadership. 
- To explore one’s own values and reflect on whether the values of the organization and 

one’s own leadership style correspond with them. 
- To get tools for self-leadership and leadership of a group. 
- To give tools for norm-critical leadership from the perspective that diversity is a 

leadership matter. 
- To inspire thoughts on entrepreneurship.” (VBL course material, n.d.) 

 
 
When defining the Value Based Leadership (VBL) course as a leadership program, it can, based 
on the definitions presented in the literature review, be seen as a combination of leadership 
training, education and development with emphasis on leadership training and development. 
                                                2 Before the year 2020, the age range in Finland was 20-29. 
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Leadership education is based on transferring information and knowledge from sources (Stech, 
2008) to the participants which is also the case with the VBL course. However, the VBL course 
is less formal in terms of academic legitimacy than leadership education (the trainers are not 
required to have any academic background on the topics they teach or facilitate to the 
participants). Although the teaching leans on scientifically researched knowledge and 
information, it does not provide sufficient referencing in terms of proper academic legitimacy 
to the sources the materials are based on. 
 
The VBL course has characteristics of a leadership training as it aims to provide the participants 
with certain skills and knowledge to lead (VBL course material, n.d.). The participants are 
taught various techniques, such as the non-violent communication technique, and skills, such 
as facilitating a program for the rest of the course. Yet, the basis for the course is self-
knowledge (VBL course description, n.d.), and therefore it fits the criteria of leadership 
development, which aims to provide individual tools for gaining insight into oneself and for 
the interaction shared with others (Fiedler, 1996; Day, 2000; Stech, 2008). The course aims to 
develop the participants' self-knowledge especially regarding recognizing one’s own values, 

what it means to lead according to the said values and learning to understand the effects one’s 

actions and choices have on others. The course participants get to analyze and observe their 
own values through a survey that helps to map the values and their importance to the 
participant.3 
 
The pedagogic foundation of VBL is a conviction that knowledge is not only provided by the 
trainers but created in the group. Reflection and generalization are recurring ingredients of 
VBL, and the pedagogic outlook is founded on David A. Kolb’s (1984) experiential learning 

model: 

                                                3 During the courses the interviewees have attended, the mapping has been done via ValuesOnline Nordic AB. 
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Figure 1 D. A. Kolb (1984): The process of experiential learning. Source: VBL course material.  
  
The course ideology is that the more a person knows oneself, the better leader the person is 
able to be. By learning to know oneself, one increases the ability to live according to one's 
values and to make active choices. Better self-knowledge leads to a more flexible behaviour 
and a better ability to adapt. Being more aware of one’s own values also gives the feeling of 
security, and reduces the risk of restraining oneself in order to satisfy others and makes it easier 
to respect differences in others (VBL course material, n.d.).  
 
The following chapters focus on observing and evaluating what kind of circumstances create 
the kind of environment that determines the effectiveness of a leadership course. Furthermore, 
assessment is done on how taking the VBL course has supported and endorsed the participants 
as young leaders. 

4.2 Course effectiveness 
 
“I remember my expectations were that it would not be just slides and stuff. I had high 

expectations but they were totally exceeded, tenfold. But it is up to you, and that is one 
of the course’s-  by the way, have you taken the course?” 

 
After having conducted all four interviews, I was amazed by how similar the first impressions 
on each interview were; the interviewees praised the course and described in detail how the 
course had affected them as persons. All interviewees had taken the course at different times 
and had diverse backgrounds. All of them described having had high expectations based on 
what they had been told, but that the expectations had been exceeded. I found it also interesting 
that I was recommended and encouraged to apply to the course myself during the interviews 
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which in my view speaks for the commitment the alumni have towards the course and its 
ideology even years after taking the course.  
 
In this chapter, we will take a closer look at what role motivation plays in different points of 
the course journey and how it contributes to the course’s effectiveness. In addition, the course 

environment is observed and analyzed as a learning environment, and as a basis the future 
learnings from the course are built on. The chapter has been analyzed based on the primary 
data gotten from the interviews and secondary data gotten from the course materials. 

4.2.1. Motivation 
 
Motivation can be seen as the basis on which all else is built on during the VBL course. Without 
motivation, the course participants would not have applied to the course and gotten accepted 
to it, and without motivation to learn and develop oneself, the course would not have much 
impact on the participants. The motivations the students exhibited focused both on external 
motivation (e.g. money, fame etc.) as well as on internal motivation (e.g. learning, self-
development, interesting work). While internal and external motivation are somewhat 
intertwined, internal motivation drives learning. It is effective, stable and produces longer-
lasting results whereas knowledge gained through external motivation is lost much faster 
(Èrešnar, 2019). Internal and external motivation played an important but differing role in 
different phases of the course experience. The participants’ motivation was first assessed 
during the application phase, and during the rest of the course, the participants were both 
motivated and taught to understand their own motivators driving their actions. 
 
The application for the course happens in two phases. The applicants are first asked to tell about 
their motivation in an application letter and based on it some applicants are chosen for the 
second phase which is an interview. After the interviews, the participants are chosen by using 
the criteria of the age limit, leadership experience, current leadership position, previous 
leadership training, written application and interview, and taking the diversity of the course 
participants into consideration (VBL course materials, n.d., and emails from VBL course 
organizers). 
 
Ever since the beginning, the courses have been offered to young adults who have a volunteer-
based leadership task in some organization – ergo not just for scouts (Value Based Leadership, 
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n.d.). The participants are selected among both scouts as well as other non-governmental 
organizations such as sports associations, ethnic minority associations and cultural and 
religious organizations (VBL course material, n.d.). The Value Based Leadership course was 
developed in Sweden by the Swedish Scout Council (from 2013 known as the Guides and 
Scouts of Sweden, GSS) together with the Swedish King Carl XVI Gustav’s foundation, 

Konungens Stiftelse Ungt Ledarskap, over ten years ago. The first course took place in Sweden 
in 2007, and from 2009 until the year 2017 the course was arranged in cooperation between the 
Swedish Scout Council/GSS and the Guides and Scouts of Finland (GSF). In the cooperation 
courses half of the modules were in Sweden and half of them in Finland. The course was 
adapted into the Finnish context so that the first entirely Finland-based courses were carried 
out in 2017. The age range of the participants was originally 20-29 but is now 20-27 in Finland 
and 20-25 in Sweden. The participant quota has been aimed to be half scouts and half non-
scouts. The interviewees in this thesis represent both the cooperation course alumni and 
Finland-based course alumni.  
 
One thing that added it’s own spice to the mix in the cooperation courses was the course 

language English. The participants were from Finland and Sweden, and in general spoke 
Finnish or Swedish as their mother tongue. None of the interviewees for this thesis were native 
English speakers so in terms of communication, the course language had posed some 
challenges: 
 

“For example my speed and enthusiasm to address things was slower in English than 
it would have been in Finnish.” 

 
Also translational issues were brought up as translating some words into three languages so 
that the meaning would not change was sometimes tricky. However, even though explaining 
things sometimes took a bit longer because of the language challenges, it was not seen as a big 
issue since everybody was in the same situation. 
 
The GSF was unfortunately unable to provide data about application amounts from the 
cooperation courses but the chart below presents the numbers from the first eight Finnish VBL 
courses. It is not always unambiguous whether a person is applying as a scout or not, so there 
might be some room for interpretation in the numbers.  
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* Table 1 Application amounts for VBL courses 1-8. The application period for courses 7 and 8 was joint and the 
total number of applicants for the two courses was 125. The total number of scout applicants was 83 out of which 
10 applied only for course 7, 36 only for course 8 and 37 for both courses. The total number of non-scout applicants 
was 42 out of which 20 applied only for course 7, 7 only for course 8 and 15 for both courses.  
Source: VBL course organizer (the GSF). 
 
The application process evaluates the applicant’s fit for the course in which motivation plays a 
crucial role. Moreover, having to justify and verbalise one’s motivation can motivate the 

applicants even more and help them to understand their own motivators better when applying 
for the course. According to earlier research pre-motivation plays a fundamental role when 
assessing the effectiveness of leadership training. Hassan and Fuwad (2013) stated in their 
study that pre-motivation correlates positively with the effectiveness of leadership training, 
hence making it important for the training participants to be motivated to learn and to develop 
themselves already before entering the course.   
 
As stated previously, only people with existing leadership positions are allowed for the course 
at the moment (Parempaa johtajuutta website, n.d.). In terms of diversity and having people 
with multiple backgrounds participate in the course, it would be beneficial to open the course 
to anyone who is motivated and otherwise qualified for the course even if they don’t have a 

leadership position at the time. This would give more people the possibility to apply and to get 
trained, making the course more available and less exposed to outside influences. For example, 
a person from a minority group could have been excluded from a leadership position because 
of prejudices, discrimination or racism, and therefore basing the application system on 
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something the applicant might not have or have had control over seems unfair. In addition, as 
for example Tafvelin et al. (2019) have studied, training also informal leaders can be beneficial 
for organizations, and therefore it could be argued that especially when talking about as young 
people as in the VBL context, it would be beneficial to train all kinds of motivated people since 
a formal leadership position is not the only place to utilize leadership practices. Also the 
interviewees argued that having leadership know-how and training could benefit the 
participants when seeking formal leadership positions in the future: 
 

“Youth barometers and all that I’ve heard from young people who are active in 
associations indicate that people have an increasing will to influence and to feel 
purposefulness. I think the VBL course provides tools for that end and in that sense it’s 

a shame that so few people get to take the course. And, personally, I would hate it if the 
course would become a new elitist bubble since it is targeted for people who are already 
distinctly in a leadership position. I think people who are just starting out in a 
leadership position or who might be interested in leadership positions could also take 
the course.” 
 

There was also concern about whether the current application process favoured certain types 
of people: 
 

“If you don’t have some partner organization to co-organize the course with, some 
potential applicants might look at the application form and think that they don’t know 

how to fill out the form or that they don’t have the needed background. So it can be 

problematic that the application method and the form favour certain types of people 
who can express themselves well in written form and who have done a lot of volunteer 
work whereas there are a lot of young people who could benefit and be empowered by 
taking the VBL course. (...) So in that sense it’s a pity that the courses are not more 

diverse because I dare to argue that the more diverse the courses are, the more people 
learn.” 
 

Consequently, it could be beneficial to have optional ways to apply to the course as the current 
application process favours people who are good writers in Finnish and familiar with filling 
out formal application forms. Having a possibility to, for example, apply to the course with a 
video application, an interview or a phone call could open doors to a bigger group of people to 
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apply and express their motivation. As the course resources are limited when it comes to human 
resources, it could be possible to ask the course alumni for help in conducting the application 
process and thus also have a more diverse group of people take part in the selection of course 
participants. The alumni suggested that they would be asked for help regarding other issues 
too, such as financing and marketing the course and finding facilitators for the course. 
 
During the pre-course phase, the interviewees emphasized external motivation more than 
internal motivation and vice versa during the course. The pre-course external motivation was 
rather status related, for example a chance of getting a cool course experience partially in 
Sweden or getting to participate in the diploma ceremony at the end of the course where the 
diplomas would be handed out by the King of Sweden, Carl XVI Gustav, or some Finnish high-
class politician such as the President of Finland, Sauli Niinistö, the Speaker of the Parliament 
of Finland, Paula Risikko, and the Minister of Finances of Finland, Matti Vanhanen. In fact, 
this type of ceremonial celebration of success and a certificate from a completed course are 
central components of successful leadership programs (Zimmerman-Oster & Burkhardt, 2000). 
The course was seen to bring status benefits to those who passed it as well as rewards in the 
future like helping in achieving a certain position in life.  For example, one interviewee 
described that they had had a “leadership fetish” before the course and a kind of an obsession 

to become a leader. However, the interviewees tended to start pondering about their own values 
during the application process stimulating the internal motivation process. The internal 
motivation emphasized by the participants was for example willingness to learn and develop 
oneself as a person and as a leader. The course was seen as a chance to stop and reflect upon 
oneself as well as a chance to ponder leadership at a deeper level and to learn something that 
could be used in the work life and volunteer tasks. 
 
On top of pre-motivation, the motivation during the course was seen as an essential component 
for a successful course experience. During the course, the motivational factors were more 
internal in nature such as willingness to commit to the course in order to learn and to challenge 
and develop oneself. The participants wanted to learn about leadership and themselves as 
leaders and thus they were willing to put in the hard work throughout the course. Once accepted 
to the course, the participants were expected to attend all modules in their entirety. In addition 
to the modules, the participants had home assignments in between the modules to help to reflect 
the issues covered during the course in order to maintain their motivation throughout the 
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course. Abiding by these commonly-agreed-upon guidelines was seen as a sign of commitment 
as the extract below demonstrates: 

 
“I think the nice thing about VBL is that a person's own choice is one of the principals 

– that you choose to be there, together, and not to do your own stuff during a coffee 
break or something.” 

 
Internal motivation to lead was further seen as essential for the effectiveness of the course and 
it was tied to willingness to work. Those who were seen to just “feel out” the course were not 

seen willing to work hard, and thus losing out on what the course had to offer. This was 
exhibited in the way it was told to whom the course should be recommended: 
 

“I don’t recommend the course to just anybody. I recommend it to people who I know 

are doing big things or a lot of things and through that I try to find the people who are 
most likely motivated to do things also in the future, or the people who have not 
necessarily yet done a lot but probably want to do in the future.” 

 
The participants of the VBL course seem to be on the right track. According to earlier research 
(Stiehl, Felfe, Elprana & Gatzka, 2015) motivation to lead and leadership training’s 

effectiveness correlate positively: individuals who were motivated to lead achieved better 
results in terms of acquiring new competencies and displaying effective behavior in the job 
even one year after the leadership training.  
 
Even though the interviewees highlighted the internal motivational factors during the course, 
there were also external motivational factors that played a role in the participants’ minds. They 

were more status related (getting the diploma and alumni status) and partially just about having 
fun (getting new friends, networking, getting to go abroad) without much focus on self-
development.  
 
The VBL course encourages the participants to understand the motivators behind their actions, 
and therefore it is essential that the participants are motivated to challenge and develop 
themselves, absorb new ways of thinking and possibly let go of their old ways. In fact, the 
interviewees highlighted that instead of wanting just another course added to the list of 
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completed things, the participant should come to the course with an open mind and motivation 
to learn: 
 

“Consider it like entering a buffet and gathering different things from there and you 
might get a lot more than you first came for”.  

4.2.2. Course environment 
 

“It is still the best course I’ve ever taken. (...) I had not expected it to become such a 

tight community. The ambiance was incredible. The feel of safe space every time you 
saw those people and went there was incredible – I’ve never had that feeling anywhere 

else.” 
 
Research has shown that each successful leadership program develops within its own context 
and its own environment (Zimmerman-Oster & Burkhardt, 2000). There are several factors that 
contributed to making the VBL course the experience that it was. The course environment was 
created by the course organizers as well as the participants. They together contributed in 
making the course a safe space where learning was boosted by sharing and openness. This 
chapter will address and analyze the factors that created and maintained the feel of safe space 
as well as the factors that were problematic with it. 
 
The feel of safe space was something that was frequently mentioned in the interviews. The 
course atmosphere was described to have been approving, open and confidential and the 
interviewees told they had felt that they could be themselves during the course. The course 
weekends were seen as a possibility to pause and be present in a way that might not have been 
possible in the everyday life: 
 

“It was the best, the best course I’ve ever taken. I haven’t taken other leadership 

courses but it was for example far better than any university course if it would be 
compared to them. Every time I was working for the course, I was like ‘argh, I have to 

work on these group works again’ or ‘it’s the course weekend again and I have so much 

to do, I should send these work applications or finish a schoolwork or work on my 
thesis’ and maybe there was also something else going on in your life. But when I came 

to the modules, turned off my phone and was present in a different way than on ordinary 
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weekdays, there was that kind of peace and serenity that always carried quite long in 
my everyday life.” 

 
In an educational context, safe space can be defined as an environment where students can 
speak freely without having to be afraid of their peers or teachers (Flensner & Von der Lippe, 
2019). In creating a feel of safe space, the VBL course organizers used methods that reinforced 
trust amongst the participants and encouraged transparency: 
 

“I think the whole VBL concept works well, how it’s built and how trust and sharing 

are created also with artificial methods. Like, you know, you don’t get to the same level 

in other leadership courses that I’ve taken.” 
 
The course structure is one third course modules, one third home assignments and one third 
mentor program. The course consists of four modules – leading groups, leading for diversity, 
self leadership and leading with profit and values – that last for three to four days each (VBL 
course material, n.d.). The participants are divided into teams that operate throughout the 
course, and the working is done depending on the assignment either individually, in pairs, in 
the teams or with the whole course. Between the modules the participants have home 
assignments to complete either by themselves or in the teams. The aim of the home assignments 
is to connect the course modules, and the course materials in their entirety aim to encourage 
the participants to reflect during the course and to practice the learnings taught both during the 
course modules and between them via home assignments. The materials also contain a lot of 
information and tools for reflection that can be used after the course to refresh memory.  
 
In the beginning of the course, the course organizers established a clear structure and a schedule 
for the course as well as directions for how people are expected to behave during the course. 
Based on the interviews, this paid off as the interviewees described how they had valued the 
way they were taught to express themselves and listen to others during the course. Based on 
earlier research, building and creating a secure structure for the course right from the start is 
the first step towards creating a safe space (Kisfalvi & Oliver, 2015). Generating this sort of a 
container enables the participants to gradually trust the organizers, the other participant as well 
as the whole process and to become more willing to risk sharing their thoughts. However, the 
intensity of the course schedule and routines came as a surprise to the participants: 
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“Well, in some way, what was most surprising about the course content was the 

intensity – even though we are talking about four weekends if I remember it correctly, 
they were really heavy in their own way and it didn’t stop when you got out of the 

modules but actually it just started then.” 
 
Typically, the schedule was such that each module weekend started at 9 am on Friday and 
ended at 3 pm on Sunday. On Saturday and Sunday, the program started at 8 am and on Friday 
and Saturday, the program lasted until 9 pm. (VBL course material, n.d.). There were no 
scheduled breaks other than lunch/dinner/coffee breaks which were encouraged to be spent 
with other people from the course. It was pointed out that this type of an intense schedule where 
one is practically twenty-four seven around other people is especially heavy for introverts: 
 

“The VBL course is very well built so that the days are very full and they are utilized 
to their full potential. Everytime the module would end around noon on Sunday, you 
knew you shouldn’t try to do anything for the rest of the day because there had been 

stimulus and people around you throughout the whole module. I like to be around 
people and I get energy from it but for the people who are more introverted it is a very 
heavy experience.” 

 
As the schedule above demonstrates, there is little to no alone time allocated in the daily 
timetable and therefore it would be recommendable to enable that to help the participants to 
manage better during the modules: 
 

“The days were very crammed with a lot of talking and pondering, so I would have 

wanted some possibilities for breaks during the day during which people who wanted 
to exercise could do that and people who wanted to read could do that or something 
else. It is so intense that one might need more time on their own to process and to 
recover.” 

 
In addition to creating a secure structure, another key element used in creating a feel of safe 
space was commonly-agreed-upon rules and principles. Value Based Leadership course has 
three simple rules (be on time, be there and no alcohol or drugs) and a few principles the course 
is based on: focus, you get what you give, own choices, dare to jump and it is difficult to look 
good (VBL course material, n.d.). The rules and principles aim to allow the participant to learn 
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as much as possible about oneself and others, and help to cooperate and get as much as possible 
out of the training (VBL course material, n.d.). By having people agree on the shared rules and 
principles, the course organizers aim to provide a safe space where the participants can practice 
self-examination both by themselves as well as with other participants, the facilitators and the 
mentors, creating a fruitful environment for growth.  
 
It would seem that Monica Geller’s phrase “Rules are good! Rules help control the fun!” from 
the TV-series Friends (Friends, 1998) is somewhat accurate in the VBL context: the alumni 
mentioned the necessity of the rules and principles on many occasions, and it was something 
they saw as highly beneficial. For example, it was said that the rules had an important role in 
creating the atmosphere “where you could be yourself without having to worry if someone was 
assessing you.” According to Kisfalvi and Oliver (2015), establishing ground rules is one core 
factor in creating and maintaining a safe space. They highlight that when creating an 
atmosphere of safety where people can begin to express themselves more freely, the first 
meetings are the most essential. This is something that was taken into account in the course as 
the possible challenges and uneasy situations that might occur during the course were discussed 
while addressing the rules and principles of the course: 
 

“During our first course module’s first day we went through common rules, one of 

which was for example that everyone is allowed to have the courage to jump off that 
cliff and there is still support beneath it. But (it was also discussed) that learning as a 
process is ugly, and that’s how it felt throughout the course.” 

 
The rules and course structure were seen as something that made the whole course experience 
more carefree for the participants. The participants described that since the rules, principles 
and schedules as well as the daily topics and learning goals were clearly communicated to them, 
they could focus their energy on learning and sharing experiences with other participants. In 
addition to keeping everybody up to date about what was going on and when, the facilitators 
showed the participants how to act, react and communicate throughout the course by using 
their own example. The possibility to chat and exchange thoughts with the course staff was 
also seen as a training method that enabled a different kind of learning experience compared to 
working in a large group: 
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“I do believe that it meant quite a lot that there were different methods used, like the 

private conversations with the facilitators and also with the course leader. Because in 
a way, even though you can learn a lot in the group, there was always the possibility to 
go and talk with the other person if you had anything on your mind.” 

 
Kisfalvi and Oliver (2015) have identified such teaching by example as one of the building 
blocks of safe space. In order to succeed as a model for the participants, the facilitator should 
aid amiable, thorough and fruitful conversation by refraining from demonstrating strong 
support or opposition for views expressed (Glover & Hower, 1956). During the VBL course, 
the facilitators practiced what they preached by for example presenting some of the taught 
methods in action and respecting other people when they were talking. However, the 
interviewees criticized them for not sharing anything private about themselves which had 
caused some participants not wanting to share so much about themselves either. This is a great 
illustration of the power of a facilitator’s example and how it affects the behavior of the 
participants. Therefore, the training of the facilitators is also something that should be done 
carefully since it prepares the facilitators to what is expected of them: 
 

“It is really important to train the facilitators well because the course rises and falls in 
the hands of the facilitators.” 

 
The facilitators’ example carries a long way in setting the tone for the course and as little 

seeming things such as body language or eye contact can give the participants a model of 
communicating genuine interest and caring (Kisfalvi & Oliver, 2015). Thus, it is vital that the 
facilitators know their role and responsibility in executing the course. 
 
The interviewees reported that facilitated moments of calming down and reflecting made the 
course experience less stressful for them. One method used was the use of a soft toy to mark 
who’s turn it was to speak: 
 

“There was a soft toy going around from person to person, and everybody got their 

turn to share what they learned or were grateful for, and if one didn’t want to share 

anything they could just pass the toy to the next person. It made the situation calmer as 
everybody knew they would get their turn and no one had to rush to get their turn to 
share.” 
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Similar experiences were also told of other situations: how the clear instructions had easened 
the situation so that everybody got heard instead of just the most active and outgoing ones, and 
also how it had taken the pressure off from trying to figure out when you could jump in and 
get your turn. Consequently, everybody got a chance to share but no one was forced to do so. 
When reflecting upon their experiences, the interviewees had observed that in fact the whole 
course had felt like an exercise: 
 

“Everything you do in the VBL course is kind of an exercise, or like, takes the group 
process further. Situations where conflict happens in a group are created so that the 
group gets to discuss and overcome it. So later on one thinks that okay, we have been 
kind of like guinea pigs the whole time, like basically 24/7.” 

 
According to Kisfalvi and Oliver (2015) these kinds of lessons in listening and witnessing are 
crucial in creating a safe space. If the participant feels that the facilitators and other participants 
are truly listening to their deepest thoughts, feelings and opinions, they feel more significant 
and seen which enables them to communicate more openly and to feel safe around the 
facilitators and other participants. The interviewees expressed strong emotional investment in 
the course even after finishing the course. They told how the feel of safe space enabled people 
to share and to deal also with more difficult and bigger topics which was something the 
interviewees described as unique. This was shown in the form of emotional vulnerability: “the 

more people told each other things in confidence, the more it fed the (atmosphere of) 
confidentiality”. In addition to people independently sharing things, also the exercises during 
the course encouraged sharing and listening: 
 

“ At one course meeting, the theme was showing, experiencing and recognizing 
vulnerability. Our group was assigned to prepare a vulnerability exercise, and we 
reasoned that all of us have some vulnerabilities so we wrote down our own 
vulnerabilities – for example one wrote down “I don’t have friends'' and I had written 

down “no diploma, no job” which I felt at that time was my biggest vulnerability and 

constantly puzzling me. After writing the vulnerabilities down, we sent everybody else 
outside, went to an empty room and put on some music. All of us had some requests 
regarding our vulnerabilities, for example I had written down “I need your support”. 

We had some calm music playing as people entered the room chatting, like people 
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normally do when they are waiting for something to start, but quickly everyone got 
quiet after sensing the quite pious atmosphere. Our group of six had written down pretty 
personal things, like concerning health or something, and then people started to wander 
around the room reading the notes and all 24 other people wrote me some post-it 
message. Some of those were generic encouraging words, but some had concrete 
instructions like who to contact. After writing down the messages, people started to 
spontaneously gather around – which was not instructed for the people – and to form 
a human chain so that everybody was connected to each other. I think someone videoed 
it also. That was THE moment for me.`` 

 
The interviewees told that they had been astonished by how easy it was in the end to trust 
people who were practically strangers to them, and they reasoned that the absence of existing 
cliques made the process of creating a feel of safe space maybe faster since everybody was in 
the same situation where they knew practically no one in advance. The feeling of safety was 
also seen to affect the learning experience: 
 

“It was also interesting how big a difference the environment and how people feel about 
it makes – whether people feel that they dare to share something or not affects how fast 
they can learn. Understanding this can be very useful when you’re thinking how you 

can best work something through in some position.” 
 
This chain of thoughts is supported by Edmondson and Woolley’s (1999) research where they 

found out that the improvements after a corporate training program were greater in units where 
there was a psychologically safe environment and people felt free to speak up. Therefore it can 
be argued that a safe environment plays a crucial role in learning and implementing those 
learnings as the feeling of safety allows people to express their opinions and beliefs freely and 
develop them into conduct. 
 
One crucial element in maintaining a safe space is reflexive attitude (Kisfalvi & Oliver, 2015). 
The facilitators should confront and work through such issues that compose obstacles for the 
feeling of safety for anyone in the course. Some of these issues might confirm people’s fears 

of insufficiency but it is nevertheless important to address those feelings and to let go of the 
need for control. During the interviews, one occasion of participants challenging the authority 
of the facilitators was brought up: 
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“At one point during the course, the group started to question the facilitators and their 

competencies. The course organizers ended up changing one day’s program to process 
the issues and the concerns the participants had. I have heard afterwards from one of 
the course organizers that they had been baffled about what they should do, but as a 
participant it felt like everything was under control.” 

 
This example shows excellently how someone questioning your authority can be a very scary 
and even crippling experience for the facilitators. However, in this case the facilitators managed 
to address the issue so that the participants’ feeling of safety did not experience any major 
damage: even though they had been caught off guard, they had managed to process the 
situation, give also the participants a chance to process it and to leave the participants at ease 
and with the feeling that everything was under control. By doing this, they simultaneously set 
an example of reflexivity and humanity: a certain position, in this case the position of a 
facilitator, does not automatically mean that they have all the answers and regardless of the 
position, there is always potential to learn and grow. 
 
However, there were also examples of situations where the course organizers had failed to 
assure the participants of their authority. During the interviews, it came up that there had also 
been other situations where the participants had requested for scientific justifications and 
references for the topics covered. It was mentioned that the referencing was rather poor in 
places and that the facilitators didn't always manage to provide background information when 
requested: 
 

“The course participants are almost 100 % university students or university-educated 
so critical thinking and scientific rationality are important to them. They ask questions 
like ‘what is this based on’, ‘why are you teaching this’ and ‘what is the reference’. 

Naturally the course is not a scientific course but it is still important to train the 
facilitators well to answer the needs the participants have.” 

 
It was even speculated whether the course’s low age range was set to limit older people away 

from the course since they could have higher expectations regarding scientific rationality and 
facilitators’ competencies. The interviewees also connected the credibility of the course to the 

facilitator’s competencies: 
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“The facilitators are no experts on the topics — they are there to facilitate. However, 
if they simplify things too much or don’t know how to answer the questions of the 

participants, it really affects the credibility of the course.” 
 
Facilitating a topic during a scouts course does by no means mean that one has to be an expert 
on the topic. However, it would be beneficial to make sure that also the participants know that 
the facilitator is not somehow omnipotent but that they too are there to learn and to develop 
themselves. This is the type of transparent example setting that is worthwhile in creating and 
maintaining a safe space. 
 
Based on the interviews, safe space gives a fruitful ground to express and develop oneself freely 
without having to fear judgement or being ridiculed. Part of the course experience was giving 
the participants tailored tasks that were aimed to improve their specific shortcomings: 
 

“When the course started, I had the habit that when someone finished talking and there 

was a silence and it was unclear who was about to talk next, I was very fast to grab the 
opportunity because I didn’t have the patience to wait and see if someone else wanted 

to take the ball. Since it felt natural to me, it didn’t feel like I was forcing it but it felt 

bad if there was a long silence. That habit was one thing that changed a lot during the 
course. I had this task during a couple-hour practice that I had to be completely silent. 
No one knew what tasks the others had so everyone was wondering why I was so quiet 
all of a sudden. In a way, even though it was hard at first, one got used to it and I think 
the fact that each of us had our own personalized tasks helped to build the trust within 
the group. And of course, the more people told about things that were confidential to 
them, the more it also helped to build trust and created a self-feeding circle.” 

 
Based on earlier research (Mintzberg, 2004b), this type of customized content adjusted to meet 
the particular needs of the participant helps the participant to get more engaged in the course 
and therefore to learn. Managing to customize the course into the needs of the specific 
participants can be seen as one key component for a successful course.  
 
The interviewees described how during the course the learnings were taken into action in a safe 
space and with people who had symmetric knowledge about what was going on. This way the 
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learnings could be practiced during the course instead of just discussing them on a theoretical 
level. However, it is debatable whether this kind of an arrangement gives realistic expectations 
of how the outside world will be like. For example Barrett (2010) criticizes safe spaces for 
giving false feelings of safety and comfort, and argues that giving unrealistic expectations 
towards the outside world especially to marginalized people and minority groups can even be 
dangerous. Also, the interviewees brought up how they had experienced difficulties in 
implementing the VBL course learnings in the outside world even though they had succeeded 
with that during the course. It was pointed out that especially when working with young adults, 
as in the VBL course, it would be beneficial to bring realism to the youth idealism instead of 
feeding it, and remind the participants that even though in an ideal world things would go as 
taught, it is not always possible in practice, and more often than not people have to be flexible 
and find different solutions to situations when things don’t go as planned. It was also brought 
up that implementing the course learnings was seen as easier in school and volunteer contexts 
because no one had any significant financial interests. Therefore, it could be argued that even 
though creating a safe space for the participants during the course feels fruitful during the 
course, it could in the long run prevent people from implementing their learnings in the outside 
world because they are not used to or prepared for people challenging, criticizing or opposing 
them. In that sense it would seem that the course’s goal “to connect the training with the 
everyday life as a leader” (VBL course material, n.d.) was not completely fulfilled even though 
there were also examples of implementing the learnings into action. 
 
The concept of safe space in an educational context has two sides: on one hand, safe space 
should be open for all people to express their perspectives and positions, and on the other hand, 
there needs to be rules to construct the openness to which everyone can agree. Flensner and 
Von der Lippe (2019) bring up that these two sides can be in conflict when considering whether 
a safe space can be open to all kinds of opinions, for example anti-democratic attitudes, and at 
the same time be a safe space for everyone. They also question whether a space that needs strict 
rules in order to be safe can even be considered safe. This is something to be taken into account 
also when examining the results of this thesis. Have all participants experienced the feel of safe 
space during their course experience? Even though the interviewees had experienced the course 
as a safe space, it could be that not all participants have experienced it similarly: 
 

“In my opinion – I also heard that maybe some people disagreed in the end – but in my 
opinion it (the course atmosphere) was very approving and open. That’s how I‘ve 
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experienced it. And, as a safe atmosphere, that was very well created in my opinion. 
But I think that some people disagreed with that – like, I felt that I could be completely 
myself but some people felt that they couldn’t.” 

 
There are naturally several reasons why people would have differing opinions and positions 
but the possibilities for diversified views increase with the amount of diversity among the 
participants. Although diversity was well represented in the course materials and one module 
was even dedicated for it (Leading for diversity), the interviewees mentioned diversity could 
not be seen amongst the course participants in the same sense and they even feared the course 
was turning into an elitist bubble: 
 

“I would hope that VBL would be more diverse because in my experience the 

participants are quite alike. In Sweden, it was easier to also get more diverse courses 
since the population is more diverse, it’s easier to get participants that have maybe 

lived in different cultures, look different or have different backgrounds. In Finland, 
there are quite few people with immigrant backgrounds or from other minorities.” 

 
The homogeneousness of the course participants could result in some of the few minority 
participants not feeling safe to express their opinions if those differ from the ones of the 
majority. Addressing some issues, such as conflict or the proper exercise of power and 
authority, can feed into existing individual or group sensitivities and additionally individual 
participants may have different states of readiness to address certain issues (Kisfalvi & Oliver, 
2015). Therefore, it would be necessary for the course organizers to define if there are values 
or principles that are uncompromisable for them and then communicate those to the potential 
participants clearly and transparently. After doing so, we should in fact separate ‘dignity safety’ 

from ‘intellectual safety’ (Callan, 2016). Callan (2016) states that all humans are entitled to 

‘dignity safety’ but ‘intellectual safety’ is something that should not exist since “a good 

education requires teaching that makes students intellectually unsafe” (p. 65). Therefore, it is 
important to consider whether in creating a safe space the organizers allow expressing facts, 
ideas and opinions that some people might find wrong or offensive but are not offending 
somebody’s ‘dignity safety’, or are those considered to contradict the principles of a safe space.  
 
In addition to mental accessibility of the course, also physical accessibility was brought up 
when talking about the course environment’s safety for all participants: 
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“Accessibility of the premises the modules are held in is also one issue that can in some 

cases prevent people with reduced mobility or disabilities from attending the course.” 
 

Physical challenges regarding the course environment can also entail, for example, difficulties 
or sensory hypersensitivities in vision, hearing and the sense of smell. These are something that 
the course organizers can take into account in planning for example by making sure all 
materials have clear fonts and colors, there are no programs with loud noises without letting 
the participants know beforehand and that everybody in the course is encouraged not to wear 
any strong scents. The Guides and Scouts of Finland has also further guidelines (Easy to come 
along guidance) for taking into account many more possible issues that can prevent some 
people from participating if not addressed in the course environment (Easy to come along 
website, n.d.). 
 
It would seem that in terms of diversity, the course’s purpose “to create interaction of different 

groups in society” is not fulfilled (VBL course material, n.d.).The interviewees were 
unanimous about diversity being one of the key places for improvement in the future and hoped 
that more diverse people could see the course fitting them: 
 

“The diversity of the courses is something to look into in the future and also how to get 

participants that can share the message of the course in their own frame of reference 
so that young people can see people similar looking to them in the courses and think 
‘maybe I can apply too’. (...) Many times people need someone to encourage them 

towards a certain direction. I think it’s great that VBL is in Finland and I think there is 

demand for it but it’s also an issue to get the course spread to a wider audience than 
just scouts and student union and organization active members.” 

 
Lastly, it is also good to note as Barrett (2010) points out, that even though trying to create a 
safe space, it is impossible for the organizers to know whether all participants perceive the 
space as safe. Therefore the reflexive attitude is a necessity as the course organizers need to 
“make a sustained effort to continually confront and work through such personal issues, which 

represent obstacles to creating safety in the classroom both for themselves and for their 
students” (Kisfalvi & Oliver, 2015, p. 734). 
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4.3 Supporting and endorsing youth leadership 
 

“I mean, this is so much more than just a leadership training” 
 
After building a fruitful course environment together with other course participants and 
organizers and experiencing the course journey, the interviewees have lived their life outside 
the course bubble for several years. However, the interviewees still look back into their course 
experience and feel that the course is with them in their everyday life even though their diploma 
ceremony was years ago. The course gave them specific skills, techniques, methods and tools 
for self-development and leadership. The interviewees told they had grown as persons thanks 
to the course.  
 
A funny anecdote is that the course had also worked as excellent promotion for scouts, since 
the non-scout interviewees told they had actually been involved in scouts after the course: 
 

 “I think it is very good that there are non-scout participants. If you want to attract 
young adults to become scout leaders and create an experience that is very unique it’s 

hard to come up with something as well suited for the purpose as VBL. If someone has 
taken the VBL course back in the day, they might bring their own children to scouts and 
also help out in for example their children’s local scout group.” 
 

This is something that also earlier research (Saastamoinen, 2008) indicates: the more people 
are involved with the scout movement or with people who are scouts, the more their image 
corresponds the desired image of the Guides and Scouts of Finland (GSF) which is modern, 
international, a hobby that educates, brisk and responsible.  
 
In this chapter, we will take a closer look at how the course has helped the participants to 
understand themselves as well as other people through multiple methods, techniques and 
exercises. Additionally, we will assess how the feeling of competency affects young leaders 
and their pursuit for leadership positions. The chapter has been analyzed based on the primary 
data gotten from the interviews and secondary data gotten from the course materials. 
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4.3.1. Learning to understand oneself and others 
 
The Value Based Leadership course encourages self-examination and self-development as well 
as learning to understand other people by providing the course participants multiple 
opportunities to develop themselves and their skills. Examples of these are providing the 
participants mentoring, opportunities and tools for reflection, and teaching them about 
defenses, fears and the basic needs a person has. The participants were also encouraged and 
helped to map out their own values and taught to use them as a basis for leadership both in self-
leadership and when leading groups. In addition, the participants were taught communication 
skills that enable fluent interaction with other people and about diversity in a leadership 
context. 
 
Each of the VBL course participants is appointed a mentor for the time of the course. The 
mentors are leaders with extensive management experience from the business or public sector. 
The aim of the mentor program is to support the young leaders’ development through regular 

meetings throughout the course experience (VBL course material, n.d.).  
 
The mentor-mentee relationship was one of the most dividing topics the interviewees 
discussed: the mentor program and the mentor-mentee relationship were seen either as one of 
the most important things obtained from the course, as useful but not without issues or as not 
that beneficial. 
 
From the point of view of benefits, mentoring was seen to enhance problem-solving skills and 
abilities: 
 

“Mentoring was one of the biggest and most important things in the course. (...) You 

always had a person to meet, ponder, overcome and resolve your challenges with (...) 
Also, next time I’m in a volunteer position, I’m going to put more effort into talking 

things through with somebody because it really helps you with putting the challenges 
into words, overcoming them and therefore creating a better atmosphere for the team 
you are working with.” 
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The mentor had also provided a “reality check” by helping to put things into a perspective and 

serving different points of view and ways to approach issues. This was seen as helpful since 
“the VBL bubble” was not always seen as realistic or equivalent to the outside world as 

discussed previously. According to the mentees from the successful mentoring relationships, 
the mentor and mentee had agreed upon clear rules for their mentoring relationship in their first 
meeting, and both the mentor and mentee had been able to be frank about things without having 
to filter what they said. The mentor had helped the mentee to enhance their organizational 
skills, delegation and prioritizing skills and time management skills as well as develop as a 
leader. It was also appreciated that the mentor focused more on providing new tools for thinking 
and not just ready solutions. This type of formal mentoring relationship where the mentor is 
appointed for a specified time has been widely recognized in the literature. For example, 
Mintzberg (2004b) sees mentoring as one way of supporting ongoing learning by helping the 
mentee to maximize their opportunities of self-learning, and making the learning process a 
more social one. Zimmerman-Oster and Burkhardt (2000) on their part describe mentoring 
relationships as giving both parties the chance to grow in their leadership capabilities. In the 
long run, mentoring has been reported to enhance the mentee’s time management skills, to 

support the mentee’s mental wellbeing and to strengthen their communications skills (Aaltonen 

& Junkkari, 1999) with which the results of this thesis seem to be in line. 
 
Even though mentoring relationships can provide both mentors and mentees great opportunities 
for growth and development, a relationship between two people always entails possibilities for 
conflict and mismatch. The interviewees reported both good and poor experiences of pairing 
of the mentors and mentees. They expressed some reservations regarding the pairing and 
whether the mentor would suit them. For some of the participants the situation turned out to be 
the opposite and they had clicked instantly with their mentor but all weren’t so lucky. 

Regardless of their take on the mentoring program’s usefulness, the interviewees recognized 

the challenges in matching the pairs and its effect on the whole course experience: 
 

“Even though the mentoring worked out really well for me, there were some issues with 

some of the participants. For example, there could have been better instructions for 
changing pairs or trying to make the mentoring relationship work in the cases the 
matching didn’t work in the beginning, and better instructions for ending the mentoring 

relationship at the end of the course so that it would be clear for all parties when it had 
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ended. Also, some people got their mentor very late so it made the experience really 
different for them.” 

 
The need for better instructions was a recurring issue in the interviews. It would seem that 
although it is important to let the pairs work in peace and to give them space, there is a need 
for a basic structure of a mentoring relationship and what is the minimum level of operating. 
Especially the end of the relationship was seen to be tricky and there had been situations where 
the mentoring relationship had not been ended properly: 
  

“I think we started off well and met more than the instructed six times and met also 

after the course. But then things were just left unfinished and we never ended the 
mentoring relationship. So maybe it is still bothering me that we never really ended the 
mentoring properly and now it is hazy – or well, it’s pretty clear that they are not my 

mentor and I’m not their mentee anymore –  but I think that process is something that 
could be rethought and better guidelines could be given on how to wrap up the 
relationship.” 

 
In some cases, the circumstances for mentoring might have been fruitful, but the relationship 
still hasn’t worked as hoped. The extract below demonstrates how sometimes the mentoring 
relationship just doesn’t succeed in spite of trying:  
 

“I have heard that some of my course mates are still in contact with their mentors and 

that they had so deep discussions that they cried and all. My mentoring relationship 
was never that strong, we didn’t meet that much. In a way, I hope I would have had 

such a mentoring relationship that I could still go back to it. I think it is a good thing 
that the mentor is an outsider but personally, for me, the mentoring relationship didn’t 

bring that much value. Of course it partially depends on one's own activity but 
sometimes even though the chemistry is ok at some level, common ground is just not 
found.” 

 
This possible mismatch has also been recognized in earlier research as one concern regarding 
mentor-mentee relationships. In fact, 28% of the negative experiences in mentoring 
relationships were related to mismatches in values, personalities or work-styles (Eby et al., 
2000). On some level, the possible mismatch and dysfunction of the mentoring relationship 
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were accepted by the participants, but as the mentor program is one third of the course (VBL 
course material, n.d.), it can make a huge difference in the way the participants experience the 
course and is definitely something to look into more closely. 
 
In addition to mentoring, several other tools for self-development were presented and exercised 
during the course. For instance, the participants were advised to reflect upon their experiences 
throughout the course during and between the modules. The fact that the participants had 
reflected upon the course at least once before could be noticed in the interviews: even though 
years had passed since the course, the interviewees were able to tell very coherently about their 
experiences and feelings during the course and to provide examples of situations or moments 
that had been especially memorable for them. The interviewees recognized that not all topics 
resonated with everybody during the course but they saw reflecting beneficial since the topics 
might resonate with them later in life: 

 
“They encourage you to reflect, write and think for yourself during the course. 

Sometimes it seemed hard because some things resonated more than others, but it was 
also interesting to see how different people benefited from different theories. (...) For 
example, we had this one calendar exercise in which we thought about what we really 
wanted to do with our lives and what were the important values for us and then checked 
our calendars for how well the things we had listed could be seen in our calendars and 
in the way we use time. So the whole bigger goal was to see if our lives were as we 
wanted them to be. These kinds of thoughts were brought up during the course, and 
even though all the ideas and exercises might not have resonated then, they have been 
brewing in my mind all this time and it is possible to go back to them for example by 
going through the course materials.” 

 
The reflection process was also seen as a tool for self-development since the participants were 
in charge of applying their learnings in their own context: 
 

“In the end, there are quite few places where people are challenged to self-examination 
in that sense. For example, in the school world the information is mostly given to you 
and then it's on your own responsibility whether you reflect upon it or not.” 
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Bringing the learnings into one’s own context can be tricky, and successful implementation of 

the learnings is highly dependent on the context. Previous research (Beer et al., 2016) has 
shown that many people revert to their old and familiar ways instead of using their new 
learnings. As the VBL alumni operate in many different contexts from various worklife and 
volunteer positions to their personal life, implementing the learnings requires assimilating the 
learnings into behavioral models or being able to analyze each situation and address it with 
proper learning. This type of process doesn’t happen overnight, and therefore it is necessary to 

reflect upon the learnings and choose the suitable take-aways for one’s own situation and 

context. Additionally, the course was seen to aim to challenge the participants and push them 
into reflecting on their values and bringing those into action: 
 

“Many people come to the course expecting best leadership practices to be handed out 
not understanding that the course is rather a deep dive into oneself and into one’s 

values and how one acts as a leader. Because good leaders recognize and are aware 
of their own values and try to act on them.” 

 
It is no wonder that some people come to a leadership course expecting ready answers. Based 
on previous research (Mintzberg, 2004a), leadership programs often leave people believing 
they are now ‘ready’ competent leaders since they have obtained a certain set of competencies. 
However, based on the interviews it seems that the VBL course has managed to tackle these 
possible thoughts of becoming an almighty leader, and instead endorsed the ideas of continuous 
learning and self-development.  
 
Although the importance of reflection was recognized, the challenges of keeping up the learned 
habit of reflection were brought up: 
 

“Maybe also the importance of reflection came through there, although I don’t do it 

anymore as much as I maybe should (giving a laugh). Yeah, it (reflection) is such that 
it’s hard to take time for it because, in a sense, you don’t see the benefit right away but 

the benefit will come afterwards if you have taken time to organize your thoughts.” 
 
This observation is in line with for example Mintzberg’s (2004a) statement about organizations 
often focusing more on action than learning meaning more focus on doing than reflecting on 
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doing. He suggests that in the long run this prevents learning since the essential reflection 
process is skipped and the same actions are carried out without assessing their rationality. 
 
Reflecting can be seen as an opportunity to build self-awareness, and the course participants 
exercised this by combining different tools for reflection and self-development: 
 

“The modules provided motivation for self-examination and for further going through 
the course themes that interested me the most. For example, me and my mentor had one 
theme for each of our meetings that I prepared questions for.” 

 
In the path of self-examination, the participants were taught to understand themselves better 
through learning about defenses, fears and the basic needs a person has. The two extracts below 
exhibit the growth in the participants’ mindsets into recognizing and developing their own 

shortcomings as well as learning to understand other people’s behavior, and using this 

understanding as a communication tool: 
 

“I learned that I have different kinds of defenses that I had not recognized before. (...)  
I learned what I value in leadership positions and what things should be in order so 
that I would feel that my needs are fulfilled. (...) During the course, I had an epiphany 
that if I have these defenses then probably other people have them too. And in a way, if 
I don’t know those defenses – and I probably don’t –  it affects how I’m able to consider 

other people’s defenses, and if we all recognized our own defenses then we could maybe 

enhance our own communication. (...) For example, if we both know our defenses, we 
can recognize that we are feeling in a certain way because of our defenses, and it 
smoothens the communication because you don’t necessarily take things so personally 

when you realize that the way the other person is acting is because of their defenses 
kicking-off.” 

 
“During the course, everybody got to be just as they wanted to be or just as they were 
so that one didn’t have to pretend anything. We got to share stuff like, things that you 

might not even share with your best friends or acquaintances because the things are 
such in nature that they might be very painful or something. When we think about what 
are the fears and the basic needs of a human, and ask ‘why’ enough times, it all comes 

down to the person's basic fears. Because of those fears you might not dare to do some 
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things because you are afraid that you will be humiliated or that you won’t be taken 

seriously or someone will be embarrassed or something like that. But yeah, those basic 
needs are covered there (during the course), those kinds of things you learn there that 
you might not learn elsewhere, so it (the VBL course) is so much more than just a 
leadership training.” 

 
Understanding your own defenses, fears and needs enables you to better map out the values 
that are uncompromisable and most important to you, and therefore to understand that other 
people have similar value systems too. The mapping of values was facilitated throughout the 
VBL course via a value survey that helped to map out the personal values and their importance 
to the participant, and via different exercises that challenged the participants to evaluate and 
analyze their values and motivational factors: 
 

“One (exercise) was this lifeline method that I’m probably going to use in a workshop 

myself. Imagine that you are an 80-years-old and giving a speech about your life at 
your birthday party. People (doing the exercise) will draw a line covering the 
meaningful moments in their life and discuss it with a pair or in smaller groups. I think 
that people will say something completely different than that they were on the board of 
directors of Neste or that they were the Minister of Transport and Communications or 
that they made a 17 million IPO (initial public offering). I think people will talk about 
their children, grandchildren, fishing or collecting mushrooms.” 

 
“We had different kinds of exercises, like the onion model on how people consciously 
come up with reasoning for why they have motivation to do something. If someone asks 
a person enough times why they want to do something and forces them to rephrase the 
answer many times enough (...) one gets a totally different understanding of what 
motivates the person. I suppose the method could also be used in doing self-examination 
and realizing the less important explanations, as well as seeing what is anchored and 
what is just floating on the surface and can easily be taken away. So, if you want to 
change yourself, it’s a lot easier than you would think, just unfolding the right things to 

the right amounts and deciding how fast you want to change and how many things at a 
time. And that can be scaled into the organizational level as well.” 
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Based on earlier research (Aaltonen & Junkkari, 1999), values can be categorized into everyday 
values and ethical values. When further applying this to Maslow’s hierarchy of needs (1943) –  
a motivational theory that categorizes human needs into a pyramid form where the needs in the 
lower levels must be satisfied before needs in the higher levels can be attended to – everyday 
values can be matched as answering to the basic needs and ethical values as answering to one’s 

need to “be something”. Values can be further ranked into a value system that organizes ideals 

or values into a hierarchical order in terms of importance (Rokeach, 1969). Each individual has 
their own value system and their unique ranking for those values, and understanding this is 
highly important when communicating with other people. The following extract showcases 
what might happen if this is forgotten: 
 

“When we did the self-examination evaluation, I remember thinking that it was so cool 
how well it reflected who I am. But I also remember that some people thought it sounded 
very ugly (sneering), and I was like, well, that’s me.” 
 

This example demonstrates well how people often act and communicate from their own point 
of view and don’t always remember that their point of view is not the only one nor is it the 
“right” one. Therefore, understanding your own values and needs helps a person to better 

analyze different situations and understand what causes the reactions that evolve from you, as 
well as to respect other people’s values and needs even when they differ from your own. 
 
The value system can be further developed into actions based on values through leadership.  
For example, it was reported that the course had helped to develop oneself from a very 
performance focused person and a leader into a person and a leader pondering about their 
values who sees “leadership as a journey to oneself”. The interviewees also told about big 
changes in their behavior or even personalities as the course had helped them to see sides of 
themselves that they hadn’t been aware of: 

 
“One epiphany was to actually listen to others and give them space, and that one should 

let everybody be the way they are and learn from them. And also that one learns more 
when listening, not when talking.” 
 
“Before the course I was very keen on taking all leadership positions, formal and 

informal, but not anymore. It’s not that I avoid leadership positions but rather that I 
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also want to give others the possibility. This is one concrete thing that I have rethought 
thanks to the VBL course. So instead of being the one in control and telling other people 
what to do I’ve now been practicing giving other people the space to lead and focusing 

on leading myself.”  
 

One important passage on the leadership journey is self-leadership. It was pointed out during 
the interviews that self-leadership seems to be still in its infancy in Finland and that the state 
of self-leadership affects the overall stage of leadership: 
 

“When you think about how people in Finland seem to think that there is a lot of bad 
leadership, in many cases there are four fingers pointing to oneself and one somewhere 
else. The culture of self-leadership is still maybe quite new and the culture is still quite 
hierarchical in the sense that people wait for someone else, their superior, to tell them 
what to do.” 

 
The interviewees argued that knowing your own and organizational values helps to lead not 
only oneself but also others and thereby validated that the course’s goal “to explore one’s own 

values and reflect on whether the values of the organization and one’s own leadership style 

correspond with them” (VBL course material, n.d.) was something they had put into practice. 
Based on earlier literature (Haapala & Aavameri, 2008; Murray 2009), organizational shared 
values can work as a blueprint for the organization: when the greater purpose and guidelines 
of the organization are widely known within the organization, it is easier for everyone to make 
decisions and choices according to them without constant pondering of each individual 
situation. Murray (2009) calls this type of leadership self-governing: it is based on shared ideas 
and does not rely on the authority or personality of positional leadership but rather trusts the 
individuals to act jointly according to the organizational values. A values-based leader 
understands not only their own but also other people’s values and drivers, and based on that 

motivates and encourages them: 
  

“After all, a small four-people group can achieve big things if they are headed the same 
way and understand on one hand each other's strengths and on the other what the 
others are not so keen on doing. So you can encourage people to do their thing and give 
them a chance to succeed.” 
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One of the course goals, “to give tools for norm-critical leadership from the perspective that 
diversity is a leadership matter” (VBL course material, n.d.), had especially resonated with the 
interviewees and came up regularly during the interviews. The course had one of the four 
modules especially dedicated to diversity (Leading for diversity) and it was told to have helped 
in a volunteer position where the team had consisted of people who spoke different languages 
and were of different nationalities and religions: 
  

“The diversity module weekend helped even though the diversity was different from 
what was covered (regarding diversity) during the course. (...) For example, I was 
better aware of my own stereotypes and had a better understanding of different ways 
of operating.” 
 

Also “embracing diversity” was described as one of the biggest take-aways from the course: 
 

“Even though people are different from each other and have different values, 

cooperation can work really well and the variance can actually be an asset. I guess it 
is also common sense but it was a pretty big thing to realize that, actually, even though 
we might disagree on something we can still all have our strengths to bring to the 
group” 
 

Ways of communicating and interacting were something that the interviewees highlighted 
when talking about their course experiences. Some examples were about new techniques or 
theories of communication and some were more about getting to know oneself and others better 
and therefore being able to encounter people in a new way. Understanding other people’s 

values and drivers was also seen as one key element for better, fruitful communication and 
interaction: 
 

“If you know people’s drivers, it is much easier to – place sounds a bit ugly but – 
organize them in such positions where they have the best possibilities to thrive. Many 
things that might seem like a waste of time, like really getting to know people, suddenly 
become the most important thing because what people bring to the table is highly 
dependent on how much fun they have and how much they feel they get out of the work 
and how meaningful they see the work.” 
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A shift in mindset regarding interacting with other people was something that was mentioned 
in the interviews: 
 

 “I learned to know myself better and to encounter people as people and not just as 
tools.”  
 

This thought was further explained by telling how politicizing and thinking ‘I should talk to 

this and this person to advance this and that cause’ was a common conduct but that the course 

brought a refreshing new and different approach to that thinking. The course had helped to 
understand the importance of creating a natural relationship with people so that people don’t 

feel used: 
  

“I have always considered myself as a goal oriented person but during the course that 

became even more apparent to me. During the course I realized that in terms of 
communication I could be softer and first hear everybody’s ideas and see that 

everybody is on the same page before pushing things faster to the goal. (...) Before the 
course, I was like ‘here is point A and we should get to point C through point B and 

then I am at the goal’ but in real life it is much more complicated.” 
 
It was also pointed out during the interviews that leadership doesn’t only happen in a leadership 

position but one can also lead and be active in other ways. As an example of this, one 
interviewee told how they had combined their previous experiences with the learnings from the 
course and as a result managed to further change to more equal terminology in their 
organization. Before, the term ‘foreman’ was used in the official materials of the organization 

along with everyday language. By challenging the status quo and persistently using neutral 
terminology, the term ‘foreman’ had eventually been replaced by ‘foreperson’:  
 

“At first people laughed when I talked about ‘forepersons’ but now all HR materials 

and even the strategy team use the term ‘foreperson’. Of course it is not only my merit 

that the change was made but it is something, a small deed to question the status quo”. 
 
This type of behavior is known in the literature as informal leadership where anyone in the 
organization can exercise leadership behavior regardless of their formal role in the organization 
(Tafvelin et al., 2019). Earlier research (Tafvelin et al., 2019) also supports the idea of 
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leadership training of informal leaders being beneficial for the organization and affecting their 
efficiency positively. The interviewees also pointed out that the everyday communication and 
interaction play a huge role in how people feel about leadership: 
 

“In the end, the ‘better leadership’ that is called for is oftentimes better leadership in 

the moment and in everyday life, not necessarily better five year plans or such.” 
4.3.2. Feeling of competency 

 
A feeling of competency can make a big difference in whether a person seeks into a leadership 
position and is chosen for it. The feeling does not necessarily have to be based on true merits 
since even people with adequate external evidence of success can feel incompetent and vice 
versa. One obstacle for young people gravitating to leadership positions can be that they don’t 

feel they have what it takes. They can for various reasons think that they are not competent and 
therefore prevent themselves from being picked for leadership positions by not even applying 
for those. During the interviews, this type of a pattern of behavior was highlighted by the female 
interviewees as they described how the course had given them more self-confidence as leaders. 
 

“I mean, the course supports so much developing and finding yourself. If I think back 
to the person I was before the course, I was very careful of what to say because I was 
afraid that people would not take me seriously and that they would think my opinions 
were stupid. Practically I was so ashamed and insecure all the time, and therefore I 
think that if I had taken the course already then it would have been a big deal.” 
 

This type of conduct is especially common amongst young women, and can be defined as 
imposter syndrome that refers to “a pattern of behavior wherein people doubt their abilities 

and have a persistent fear of being exposed as a fraud” (Mullangi & Jagsi, 2019, p. 1). There 
are multiple structural behaviors, such as women being penalized for exercising power and 
talkativeness in meetings whereas doing the same has a strong, positive effect on men (Brescoll, 
2011), that can create an ongoing circle where women conduct the behavior that is expected of 
them, won’t therefore be recognized for their competence and hence do not get the position 
they pursued. Women then doubt their competency which deepens the sense of imposter 
syndrome further. Getting rid of the imposter syndrome can be challenging and time consuming 
but leadership programs that help to understand and value one’s potential and expertise can 
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help. For example, it was described that the course had given the participants confidence as a 
leader, and enabled to apply to a position that they wouldn’t have necessarily otherwise applied 

to:  
 

“I wouldn’t have necessarily had the courage to apply to it (a demanding international 
leadership position) if I hadn’t gotten so much know-how and thought about my own 
leadership beforehand. (...) The course gives you a wide perspective to how you are as 
a person. A leader doesn’t have to fit into a certain model and everybody can be a 
leader as long as they recognize their own natural ways of acting and give space for 
the group to act.” 

 
Based on the interview data, the course had managed “to increase self-knowledge and self-
confidence in one’s role as a leader and team member” (VBL course material, n.d.) which was 
one of the course’s goals. The push the feeling of competency gives to applying to a leadership 
position is something that has been recognized in earlier research as well. Pittman (1991) has 
suggested that a young person who feels competent is more likely to seek new tasks than 
someone who does not feel competent. One way of increasing the feeling of competency is 
providing the participant with new skills. For example, the interviewees reported having 
learned skills of giving and receiving feedback: 
  

“I have realized that if I want to change things for example at the workplace, it is best 

to think of a couple of options to offer. That way it is easier to discuss the issue than to 
just lash on someone’s precious idea and try to continue the discussion from there. I 

have also learned to ask for feedback in the early stage of preparing something so that 
I’m not so attached to the ideas and I’m more responsive to suggestions.” 

 
“One can rarely give too much positive feedback. One might think “again?” but for the 

other person it can be a huge deal. Giving feedback is also a great way to develop your 
relationship with someone. I have noticed that I’m such a person that I like to get a lot 
of feedback so if I don’t get it I can also ask for it. There is no constant amount of 

feedback but one can go and ask for example what went well and what could have gone 
better. That normally lowers the bar because for various reasons it can be quite high 
for some people. When you go and ask for feedback it is also much more fruitful to get 
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the feedback within a couple of days rather than months at which point you might have 
forgotten what the thing even was.” 

 
Other examples of concrete new methods learned during the course were the non-violent 
communication method developed by Marshall Rosenberg, and pair walks: 
 

“People are different in nature, so there was quite a lot of pair work so that we would 

ponder things that we had just gone through in a group with a pair. And then just like, 
going for a walk before the class would start, understanding what kind of people there 
were and creating relations with different people.” 
 
“Pair walking enabled that sort of vulnerability that is hard to achieve indoors. Being 
outdoors gives you a possibility to be vulnerable and to talk to people more openly 
about things that might normally be off the list.” 

 
Outdoor activities are in fact recognized as common practices in leadership programs. The 
activities enable time for personal and group reflection, and build trust, help manage group 
issues, and facilitate creative thinking and sharing (Zimmerman-Oster & Burkhardt, 2000). 
 
In addition to learning new skills and methods, some concrete practices were reported. One 
example of this was introducing oneself just by one’s first name. The use of first name only 

was justified by arguing that sometimes telling last names brings unnecessary information in 
terms of interaction. Not knowing someone’s background straight away (i.e. if a person is a 
public figure/from a noble family etc.) enables people to form more neutral relationships 
without unnecessary information about the other person’s background:  
 

“It was really important to me that they (widely known public figures) were just person 
x and person y, not person x and person y the widely known public figures. Everybody 
eats the same oatmeal so it is important to act with low hierarchies so that everybody 
can show vulnerability, ask for help and express themselves more freely”. 

 
Overall, the course was described to have a strong something for all mentality, and the methods, 
techniques, skills and practices used and taught during the course were aimed to give the 
participants the readiness to use them as they saw fitting themselves and their situation. Thus, 
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the course’s purpose “to provide young leaders with the knowledge and skills to lead in the 
society of tomorrow” as well as its goal “to get tools for self-leadership and leadership of a 
group” (VBL course material, n.d.) seem to have been fulfilled and achieved clearly. 
 
In the case of VBL, the learnings and experiences from the course have enabled some 
participants to find their confidence and seek into leadership positions they would not have 
applied for without taking the course. The interviewees of this thesis have pursued and been in 
leadership positions after taking the course either in a volunteer organization, work life or both, 
and therefore the course’s purpose “to motivate young leaders to continue to contribute their 
leadership in society” (VBL course material, n.d.) seems to have been fulfilled. The course had 
also provided the interviewees with new perspectives as to why to pursue leadership positions: 
 

“Taking the course has inspired me to continue pursuing leadership positions because 
through them you can influence. In a way, anyone can be a leader but if you want to 
make a change in the world, in many cases you also need the formal leadership position 
such as presidency or membership in a tenants’ board.” 

 
The interviewees also reported that their conception of leadership altogether had shifted a lot 
thanks to the course, suggesting that the course’s goal “to challenge the view on leadership” 

(VBL course material, n.d.) was somewhat achieved. They also reported that their motivation 
to seek into leadership positions had changed after taking the course. 
  

“It was more and more important to me to be myself and not just somebody others 

expected me to be. I have become more and more aware of the fact that almost 
everything I’ve done in my life before has been a sum of other people’s subconscious 

expectations they have targeted at me.” 
 

“It’s about on which level you see the leadership: is it a certain position in an 

organization or is it about what kind of an impact and responsibilities you have. It helps 
to think of one's responsibility over one’s own leadership, to consider leadership as a 

service task where the leader is there to serve.” 
 
These extracts present how the participants’ motivation to seek into leadership positions has 
shifted during the course experience from external motivation to internal motivation where the 
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reasoning behind the choices is very different even though the choices might not necessarily 
indicate any changes. It would seem that in this sense, the course has avoided one pitfall pointed 
out by Mintzberg regarding leadership programs often leaving people believing they are now 
‘ready’ competent leaders since they have obtained a certain set of competencies (Mintzberg, 

2004a). In the case of VBL, it would seem that they have managed to strengthen the 
participants’ feeling of competency without leaving them believing they are now ready. On the 

contrary, the necessity of continuous learning was something that was emphasized during the 
interviews as the key to successful leadership. This type of approach to learning is supported 
by earlier research. Mintzberg (2004a) suggests that leadership is not something you can learn 
in a classroom but something that has to be learned with time through understanding one’s 

motivators, beliefs and values in an ongoing process. 
 
In conclusion, it would appear that the course’s purpose “to provide advanced leadership 

training to young leaders in the non-profit sector” (VBL course material, n.d.) was carried out 
by enabling the participants places and tools for self-development and reflection, as well as 
providing new takes on leadership. The participants also reported that the course had 
encouraged them to pursue leadership positions and given them internal motivation to do so 
instead of just wanting to achieve a certain status.  
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5 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
5.1 Research summary 

 
The findings of this thesis can be divided into context related findings and general findings. 
Based on this research, it can be argued that the Value Based Leadership course supports and 
endorses youth leadership in many ways that are partially customized to fit the individuals that 
participate in the course and their specific needs and know-how. As we assess what makes the 
VBL course effective as a leadership program, we can firstly recognize that motivation before, 
during and even after the course plays a significant role in making the ground fertile for learning 
and implementing the learnings. The course applicants’ motivation for the course and 

leadership was first evaluated in the application phase and during the course experience, the 
chosen participants expressed mainly internal motivation that drives learning and produces 
long-lasting results (Èrešnar, 2019). These findings are supported by earlier research (Stiehl et 
al., 2015) on how motivation to lead and leadership training’s effectiveness correlate positively, 
and therefore it can be suggested that in general level, the participants’ motivation to learn and 

to lead are essential for course effectiveness. 
 
Secondly, the course environment makes a big difference in whether the course is effective or 
not. In the case of VBL, the course organizers aimed to create a safe space together with the 
participants endorsing their learning by making them feel safe to share and be open. The safe 
space was constructed by establishing a clear structure and commonly-agreed-upon rules and 
principles for the course which enabled the participants to trust the process and to focus on 
learning and self-development. The course organizers supported the feeling of safety with their 
own example showing the participants how to act, react and communicate during the course. 
The participants were also provided with opportunities to reflect, listen and witness, which built 
up the ideas of valuing everybody’s views and opinions and giving everybody a chance to share 
if they felt like it. On top of this, the course organizers’ reflexive attitude that confronted and 

worked through the issues that formed obstacles for the feeling of safety for anyone in the 
course was a necessity since everybody experiences safety in different ways and it is important 
to adjust the actions if issues arise. However, the excessive idealism of the course was seen as 
a threat to implementing the learnings in the outside world as people were not prepared for 
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facing criticism or opposition during the course. This was something that was hoped to be 
changed into a more realistic direction where the participants would be prepared for possible 
challenges they might face in their future endeavours. On a general level, it can be argued that 
the participants’ experience of safety during a leadership program correlates with their 

readiness to share, witness and learn. As earlier studies ((Kisfalvi & Oliver, 2015; Barrett, 
2010; Flensner & Von der Lippe, 2019; Callan, 2016) have presented, there are multiple issues 
that should be taken into consideration when creating and maintaining a safe space. Based on 
my study, it can be argued that the participants’ perception of safe space is not universal and 

that is something the organizers of leadership programs should take into consideration. 
Additionally, based on my study, leadership program organizers should pay attention to the 
accessibility of the programs and in maintaining the learnings applicable in everyday life. 
 
After recognizing what makes the course effective and what could be improved in terms of 
that, we can specify how the VBL course supports and endorses young leaders. We can 
recognize that the course helps the participants to learn to understand themselves and others, 
and generates and sustains the feeling of competency. The course participants are provided 
multiple possibilities to develop themselves to better understand themselves as well as others. 
The participants are provided mentoring, opportunities and tools for reflection, and taught 
about defenses, fears and the basic needs a person has. The participants are also encouraged 
and helped to map out their own values and taught to use them as basis for leadership both in 
self-leadership and when leading groups. Additionally, the participants are taught about 
diversity in a leadership context and communication skills that enable fluent interaction with 
other people. These new methods, concepts, skills, tools and practices help the participants to 
grow and develop themselves which creates a feeling of competency for the participants. The 
feeling of competency on its part encouraged the young leaders to pursue leadership positions. 
On a general level, it can thus be argued that teaching leadership methods, concepts, skills, 
tools and practices that help to understand leadership on a wider level enables participants of a 
leadership program to grow and evolve as persons and leaders, partaking in creating a feeling 
of competency for them. The feeling of competency encourages the young leaders, especially 
young female leaders, to trust their leadership competencies and to apply for leadership 
positions, thus encouraging and supporting youth leadership. 
 
In conclusion, the findings of this thesis suggest that a leadership program endorses and 
supports young leaders by providing them possibilities for growth and understanding 
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themselves and others, teaching them new methods, concepts, skills, tools and practices for 
interaction and leadership, and helping them to collect themselves a toolbox of learnings which 
eventually builds up to a feeling of competency. This encourages the young leaders to seek into 
leadership positions, while simultaneously continuously developing themselves, as no one is 
ever fully a “ready” leader nor person.  

5.2 Theoretical and practical implications 
 
This thesis adds knowledge to both practical context and academic discussion. In practice, this 
thesis provides insights on leadership programs and their effectiveness. This comprehension 
can help leadership program organizers to organize fruitful experiences for participants, as well 
as the potential participants to examine their own motivators behind applying to a leadership 
program and to recognize signs of effective leadership programs in terms of where to apply. 
This study helps to understand what parts of the effectiveness are such that only the course 
organizers can affect them, what is determined by the participants and what parts are a joint 
effort by everybody in the course. On a societal level, this study exhibits the importance of 
training young people and endorsing them in their leadership through better self-understanding. 
Enabling young people to recognize and map out their values helps them to grow and become 
more aware leaders and members of the community. This study shows that a leadership 
program can encourage young people to seek into leadership positions as well as stimulate life-
long learning in the participants. 
 
Academically, this study contributes to the research done about leadership programs by 
providing perspective to youth leadership programs in Finland. The Finnish context and youth 
as a target group for leadership programs are less studied, and therefore studying youth 
leadership programs in the Finnish context is relevant. My study adds knowledge on what 
makes a leadership program effective and what it can provide for the participants to endorse 
them as leaders. My study suggests that there are essential factors (such as motivation and the 
feeling of safety) that affect the program before, during and after it determining how the 
participants experience the course and gain from it. My study also suggests that youth 
leadership programs are beneficial both for individuals and society on a general level. 
 
My wish is that this thesis encourages young people to apply for leadership programs and 
develop themselves, and helps leadership program organizers to get a better understanding of 
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how to best support and endorse young leaders. I agree with earlier research that learning 
should be a life-long journey, and I hope this thesis gives insights on continuous self-
development. 

5.3 Suggestions for further research 
 
In this thesis, I answered the research question of how leadership programs support and 
endorse youth leadership. Based on the findings of this thesis, I suggest further research to be 
done in the same context (VBL course) to gain an even deeper understanding of the contextual 
factors and circumstances, and also in the more general context of youth leadership programs 
in Finland. 
 
In terms of VBL, further research should be done to better understand the complexity of the 
diversity aspect in the course environment. Even though covering diversity in the course 
content received praise, the interviewees criticised the course for not being very diverse in 
terms of participants, and actions for increasing the number of participants from more diverse 
backgrounds were called for. To attract people from more diverse backgrounds, it would be 
useful to better understand the possible obstacles for applying and participating (such as 
accessibility of the application phase and course experience) in order to be able to remove or 
change them. Special emphasis should be given to non-scout alumni’s experiences as the scouts 

environment could possess some challenges that might not be obvious to scouts. In addition, it 
was brought up during the interviews that even though the interviewees had experienced the 
course as a safe space, it might not have been the case for all. Therefore, further research should 
be done to find out if there are course participants who have not experienced the course as a 
safe space, and whether there are people who have not applied to the course or have been 
rejected from the course because of their opinions or attitudes that did not abide by the course 
principles. Finally, ways to better prepare the participants for implementing the learnings from 
the course in their everyday life should be sought for, and further research should be done on 
why the participants have not felt they have gotten sufficient guidance for proper 
implementation. 
 
It would seem that as the biggest youth organization in Finland, the Guides and Scouts of 
Finland has an excellent opportunity to provide youth leadership training that develops young 
people into ethical and values-based leaders. In this thesis, the scope was young people between 
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the ages of 20 to 27, and therefore it would seem that further research should be done on how 
the whole leadership training system of the GSF endorses and supports youth leadership in the 
younger age groups, especially from the point of view of ethical and values-based leadership. 
 
In a wider context, further research should be done about youth leadership programs in Finnish 
context. Youth as a target group provides an interesting research scope for leadership program 
studies but this setting is still less studied. Therefore, it would be beneficial to also study other 
youth leadership programs in Finland to understand the similarities and differences the 
programs have, and to gain a more general understanding of the scope as now my study has 
provided only one perspective to the discussion. 
 
Finally, I would like to conclude this thesis with the interviewed alumni’s most important 

lessons from the course: 
 
 
“Maybe (the biggest learning was) self-knowledge. Like, everything that comes to one’s 

own actions, own values, what one wants to do and stuff like that came strongly through 
from the course. One can never know oneself completely and one changes through time 
but it is important that you learn to ask yourself those questions and to understand 
yourself better.” 
 
“Anyone can be a leader in their own life and everybody should pursue it.” 
 
“Before the course I had a twisted idea that because I felt I had a lot to give to a 

conversation it was my duty or responsibility to give something to the conversation. So 
I had an overemphasized outlook on what I could bring to the table compared to others. 
During the course I learned, or realized, that some people need more time to analyze 
their thoughts and by taking so keenly on the possibilities to talk I blocked their possible 
chances to interact. Sometimes taking this learning into action means that instead of 
offering my own opinions I ask for others’, and sometimes I’m just silent and listen to 

others. This was a huge learning for me because it was such a big blind spot that I had 
not realized before the course. Once you have realized it, it is easier to find others too.” 
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“The biggest learning from the course was that no matter who we are and where we 

come from, we are all equal and we all have something to give for the common purpose. 
So it is more about finding the common ways of doing and understanding others.” 
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APPENDICES 
The basic structure of the semi-structured interviews (in Finnish) 

A. Suhde itseen 
o Mikä kurssilta on jäänyt päällimmäisenä mieleen? (Miksi?) 
o Mikä sai sinut hakemaan VBL-kurssille?  
o Millaiset odotukset sinulla oli ennen kurssia? 
o Miten kurssi vastasi odotuksiisi? 
o Mitä opit itsestäsi kurssin aikana? 

[Jos ei tule muuten ilmi] Miten oppimasi vaikutti sinuun johtajana? 
 

B. Opit kurssilta 
o Mitä uutta opit kurssilla? 
o Miten kurssilla käsiteltiin teorian viemistä käytäntöön? 
o Mitä kurssilla oppimiasi asioita olet hyödyntänyt vapaaehtoistoimissasi? 

(Miten?) 
o Mitä kurssilla oppimiasi asioita olet hyödyntänyt töissäsi? (Miten?) 

 
C. Mentorointi 

o Kuinka usein tapasitte mentorisi kanssa? 
▪ Kerro esimerkein, millaisista teemoista keskustelitte? 
▪ Miten koit mentoroinnin tuen muotona sopineen sinulle?  

 
D. Reflektointi 

o Millaisia koulutusmetodeja kurssilla käytettiin? Miten ne sopivat sinulle 
oppijana? 

o Jos olisit rakentamassa kurssin koulutuskokonaisuuksia, mitä tekisit erilailla 
verrattuna omaan kurssiisi? (Miksi?) 

o Mikä oli kurssin tärkein oppi sinulle? (Miksi?) 
o Kenelle suosittelisit kurssia?  

 
 


