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Abstract

In 2023, Finland implemented a major structural reform that created Wellbeing
Services Counties (WSCs), which became responsible for organising public
healthcare, social welfare, and rescue services. This reform transferred these
responsibilities from individual municipalities to newly established regional
authorities, with the aim of improving service coordination, accessibility, and
equality across the country. This research focused on one mid-sized WSC. The
research examined how change engagement and its dimensions were reflected
in WSC leaders’ and supervisors' descriptions of their leadership work. The data
for this study comprised leaders’ and supervisors’ (N=92) answers to open-
ended questions in an online survey. The data were analysed with a theory-
driven qualitative content analysis. The research contributes new insights into
leaders’ change engagement and conceptualises it as a means of supporting
both leadership engagement and well-being at work. In times when leaders
report decreasing motivation and intentions of resignation it is more important
than ever to find new ways of supporting enthusiasm and ensuring that public
leadership work remains attractive. Job demands and resources theory (JD-R)
provided us with a basis for analysing the leaders’ work from the perspective of
change engagement. The research showed that leader change engagement
could be an important concept for understanding change as a resource in the
leaders’ work and well-being. Furthermore, it provides a new way of perceiving
the connection between leaders’ work and their well-being.
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Introduction

Well-being, adaptation, and the ability to change are recognized as the foundations of
sustainable organizational success (Bakker, 2022; Uusiautti & Hyvarinen, 2021) and as key
positive features of organizations (Karasvirta & Teerijoki, 2022). However, not all employees
and leaders find constant change appealing. While Finnish workers experience more work
engagement than before, they are less optimistic about the changes occurring in their work,
and both stress levels and intentions to resign have significantly risen among leaders (Suutala
et al., 2025). This is not only a problem limited solely to Finland, but it occurs in public
organizations internationally too (Ancarani et al, 2021). In large organizations, change
management can be seen as an opportunity, but also as a burden in a leader's work (Harrison
et al, 2021).

Traditional change management theories were developed when the idea of a career
represented stability and straightforwardness, the world of work was more predictable, and
leadership research was mainly interested in how to lead efficient work processes (Anderson
et al., 2017; Gill, 2003). When we examine large public organizations and the requirements
for increasing efficiency and flexibility, these theories alone do not serve organizational
change management success sufficiently (Ferlie & Ongaro, 2022; see also Errida & Lotfi, 2021;
Harrison et al., 2021). In addition to clear vision, values, and strategy, today's leaders need
well-being skills and enthusiasm and motivation to carry out their leadership work in
uncertain and stressful work situations (Gill, 2003). One concept to address this need is
change engagement, which can be defined as “an enduring and positive work-related
psychological state characterized by a genuine enthusiasm and willingness to support, adopt
and promote organizational change” (Albrecht et al., 2020, p. 4).

We know that some leaders succeed better than others: leadership style, communication
skills, and certain leadership traits can explain the leader’s success (McGowan et al., 2020;
Uusiautti, 2015; Uusiautti & Wenstrom, 2026). Leaders have personal resources that predict
their performance and work satisfaction well (Bakker, 2022). Leader's work engagement
(Bakker, 2022) and the ability to use their strengths at work (Sosik et al., 2019; Rautio &
Wenstrom, 2026) certainly can provide grounds to understand successful leadership and
successful change in organizations (Albrecht et al., 2020; 2022; Errida & Lotfi, 2021). Indeed,
leaders are usually more enthusiastic and engaged in their work than other employees (e.g.,
Haapakoski et al., 2023). However, change engagement in leaders is not axiomatic because
changes can increase the burden and negative emotions about work. Therefore, even the
most enthusiastic leaders may not be enthusiastic about change.

Our research focuses on a Finnish public organization, one of the Wellbeing Services
Counties (WSC) of Finland. The WSC reform is one of the most significant political and
structural reforms to take place in Finland (Paatela & Tynkkynen, 2025), which makes the
research context extremely crucial. Currently, WSCs face considerable changes that leaders
have to (are forced to) lead, although at the same time the self-governance system of the
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organization itself is changing and evolving (Paatela & Tynkkynen, 2025; Paatela et al., 2025).
The latest news about WSCs has reported increased financial difficulties and layoffs since
their establishment in 2023. Yet, these organizations must fulfil their legal obligations and
provide healthcare, social, and security services to citizens. In addition, many leadership and
supervision positions in WSCs are only part-time, meaning that, for example, a physician may
work in a clinical role while also holding a leadership position (see, e.g. Perez, 2021).

The leaders’ impact on employees’ performance, engagement, and well-being at work is
ambiguous in the healthcare, social services, and rescue services sectors (see, e.g.
Pekkarinen et al.,, 2025; Selander et al., 2024). The sectors differ in the levels of enthusiasm
and work drive the employees report, with healthcare workers reporting higher levels than
those in social services, rescue services, and administrative work in Finland (Pekkarinen et al,
2025). In WSC-relevant occupations, such as in healthcare or rescue services, the nature of
work and its often extraordinary conditions shape the meaning of successful change in
distinct ways. Nevertheless, even when work-related challenges are complex or workloads
are high, individuals can still become engaged in their work.

Finland's 21 WSCs employ about 230,000 workers. The WSCs differ greatly by the number of
inhabitants in the area, varying from 100,000 to 550,000 inhabitants (Statistics Finland, 2023).
In this article, we focus on data obtained in one Finnish WSC representing a mid-sized WSC
with over 8,000 employees and about 176,000 inhabitants in the area. Typical for the WSC in
question are long distances, uneven demographic development in the regions, and some
intensive periods of tourism, setting high demands for rescue and healthcare services. Some
parts of the WSC are suffering from demographic changes, such as an aging population,
which challenges the WSC to achieve a balance between providing necessary services for
citizens and developing new ways of serving them, for example, through digitalization
(Keratar et al., 2025).

While the heterogenous workforce in the WSC perceive their work to meaningful and are
motivated, interaction, trust-building, and communication about ongoing changes by leaders
appears insufficient (Rautio et al., 2025). A variety of educational interventions and leadership
programmes have been introduced in similar situations worldwide (McGowan et al., 2020).
However, more research is needed about the reality of leadership in changing public
organizations especially concerning organizational transformations (Fernandez & Rainey,
2017).

Change Engagement as a Job Resource

This research leans on the theoretical framework of the job demands-resources model (JD-
R), which combines demands and resources as psychosocial dimensions impacting well-
being (Bakker et al., 2022; Demerouti et al.,, 2001). The basic idea of the framework is that
certain demands reduce mental and physical resources (e.g., workload, unclear work roles,
unpredictable changes), while there are also various resources (e.g., positive emotions, social
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support, interesting work tasks) that increase well-being at work (Demerouti et al., 2001). As
resources help employees cope with demands and achieve work-related goals (Bakker,
2022), they are important for work engagement as well.

In this research, we are especially interested in the change engagement of leaders
themselves. The concept of change engagement is related to work engagement (Bakker,
2022; Schaufeli et al., 2006), which has been widely studied and used since Kahn (1990)
introduced it and especially after Schaufeli and Bakker (2010) developed its quantitative
measurement tool the Utrecht Work Engagement Scale (UWES). Work engagement is a
positive state characterized by energy, enthusiasm about and dedication to work, and even
complete absorption in work activities (Bakker, 2022). When comparing the concepts, change
engagement is about positive attitudes, openness and readiness for change, or willingness
and commitment to change at work, while work engagement describes a positive work drive
and enjoyment of work. The concept of change engagement helps to analyse employees'
positive energy and active involvement in organizational change (Albrecht et al., 2022).
Notably, leaders’ work engagement is a predictor of employee work engagement and
performance, but whether that is the case in change engagement, is still unknown.

It is also worthwhile to distinguish change engagement from change-oriented behaviours in
leaders (e.g., DeRue et al,, 2011). Leadership behaviour as a concept means therefore
behaviours that support employees and organizational goal-oriented performance. Thus,
change-oriented behaviours comprise leadership behaviours that promote change, for
example by encouraging and spurring employees on and working actively in change
management tasks (e.g., Kaluza et al., 2021). Change engagement can be seen merely as an
inner state which is positive and which promotes change-oriented behaviours. In other
words, change engagement, as understood in this article, can lead to constructive, change-
oriented behaviours in leaders (Kaluza et al., 2021). However, at this point in time there is not
much research available on this topic, and therefore, our research will fill the research gap
from the perspective of public sector leadership.

One reason for the lack of research is that leader's change engagement (LCE) has not
previously been conceptualised as a positive, proactive state in leaders in times of
organizational change. For instance, the leader's role in the change engagement model
proposed by Albrecht et al. (2020) perceives the leader merely as an active supporter of
change—emphasising clear communication about the importance and constancy of change,
providing support and resourcing for ongoing change, and clarifying outcomes and
behavioural expectations for change. In other words, change engagement appears in
employees when it is supported by the leaders, also known as engaging leadership (Schaufel,
2021; see also Tanskanen et al., 2019). When it comes to leaders, the expectation is that
leading the change and making it happen is the leader’s job (Errida & Lotfi, 2021), but the
model does not consider the level of change engagement in the leaders themselves.
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Our fundamental assumption is that LCE might fill the gap of how leaders perform
successfully and may spread and facilitate the crossover of work and change engagement
within teams, as pointed out by Bakker (2022). Our core interest in this article is, therefore,
in how the leaders describe their own engagement and the preconditions for their change
engagement. CLE can provide new ways of understanding the leaders’ own experience of the
leadership reality within change (see also Salmi, 2024).

Method

The purpose of this research was to analyse how the WSC leaders and supervisors described
their engagement with the change they were leading. In this article, we use the word “leader”
to refer broadly to leaders and supervisors whose work consists of a variety of leadership
tasks. We apply the definition by Malik and Azmat (2019, p. 24): “A leader is supposed to have
the ability not just to manage or control the people, but also to inspire them; not only meeting
goals and targets, but also able to create new goals and modify the existing ones according
to the changing time, needs and challenges.” This definition is useful because it covers both
human resources management and the leadership of goals, development, and
organizational culture. The research question set for this study was as follows:

How are change engagement and its dimensions reflected in WSC leaders’ and supervisors’
descriptions of their leadership work?

This was qualitative research and was considered appropriate for approaching this new
perspective of leadership work and for gathering the leaders’ own perceptions and
experiences about their change engagement. The strength of this approach is that it allowed
us to bring out the leaders’ voices and interpret their experiences using the JD-R framework
and the concept of change engagement. The data was collected using an online survey in the
target WSC simultaneously among employees from all sectors (healthcare, social services,
rescue services and administrative work) and personnel groups (leaders and supervisors
n=185; other employees n=897). The survey consisted of structured questions about work-
related experiences (such as motivation, optimism), relationships and interaction in the work
unit, and perceptions of leadership work. In addition, the survey included two open-ended
questions: the first allowed the respondents to explain their answers to the structured
questions, and the second asked how “human-sized work” (the target WSC's workplace
slogan) was reflected in their daily work. The open-ended questions to which the leaders
responded were included in the analysis of this research. Answering these open-ended
questions was voluntary.

All together 92 leaders responded to these questions so that 56 leaders answered the first
question and 74 answered the other question. Of these 92 respondents six were men, 85
were women, and one other/did not wish to say. Two were under 29 years old, 46 were
between 30 and 49 years old, and 44 were 50 years old or older. They had work experience
in the field as follows: 0-4 years (n=5), 5-9 years (n=13), 10-15 years (n= 20), and over 15
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years of experience (n=54). The respondents represented all four sectors of the target WSC,
which was considered important for the quality of data. The respondents represented the
target population of leaders well. However, more importantly, their answers were considered
rich and varied, which was essential for capturing diverse perspectives and experiences
among leaders (Hansen et al., 2025).

The chosen analysis method was a theory-driven qualitative content analysis (Hsieh &
Shannon, 2005). We analysed the free-form responses from the leaders and supervisors
using the dimensions of change engagement defined by Albrecht et al. (2020): enthusiasm
for change, involvement and participation in change, focused energy toward change,
willingness to actively support change, and striving for successful change outcomes.
Therefore, the theory guided the analysis although otherwise the analysis was data based,
which meant that we listed all the mentioned elements of change in the answers and
compared how they represented the definition of change engagement. The descriptions that
could be placed in the categories of willingness to actively support change and striving for
change success appeared to overlap in the leaders’' responses, and therefore, these were
combined into a single result category. Eventually, the following categories were formed from
the data: 1) enthusiasm for change; 2) participating in change; 3) focusing energy for change;
and 4) willingness to actively support and strive for change success, each including their
distinctive data-based sub-categories as our main findings.

Results

Enthusiasm for Change

Enthusiasm for change can serve as an important resource in a leader’s work (Bakker et al.,
2023), particularly when it is manifested through affective states—such as perceiving the
change as important, viewing one's role in the change as crucial, and finding one’s actions in
the change process inspiring. If there is a tension between the leader’s enthusiastic state and
opportunities to enjoy their work, the demanding sides of work, such as unclear roles or
processes, can weaken this resource (Albrecht et al, 2020). In the leaders’ answers,
enthusiasm appeared mainly through three kinds of experiences, reflecting the tension
between resources and demands in their work.

The first and the most common notion involved feelings of frustration. The leaders were
frustrated about decision-making processes and desperation in the work community. They
reported that their enthusiasm had been replaced by negative feelings, such as mistrust and
desperation, and a sense of indifference sometimes arose. The extracts below illustrate these
sorts of feelings:
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“The decisions for the future that concern me are dampening and
discouraging me, and | don't have the enthusiasm to develop things
anymore.”

(Leader no. 43, over 15 years of work experience)

“The situation is somewhat desperate and sometimes | have a feeling
that | don't care. - - 1 don’t care anymore or even talk about it, sorry.”
(Leader no. 19, 10-15 years of work experience)

Their enthusiasm had been deteriorating. The most often mentioned reason for this was the
continued state of uncertainty about the future. While the leaders had to worry about how
their own work would change or what would happen to their units, they felt that they could
not work properly and perform their core tasks at work, as one of the participants explained:

“The constant change and the uncertainty involved with it takes my focus
away from the work itself.”
(Leader no. 53, 10-15 years of work experience)

However, some leaders also had positive feelings about change and perceived their own work
positively, which was an important resource for them. They considered that they had a
chance to develop their work and contribute to the change, which increased their
enthusiasm. Some also mentioned that they had received positive feedback either from their
subordinates and colleagues or customers (e.g., patients), which boosted their enthusiasm
for change. The following extracts illustrate this view:

“However, | am quite a development-oriented person, and | like it when |
have a chance to develop operations and be part of the change.”
(Leader no. 16, 5-9 years of work experience)

“Positive feedback has strengthened my perception of being on the right
track.”
(Leader no. 59, over 15 years of work experience)

Overall, enthusiasm for was reflected in both positive emotional experiences at work but also
in their lack or decline, illustrating the tension between resources and demands in the
change situation from the leadership perspective. Negative perceptions were related to
uncertainty and the inability to participate in the change, which will be reported in further
detail next.
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Participating in Change

Among the leaders in our data, participation in change described how well they perceived
that they could influence or contribute to the change, and which factors they identified as
supporting or hindering their participation.

The first category was: limited participation due to unclear roles and communication. As the
WSC was still evolving and in the process of organizing its management system, the leaders
reported that many of them did not really understand their responsibilities and decision-
making power. This led to unwillingness or inability to take control over development
processes. They reported challenges in their induction for their tasks, but it was also a
question of communication: many leaders mentioned changing and unclear guidelines,
contradictory operations, and differences between units and sectors. The following extracts
from the data illustrate these views:

“There are too many supervisor hierarchies, due to which supervisors’
work and leadership are really confusing. We just delegate things
downwards to the next supervisor and don't bear responsibility from the
point of view of our own leadership role.”

(Leader no. 39, over 15 years of work experience)

“The supervisors’ work is challenged constantly by the unclear and
inconsistent guidelines. What was given today as our task will be
cancelled or changed tomorrow. - - Different services and sectors are
operating inconsistently; some are following the given guidelines, others
are not.”

(Leader no. 74, over 15 years of work experience)

The second category was: inequal opportunities for participation and ostensible participation.
The leaders described situations in which some of them or their units had not been allowed
to participate in planning the change. Some leaders also had noted that in the wide area that
the WSC covered some parts of the organization were not given an equal opportunity to
participate due to long distances or smaller numbers of citizens they were serving, etc., as
one of the participants explained:

“[xx] personnel have not been invited to participate in planning at all and
informing us about the future changes has been really dissatisfactory.”
(Leader no. 29, 0-4 years of work experience)

Ostensible participation was also reported. The leaders had found that decisions may have
been made already before the meeting took place. In some cases, the leaders had
participated in meetings but did not have any chance to contribute to the changes or
developments, as one of the participants explained:
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“In the meetings, we have ostensible discussions about things but the
decisions have been made already before the meeting and you can't
influence the decisions. - - If | could do my current work somewhere
else, | would resign from [the WSC] immediately.”

(Leader no. 55, over 15 years of work experience)

Thirdly, the leaders reported about their own willingness to participate in the change. They also
realized that they had a significant role, and their own abilities were important for making the
change happen. These leaders appeared to be optimistic about the change and their
participation opportunities, as the quotation below illustrates:

“In this unstable economic and change situation, | see myself in a crucial
[supervisor's] role for making the “human-sized work” concept come
true.”

(Leader no. 37, 10-15 of work experience)

The three categories revealed that while the sense of being able to participate was a clear
resource for change engagement, this was not true for all leaders. Some of them felt left
outside or given just an ostensible role in the change, indicating that change participation
and involvement did not function as a change-related job resource (see Albrecht et al., 2020)
equally for the leaders in this data.

Focusing Energy for Change

Emotions and participation do not fully describe change engagement: a leader must be able
to direct their energy for change in their everyday work. The leaders in this data described
how they could focus on the successful leadership of change and prioritizing change work.

On one hand, the leaders reported that the demands were high and they were overloaded
with work which made them feel insufficient and not being able to focus energy for change—
neither their own nor their followers' energy. They wanted to do their basic tasks first and
hoped for better chances to be more energetic about the change too. Often, the leaders
mentioned that they did not receive enough support for their leadership and supervision
tasks, which was a crucial notion because social support is one of the key resources at work
boosting engagement (Bakker, 2022). The following extracts from the data illustrate this
aspect:

“The immediate supervisors have simply too much work. - - The option is
to do well (=you are doing overtime) or do the mandatory tasks just
barely without developing anything (=during work hours).”

(Leader no. 60, over 15 years of work experience)
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“I have to be flexible at work all the time and my office hours are not
enough for doing all tasks. | experience feelings of insufficiency at work.”
(Leader no. 85, 5-9 years of work experience)

“The idea of "human-sized work” seems like a joke in my work. - - | don't
get any support for handling the challenging workload.”
(Leader no. 2, over 15 years of work experience)

On the other hand, some leaders found their work very autonomous, allowing them to focus
energy on change. Change autonomy can be a highly important change-related job resource
(Albrecht et al.,, 2020). The crucial notion was that when the leaders had the perception that
they could control their work tasks and contents, plan their schedules, and genuinely
contribute and lead the change, they felt that they could also prioritize the change, as the
following quotations from the participants illustrate:

“I think that | have a job in which | can influence and develop things. - - |
can design my work so that | have a balance.”
(Leader no. 91, over 15 years of work experience)

“I pretty much lead my own work. | am an independent employee, and |
like to have plenty of responsibilities and autonomy at the same time. |
can prioritize my work as | think is the best.”

(Leader no. 47, 0-4 years of work experience)

The contradictory categories mentioned above regarding focusing energy on change
revealed how demands and resources were evident in the leaders’ perceptions. In particular
leaders with relatively clear job descriptions and responsibilities also reported more positive
evaluations. The clarity of the leadership role is also closely connected with the sense of
autonomy and the ability to plan one’s own work and where the energy is focused, supporting
the leaders' change engagement.

Willingness to Actively Support and Strive for Change Success

Finally, the fourth category describes how persistently and willingly the leaders are ready to
put effort into making the change come true as planned. This category illustrates how change
engagement is shown in practice as actual persistence and devotion to change. In this
category, too, the leaders' perceptions vary, showing the imbalance between resources and
demands in their work.

First, some leaders reported that they could not strive for change success. The demands from
their work were overwhelming, and they had too many administrative tasks and daily
problems they hindered them from supporting and striving for change. The extracts below
illustrate this view:
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“Clarifying the goals and how to reach them requires time from the
supervisor, which | don't have in this situation because human resource
management and problem-solving take so much time and there is no
time even to do my basic job.”

(Leader no. 90, 10-15 years of work experience)

“At the moment, work is a lot bigger than the human being doing it. The
demands from our leadership have been overwhelming since last spring,
e.g., schedules for tasks have been impossible.”

(Leader no. 3, over 15 years of work experience)

Some factors were slowing down the leaders’ efforts. Unclear organisational processes
consumed time and energy, and ambiguous work roles resulted in chains of delegating
questions from one person to the next. In addition, unclearly communicated goals and
strategic objectives made the leaders struggle to find out what was expected from their units
and how they could meet the goals. The following excerpts from the data express this view:

“We have to exchange emails on the same issue for several days. This
slows down working and getting issues solved.”
(Leader no. 12, over 15 years of work experience)

“l wish we had more concrete strategic goals - - and mutual discussions
about them. - - What is expected from me and my unit, and how we can
achieve it. And | would hope that this would be explicitly described for
example at the unit level so that everyone would have the same means
and aspirations to reach the goal.”

(Leader no. 86, over 15 years of work experience)

The third category revealed the leaders' positively perceived actions and efforts. They
mentioned how they could boost the “we” spirit in their units and explain the reasons for
change and their goals to their subordinates. They perceived that they had a key role in
supporting their subordinates and were striving for the change to be a success in their teams.
These leaders also considered their own way of embracing the change and working for it as
setting an example for others in their work units, as the following quotations from the
participants show:

“We work as a team and go towards the goal together. No one will reach
anything alone.”
(Leader 77, 0-4 years of work experience)
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“Listening and understanding; we help and look for means to cope with
challenges in life or at work together.”
(Leader no. 81, 5-9 years of work experience)

While striving for change success was challenged in various ways that related mostly to the
formation phase of the organization, some leaders also had positive experiences of being
change agents. They could also inspire their teams and units to support change through their
actions. In this sense, striving for change success appeared not only as the leaders’ own
resource but also a resource for others through their inspiring action and dedication
(Albrecht et al.,, 2020).

Discussion

Our analysis showed that leaders’ change engagement appeared as a multidimensional
phenomenon in which their aspirations to perform well in their leadership role and the
realities of their current workload strongly influenced how they perceived their ability to lead
the change actively or just merely go with the flow or act as bystanders.

When considering the elements of change engagement (Albrecth et al., 2020) and how they
were reflected in the speech of leaders in our data, it appeared that when leaders were well
embedded in their work and clearly understood their responsibilities and mandates—i.e.,
were able to work autonomously, and experience a sense of leading the change—change
engagement could emerge as a multidimensional resource at work rather than solely as a
burden or demand (cf. Bakker, 2022; Bakker et al., 2023). This finding is in line with Paatela
et al's (2025) research whose findings also showed the need for clarity in responsibilities and
mandates as roles are established or redistributed in the WSC.

In this research, enthusiasm and willingness to strive for change success appeared
somewhat conditional on the actual sense of being able to participate and direct energy
towards change. This means that when the workload and autonomy over prioritizing work
are in good balance, leaders can become inspiring change agents. Otherwise, their
enthusiasm starts to decrease, and they are no longer willing to put in the effort. This finding
is similar to Farhan's (2021) research pointing out that leaders just having certain
competencies is not enough if they do not have the belief and persistence to reach the goals
in their work.

However, this connection between the elements of change engagement in leaders’
experiences needs to be analysed more thoroughly so that the causal relationship can be
verified. Still, the value of hearing the leaders’ experiences and emotions related to the
change revealed crucial aspects concerning the change in a large organization such as the
WSC in question.
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Based on our findings, it is not possible to assume that leaders automatically feel emotionally
connected to the change and are ready to strive for change success. Unclear responsibilities
in daily tasks, communication misunderstandings, and perceived inequalities can undermine
leaders' genuine efforts and diminish their positively oriented engagement with both their
work and ongoing workplace changes. Namely, there are sectors that have been working for
a long time, such as the healthcare sector, and the leadership structure is well established.
The support services, at the other extreme, represent a somewhat new sector in WSCs,
because previously the support services such as human resources management, research
services and administration, have been under the responsibility of the municipalities (Paatela
& Tynkkynen, 2025). Therefore, the leaders' change engagement can appear differently in
different sectors: they may have a long history in a certain kind of organization and were now
entering a new, larger structure with increased hierarchy. While older leaders may rely on
their previous experience (e.g., Quinn, 2015), this experience can sometimes become a
burden, too. Younger leaders may find structural immaturity a change-related demand in
their work through unclear roles or responsibilities, but they may also find it an opportunity
to create their own way of leading the change. It would be important to focus on each leader’s
personal situation, attitude, and history with the leadership task in order to find the best way
to support their change engagement. Qualitatively oriented research studies—such as the
one at hand—can thus provide important information about the actual experiences among
leaders themselves and give space to their voices without the fear of becoming judged as a
bad leader only because they perceive the resources and demands in their work differently.

Concerning the reliability of this research, we follow the four main criteria for qualitative
research (Shenton, 2004). The situation the WSCs in Finland are facing currently was
described in the introductory part of this article: the change is prominent and challenging in
many ways. To ensure credibility, we have pointed out both positive and negative experiences,
aiming to provide a profound picture of the phenomenon investigated in this research. The
description of the context is important also for transferability, so that the reader can decide
whether the prevailing environment is similar to another situation—in this case, we assume
that reforms in large public organizations represent the target context and how the leaders
themselves experience their work within the changes. Although the criterion of dependability
is somewhat difficult to meet in this kind of qualitative research, we have tried to provide as
detailed a description of the implementation of this research as possible. For confirmability,
we have leaned on researcher triangulation meaning that both of the researchers have
analysed the data and compared our interpretations to avoid sticking to our own
assumptions or predispositions. Our role as independent researchers without a role in the
target organization has also helped us to analyse the data objectively. In addition, we have
used a theory-driven content analysis to guide us with the search of perceptions about
change engagement. Finally, the leaders' responses to survey and the quotes from the data
illustrate how they perceive their work.

Naturally, there are limitations to this research. We acknowledge the fact that not all leaders
and supervisors from the target WSC responded to the survey, and from those who did, only
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about half (49.2%) responded to the open-ended questions. However, the number of
responses and the richness of the experiences described in the answers showed that with
this analysis method it was possible to draw a picture of the leaders’ change engagement
and bring out unique experiences of the leaders. In the data, the majority of the respondents
were women, which does not fully correspond with the overall gender distribution in the
leadership positions in the WSCs (Laine, 2024). We can only make assumptions of why female
leaders were more willing to answer to the open questions than men and how the data would
have been different if the questions had been mandatory. In general, we did not find any
implications related to the gender of the leader in the data, and thus, consider that the issues
brought up regarding change engagement were not gender specific per se. On the other
hand, it was important that leaders with various levels of experience and from different
sectors were well presented in the data.

Conclusion

This research presented some theoretical and practical insights. First, the concept of leaders’
change engagement was expanded beyond their role in inspiring their followers to
encompass the leaders’ own perceptions of their work, offering a more specific lens than
work engagement alone. When viewed through the lens of the JD-R framework (Bakker et al.,
2022), tensions between resources and demands were evident in all elements of change
engagement: it can be a resource for leaders, although it may be undermined by avoidable
demands, such as unclear roles and responsibilities (see also Cameron, 2008; Quinn, 2015).

According to prior studies, the nature of the public sector leaders' tasks and being able to
reach beyond themselves have been identified as motivational factors that strengthen their
engagement (Peretz, 2020). Similarly, Ancarani et al. (2021) suggested that the
interconnections between leadership, change implementation, and work engagement may
help explain the capacity to promote public sector change. Therefore, in our research,
change engagement was considered as a more specific form of engagement in the leaders’
work—that is, engagement occurring during a drastic change in the organization. The target
WSC provided a good context for this analysis because the WSCs in Finland are undergoing
a phase of transformation, as they attempt to focus on the future and find a way to deal with
their past as municipal service provides. This was expected to add valuable new perspectives
to the strategic management of public sector organizations, as requested by Ferlie and
Ongaro (2022).

Practice wise, the study showed how important it is to acknowledge leaders’ change
engagement, and to determine how to best support them in meeting the demands of change
management and change leadership. This need was also noted in earlier research (Gill, 2003).
A key practical question is how to enhance leaders’ participation and foster a sense of
ownership of the changes, even when roles and responsibilities remain unclear. Our findings
indicate that vertical communication is crucial to ensure that the leaders understand the
meaning and purpose of change and can communicate it to their own teams. This was
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evident from our data. Strengthening a shared understanding of the change process and its
necessity would also strengthen the collective alignment among leaders and supervisors and
support their joint change engagement.

Another suggestion for enhancing the leaders’ change engagement is to systematically create
opportunities for peer support. In our data, leaders reported that they did not have clear
channels for discussing questions, concerns, and solutions with colleagues at the same
hierarchical level. However, in times of uncertainty, peer support can serve as a valuable
resource by fostering shared enthusiasm, a sense of participation, and enabling the practical
exchange of strategies to direct energy and strive for change. Peer support channels could
also improve communication within the organization and create a shared understanding of
the situation. While the role of social support has been previously acknowledged as an
important resource at work (Bakker et al., 2022), its significance for leaders' effectiveness and
success at work remains less explored. This conclusion is in line with Tafvelin et al's (2019)
research, in which they found that leaders who had better peer support also engaged better
in transformational leadership.

Peer support in the context of this research does not necessarily mean formal support
groups per se but merely systematically arranged channels and forums that would allow the
leaders to openly discuss their solutions and concerns and share information and ideas for
development. Peer support among leaders and supervisors could also enhance the
development of a more empathic work culture (Arghode et al., 2022), thereby fostering more
positive engagement with the changing organization. This would be worth testing in various
formats, such as face-to-face encounters, but also in online groups, because in the target
organization of this research leaders might be working hundreds of kilometres in distance
from each other.

Job demands and resources theory provided us with a basis for analysing the leaders” work
from the perspective of change engagement in this research. While the ultimate goal in JD-R
has been to improve employees’ well-being and organizational performance (Tummers &
Bakker, 2021), we argue that leader change engagement could be an important concept for
understanding change as a resource in the leaders work and well-being. Furthermore, it
provides a new way of perceiving the connection between leaders' work and their well-being.
For example, Kaluza et al. (2021) have noted a lack of research in this area, claiming that the
question of how leadership relates to leaders’ own well-being is not yet fully answered. More
research on the connections between work engagement and change engagement in leaders
is also needed to find new ways to support leaders’ well-being during reforms in large public
sector organizations.
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