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ABSTRACT

A phenomenological psychology approach in organizational studies has been somewhat overlooked, 
particularly in research on leadership and employee well-being. This study presents a new way of 
examining leadership and employee well-being. A novel experience qualities approach was utilized 
with the aim of revealing the authentic structure of human experiences, particularly experience 
qualities such as emotions, knowledge, and assumptions. This study investigated the role of leadership in 
creating employee well-being experiences in a professional organization. The data were collected from 
23 in-depth interviews conducted with company leaders and employees in Finland and then analyzed 
using the phenomenological method. The results indicated affirmative similarities and differences 
(experience domains) in experience qualities of well-being between leaders and employees. By 
identifying different experience qualities of well-being, leaders can promote their own and employees’ 
well-being more precisely and effectively. Practical implications for leaders are discussed.
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Introduction 

In the twenty-first century, organizations of and for professional people that possess 
identified and acknowledged competencies are more dynamic, intense, and demanding 
than ever before, due to constant changes and complexities (Obolensky 2017). In such 

organizations, leaders are under pressure to address their employees’ well-being while at 
the same time maintaining productivity and achieving established goals. In Nordic coun-
tries such as Finland, the working life barometer in 2019 showed that 60% of Finnish 
workers think that their work is mentally demanding, and over one-third think that their 
work is physically challenging (Lyly-Yrjänäinen 2019). There are also signs that psycho-
social and cognitive strains are increasing (Lyly-Yrjänäinen 2019). There is a clear need 
to study and find new ways to enhance people’s well-being in the workplace because, 
as Loukzadeh and Bafrooi (2013) pointed out, better well-being improves (among other 
things) the coping skills employees need to deal with demanding work situations. 
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Leadership practice serves as a driving force to enhance employee well-being  
(Kelloway et al. 2012a), and some researchers have argued that it is the most important 
factor in this process (Inceoglu et al. 2018). Leadership and employee well-being can be 
described as interactions and activities between a leader and an employee that positively 
or negatively affect employee well-being. Studies on leadership and employee well-being 
have mostly focused on the effects of leader behavior or style on their followers (Perko 
2017). However, the previous and current research on leadership and employee well-being 
has lacked a definition of the term ‘experience’ (e.g., Kelloway et al. 2012a; cf. Briner &  
Kiefer 2005). This means that when studies focus on how people experience well-being 
or what kinds of experiences build employee well-being supported by leadership, the 
term ‘experience’ is not defined as a concept; rather, it is related to the phenomena 
being studied and can be understood in a variety of ways. This limits the understanding 
of the connection between leadership and employee well-being. In this study, we not 
only address this deficiency but also delve deeper into the world of human experiences, 
exploring in-depth how leadership and employee well-being can be experienced. 

First, our study is based on phenomenological psychology (Landridge 2007), which 
explores the phenomena of people’s conscious experiences, along with the relevant con-
ditions as experienced from the subjective point of view. The focus is on the phenom-
ena that are encountered by experiencing people. The phenomenological psychology 
perspective of the study is based on the work of Finnish psychologist Lauri Rauhala 
(1995), whose particular interests include human consciousness, unconsciousness, and 
experiences. Here, we define experience as a meaningful relationship between a person’s 
consciousness and an object in his or her lifeworld (world of everyday life; Rauhala 
1995; Wagner 1983). 

Second, experience as a concept encompasses different experience qualities, such 
as emotion, knowledge, belief, assumption, intuition, sense, and perception (Coates & 
Coleman 2015; Kernis 2003; March 2010; Rauhala 1995). All of these qualities share 
the same structure but have different substances (Rauhala 1995). Thus, a person’s con-
scious mind understands his or her leader’s behavior, leadership style, or mutual interac-
tions in a certain way, creating an experience, and more specifically an experience qual-
ity, of well-being, which can be positive, negative, or something in between. How these 
qualities are separated from one another may vary, but Rauhala emphasized that it is 
necessary to acknowledge different conscious experience qualities because they are part 
of any human’s conscious functioning. Thus, we think that it is necessary to study lead-
ership and employee well-being from the perspective of these multiple experience quali-
ties. For this study, we have chosen the easily separated qualities of emotion, knowledge, 
and assumption (The emotion, knowledge, assumption, or EKA model; cf. Rauhala 
1995). For more information about these qualities, see the theory section below. 

Finally, in professional organizations, certain domains associated with the employees 
and leaders can be identified as important standpoints when addressing the issues of well- 
being and leadership from the psychological phenomenology perspective. These domains 
can be described as comprising a collection of experience qualities related to certain 
object(s). Naturally, both domains are formed for the most part in social interactions with 
others over time (Csikszentmihalyi 2014); thus, a partially shared experience domain 
between employees and their leader can also be formed in the workplace (Barsade & 
Gibson 2007). In the context of leadership and employee well-being, this can mean that 
a leader experiences the work environment in the same way that employees do. Leaders 
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require a certain inclusiveness to explore experience qualities and experience domains in 
the workplace (Nembhard & Edmondson 2006). Inclusive leadership refers to practices 
that invite, recognize, and appreciate employees’ contributions and input (Gallegos 2014; 
van Dierendonck et al. 2004). When employees are able to express their experiences more 
freely, it creates a platform for a leader to identify and support experience qualities in a 
way that improves those employees’ well-being (Choi et al. 2017). 

In summary, the employees of professional organizations have an abundance of both 
expressed and lived experience qualities, most of which may affect their well-being. The 
range of people’s experience qualities and experience domains in organizations makes 
organizational phenomena such as leadership and employee well-being quite challenging 
to explain and understand. Varela (1996) and Arthur et al. (2004) have suggested that 
the ‘blind spot’ in understanding organizational phenomena lies in understanding expe-
rience, both individually (Walter et al. 2012) and collectively (Sanchez-Burks & Huy 
2009). Therefore, in this study, we aim to elucidate the meaning of experience qualities 
for leadership and employee well-being. As a potential contribution, we are interested in 
how the set of experience qualities can be utilized as a shared domain (between leaders 
and employees) to support leadership and employee well-being. 

Theoretical background

Traditional versus experience qualities approach to leadership and 
employee well-being

Leadership and employee well-being are complex phenomena comprising two compli-
cated elements: employee well-being and leadership. It has been stated that employee 
well-being is affected by the physical and psychosocial work environment (Liu et al. 
2010). One of the main psychosocial work environment issues that has an effect on 
well-being is leadership. 

In general, an extensive and growing body of literature recognizes the effects of 
leadership practices on employee well-being (Kelloway et al. 2012a). The studies on 
leadership and employee well-being have focused mostly on leader behavior (social sup-
port, justice) or (particular) leadership styles that promote employee well-being (Perko 
2017). More specifically, the focus has been on emotions, particularly how leaders can 
contribute to employee well-being by expressing positive emotions or engaging in certain 
behaviors (e.g., Avolio et al. 2004; Glasø et al. 2018). Avolio et al. (2004) suggested that 
authentic leaders could elicit positive emotions from employees, which would improve 
overall well-being in organizations. Avey et al. (2011) added that leader positivity can 
have an effect on employee positivity—for instance, when leaders express optimism in 
meaningful organizational matters. In these processes, leaders and employees must have 
a certain level of self-awareness, which is a key characteristic of authentic leaders and 
employees (Gardner et al. 2005; Rahimnia & Sharifirad 2015). Expressing emotions 
is also based on self-leadership and its emotional, cognitive, and behavioral strategies 
(Manz et al. 2016; Manz & Neck 2004). Through self-awareness and self-leadership 
strategies, leaders and employees know which emotions they express and whether these 
emotions are beneficial or harmful to themselves or to others. Fredrickson’s (2001) 
broaden-and-build theory of positive emotions suggests that positive emotions provide a 
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framework that reveals an association between positive affective states and the develop- 
ment of personal resources that are critical for well-being. Ilies et al. (2005) concluded 
that through social exchanges when employees experience positive effects at work, they 
in turn positively influence their leader’s emotions.

In a Scandinavian study of leadership and emotions, Glasø et al. (2018) concluded 
that leaders who demonstrate care and concern for employees create positive emotions 
among them. Similarly, according to Zineldin (2017), leaders who employ transforma-
tional leadership styles such as inspirational, motivational, and intellectual stimulation 
produce positive emotions among employees. Finally, Glasø et al. (2011) stated that that 
supportive leadership behavior creates positive emotional experiences.

Another and even more traditional approach to leadership and employee well-being 
is the focus on ‘issues’ that create well-being through leadership. These issues refer to 
certain types of leader behavior, such as consideration, support, and empowerment  
(Skakon et al. 2010; van Dierendonck et al. 2004), which create employee well-being. 
These types of studies offer no explanation or definition of how such well-being is experi-
enced. Different kinds of leadership styles, such as transformational (e.g., Arnold 2017), 
ethical (e.g., Kalshoven & Boon 2012), and appreciative (e.g., Stocker et al. 2014), gen-
erate employee well-being in different ways but without specifying what is experienced. 
Although all these studies are valid and important, something might be hidden under 
those issues, as they are also experiences, but we do not know what kinds of experiences 
they really are—or, more importantly, how they create well-being. 

In addition, the traditional research field of employee well-being and leadership 
has mostly utilized psychometric approaches (e.g., Donaldson-Feilder et al. 2013;  
Kelloway et al. 2012a; Muhonen et al. 2013). These approaches operate in the form 
of testing settings, mediator/moderator frameworks, and/or fixed questionnaires with  
Likert scales to reveal the association between leadership and employee well-being, 
which are thus treated as predetermined phenomena. The results of these studies pres-
ent a world of correlations, frequencies, and statistics, leaving people’s lived experiences 
and, more specifically, experience qualities obscure. Our fundamental proposition, asso-
ciated with phenomenological psychology, is that leadership and employee well-being 
are phenomena that require a deeper understanding and meaning finding of people’s 
subjective experiences. Moreover, experiences are not simply correlations, issues, or 
emotions that create well-being. 

Different experience qualities of leadership and employee well-being

The potential existence of an experience domain shared between leaders and employees 
in a workplace has been backed by scholars (Barsade & Gibson 2007), and shared expe-
riences and different leader–employee congruences can also produce positive outcomes 
and meanings for people and organizations (Fredrickson 2001; Peng & Wang 2016). The 
experience domains shared by leaders and employees are usually built over time through 
daily interactions in the workplace. This collective dimension of experiences is an emer-
gent field of research in phenomenological organization studies (Henriques 2014). 

Experiences can be shared through ‘emotional contagion’ (Hatfield et al. 1994), 
a process that occurs in groups wherein the emotions expressed by one individual are 
‘seized’ by another (Bono & Ilies 2006). This process occurs because people tend to 
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mimic the bodily expressions and movements of those with whom they interact, which 
results in a person experiencing the emotions of another individual (Hatfield et al. 1994). 
Expressing emotions can also create discordant effects in others (Epstude & Mussweiler 
2009). This counter-contagion suggests that people can experience emotions that are the 
opposite of those they express (Hatfield et al. 1994). Because of emotional contagion, 
leaders must understand the emotions they express to avoid causing confusion in the 
workplace. Experiences can also be shared through cognitive contagion, which occurs 
more at a conscious level than emotional contagion (Barsade 2002). Cognitive contagion 
is a process where communicating and sharing knowledge and beliefs about an event 
affect the development of similar experiences among other people (cf. Degoey 2000).

Although it is vital to understand emotions or issues in leader-employee relations 
and the contagiousness of experiences through emotions and cognitive activities, there is 
more to these phenomena than meets the eye. Although focusing on emotions is under-
standable because of their meaningfulness in the workplace, this emphasis can also be 
problematic because emotions do not constitute the only experience quality. To enhance 
the understanding of employee well-being and leadership, as well as the concept of 
shared experiences between leaders and employees, we need to address different kinds 
of experience qualities because different experience qualities have distinct features and 
effects on different people.

Here, the emotion experience quality is not perceived as a physiological process but 
as a conscious experience that contributes to the creation of meaning (Rauhala 1995). 
Thus, an emotion experience refers to an affective state of consciousness (cf. Mulligan 
& Scherer 2012). Emotions express something about the lifeworld where people live in 
creating meaning and in this way help them adapt to their reality. Basic universal emo-
tions, such as joy and fear, have been recognized by the scientific community. Emotion 
was chosen for this study because of its dominance in human functioning and because it 
is an experience quality that has been well established in organizational literature (Yian-
nis & Griffits 2002). We perceive knowledge experience quality as an experience that is 
constructed in a person’s consciousness through mental processing and comprehension 
(Rauhala 1995; cf. Argote & Miron-Spektor 2011). Even though knowledge experi-
ence is specific to an individual, it can change and be multifaceted. Knowledge can also 
lose its meaning function when situations change in an individual’s life (Rauhala 1995). 
Knowledge experience resembles a cognitive process labeled ‘system 2’ by Stanovich and 
West (2000). System 2 is controlled processing, which can be described as an effortful 
and slow way of reasoning.

Knowledge experience was chosen for our study because its origin in cognitive 
activity is the opposite of emotional experience, which represents the affective nature 
of human experience. We perceive assumption experience quality as an experience that 
refers to a speculative mental comprehension through which an individual can perceive 
something as true or untrue without actual proof (cf. Dewar et al. 1993; Rauhala 1995). 
Assumption experience resembles system 1, another cognitive system described by  
Stanovich and West (2000), which is a fast and automatic method of thinking. 

Assumption experience was chosen because its nature is to create interpretations 
that are not necessarily true and could be ambiguous in the workplace. We propose 
that together, these three experience qualities help in understanding leadership and 
employee well-being better than emotions alone. Our literature review indicates that 
this set of three experience qualities, as phenomenological psychology concepts, has not 
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been addressed in studies in the field of leadership and employee well-being, either in a 
theoretical context or an analytical framework.

Using a modified psychological phenomenology method, we examine the meaning 
of experience qualities for leadership and employee well-being (Q1) and the utilization 
of these qualities as a shared domain (between leaders and employees) for leadership 
and employee well-being (Q2) in a chosen professional organization. To sum up the phe-
nomenological psychology perspective, we propose the following: (a) the phenomena of 
leadership and employee well-being are continuously emerging as a dynamic condition 
rather than just a collection of universal metric indicators or traits of leaders, employees, 
and interactions between them; and (b) experience qualities offer justifiable data for 
these phenomena in ever-changing leadership situations.

Method

Setting

All Finnish organizations are obligated by law to promote health and safety at work, 
ensure the working ability, and arrange occupational health care for employees (see 
Finnish Ministry of Social Affairs and Health 2001). Mining organizations have spe-
cific obligations regarding safety issues (see Mining Act 621/2011, Finnish Ministry of 
Employment and the Economy 2011), However, there are no regulatory obligations for 
leaders in this industry to act a certain way or promote certain behaviors or ways of 
thinking that create well-being in the workplace. 

The organization that participated in this study is an international mining organiza-
tion located in Finland. This mining organization can be included in the manufacturing 
industry and can be considered a dynamic professional organization under high pressure 
to be successful and very innovative.

Participants

Twenty-three participants of the mining organization were recruited to participate in 
this study. The participants included 14 women and nine men. Nine participants (six 
men and three women) held leadership positions and 14 held characteristic professional 
positions (e.g., specialists, engineers). The participants had an average age of 40 years, 
ranging from 24 to 62 years. 

Interviews

The research data were collected during individual, semi-structured interviews con-
ducted in May and June 2013. The semi-structured interviews were conducted outside 
of the participants’ workplace in a meeting lounge at a nearby hotel. The interviews were 
based on general research questions about the studied phenomena, a format that was 
chosen because of the approach of phenomenological psychology. As characteristics of 
phenomenological psychology, no theoretical framework was utilized in data collection 
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and analysis (Giorgi 1997). Avoiding a theoretical framework means trying to exclude 
the researchers’ own thoughts, knowledge, and biases about well-being and leadership 
using strategies such as writing relevant thoughts down on paper. The other motivation 
for and goal of these interviews was to avoid guiding the description of the participants’ 
experiences. During the interviews, the participants were given space to describe their 
experiences by asking them questions that covered general experiences at work and off-
work issues, as well as work experiences from the past and their visions and goals for the 
future (every interview consisted of the same question frame). If the participants talked 
about well-being and leadership themes during these discussions, the interviewer asked 
more specific questions (such as ‘can you explain that’, ‘what do you mean by that’, ‘can 
you be more specific about this meaning’, and so on) about those topics. Before the end 
of the interviews, the well-being theme was addressed directly (e.g., ‘at the moment, 
what creates well-being for you at work?’) but in an open-ended way to avoid guiding 
participants toward a certain direction. The interviews were informal in nature and 
lasted an average of 1 hour and 45 minutes, ranging from 57 minutes to 2 hours and 
45 minutes. In total, nearly 41 hours of discussions were recorded from 23 interviews, 
which were then transcribed into an almost 1400-page Microsoft (MS) Word document. 
One of the authors conducted the interviews and analyzed the data, but these activities 
were prepared with and closely guided and reviewed by the two other authors. MS Excel 
was utilized during the last four analysis phases to simplify the structural data-handling.

Analysis

The data were analyzed using a phenomenological method that was based for the most 
part on Giorgi’s (1997) method and the additional phase of analysis. Giorgi’s method 
consists of five phases: (1) collection of verbal data; (2) reading of the data; (3) breaking 
down the data into parts; (4) organization and expression of the data from a disciplin-
ary perspective; and (5) synthesis or summary of the data for purposes of communica-
tion to the scholarly community (for a detailed description of the first five phases, see 
Giorgi 1997). We then added an extra sixth phase of analysis that consisted of separat-
ing experiences into three experience qualities (emotion, knowledge, and assumption). 
Each phase allowed for procedural alternatives, so the analysis was neither exclusive nor 
exhaustive (Giorgi 1997). The outline of the data analysis is presented below.

In the first two phases, individual interviews were conducted, and the data were 
read intensively and as open-mindedly as possible. The aim of this reading was to obtain 
a good overview of the data. In the third phase, the research data were divided into 
meaning units, each constituting a certain meaning related to a particular experience 
(Giorgi 1997). Meaning units with the same factual meanings were gathered under the 
same classifying theme. These themes were formed according to the factuality of the 
meaning of each description. The standard guiding this phase was that the themes must 
be defined by criteria consistent with the scientific discipline (Giorgi 1997).

In the fourth phase, the meaning units were transformed into general researcher lan-
guage by avoiding theoretical language. The transformations were performed separately 
for each meaning unit and expressed the essential and adequate substance of each said 
unit. Table 1 presents examples of the transformations. All the meaning units from the 
original data describe the leadership experiences that affect the participants’ well-being.

http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/%09%09%09%09%09%09#bib2
http://web.ebscohost.com/ehost/%09%09%09%09%09%09#bib3
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In the fifth phase, every transformation was included in a classifying theme and a 
meaning network was constructed (see Table 1, Phase 5). We collected the meanings that 
shared a similar situated factuality. In the last (extra) phase, well-being experiences were 
separated into three experience qualities—emotion, knowledge, and assumption (the 
EKA model). The basis for this separation was the description of each experience qual-
ity, as mentioned in the theory section above. For instance, experiences were chosen as 
knowledge experiences if their meanings matched the description of knowledge experi-
ence. To support this separation process, raw data were utilized (if necessary) to provide 
possible support for the initial identification. The objective of the extra phase was to 
gain a more in-depth understanding of the phenomena in question (see Q1). Table 2 
includes examples of different experience qualities: Experience qualities are expressed in 

Table 1  Quotes from Phases 4 and 5

Transformation of meaning units into general language (Phase 4)

Meaning units from the original data Transformations

‘Well, there was [valuable] feedback … about the 
way you work … such knowledge helps you to 
develop yourself as an employee’. (L7.30)

Feedback about one’s own work is beneficial and 
helps one develop as an employee.

‘One of the bosses said that you have done a 
good job when establishing a back-up plan for a 
particular task, and the feedback came from the 
top; it was a great feeling’. (E2.91)

Feedback from a higher level of the administration 
creates good emotions. 

‘With a couple of changes in work tasks, instructing 
employees how to do the tasks generated 
positivity among them’. (L.13.7)

Advising workers in their jobs helps create a good 
experience among employees.

‘There is some information from leaders, and it is 
good because you know what is happening in your 
work environment’. (E3.95)

It is good that leaders provide information about 
what is happening at work.

‘Well, leaders are … you can talk with them about 
anything; it is all right’. (L8.11)

Leaders are easy talk to, and it is fine.

‘The leader does not play any games … you can 
kid with the leader … the leader is open and very 
forward’. (E11.40)

Dialogue with the leader is open and honest. 

Synthesis of transformations (Phase 5) The interactions between a leader and an 
employee (or an employee with a leadership 
position) that improve well-being are based on 
(positive) feedback, support and advice, regular 
discussions, and a functional bond between the 
leader and the employee. In an experience domain 
shared between leaders and employees, feedback 
is one of the main issues in creating well-being. 
Positive feedback creates well-being, but neutral 
and even confrontational feedback can affect 
employee well-being.

Note.  The letters L (leader) and E (employee) and the numbers at the end of each quotation refer to coding of 
the data.
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a specific way, as emotion contains personal features or affect expressions, knowledge 
declarative or descriptive expressions, and assumption conditional expressions. Again, 
all of the meaning units drawn from the original data describe leadership experiences 
that affect the participants’ well-being.

The well-being experiences (including different experience qualities) of the partici-
pants in leadership positions and the other employees were more closely examined and 
compared because the data revealed similarities and differences between the two groups 
(Q2). This comparison produced separate experience domains for leaders and employ-
ees, which describe the leadership related to well-being for each participant group. In 
addition, a third domain, in which the well-being themes were the same for leaders and 
employees, was formed. This shared experience domain illustrates the well-being experi-
ences that leaders and employees experience at work.

Although this study was qualitative, we could not ignore the numerical side of the 
results. Maxwell (2010) identified several advantages of including numbers in quali-
tative research, such as through internal generalizability, which refers to generaliza-
tion among the participants, demonstrating that the findings are truly characteristic 
of the set of participants as a whole. Numbers cannot replace the description of the 
data, but they can provide supplementary support for conclusions and enhance narra-
tives (Maxwell 2010; Olson 2000). However, it is challenging to use numbers in ways 
that generate reliable findings (Sandelowski 2001). In this study, this numerical side 
refers to the participants and how many of them experienced leadership facilitating 
employee well-being. Acknowledging how the numbers were divided among different 
experience qualities was also important because it gave the results a new dimension 
that other data could not provide. Now, we can see the magnitude of how different 
experience qualities have been divided between employees and leaders and what expe-
rience qualities dominate the leadership and well-being sphere. Numbers were also 
used to support the overall contributions of this study. These numbers are described 
in detail in the next section. 

Table 2  Examples of the three experience qualities from the data (Phase 6)

Experience  
qualities

Data examples

Emotion ‘A leader from [the] upper levels of [the] organization gives feedback, and it is pleasant’. 
(E12.48) 
‘It feels good when a leader gives positive feedback when the job is done well’. (E14.33)
’When a leader trusts and delegates responsibility, it creates good feelings’ (E20.90)

Knowledge ‘A leader gives space and peace to work, which is a good thing’. (L4.43)
‘A leader is good when he openly shares information’ (L13.90)
‘The leader has supported me to do remote work, which is effective and good’ (L15.76)
‘The leader’s action is good when you recognize that you are able to go talk to the 
leader about your personal concerns’ (L9.108)

Assumption ‘I want to get feedback because it would be a good way to acknowledge me’. (E17.35)
‘A leader needs to be able to negotiate about issues with employees and recognize 
their backgrounds’. (E17.10)

Note.  The letters L (leader) and E (employee) and the numbers at the end of each quotation refer to data coding.



12	 The Experience Qualities Approach to Leadership and Employee Well-being  Ilkka Salmi et al.

Results

Leadership can be considered a typical source of employee well-being, but what lies 
beneath the surface of this theme is more meaningful and important. A deeper analysis 
of the leadership reveals a more authentic and detailed structure of the participants’ 
experiences of well-being. First, Table 3 summarizes how the experience qualities were 
divided within the experience domains and according to the experience qualities them-
selves. The results are then presented based on Phase 6 in the form of the EKA model 
(cf. Rauhala 1995). The well-being experience domains, with their similarities and dif-
ferences, are also displayed. All of the results that considered well-being experiences 
and experience qualities were formed the same way, as explained in the method section 
and presented here in a way that is considered within a phenomenological framework 
(Dahlberg et al. 2008; Norlyk & Harder 2010).

As shown in Table 3, all three experience qualities were present. Knowledge-based 
experiences of well-being were the most dominant (62%), followed by emotion-based 
(32%) and assumption-based (6%) experiences. The leaders and the employees had 
numerous shared well-being experiences (34%). The employees’ experience domain of 
well-being was clearly more diverse than that of the leaders (62% versus 4%). In the 
leaders’ domains, only two emotion experiences were identified; knowledge and assump-
tion experiences were absent, while in the employees’ domain, all three experience quali-
ties were present, with knowledge experiences dominating. In the shared domain, emo-
tions dominated, while no assumption experience was shared by leaders and employees. 

Table 3  Summary of the number of experience qualities in the domains of well-being and  
according to experience quality

Experience domains Leaders Shared Employees 

Experience qualities E K A E K A E K A E K A All %
       
2 0 0 11 6 0 3 25 3 16 31 3 50 100

                    32.0 62.0 6.0 100   %
  2   17   31  

    4.0     34.0     62.0   100         %

Note. E = emotion, K = knowledge, A = assumption.

Emotion-based experiences 

Emotion was the second most dominant well-being experience quality, after knowledge 
and more prevalent than assumption. Examples of the creators of well-being experiences 
included feedback from an employee’s leader, trust between an employee and his or her 
leader, discussions with the leader, and humaneness. Table 4 shows the list of emotion-, 
knowledge-, and assumption-based experiences.

According to the data, both positive and negative feedback were considered sources 
of well-being. Negative feedback refers to confrontational feedback, which intends to 
correct some elements of job performance. The importance of feedback for well-being is 
manifested in various ways. Employees considered themselves or their jobs meaningful 



	 Nordic journal of working life studies  Volume 11  ❚  Number 2  ❚  June 2021� 13

Table 4  Leadership well-being experiences are divided into three experience qualities (the EKA 
model, cf. Rauhala 1995)

Emotion-based experiences (16)  

Feedback (SD) 6

Trust (SD) 5

Discussions (LD) 2

Humaneness (ED) 1

Availability (ED)

Leaders’ knowhow (ED)            

Knowledge-based experiences (31)
Support (SD) 4

Feedback (SD) 2

Approachableness (ED) 3

Trust (ED) 2

Discussions (ED)

Availability (ED)

Openness (ED)

Humaneness (ED) 1

Leaders’ knowhow (ED)

Impartiality (ED)

Problem solving (ED)

Collaboration (ED

Showing interest (ED)

Humor (ED)

Flexibility (ED)

Abetment (ED)

Personal development of leader (ED)

Authenticity (ED)

Self-imposed (ED)

Activeness (ED)

Supporting sense of community (ED)          

Assumption-based experiences (3)
Feedback (ED) 2

Humaneness (ED)     1        

Note. SD, shared domain; LD, leader domain; ED, employee domain. Numbers indicate the number of participants.
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in an organization if they regularly received some form of feedback. When a leader or 
leaders in higher positions in the organization periodically visited employees at their 
workstations, the employees felt that the leaders were showing interest in them and 
their jobs, giving rise to positive emotions. Furthermore, according to the data, feedback 
offered employees an opportunity to learn something new and develop themselves. 

Personal discussions with a leader were valued if they did more than scratch the sur-
face. Deeper discussions concerning work (goals or success) or other issues that might 
concern employees were sources of well-being through emotions. According to the data, 
trust referred to delegating new responsibilities to employees at work and allowing them 
to make decisions on the leaders’ behalf. According to the data, trust also meant giving 
space for employees to do their jobs freely, rather than having their leaders constantly 
looking over their shoulders. Finally, the participants defined humaneness as a leader 
treating employees with the same respect and fairness they expect themselves when deal-
ing with their issues and problems. Moreover, humaneness was about treating emp- 
loyees as people, not just as the ‘faces’ of departments or units. 

Knowledge-based experiences

The knowledge experience quality of well-being was the most dominant quality. The 
most frequently presented knowledge experiences were a leader’s support, approach-
ableness, and availability. According to the participants, a leader’s support and guidance 
were helpful in the workplace and beneficial to employee well-being. Support related to 
work tasks and psychology, which was more about encouraging employees. The partici-
pants were highly competent professionals and tended to appreciate support that was 
more psychological than practical (related to actual work performance). However, both 
types of support created positive outcomes, such as well-being.

According to the data, a leader’s approachableness and availability created well-
being. An approachable leader acted in such a way that others had easy access to his 
or her knowledge, support, and expertise, whereas an available leader was one whom 
employees knew they can turn to for help with any work-related problem.

Assumption-based experiences

Assumptions were well-being experiences that did not dominate as much as emotion 
and knowledge experiences, although they did play a role in supporting well-being. As 
for the assumption experiences of well-being, feedback from leaders and humaneness 
created assumption-based experiences alongside emotional and knowledge experiences. 
The assumption quality in this case means that receiving feedback from leaders was 
good for employee well-being. Here, humaneness referred to the idea that a leader acting 
more humanely will increase employee well-being.

Experience domains of leadership and employee well-being

Leaders’ and employees’ well-being experiences were compared during the analysis, 
which revealed not only differences but also many similarities in how the two groups 
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experienced well-being through leadership. The two groups shared approximately one-
third (34%) of all well-being experiences. The rest presented variations in well-being 
experience qualities between the two groups. Both groups shared mostly emotion expe-
riences of well-being, such as feedback and trust. For shared knowledge experiences, the 
issues were feedback and support.

Leaders and employees also differed in how they experienced well-being. In addi-
tion to what we reported for feedback, the employees also experienced feedback through 
assumption experiences. The leaders experienced discussions and trust as emotions, 
whereas the employees experienced them as knowledge experiences. The employees 
experienced a further 17 issues (e.g., approachableness and availability) that the leaders 
did not experience. Thus, the employees’ well-being experience domain in the leadership 
theme seemed to be more multidimensional than that of leaders. 

Discussion 

In this study, we aimed to explore the phenomena of leadership and employee well-being 
and to increase the understanding of these phenomena by applying the less-utilized prin-
ciples of phenomenological psychology and the experience concept. Specifically, the new 
experience qualities approach (the EKA model, cf. Rauhala 1995) was used for the first 
time to gain a deeper understanding of these phenomena. The objective was to find out 
the meaning of the experience qualities approach to leadership and employee well-being 
and the distinguishing characteristics of leadership in the shared experience domain of 
well-being between leaders and employees. The results revealed three new indications. 
First, the phenomena of leadership and employee well-being was not limited to being 
‘general experiences’, issues, or emotions, but as different experience qualities, such as 
knowledge and assumptions, which were perceived to enhance well-being. Second, some 
experience qualities of well-being through leadership were shared between leaders and 
employees. Third, the results provide more precise information about what leaders need 
to acknowledge when trying to improve employee well-being. In addition to these indi-
cations, we suggest that the method applied in this research is a novel way of studying 
and understanding leadership and employee well-being. 

First, all three experience qualities of well-being were represented. The experiences 
were mostly knowledge-based (62%), accompanied by emotional (32%) and assump-
tion (6%) experiences. A strong representation of knowledge-based well-being experi-
ences could be derived from the characteristics of professional organizations, which 
are highly knowledge-intensive and innovative, and thus in turn require high cognitive 
abilities on the part of both leaders and employees (Obolensky 2017; Wu et al. 2014). 
A strong representation of knowledge-based well-being experiences among employees 
could also indicate that a strong emotional bond (emotional experiences of employees 
regarding their leader and/or vice versa, creating a meaningful relationship) has not 
been created between employees and their leader. For instance, if a leader is not pres-
ent or does not engage with employees often enough, the emotional bonds might not 
be strong or might not even exist. If leader-employee relations are mostly based on 
work-focused support from a leader, the exchange of experiences is mostly cognitive 
(knowledge, assumption, etc.). This strong, conscious, knowledge-based activity might 
hinder the formation of an emotional bond between leaders and employees. It has been 
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stated that leadership practice is a powerful enhancer and the most essential facilitator 
of employee well-being (Inceoglu et al. 2018). According to this study, there are different 
experience-based ways of facilitating well-being through leadership. 

Although knowledge-based well-being experiences dominated the leadership per-
spective, one-third were emotion-based well-being experiences. Compared to previous 
studies on leaders expressing positive emotions or executing certain behavior to influ-
ence employees’ emotional states in a positive way (e.g., Avolio et al. 2004; Glasø et al. 
2018; Zineldin 2017), the results suggest that leaders’ actions, such as providing feed-
back and creating trust between themselves and employees, also create positive emo-
tions and thus enhance both leaders’ and employees’ well-being. For instance, most 
of the feedback-related experiences that enhanced well-being involved emotions. Even 
negative or confrontational feedback can create positive emotions and thus improve 
well-being. If there is a lack of positive feedback, then any kind of feedback from the 
leader might create positive outcomes for well-being because people appreciate recogni-
tion at work (van Dierendonck et al. 2004). Trust-related experiences were also mainly 
emotional experiences. Existing studies on how leaders attain employees’ trust (Wang 
& Hsieh 2013) and on the connections between trust and well-being (Kelloway et al. 
2012b) have not recognized different experience qualities. 

Although assumption-based experiences were relatively unusual, they still added 
their own characteristics to the results. From the leadership perspective, feedback was 
also identified as an assumption-based well-being experience, but only among employ-
ees. This could mean that the employees had not experienced feedback from their leader 
or that feedback was rarely provided, but that assumption of receiving (some form of) 
feedback created well-being for them. The assumption of receiving feedback could mean 
that a leader must give more or a certain kind of feedback. When the feedback experi-
ence actually happens, an assumption-based experience can turn into an emotion-based 
or a knowledge-based experience. Furthermore, the actual feedback could potentially 
end up reducing rather than improving well-being. This type of characteristic makes 
assumption-based experiences tricky for leaders because of the experiences’ ambiguity. 
The role of assumptions has not been covered in the studies on employee well-being and 
leadership. Assumption as an experience quality is real and can create well-being, along 
with emotions and other cognitive experience qualities. Thus, assumption as a certain 
cognitive side of human functioning could also be in the mix of study approaches where 
leadership and employee well-being are concerned. 

Second, the study revealed that leaders and employees could have the same experi-
ences of well-being and leadership. This finding highlighted an unusual way of view-
ing leadership and employee well-being. One commonly held sentiment is that people 
are all different and experience life and organizational events differently; however, this 
study revealed that people experience many issues with the same results (in this case, a 
state of well-being). The shared experiences between leaders and employees were mostly 
emotion-based, followed closely by knowledge-based experiences. Thus, it is possible 
for leaders and employees to have similar well-being experiences—for instance, through 
emotional and cognitive contagion (Barsade 2002; Degoey 2000; Hatfield et al. 1994). 
It is also important to point out that this contagion or social exchange, when emp- 
loyees experience positive effects, can also influence leaders’ emotions, not just the other 
way around (Ilies et al. 2005). There were no shared assumption-based experiences 
because the leaders had no assumption-based experiences of well-being. Accordingly, 
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the employees’ own experience domain of well-being was more diverse and extensive 
(with more different well-being experiences and experience qualities) than the leaders’ 
domain. This makes leadership and employee well-being more complicated for leaders, 
as a variety of issues affect employee well-being. 

Finally, we examined the presence of different experience qualities, as well as the 
shared and separate experience domains of well-being between leaders and employees. 
Our results indicate that the concept of leadership and employee well-being are even 
more complex in theory and more challenging to execute in practice than previously 
recognized. From the scientific perspective, the experience qualities approach provides 
a new understanding of the phenomena of leadership and employee well-being. It is not 
just about issues in general or only emotions that create well-being (Avolio et al. 2004) 
but also other experience qualities, such as assumptions and knowledge experiences 
(Rauhala 1995). It is therefore vital to acknowledge a multidimensional experience 
approach in studies (Arthur et al. 2004; Rauhala 1995; Varela 1996). To gain a better 
understanding of the phenomena of leadership and employee well-being, all qualities or 
experience qualities other than emotions must be addressed in studies on the subject. It 
is also important to define the term ‘experience’ when studying phenomena where peo-
ple are involved, such as leadership and employee well-being (cf. Briner & Kiefer 2005), 
to make it clearer to the scientific community what phenomena are really being studied. 

Regarding Q2 and the shared well-being experience domain of leaders and employ-
ees, we would like to see more studies on finding shared well-being experiences between 
the previously described parties. Examining whether there are shared well-being experi-
ences between two or more parties can reveal more detailed dynamics of that work com-
munity’s state of well-being. What experience qualities dominate the shared and distinct 
spheres of well-being? With regard to leadership and employee well-being, this type of 
data would help in choosing the right means for leading well-being in the workplace. 
Thus, in this sphere, the shared domain of experiences could be the subject of future 
studies, as it is already a rising field of research in phenomenological organization stud-
ies (Henriques 2014).

From a practical standpoint, it can be challenging for leaders to cope with emp- 
loyees’ experience qualities, but over time, the more leaders become familiar with and 
understand their employees and identify their different experience qualities, it becomes 
easier to create positive experiences for them and promote their well-being in a more 
positive way. The challenge is to identify different experience qualities in real time and 
act based on this information. To accomplish this, leadership practice must be suffi-
ciently inclusive to bring leaders and employees closer together, with leaders inviting 
employees to participate in discussions and decisions (Nembhard & Edmondson 2006). 
Leaders can make themselves available, open, and accessible to their employees in order 
to interact more actively with them, thereby fostering deeper relationships and inviting 
input from others (Carmeli et al. 2010; Gallegos 2014). This type of approach would 
give leaders a working platform to explore employees’ different experience qualities 
and well-being, as it has been stated that inclusive leadership is positively related to 
employee well-being (Choi et al. 2017).

Experience qualities based on or driven by the leaders’ actions should be present. 
This requires awareness of employees’ different experience qualities in various work sit-
uations individually (Walter et al. 2012) and collectively (Sanchez-Burks & Huy 2009), 
as well as trying to address them accordingly. This information will give leaders the tools 
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to influence employee well-being in more specific ways. The most important action for a 
leader is not to deny employees’ experiences but to cherish them.

In the context of identifying and utilizing the shared experience qualities of well-
being between leaders and employees, leaders need to have a certain level of self-aware-
ness of their experiences (Gardner et al. 2005). Self-awareness refers to leaders being 
cognizant of their experiences and true nature (Rahimnia & Sharifirad 2015); only then 
is it possible to identify their own experience qualities, recognize similar well-being 
experiences among their employees, and to foster these experiences. The shared experi-
ence domain of well-being between a leader and his or her employees can create a bet-
ter sense of togetherness in an organization. It is important to be aware of this shared 
domain and all people’s experiences, shared or unshared (Barsade & Gibson 2007;  
Diddams & Chang 2012). Some aspects of experiences are seen, heard, and felt, but oth-
ers may be hidden and not reach the level of consciousness (Giorgi 1997). Thus, some 
latent possibilities among leaders and employees can be revealed only by understand-
ing their authentic experiences and experience qualities. To identify and build on these 
shared experiences, the free expression of one’s emotion, knowledge, and assumption 
experiences in the workplace is therefore desirable, as they can be contagious and shared 
(Barsade 2002; Hatfield et al. 1994) in the same way as well-being. Shared experiences 
can diminish ambiguity between leaders and employees, giving rise to a stronger social 
identity between them (cf. Haslam et al. 2010; cf. Peng & Wang 2016). 

Leaders can also encourage employees to practice self-awareness and self-leadership 
skills themselves (e.g., training). Self-leadership is an extension of self-awareness because 
it enables one to utilize experience-based knowledge with different cognitive and behav-
ioral strategies (Manz & Neck 2004) without forgetting the role of emotions (Manz 
et al. 2016). By merging and fostering the shared experience domain, leaders and emp- 
loyees play important roles because they are part of the process of exchange (Hooper & 
Martin 2008). It is essential to understand that every individual is the potential object of 
another individual’s experience domain. 

Limitations and future research paths

The findings of our study cannot be extended to wider populations and contexts, such 
as different types of organizations, without further research. Our subjectivity is also an 
issue, especially when conducting phenomenological research. We are aware of the role 
of interpretation when gathering and analyzing the data. No one can escape their previ-
ous conscious or unconscious experiences; however, we describe the participants’ expe-
riences as authentically as possible by abandoning the natural way of thinking about the 
examined phenomena.

We ended up examining the data through the EKA model, but other alternative 
experience qualities could have been utilized (cf. Rauhala 1995). We chose the EKA 
model because its experience qualities were clear and separate from one another by defi-
nition and because it had interesting features (see the theory section above). 

Phase 6 of the data analysis was not planned before the research process (plan-
ning, collecting, and analyzing the data), and it was conducted long after the origi-
nal five phases were undertaken. Consequently, this could have influenced the results, 
as the data were originally collected from interviews without trying to bring out the 
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different experience qualities (only experiences in general). However, the data indicated 
the presence of different experience qualities, and they were identifiable. Overall, further 
research is needed to validate the findings of this study. 

Despite these limitations, our study makes a unique contribution to the understand-
ing of leadership and employee well-being in organizations. The research data showed 
that our study’s methodological approach helped identify the important findings. Using 
experience-based research methods or approaches such as phenomenological psycho- 
logy to examine these complex phenomena was necessary to expand the understand-
ing of leadership and employee well-being. This study revealed the different experience 
qualities of well-being and leadership, as well as the experience domain shared by leaders 
and employees. At least two significant issues should be addressed: (1) The experience 
qualities approach utilized in this study can identify and reveal the true nature of not 
only the spheres of well-being and leadership but also other fields of organizations and 
life; and (2) the approach can manifest the characteristics needed for leadership practice 
to identify and successfully foster the positive shared experience domain of well-being 
between leaders and employees. First, as the experience qualities approach continues to 
be developed, it can be used to study other topics in addition to the well-being and lead-
ership spheres. For instance, in organizations, topics such as digitalization, innovation, 
creativity, and competence can be examined through the experience qualities approach 
to discover how it might change our understanding of those issues. Other kinds of expe-
rience qualities, such as belief and intuition, can also be used to study these and other 
phenomena. For example, other studies (e.g., Downey et al. 2006) have focused on 
intuition but only as a solitary experience quality. A more holistic (multiple experience 
qualities) approach is needed to reveal the true experiences of people.

Second, as established in this study, leadership and employee well-being are compli-
cated phenomena involving individuals’ different experience qualities, as well as separate 
and shared experiences. We need to examine this dynamic in greater detail and scrutinize 
leadership practices to identify the best practices for leaders, to capitalize on these find-
ings, and to explore the meaning of shared experiences in different contexts and with 
other issues. The ratio of shared and separate experiences between leaders and employ-
ees or between other work groups and units can be the subject of future studies as well. 
Ultimately, strong research evidence will guide scholars and practitioners toward the best 
methods for leadership and well-being, as well as other important issues in organizations. 
We encourage researchers to follow these interesting pathways in future research.

Conclusion

In this study, we have demonstrated a novel method that identifies relationship between 
leaders’ and employees’ experiences and well-being. The result shows the meaningful 
contribution to the research literature as well-being through leadership is not expe-
rienced just as ‘general experiences’, issues, or emotions but as different experience 
qualities, such as knowledge and assumptions. As practical contribution, leaders and 
employees can share experience qualities of well-being that establish and promote the 
shared experience domain between them. In a dynamic professional organizational envi-
ronment, it is not easy for leaders to identify their own and others’ experience qualities, 
but it is important to recognize that they exist and affect employee well-being. 
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Epistemologically, we also want to emphasize the importance of defining the term 
‘experience’ when studying any human functioning, such as leadership and employee 
well-being or how people experience well-being or emotions. Hopefully, the present 
study, along with other experience-based studies, will generate a renewed interest in the 
experience qualities that people share in organizations. Thus, both organization and 
leadership studies and practitioners in the workplace should address the so-called ‘blind 
spot’ and shed some light on it.
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