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Abstract—This paper investigates how seven leaders learn to “do” leadership
from a distance during 19 months of the COVID-19 pandemic. By following the
leaders’ reflexive learning over time, the study sheds light on their assumptions,
norms and values and how they questioned these in order to create the “new
normal.” Drawing on social constructivism, leadership is viewed here as actions
being reproduced in everyday situations in communities. Furthermore, the
present study used reflexive learning as a theoretical framework. The analysis
reveals that the leaders faced many challenges, such as lack of face-to-face
communication, and that their learning was a persistent process induced by
both internal and external reflexive dialogues. These findings can serve as an
inspiration to researchers and managers that seek to understand reflexive learning
and leadership during disruptive circumstances and how the context challenges
and creates leadership.
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1 Introduction

Learning within organizations is argued to be a highly relevant matter for firms to
remain competitive and be able to innovate and adapt to changing environments [1].
Leaders as well as employees need to learn to respond to the challenges of today’s
society and the persistent changes that characterize it. With the outbreak of the
worldwide COVID-19 pandemic, work in many organizations was heavily disrupted.
A huge number of employees around the globe rapidly moved away from working
from the office (WFO) and started to work from home (WFH), often relying on digital
technologies and interacting in a virtual environment [2, 3]. Leadership scholars argue
that leaders can induce changes, but on the other hand, the context and its challenges
and disruptions also create or produce leadership [4]. Hence, the context affects the way
leadership establishes itself in an organization [5].

The present study takes the perspective of leadership learning during the COVID-19
pandemic with the transition to WFH in focus. Learning often occurs when the context
is disrupted [6], and there is little doubt that the COVID-19 pandemic marks a major
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disruption. More specifically, this study focuses on leaders’ reflexive practice and
learning, which in the present study is defined as a process of self-change in reaction
to contextual challenges [7, 8]. The reflexive learning perspective seems appropriate,
since it recognizes the need for people to react to, and reflect upon, sudden disruptions
and crises, such as the pandemic [9]. Also, it is often an informal form of learning that
occurs when people adapt to sudden disruptions [10]. Furthermore, reflection allows
individuals to orient themselves differently and change their social context in order to
understand how to act towards future, unknown experiences [11].

Leadership involves concrete situated practices, which are often based on human
relations with the purpose to influence coworkers to meet organizational goals [12].
Therefore, questions about how leadership is affected by and how leaders adapt to,
reflect upon and learn during social distancing and WFH induced by the long-lasting
COVID-19 pandemic are relevant to study.

Compared to other crises, such as natural disasters or economic crises, the COVID-19
pandemic has been persistent and involved a high degree of insecurity both on a personal
and professional level and left us hanging between the “normal” ways of working and
searching for the “new normal” while surviving in the temporary workplace brought
by social distancing [3]. Recent research also suggests that there is a lack of empirical
illustrations that shed light on how leaders working from home adjust to, respond to,
and learn to work and lead remotely [2, 3, 13]. Furthermore, few studies have embraced
a longitudinal approach when studying leadership and the changing nature of work
during the COVID-19 pandemic [13]. Instead, many studies have provided us with
“snapshots” of illustrations from the pandemic [cf. 14, 15; 16]. Hence, the present paper
aims to uncover how leaders have adapted and responded to the challenges induced by
the COVID-19 pandemic over time and their experiences of learning induced by the
pandemic.

In line with this aim, two research questions are asked: (1) What were the challenges
related to leading from a distance during the pandemic? and (2) How do the leaders
reflexive learning effect their leadership practices over time? This knowledge is vital
given that the COVID-19 pandemic has changed and probably will continue to change
how work is (re)defined and carried out, which will impact how leadership is practiced
and how interactions between leaders and followers are conducted.

The present paper presents data from a study of a knowledge-based firm in Sweden,
with its headquarters in the United States. The firm designs and produces electronic
devices for other industries. The focus in this paper is limited to managers in the Swedish
organization. In order to investigate how leaders, adapt to, respond to, and learn in and
from the changes induced by the COVID-19 pandemic, a qualitative study has been
carried out from March 2020 to October 2021. The data illustrate leadership practices
from the outbreak of the pandemic to the period when societies are re-opening again.
First, the study contributes to our understanding of how leaders’ daily work practices,
behavior and “doing” leadership has been challenged due to the enforced remote work
during the pandemic. Second, the findings add to the literature on leadership and
learning related to distance work.

The paper is structured as follows: an overview of related research on distance work,
WFH and distance leadership is presented. Thereafter, the method used in this study
is described. This is followed by the main findings of the study, and a discussion that
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involves the theoretical contributions, practical implications, and the limitations and
proposals for future research, followed by conclusions.

2 Theoretical framework

2.1 Reflexive learning and practice

Reflexive learning emphasizes the learning that can take place when individuals
experience rapid changes, crisis, risks and uncertainties [17]. Reflexive learning, hence,
emphasizes the way individuals examine their experiences and take lessons from
them [10, 18]. Research with interest in reflexive learning, thus, put its emphasis on
“how” rather than learning “about” or “what” [10, 19]. Recent research emphasizes
that reflexivity should be viewed as a dialogical and relational activity, rather than a
cognitive process [19]. Therefore, it is not merely an internal dialogue, but a negotiation
between individuals. Reflexivity can therefore be viewed as a “conversation with the
situation” [20, p. 23] that involves a dialogue with one’s own mind as well as others’.
Research suggests that increased ambiguities and persistent changes entail a more
reflective approach to learning that can make individuals make judgments based on
experience [19].

Making an experience significant involves a structured thinking process with
“the purpose of understanding the connection between what one has done (primary
experience) and the consequences of it” [21]. As such, reflexive learning is often
unintentional, or informal—that is, it is not planned or formal with explicit learning
goals and outcomes [19]. Informal learning is not limited to a certain location or
context, nor is it structured in any way. As such, it is linked to the process of developing
situation-specific skills, especially in the workplace setting [22]. Hence reflexive
learning is closely related to experience-based learning [23, p. 36]. The author of
[23] argues that individuals live through a flood of experiences, not all of which are
interpreted as meaningful. In [23], it is argued that learning requires an open mindset
and a capacity to reflect all perspectives, as well as the capacity to control one’s actions,
and an understanding of the effects of one’s actions [19]. The change in behavior
happens when individuals, or learners, “think about, reflect on, and engage with their
social worlds in new ways” [19, p. 27].

In [24, p. 280], it is discussed that “a central feature of organizational learning is
interpretation of experiences.” This idea of learning can be found in [25], which explains
ideas regarding “single-loop” and “double-loop learning,” where single-loop learning
illustrates how organizations deal with problems and the need for a changed behavior
by implementing new rules. Furthermore, [25] argues that single-loop learning at work
neglects that practices and that behaviors are not just a result of specific individuals’
behaviors, but also of their principles, mindsets and interactions with co-workers. Recent
research emphasizes that this calls for a process that presumes dialogue characterized
by an “openness on the part of the participants where the experience comes into our
awareness” [26, p. 133].

Numerous researchers are inspired by Dewey’s idea of “reflected thought.”
To mention some, [27] discuss the “reflective practitioner” and [28] use the term
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“reflexivity” to discuss learning. In [26], it is argued that reflection offered a powerful
way of understanding experience and moved away from a techno-rational attitudes to
the creation of knowledge and the process of learning. Hence, in [26], the concept of
the reflective practitioner moved away from viewing reflective practices as something
that happens in retrospect. Instead, [26, 29] argued that individuals are able to reflect
“on our feet by having conversations with the situation” (29, p. 242). In [32], learning
in crisis is discussed as a way of rethinking the emergent nature of learning and the
ways it is established in organizations especially during disruptive times; it is argued
that it is relevant to move beyond separating learning into a process occurring before,
during, or after crisis. This perspective, hence, views learning in crisis as the “ongoing
practicing in the midst of everyday action” [32, p. 7]. Also [19] is critical towards
management learning research, as the author argues that it focuses too much on learning
content rather than the learning process; she therefore stresses that learners should go
beyond just discovering and understanding their assumptions—they should question
their assumptions, but also the beliefs and values on which they, in turn, are routinely
scaffolded. Reflexivity has also been studied from a leadership perspective. In [30], it
is discussed that situations and conditions change and can make the individual think a
little deeper about different things, from the meaning of life to what is worth doing and
how the individual can handle people in their environment.

2.2 Leading from a distance—a short introduction

The saying that there are as many definitions of leadership as there are authors,
is by now a well-worn saying, although this is obviously an important insight into
leadership research. The field of leadership research is enormous and interdisciplinary,
and within the scope of the present study, it is obviously impossible to do it justice [41].
Recent research points out that the COVID-19 pandemic has been challenging for
leadership as a research field since “incongruities between leadership theories and
the observed dynamics and outcomes of leadership in practice have been difficult to
ignore” [32, p. 942]. Noticeably, the COVID-19 pandemic has created a new attention
on leadership and what it implies and what leading involves when trying to understand
and respond to the unknown [33].

Leadership scholars have long argued that leadership theories must respond to the
changes in the nature of work, but also the effects of these changes [2, 34]. Leadership
is, in the present study, seen as a socially constructed product that is constantly being
reproduced in social contexts such as the workplace [35]. The COVID-19 pandemic
has resulted in various leadership and organization studies with many theoretical
perspectives and methodological approaches. A large stream of research has used
experimental methods to answer hypotheses about how leaders have adapted to the
forced remote work induced by the pandemic [36, 37]. Another stream has used
quantitative methods to investigate leadership approaches and behaviors [38, 39].

Research on remote leadership has emerged in many research fields. As argued by
recent research [33], these theoretical concepts cannot be directly translated to the
context of the COVID-19 pandemic, partly due to the element of long-lasting crisis
and enforced remote work. Recent calls for research argue that it is mainly since the
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pandemic is an exceptional situation that may result in unique consequences. WFH
happened suddenly and resulted in the disruption of present work practices. Furthermore,
recent research suggests that the new ways of working probably will continue when the
crisis is over [2, 3]. This will have consequences for how organizations operate, as well
as the relationship and interaction between leaders and employees and how we define
leadership [42].

3 Methodology

3.1 Methodological approach

This study adopted a qualitative approach, with an interpretive perspective that
emphasizes individuals’ roles as social actors in a context [43]. By applying this
approach, the study appreciates that reality or individuals’ lifeworld’s are subjective and
mentally constructed [44]. Since it considers both social factors and the natural context,
it can be helpful when trying to uncover individual experiences in an organizational
context [44]. Furthermore, a narrative approach was chosen due to the focus on people’s
lifeworlds and the stories they tell about their experiences [45]. In narrative research,
the story forms a whole and the respondents have explicitly chosen these events to tell
because they are relevant to them [46]. Most important to the present study is that the
narratives have happened in a specific context throughout the COVID-19 pandemic and
can be viewed as the “medium with which human being make sense of their complex
environment” [47, p. 5]. This approach supports the aim of this research, which is to
understand how leaders learned to “do” leadership when WFH during the pandemic.

3.2 Data collection

The empirical data were collected by semi-structured interviews with seven
managers (four women and three men) in leadership positions from March 2020
to October 2021. In total, 21 interviews were conducted that were recorded and
transcribed. Follow-up interviews were made on three occasions with all respondents,
approximately four months apart. The respondents were selected for the present study
because of their positions as managers with responsibility over departments and teams
within the organizations. Hence, these leaders did not just remember, but reflected on,
their challenges as leaders and also reflected on how they had learned from experiences
during the pandemic.

By taking the approach of following the pandemic from the outbreak to the “end”—
that is, the period in time when social distancing restrictions were relaxed—the
study followed the leaders’ experiences from the critical parts of the pandemic. The
interviews were conducted on Zoom due to COVID-19 restrictions and the respondents
were all situated at home. A semi-structured interview method was chosen, led by an
interviewer but with emphasis on allowing the interviewees to tell their narratives. The
interviews were focused on the leaders’ experiences, challenges, learning processes
and thoughts on leading during a persistent crisis induced by the COVID-19 pandemic.
More specifically, focus was on the shift from physical presence to virtual presence,
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including communication, social connection and collaboration practices, technical
challenges, and opportunities, as well as work. The purpose was to create insight from
the narratives of the respondents’ real experiences of leadership and learning over time.
The interviews followed a soft laddering interview technique by including follow-up
questions that built on the interviewees’ answers [48]. Similarly, the interview themes
used in the follow-up interviews were related to the topics brought up in the first
interview.

3.3  Analysis

The analysis started with the data collection and was, hence, a continuing process
that continued through the follow-up interviews. That is, after the interviews, the data
were re-analyzed. During the process, a timeline was made in order to be able to follow
the leaders’ experiences and behavior during the pandemic. The timeline enabled the
researcher to reflect on the data, and it helped to coordinate the follow-up interviews,
as it helped the researcher to reorient the material when conducting the follow-up
interviews. When the interviews were finally conducted in October 2021, the first step of
the analysis was to code the data [49]. This first step of coding resulted in one category.
The first step in the analytical process was to read the transcripts repeatedly and create
an understanding of the respondents’ narratives. The transcribed data were coded with
initial codes of recurrent themes such as “control,” “lack of trust,” “insecurity,” “changed
work” and “actions.” Furthermore, the leaders’ reflexive dialogues with themselves and
others were identified [26]. Thereafter, the analysis continued with an iterative process
of re-reading the themes and refining codes [50, 51]. The final analytical phase was
guided by a set of concepts from leadership theory, such as “doing leadership” [30], as
well as learning in crisis [32], and reflexive learning [19]. By coding the respondents’
narratives related to their experiences during the pandemic, both cycles of acting as well
as learning from experiences and reflexive dialogues could be identified. Furthermore,
the longitudinal data, including the follow-up interviews, gave insights concerning how
the respondents’ reflexive dialogues and practices occurred over time and how they
reframed their leadership role.

99 ¢¢

4 Findings

4.1 Adisrupted “normal”

The transition from WFO to WFH moved fast, in line with social lockdowns and
social distancing within Swedish society and the rest of the world. Although the leaders
described that they had used digital technologies such as Zoom or Teams before, it
did not belong to their ordinary work situation. One of the leaders, Anna, says: “Of
course, | have used it, some of our consultants have been participating in meetings over
the phone but I have felt that they never really got a part of the meeting. There was
always something wrong with the connection and they were really the third wheel.”
The leaders describe that they were “fumbling in the dark™ and felt very insecure in
their role as leaders over the 18 months of social distancing.
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The interviews from the first six months of the pandemic illustrate a need to create
a sense of “normal,” that is, trying to create a sense of coherence within the teams.
Interestingly, some leaders express that the new way of working has shed light on
routines and interactions formerly taken for granted, or as Sam says, “how we just do
things without thinking about it.” By disrupting the normal order, the pandemic has
made the leaders reflect on why for example they manage meetings in a certain way.
Lars explains:

“Usually, the engineers are not invited to meetings with the management
group, so before the meeting I get a debriefing and I bring it to the management
group upstairs, and then they get critical and ask a bunch of questions. Then I take
it back to the engineers and so forth. But I have restructured that, so now, every
person in charge of a project can join the meeting. I had the first meeting last
month, and got fantastic good feedback from the management team. They thought
it was great to see some new people and hear about new angles and such [...] The
meetings with the management group can be pretty tough, so I am there, kind of
as a mediator that translates when they get stuck in different assumptions and lack
of knowledge, you know. I just keep thinking, why haven’t we worked like this
before? [...] I believe that it’s the technology that has made it possible, it would
have been much more of a big thing for an engineer to walk into a meeting room
before because that is not how we usually do it.”

The quote above shed light on assumptions and norms related to daily work practices
and how WFH created new ways of working that were supported by digital technologies.

4.2  “Doing” leadership from a distance

During the 19 months of the study, the leaders have repeatedly reflected upon the
challenge of not communicating face to face. They miss the opportunity of having
informal conversations in the corridor and being able to “read” their co-workers. This
disruption has created a need to learn new ways of approaching and interacting with
their co-workers. Maria says:

“I have changed the way I approach my employees. In the beginning [of the
pandemic] I called my team members every day and asked them how they were
and I really encouraged them to be honest. ... I never use Teams for these kinds
of talks, I want to hear their voice properly and have a normal conversation. But
it’s also so awkward, right, having your boss call every day? If we were at the
office, I would only have called if it was something serious. So ... I gave it a lot of
thought, and after the summer I have made new routines and call them on certain
days to see that they are okay.”

One of the most obvious differences between working at the office and working
from home was the absence of the office space and the embodiment of structure and
leadership. The narrative above illustrates the leadership challenges related to the
lack of a physical workspace where individuals interact and where the leadership is
embodied. The lack of interaction in a physical workplace created the need for new
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routines and ways of communicating that clearly overstepped the “normal” ways
of interacting, which caused the leaders to reflect upon their behavior and how the
employees would interpret it.

The empirical data illustrate that the question of control has been one of the things
the leaders have been reflecting on. Here, the leaders have different ways of managing
the distance. One of the leaders, Anna, says: “I think it has been really hard not to see
my team members. [ mean I hear things about some of them and not all of them have
adjusted well to working from home. I have this man in my team; he has been kind
of hard to get hold of. I have heard that he is renovating a lot... and training for a
triathlon... but I don’t know, it’s just rumors.”

The quotes shed light on the leaders’ own assumptions and values and the new ways
of working from a distance have created reflections about how one should act in order
to be a leader in the new, digital workplace.

4.3 Towards a new normal

The data illustrate that the leaders had a large emphasis on keeping up their
production and delivering results during the first year of the pandemic. However, when
vaccinations became available, the focus started to move towards the future and how
to work after the pandemic. All leaders are convinced that there is “no going back” and
that “things will never be the same.” Hence, they have reflected on how the new way of
working should be managed. Interestingly, the managers have had different approaches
to communicating about this with their co-workers. Anna says: “I sent out a survey and
asked our co-workers how they want to work from now on. It seems as if the majority
want a hybrid organization, but they don’t want it to be flexible, but to have certain
days to be at the office because they don’t want to go to the office if there’s nobody else
there.” John had a different approach. He explains:

“I said to my team that we have to be honest with each other now, I ask you,
how do you want to work? I said, I want to work from home, I don’t have to be
at the office three times per week, for me it’s fine to meet for a lunch on Fridays
twice a month. And then they started to nod and like yeah, that’s how we want it
too. We just cannot assume what people want, we have to be frank and have an
honest dialogue. I don’t want them to say what they think I want to hear. I believe
that there is a reason for why I have two ears and one mouth and now it’s a lot
about listening, rather than talking.”

The quotes above illustrate that norms, assumptions and values have been questioned
due to the transition from WFO to WFH, and many of the leaders have taken it as their
duty, or part of their role as leaders, to understand and communicate how work should
be organized in the future. Obviously, this heavy disruption in how we work has created
both challenges and opportunity and a necessity to question and reframe how people
want to work.
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5 Discussion

The main aim of the present study was to uncover how leaders have adapted and
responded to the challenges induced by the COVID-19 pandemic over time and their
experiences of learning induced by the pandemic. As leadership is viewed as a socially
constructed practice, which is constantly being reproduced in everyday situations in
organizations [35], the study focuses on reflexive learning among leaders. The study
illustrates that the disruptions caused by the COVID-19 pandemic created several
challenges for the leaders and, hence, contributes to leadership research concerning
leading from a distance [3]. None of the leaders’ narratives illustrates that they had any
formal training or education in order to lead from a distance. Instead, they experience
informal learning and learning from experience [21, 22], as they were thrown into an
unknown area. Learning often happens when the context is disrupted [23], which is also
illustrated in the narratives. The disruption shed light on norms and values that were
questioned by many of the leaders. Much of the leaders’ learning process was guided by
questions such as “why do we do this?” and “what happens next?”” Hence, the leaders
experienced a learning process that was persistent throughout the pandemic, and they
constantly faced new challenges.

One of the main challenges for the leaders was the lack of embodied leadership
[33]—they needed to reframe their leadership role and how they “did” leadership
[26], due to the lack of a common workplace, face-to face communication and body
language. In practice, this meant that the leaders had to reflect upon, adapt and learn
how to lead from a distance as traditional leadership methods were not sufficient
when all employees started to work from home [40]. The result of the present study
contributes by empirically illustrating that leading from home during a persistent crisis
is not just about managing people as leaders used to do before the pandemic [31, 37].
Evidently, leading from a distance required a change in leadership through learning
new ways of working, and the present study illustrates that this learning process is a
reflexive dialogue both within leaders, as well as between leaders and employees [19].
Hence, the result of the study illustrates that traditional management and leadership
perspectives do not fully cover or are not flexible enough to meet the disruptions caused
by the pandemic [31, 33].

Furthermore, by focusing on sow the leaders learn [11] rather than what [28, 29, 30]
they learned to adapt to leading from a distance, the present study makes a theoretical
contribution to the field of leadership learning and reflexive learning [30]. The empirical
data illustrate that the leaders focused both on what to learn such as communicating in
a virtual environment, but also on how to learn to cope, since there were no answers
to many of their questions such as “what will happen next?” due to the high insecurity
induced by the pandemic. Hence, the leaders’ learning occurred when trying to navigate
the unknown; their learning did not occur in retrospective, but during the disruption [26],
or in crisis [32]. Also, the study illustrates that leaders’ internal and external reflexive
dialogues and negotiations with others [11, 12] were focused on coping, and how to
move forward and lead in a post-pandemic world, since the reflections concerned that
there is no way back to what we formerly thought was normal.
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During the ongoing crisis, the leaders reflected on the fact that there was no way
back. Hence, the study also makes a theoretical contribution by shedding light on how
the leaders’ way towards the new normal has been negotiated between themselves and
their coworkers, in a reflexive dialogue [32, 33]. Many leaders also reflected upon their
own characteristics, such as need for control and lack of trust. These characteristics
were evidently challenged when the leaders were forced to work from home and,
therefore, from a distance, which challenged their norms, values and assumptions [9].
Hence, they learned both about themselves and through their virtual and distanced
interaction with others, which also shed light on how the context and its challenges and
disruptions produce leadership [4]. Hence, the longitudinal nature (that is, following the
development of the pandemic) of the study contributes to our understanding of leading
from a distance through a process of self-change in reaction to contextual challenges
[7, 8] and leadership as a reflexive practice that is affected by processual learning [29].

6 Conclusions

The present study builds on data from seven leaders in a knowledge-based organization
that was collected over 19 months and, hence, covers the outbreak of the COVID-19
pandemic and the re-opening of societies. The study analyzes their reflexive learning
process and how they learned to lead from a distance. The transformation of WFO to
WFH created many challenges but also induced internal and external reflexive dialogues
that questioned existing assumptions, values and norms. Through the theoretical
framework of leadership and reflexive learning, the present study has generated a new
understanding of leadership learning, based on social constructivism, and the view that
leadership is a reflexive practice and, hence, provides theoretical contributions on how
leaders learn during disruptive times. Results from the study can provide a practical
understanding of how the “doing” of leadership can be developed by both internal and
external dialogue in order to navigate the unknown. This understanding is vital due to
the disruptions and changes the pandemic has induced. The study does have limitations.
It is based on few interviews with respondents within one organization. To broaden
and deepen our understanding of leadership learning, future studies can contribute by
studying other contexts as well as using a mixed method approach.
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