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ABSTRACT 

This master’s thesis explores the field of artful leadership, adding to the existing theory, empirical 
insights on the conceptualisations, inclinations and practices from artists and artful leaders themselves.  

The research will follow a methodological framework of qualitative research constituted by elements 
inspired by sensory ethnography, asserting that examining how leadership might be practiced artfully 
requires a sensory framework in order to explore experiences and perceptions that are produced in 
encounters with the artful. The research includes six in-depth, face-to-face interviews with respondents 
on both sides of arts and business as well as an observatory study of a staged meeting between the arts 
and and organization – a so-called artistic intervention.  

The thesis opens up with an introduction to the emergence of artful leadership, and how it is entangled 
with art and aesthetics as framed within a general aestheticization of society. Drawing on the described 
experiences, perspectives and thoughts, the thesis gathers a range of conceptualisations of art and the 
artful. Next, based on this, the thesis proceeds to examine the particular practices and actions that are 
related to this through the experiences of artists, leaders and professional facilitators of partnerships 
between artists and businesses. Moreover, in examining the practices and procedures of bringing in arts 
in organization, insights are drawn from a case of an orchestrated meeting between the arts and its 
seemingly opposite other, the agriculture domain. The research captures practices and inclination at 
different levels, including risk, embodied skills, seeking potential, engaging emotions and reflections, 
as well as a fundamental strive for authenticity, wholeness and making an impact. This opens up a final 
discussion of emergent tensions and potential implications of artful leadership and points to the 
immanent power tensions in the field.  

 

KEYWORDS: Aesthetics; Aestheticization of society; Art; Artful leadership; Creativity; Leadership  
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1.	Introduction 
 

”The economy has opened itself toward the aesthetic dynamic and with this, transcended classical 

opposites. The decisive is not just that art and culture is no longer odd characters to the economy. The 

point is deeper than that: the aesthetic experience has become indispensable for an economy driven by 

renewal” (Thyssen, 1999: 115 - free translation) 

1.0	Introduction 
Being a leader in the 21st century, in a world that continuously moves faster and becomes more 

complex by the day, might require a change in mindset and a new set of skills (Adler, 2006). The 

intensive pace of change and development requires organizations that are able to come up with fresh 

responses to existing and unforeseen problems, and correspondingly, leaders, who are able to lead 

creatively when faced with constant demands for growth and expansion (Carroll & Flood, 2010). New, 

compelling realities such as globalization, aggressive innovative competitors, and rapidly redefined 

industry segments mean that developing creative, entrepreneurial, responsive organizations may well 

be the most critical task awaiting contemporary leaders. (Boyle & Ottensmeyer, 2015)  

In today’s intensively competitive business environment, it is no longer enough for organizations to be 

productive. They also need to distinguish themselves from competitors in order to survive (Pine & 

Gilmore, 1999). As such, as innovation has largely become considered the precursor for growth, the 

entrepreneurial spirit, as the one who breaks the boundaries of the conventional, has accordingly been 

rewarded a certain status (Schumpeter, 1989). Increasingly, we are thus beginning to witness a change 

in business mentality towards realizing that the best – and perhaps only - way to stand out and 

differentiate goods and services in an overstocked, materially abundant market is to make offerings 

transcendent, physically beautiful and emotionally compelling. (Pink, 2006; Harney, 2006)  

Creativity, imagination and innovation have thus become highly desirable assets (Barrientos, 2008), 

and it is more and more commonly being argued, that the abilities that matters the most in today’s 

volatile world might just then be the sorts of things that we have overlooked and undervalued in 

business, such as empathy, risk taking, courage and artistry (Harney, 2006). This points to a significant 

break with the traditional business mentality, where eliminating risk and intangibles has long been a 
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prime focus (Barret, 1998). As such, the longstanding antipathy between art and commerce no longer 

seems to hold the grounds in contemporary leadership, as today, creating a great piece of art and 

creating a great business seem to call upon very similar proficiencies (Schumpeter, 2011).   

Throughout the past decades, art has correspondingly spread its realm of influence and created massive 

spill overs to almost every part of social life. (Beyes, 2016). As such, in a knowledge society prone to 

align creativity with innovation (Keith, 2010), the dispositive of creativity has largely become 

normalized and taken for granted as a precursor for growth and change (ibid; Schumpeter, 1989). The 

actualisation of the self has thus largely become a project of creativity and self-development, (Keith, 

2010) and it is the job of the leader to inspire and lead through volatility, while securing safety in for 

the employees in an uncertain world (Giles, 2016).  

Since great art is often assigned a role to push boundaries beyond the established norms the arts might 

present a valuable source of inspiration to approach leadership in a new, timely way (Welsch, 2009). In 

this light, artful leadership presents a relevant and interesting perspective to expand the methods of 

leadership to include more diverse and agile skills. 

By now, arts of all kinds, forms and shapes have become a regular part of the business and leadership 

landscape, if not as practice then as discourse. (Darsø, 2004; Barry, 2015). Several authors have 

accordingly argued for the relevance of introducing artful or aesthetic perspective in leadership and 

made theoretical contributions to the field, to name a few: Barry & Meisiek, Hatch et al. (2006), Darsø 

(2004) and Adler (2006).  

However, in spite of the relevant and interesting contributions to the literature on artful leadership - 

particularly that which is placed within an actual framework for contemporary art thinking - practically 

all approaches for applying and investigating the field seem to take a theoretical, recipe-driven 

approach (CBS, 2013/14). As such, the field is lacking thorough empirical evidence as well as a clear 

definition of what artful leadership in fact is, and how it might be practiced. Moreover, a general 

literature review on the field presents very few critical reflections, if in fact any at all, on the potential 

implications produced by an artful leadership practice. As, such the emerging field of artful leadership 

requires exploration and investigation in order to uncover its effects and tap into its full potential.  
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1.2	Defining	research	question	
Based on the above, this master’s thesis aims to dive into an exploration of the field of artful 

leadership. By studying the perceptions, experiences and work of leaders, artists and facilitators of 

artistic interventions, the goal is to obtain empirically founded insights on how artfulness might be 

conceptualized and practiced in leadership. This has motivated the following research question: 

  

What constitutes the artful and its practices, and how can leadership be practiced artfully?  

 

 

1.3	Motivation	and	contribution	of	the	thesis		
With a general move toward relying more and more on aesthetics as a way of organizing life, work and 

cities (Beyes, 2016; Welsch, 2009), I consider the field of artful leadership to offer some of the richest 

potential for uncovering new aspects of leadership, desirable to meet the challenges of a fast-moving, 

complex world (Warren, 2008). Moreover, I believe in the transformational power of the organizational 

world to drive societal change, and the potential involved with striving to ‘create beauty’ in ways that 

includes more than productivity and efficiency (Hansen et al., 2007). As such, advancing the 

understanding of artful practices in leadership and uncovering the practical dimensions of the field 

presents many opportunities for the future of leadership, navigating in volatility, complexity and 

uncertainties.  

My personal background has contributed to my interest in the field as well. Having practiced and 

studied fine arts, as art history and art in a political perspective, I have developed a strong belief in the 

possibilities that lie in the combination of the artful and the rational; how bringing imagination, 

visualization and emotions into play can expand, broaden and deepen our understanding of things. 

Academically, I have nurtured my interest in the field through Ole Thyssen’s course in “Aesthetic 

Leadership” as well as Daved Barry’s course in “The Fine Art of Leadership”, from which much of the 

deployed literature is found. Both courses have sparked a further interest in the field, and have ignited 

an eagerness to explore artfulness and its effects in leadership. 

The contribution of this study to the field of artful leadership is primarily of empirical nature. The 
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project aims to extend the existing literature on artful leadership, by investigating how experiences with 

- and perspectives on - the artful are intertwined with the practices of assumedly artful leaders. By 

investigating the practical dimension of the field, the aim is to uncover deeper, more nuanced 

reflections than the theoretical world will ever be able to. Thus the motivation behind this thesis is 

founded in a genuine interest in uncovering potential as well as possible implications of artful 

leadership, by aiming to bring in new, detailed and empirically founded knowledge to the field. This 

project extends existing theory of artful leadership and adds to it the narratives, practices and 

conceptualisations of artists, leaders and facilitators in between business and arts. Moreover, due to the 

rather recent emergence of the field, there is no single discipline responsible for examining it, and thus, 

there exists no established methodology for conducting research on artful leadership. This study 

therefore aims to contribute with reflections on how to do aesthetics and artistic research in 

organizations.  

1.4	Delimitations	 	 	
Due to the specific choice of subject, methodology and project design, this study will naturally have to 

meet certain limitations and constraints. Thus, in order to create valuable findings, narrowing the scope 

of research and defining some delimitations for the study is needed.  

Firstly, due to what we might coin as a developing general aestheticization of society (Beyes, 2016), an 

academic research on artfulness and aesthetics in organizations might include e.g. design, architecture 

or advertisements (Warren, 2008). Though various aesthetic data might shed light upon various aspects 

of organizational life (ibid), this research will not go into researching the physical, design related issues 

of organizations’ aesthetics nor evaluate the effects of artistic decor, creative interior, art collections 

and so forth.  

Secondly, as the research is concerned with an academic field that lacks clear definitions and empirical 

descriptions, it makes the most sense to explore the field with qualitative methods, namely the in depth, 

face-to-face interview. This qualitative research method, as will be elaborated later on, is demanding, 

and going in depth with the collected data requires restrictions in terms of quantity. Therefore, the 

number of face-to-face interviews are deliberately limited to six. Thus, depth is valued over width in 

order treat the data and obtain an empirically rich foundation without becoming overwhelmed with its 

immense richness, and ending up with superficial data.   
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Moreover, the research is framed within the following practical delimitations: Firstly, the thesis will 

research dynamics of leadership from a fine arts framework, and will focus on exploring the artful 

aspects of leadership, and will not include or compare to other leadership perspectives. Secondly, the 

research will be delimited to and steered by the relevant themes, categories and thoughts that emerge in 

the interviews and data collection along the process. Even though the literature might present other 

related themes and components, the findings of the research will be concerned with those insights 

generated from the data itself. Lastly, as the research will be concerned with investigating to what 

extend leaders exhibit skills, attitudes and actions that permeate the arts, focusing too much on the 

external, momentary projects, that usually characterize artistic interventions, is not a prime focus, 

though it will be included as basis for examining the dynamics of a coerced meeting between arts and 

industry. 

  



	 10	

	1.5	Structure	of	the	thesis	
	

Figure 1: Structure of the Thesis 
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2.	Theoretical	framework	
This chapter establishes the project’s theoretical framework for engaging with and scrutinizing the field 

of artful leadership. In the first section, the move toward an aestheticization of society are brought forth 

in order to identify how this change in rationale are entangled with leadership practice. As essential 

parts of the overall “beautification” of society (Welsch, 2009), examining the concepts of aesthetics, art 

and the artful is essential before moving on to a review of the literature on artful leadership. The second 

part presents a conceptualisation of some of the theoretical components, concepts and areas most 

commonly identified in the literature on artful leadership. Though maintaining an explorative approach, 

the conceptual framework has guided the gathering of empirical data, and thus requires close 

examination.  

2.1	Towards	an	aestheticization	of	society	
In their description of contemporary work life, Kunda & van Maanen (1999) claim that in today’s 

organizations, gradually workers have come to adhere to a market rationality script, in which all must 

conform to an overall entrepreneurial work ethic in order to promote their assets (Kunda & van 

Maanen, 1999). Maravelias (2007) describes the post-bureaucratic organization1 as consisting of, 

“networks of self- created and self-governed roles where the person and his or her potential to adapt 

and evolve are as important as the technical skills he or she may possess” (Maravelias, 2007: 564). As 

such people are hired based on their ability to acquire new skills, to grow, evolve and find new passions 

(ibid). It is left up to each individual to be their own authentic brand and be accountable for it. This 

means that employees should always be working towards increasing human capital and boosting 

employability, in the sense of creating value to the organization while being self-realizing and seizing 

every opportunity that comes along. (Kunda & van Maanen, 1999) 

Life in this sense is not a trajectory, but rather individuals determine actions in each situation as an 

assessment of what we are obligated to do, and “the other” expects (Foucault, 1982). According to 

Foucault, ethics operate not as a moral system of right or wrong, but as practical advice on ways of 

																																																													
1Maravelias (2007) uses the term as a form of archetype of the kind of organization in which new 
principles of governing work are most apparent, such as ”the knowledge intensive firm”, ”the customer 
centric firm”, ”the culture managed service corporation”, etc, in which freedom configures as potential.	
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living life (ibid). To Foucault, power should be understood as something that is exercised through 

effects, as something that is naturally around us and in between us, and as such, nothing is external to 

power. Power is in this regard an immanent normalizing force, that stabilizes and regulates, by limiting 

the room to manoeuvre (ibid). If nothing then is external to power, all the various techniques 

determining the subject’s actions and positions can in fact be considered acts of power. In relation to 

the above, being efficient, authentic and self-managing can be considered then as the working ethics 

and normalizing norm (Klein, 2010; Kunda & van Maanen, 1999). With the spill overs of art, and the 

imperative to be creative, the project of the self again becomes an aesthetic matter, as it is externally 

and aesthetically nurtured. As such, the power of aesthetics works not as an explicit force but rather 

touches upon emotions and the subconscious, and amounts to a subtle force moulding people’s 

behaviour, desires and experiences without them being fully aware of it. (Foucault, 1982). As the 

“societal zone of indistinction” has blurred the boundaries between public and private, organisation and 

self, it would thus seem that the organisation is the new, primary “control organ” (Deleuze 1992: 5). 

Whether we coin it the “age of knowledge” (Klein 2010), “creative industry” (Florida, 2002; 

Barrientos, 2008) or “experience economy” (Pine & Gilmore, 1999), innovation and entrepreneurship 

have come to occupy significant roles for economic development in society (Schumpeter, 1989). 

Whereas the desire for the creative was directed against the dominant everyday norms and convictions 

that prevailed in the 19th and most of the 20th century, today the ‘dispositive of creativity’ has become 

normalized and taken for granted across different spheres of society (Beyes, 2016). Largely this 

development is a bi-product of a generalized social aestheticization, in which not wanting to be creative 

is almost considered the absurd and the deviant (ibid). The expanded field of art plays a pivotal role in 

this development. For one, Beyes argues, the sphere of art has invented and spread its activities of 

imagination and abstract thought and other practices of creativity, that have progressively taken hold 

elsewhere in society, and can in this sense no longer be regarded as specific for the arts as a demarcated 

social space. According to Thrift (2009), social realities are generally turning into aesthetic projects 

through the mass deployment of artistic techniques that mobilize and modulate the affective 

background of urban life (ibid).  

Correspondingly a discourse or ideology celebrating the entrepreneur has been formed, promoting an 

image of self-determination and self-realisation, which plays on the opportunity to prosper, progress 
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and foster economic development. For Schumpeter, the entrepreneur is an agent of change, whose 

function is to upset conventional, traditional structures and ways of doing and thinking about things by 

bringing forth creative destruction (Schumpeter, 1989). According to Schumpeter, this revolutionary 

change is the core of economic development, as it breaks the economy out of its static mode (ibid). 

Moreover, as the creative has become sought after, normalized and taken for granted across different 

spheres of life, the artistic critique has become part of the dominant mode of thinking in organizations 

as well (Beyes, 2016) This paradigmatic status of the artist as the “ideal type” of creative labour, has 

turned into a new form of exploitation directed at the entrepreneurially self-dependent and increasingly 

precarious subjects (ibid) 

Today, society is more radically aestheticized than ever before (Welsch, 2009). Wherever we look, 

beautification and styling is an essential component of life. Whether in the gym, pursuing the 

aesthetically perfect body; in the shopping centre, shopping for the beautiful dress, that will have 

everybody in awe; at our psychologists, in yoga practice or at meditation courses, working on the soul 

and ‘correcting’ behaviour, we are all engaged in a process of personal aestheticization. Even 

commercial communication and urban planning are shaped and coordinated based on aesthetic ideals 

and categories, to influence and control our behavioural patterns (ibid). As the radicality and global 

reach of aesthetics is a general trait in our overly beautified environments, contemporary research on 

aesthetics must therefore recognize it as a phenomenon in many different fields: in the life-world, in 

terms of politics and in the worlds of economy, science, and ethics. (ibid).  

Having examined the broader societal context that has motivated the emergence of the field of artful 

leadership, we will now proceed onward to present the concepts of aesthetics and art, as these provide 

the essential framework within which the subject is based. Before presenting a literature review on 

artful leadership and its related sub-components, the next section will thus move further in on the body 

of the contemporary discourse of aesthetics and fine arts.  

2.2.	Aesthetics	
The concept of aesthetics remains today incredibly ambiguous and contested. Partly, this has to do with 

the complex genealogy of the term, and partly it can be explained by the fact that the notions of art and 

beauty that is attached to the term themselves are subjects for great contestation. Though the theoretical 

roots of the term can be traced back to the Ancient Greek, where it received its first substantive 
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formulation (Schusterman, 2006), it was not until the Romantic movement in the eighteenth century, 

that the German philosopher Alexander Baumgarten and his perhaps even more famous disciple 

Immanuel Kant invented an actual discipline of aesthetics. (Styhre & Eriksson, 2007). Since then, 

aesthetics has become an integrated part of continental philosophy (ibid). 

Baumgarten proposed an epistemological-scientific approach, in which the aesthetic was construed as a 

general science of sensory perception (Schusterman, 2006). Baumgarten contested, that knowledge 

consists on the one hand of logic and intellectual knowledge, and on the other hand aesthetics which 

investigates sense-knowledge (Koehn & Elm, 2014). As such, following Baumgarten, we learn that 

aesthetic knowledge is as much about feelings as it is cognition, and involves sensory perception in and 

through the body (Hansen et al., 2007). 

Within the philosophical realm, aesthetics has long been closely tied with the arts. As such the most 

common definitions of aesthetics are concerned primarily with art and in particular with the beauty of 

art (Schusterman, 2006; Welsch, 2009). As such, even though our everyday use of the word and its 

categories, such as beauty, ugly, grotesque or sublime is not refined only to the realm of arts, the 

philosophical discipline of aesthetics focuses largely on art and its formalist and conceptual aspects 

(Schusterman, 2006). Kant and Hegel, have accordingly both worked with the two terms on much 

similar subjects (ibid; Thyssen, 1998). Kant became famous mainly due to his formalist approach to 

aesthetics, following Baumgarten, and the theorization on aesthetic judgement (Styhre & Eriksson, 

2014; Schusterman 2006). An aesthetic judgement in Kant is the judgement a person is able to make 

about an object based upon and driven by a sensory experience. It is a judgement of taste based on a 

feeling of pleasure and displeasure (Thyssen, 1998). This is what distinguishes it from an empirical 

judgement (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 2014). However, though the sensory taste judgement 

is essentially subjective, the judgement of taste claims ‘universal validity’, in the sense that it is 

considered to be true to everyone else as well. (ibid: Schusterman 2006) With this claim of inter-

subjectivity, Kant denies the narrative and conceptual nature of aesthetics and pleasure and judgment. 

Instead he considers it as something pure, that through the senses arouse free, harmonious imagination 

of the mind without constraints (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2014). Moreover, according to 

Kant aesthetics are both related to a theory of taste that emphasizes beauty, and at the same time it is 

disinterested, and must dissociate from appetitive interests and moral. Though he acknowledges that 
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the beauty and ethics share certain commonalities, Kant distinguishes sharply between the aesthetic and 

the the realm of truth and ethical matters (Schusterman 2006), which are otherwise often found 

intertwined in philosophical aesthetics in the category of beauty. Following a Kantian and Baumgartian 

notion of individual aesthetic perception and expression, we thus move our focus toward a sensory 

knowledge and aesthetic judgement of life (Beyes, 2016). In Hegel on the other hand, aesthetics is 

defined as the philosophy of fine art, and he claims that the science of aesthetics should deal only with 

‘artistic beauty’. The prime focus for Hegel is thus the fine arts’ ability to present its beautiful sensuous 

forms that express the ‘highest ideas’ (Schusterman 2006: 239). In this sense, in contrast to Kant and 

Baumgarten, for Hegel, the very meaning, content and narrative in arts is essential to how we perceive 

and experience the aesthetic (ibid).     

2.3.	Art	and	the	artful	 		 	 	 	 	
The word art has a long history that confirms its immense complexity. As such, classical times 

perceived art differently from the Middle Ages and the Renaissance, and the Baroque period had yet 

another perception distinct from the modernity’s usage of the term, and so forth. In other words, the 

attempts to define what art is and does, have as long and ambiguous a history as art itself, and there 

exists no specific or uniform definition.  

The term originally stems from the Latin word “ars”, meaning art, skill craft, or to join or fit together, 

and the Greek “arti” or “artios” meaning just or complete (Chemi et al.2015: 56; Barry and Meisiek 

2010a). Both in Romance and Germanic languages art is related to the semantic field of practical skills. 

As such the Greek representation of the term “tekne” means skill or craft, while Proto-Germanic term 

“kunnanu”, meaning “to know how to”, translates into kunst in German, Danish, Dutch and Norwegian, 

and konst in Swedish. (Chemi et al., 2015). Throughout time many conceptualizations of art have been 

tightly coupled with the term craft. (Barry and Meisiek 2010a) and it was not until 1200s and onward 

that the two terms began to evolve separately. In the mid-1600s, art beginning to refer to clever effects 

and creativity, particularly associated with the areas of painting and sculpture, until the expansion of 

the term in the late 1700s led to its refinement into “fine arts”, as referring to “those which appeal to 

the mind and imagination” (ibid: 333). From here on forward, the term further evolved until the final 

definition of art as “the application of skill to the arts” and “the skilful production of the beautiful in 

visible form” was adopted in the English dictionary only in the late 1800s. (ibid: 332) 
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Moving toward a philosophical theory of term, defining the fine arts as mimesis, Plato denounced the 

arts as an imperfect imitation of the phenomenal world, and reality it attempts to imitate (Schusterman, 

2006). To Plato art is condemned to an imitation of an imitation that distorts the very truth it pretends 

to present, and appeals to the lower, emotional part of the soul, inciting it with passions (ibid). Though 

admirably defending art from Plato’s attack, Aristotle fundamentally supports the notion of the mimetic 

nature of the arts, as an imitation and representation of something outside itself - as poiesis. Art is, as 

Aristotle duly noted, a certain way of knowing, and in particular, it is knowing by making rather than 

knowing by observing. Lastly, as part of the art for art’s sake movement at the turn of the 20th century, 

Adorno argues that the true and vital function of art is to be functionless; “If any social function can be 

ascribed to art at all, it is the function to have no function” (ibid; 241). 

Today the word art is often used to describe the art of something, as a compliment to a refined craft or 

practice and the capability to excel within any thinkable field, or as related to beauty (Hansen et al, 

2007; Barry, 2008: Welsch, 2009) Correspondingly, despite of the vivid evolution of its meaning and 

refinement into fine arts, the art of leadership, as will be examined, has come to be coupled with the 

conceptualization of craft-as-art. However, even though an admired artwork often necessitates some 

refined craftsmanship, art, Barry argues, is also a way of thinking and making sense of the world 

around you (Barry 2008: 32), and is thus more than craft, or as Welsch argues, artworks disclose and 

generate new perspectives on the world (Welsch, 2009). In this light, it becomes vital to make a 

conceptual and essential decoupling of art and craft (Barry and Miesiek, 2010a). Based on the 

contemporary fine arts discourse (ibid), Barry has generated a definition of art which understands it as 

something “unusually moving in tensional ways”. (Barry 2008: 32) This definition deals with first, arts’ 

ability to move us someplace new while being recognizable different from what we have seen and 

known before; and secondly, it relates to how art challenges both our physical senses and our sense of 

things, and thus creates certain tensions that draws us in. As such art is about “seeing more and seeing 

differently” (Barry & Meisiek, 2010b), as great art invites examination of the unexamined or the 

overlooked. It is seeing what others do not pay sufficient attention to and often ignore (Carroll & Flood 

2010), and thus entail an act of sense-making (Barry & Meisiek 2010b). 

As such, art, as a process and a product, is informed by both the doer and the receiver, through critical 

awareness and reflection, and a willingness to be transformed and ‘seduced’ (Klein 2010). Art 
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addresses and challenges our aesthetic intelligence, provoking us to develop and expand what counts 

for us as aesthetically good - not necessarily in relation to beauty, the sublime or grotesque, but as a 

social sense of what is good and bad, right and wrong (Barry 2008) This relates to Welsch’s claim, that 

art can beneficially be experienced as something not closed or defined, but as something that opens us 

up to different ways of viewing the world (Welsch, 2009). 

Following Beyes (2016), an important distinction between art and aesthetics should be taken into 

account. Whereas aesthetics in its broader sense relates to a general theory of sense perception, which 

is usually credited to Baumgarten’s Aesthetica, in the narrower sense it relates to the forms, capacities 

and effects of art (Beyes, 2016). In coupling art and entrepreneurship, researching artfulness in 

organisations brings us back to aesthetics in its narrower sense, related to the performative aspects, and 

thus is more particularly connected to art and artfulness as practice and experience (ibid). 

2.4.	Artful	leadership	
Now that we have reviewed the foundation of aesthetics and art, upon which the theme of this research 

is build, we are ready to move further into the actual discourse on artful leadership. The first part of this 

section will review and present some of the prevailing literature on the field, whereas the second part 

will unfold some of the components most commonly linked to artful leadership within the existing 

literature.  

Making use of art in organization is nothing new, and the word has been around in management 

literature for a long time (Barry, 2008). For example, the tradition of using arts as a metaphor and 

analogy to describe organizations goes way back (Darsø, 2004). Perhaps one of the best known 

examples is the organization as theatre or a stage, which first saw the light of day with Goffman in the 

late 1950’s (Jenkins in Jacobsen, 2010). In more recent times, one of the hottest analogies is the 

organization as a jazz orchestra and the leader as a musical conductor (ibid; Barret, 1998; Wieck 1998). 

As metaphors, these descriptions have provided useful understandings and perspectives on the 

organization. However, in the last decade or so, we have witnessed a heartfelt attempt to move beyond 

the metaphorical use of art as a description of organizational life, towards actively learning and 

benefitting more directly from the arts. (Darsø 2004). Springborg (2010) for example, argues that art is 

important to leadership, in the sense that, creating art requires a set of conditions that make individuals 

perceive the world more directly through the senses rather than through some pre-determined notions 
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about the world (in Koehn & Elm 2014). Adler ascribes to this notion as well, and adds, that one value 

that the arts have to offer business, is in the expansion of traditional processes of leadership and 

management that artful practices brings forth (Adler, 2006). 

As such, to a growing extend artistic ways are pursued in businesses, mostly either in terms of art 

collections, creative interiors or artistic interventions (Darsø 2004; Barry & Meisiek 2010b). Only little 

attention however has been attributed to what would be counted as artful leadership, in terms of 

mapping out specific attitudes, actions and inclinations in leadership similar to those practices and 

modalities found within the arts (CBS, 2013/2014). 

Barry and Meisiek state that art in leadership, can mean almost everything to everyone, mainly 

because, as already stated, the element of “art” in artful leadership in itself historically is widely 

debated and differently interpreted. (Barry & Meisiek, 2010a). They predominantly base their 

theorization on artful leadership within a contemporary art framework, in which a work of art is distinct 

from the utilitarianism of craft as well as distinct in relation to other works, due to their particular 

aesthetic intent and properties. Acts and works of art refer to many different combinations, but all have 

in common that they blend together both aesthetic attributes, such as the sublime or grotesque and 

artistic attributes, such as surprise and inversion. As such, if aesthetic features are merely decorative 

without consideration for functionality, the work or the act is not art (ibid). In this perspective, artful 

leadership must combine similar attributes of both the aesthetic and the artistic in close detail to the 

context and purpose in order for the artful to emerge. As such, the artful leader must go beyond the 

managerial task of creating beauty in terms of e.g. productivity, which are usually found related in 

organizational lingo (Hansen et al., 2007), and aim to set something ‘more’ in motion by bringing in 

artistic attributes as well.  

Very similar, Donna Ladkin (2008) makes the comparison between artful leadership and beautiful 

leadership, which she defines as constituted by three decisive elements; Mastery, coherence and 

purpose. Mastery, relates both to mastering one’s context and domain and mastery of the self. To be 

masterful requires attention to the here-and-now possibilities, and requires expertise and skills. 

Coherence relates to a form of self-expression which is congruent with one’s overall message and 

purpose. This requires attending not only to what one says but also how one says it. Lastly, purpose 
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entails relating to the goal towards which one is leading, considering whether the goal perhaps in itself 

is beautiful. In this way, leading beautifully - or artfully - brings into play the ethical dimension of 

leadership, where the mastery, coherence and purpose enables the leader to create beauty. (Ladkin, 

2008) 

Hatch et al. (2005) make a similar tri-part alignment between the different aesthetic roles in leadership. 

They distinguish between three archetypes - or faces - of leaders, all embodied and blended together by 

the artful leader: The manager, the artist and the priest. The face of the manager becomes apparent 

when the leader introduce order in chaos; with financial reporting systems, charts, figures and control, 

the manager is the one who focuses on rational organizing. The second face of the leader, the artist, 

comes into play as great leaders recognize the danger of becoming too fixed on managing details and 

too ignorant of the productive creative forces that chaos brings to the world. The artist shows its face 

when leaders welcome the opportunity for change that chaos brings, rather than working to eliminate it. 

By undermining old beliefs and habitual understandings, and instead releasing imagination the leader 

can intentionally introduce some degree of chaos in work. As chaos often brings out fear in people, the 

third face of the leader, the priest instates itself as someone who mediates order and chaos by inspiring, 

motivating and encouraging people’s creative potential while comforting and reassuring, that change 

does not destroy cherished beliefs but brings about needed change. (Hatch et al., 2005) 

Lastly, Lotte Darsø (2004) presents an interesting perspective on “the artful”, which she describes as a 

quality of expanded consciousness that evolves through profound personal experiences (Darsø, 2004). 

As such, experience, adaptability and learning are highlighted as fundamental to artful leadership.  

In conclusion, whatever the variations of focus and emphasis, common to the different conceptions of 

artful leadership is a belief that, like art, leadership has the power to inspire, transform and connect us 

to something larger than ourselves (Day, 2014), and that in an environment of complexity and 

ambiguity it becomes crucial to approach leadership with more than rational attributes.  

 

2.4.1.	Recurring	components	in	the	artful	leadership	literature		
A review of the literature on artful leadership reveals a set commonly related components and themes, 

that seem to be generally associated as part of the artful leadership discourse. The following section 
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will thus consolidate the research’s use of some identified relevant sub-parts that makes up the flesh of 

the theoretical body. Though the components are very much intertwined and of equal importance and 

relevance, this section will try to structure and clarify these. 

2.4.1.1	Creativity,	innovation	and	imagination		
Today, as creativity has come to be considered as a precursor for innovation, managing creativity has 

largely come to be a matter of putting into place a variety of factors, that will consciously lead to the 

development of new ideas designed to solve problems and create new opportunities (De Cock, 2016). 

Such definitional examples are found in Mumford et al. who base their work on a definition of 

creativity as the generation of high-quality, original and elegant solutions to the kind of complex, novel 

and ill-defined problems that in fact call for out of the box, abstracts thought. (in Kerry & Janet, 

2013) Conforming to this broadly accepted definition, Sawyer adds that creativity is ‘the generation of 

a product that is judged to be novel and also to be appropriate, useful, or valuable by a suitably 

knowledgeable social group’ (ibid: 27). As such, there is a general agreement that that creativity has to 

do with the creation of something original and useful.  

Styhre and Eriksson (2007) further present some of the varieties of this broadly accepted definition of 

the term, which are mostly relevant in terms of their nuances and varying emphasis: According to 

Madjar et al. (2002) creativity amongst corporate members and employees can be considered as “The 

production of ideas, products or procedures that are (1) novel or original and (2) potentially useful to 

the organization” (in Styhre & Erikson, 2007: 3) Accordingly, Shelley and Gilson (2004) describe 

creativity relevant skills as:  

“… the ability to think creatively, generate alternatives, engage in divergent thinking or suspend 

judgment. These skills are necessary because creativity requires a cognitive-perceptual style that 

involves the collection and application of diverse information, and accurate memory, use of effective 

heuristics, and the ability and inclination to engage in deep concentration for long periods of time” 

(ibid).  

Similar to Schumpeter’s argument that creative destruction brings about development, Hatch et al. 

(2005) argue that creativity is the force that brings about the chaos we need in order to create change 

and challenge technically ordered systems. For organizations creative chaos in this regard is crucial to 
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avoid stagnation or fail to adapt to changing circumstances. Therefore, artful leaders have a strong 

impact on how organizations mediate between order and chaos, and thus how they are innovative and 

entrepreneurial. In parallel to the spiritual leader, the artful leader should pay attention to motivating 

others to use their imagination and creative potential and generate the courage to face change (Hatch et 

al., 2005).  

Doing a historic research on the term, Mason (2003) points out that while the noun ‘creativeness’ was 

used in English language from the end of the 18th century, the term ‘creativity’ itself appeared late in 

the 19th century and became common only well into in the 20th century (in De Cock, 2016) Partly due 

to this lack of historical freight, De Cock argues that we need to re-introduce the term imagination in 

our understanding of creative thinking and creative endeavours. Building on Castoriadis’ conception of 

imagination as involving the projection of oneself into a future situation which is opened up on all sides 

of the unknown, for De Cock creativity is not seen as some kind of problem-solving device, but rather 

understands creative imagination as the capacity to question already given determinations. It thus 

makes us think about how we and our organizations might otherwise be designed (ibid). By 

reintroducing imagination, we break away from the broadly defined conception of creativity, as a 

matter of generating ideas, with a specific purpose and instead becomes about seeing different things in 

different ways. 

In a seemingly similar critique of contemporary creativity thought, Barry (2008) argues that too often 

the many creativity techniques result in a mechanical otherness, something that is different but not so in 

a life-full way. Instead artful creativity results from sophisticated and well-informed play, both serious 

play and at times decidedly non-serious (Barry, 2008). In this way, in the literature creativity and art is 

very much related, as both work in associative ways, of developing new meaning and perspectives, by 

encouraging people to form new connections and relations between elements that they would otherwise 

consider unrelated (ibid). 

Based on the here briefly outlined conceptions of the term, we might deduce that creativity is related to 

the bridging of remote associations, that enables original solutions to occur when a cognitive-

perceptual mind-set is deployed (Darsø, 2004) and data is processed not in the most obvious, conform 

way, relying on already established knowledge and expertise. As such, creativity seems strongly related 
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to our just outlined definition of arts, as moving in paralogical and associative ways, giving meaning 

through alternative forms of expressions (Barry & Meisiek, 2010b; Hansen et. al 2007). 

2.4.1.2.	The	artful	process	
What is actually meant with being artful or acting artfully? Though as challenging to pin-point and 

articulate as the term of art alone, should we break the word down in fragments, artful means full of art. 

Based on this, Darsø describes artful creation as a holistic paradigm that draws on our full human 

potential - including body, mind, heart and spirit. In this regard, the artful relates to experiences that 

initiate an inner transformation, which again opens up for a special kind of consciousness that can be 

developed only through personal experience. This indicates that the concept of the artful is not 

something that can be understood theoretically or second-handedly alone, but as something, that is 

understood by feeding on an inner reservoir of profound experiential knowledge. In other words, doing 

something artfully is based on practice as well as embodied skills and craft (Darsø, 2004).  

Barry and Meisiek argue that in order for artfulness to occur, it may require a certain lightening up and 

introduction of play, at least temporarily. The notion of going from from one end of the spectre to the 

other and switching between modalities in constellational, gestalt-like ways, may be similarly 

important in the artful process, they argue (Barry & Meisiek 2010a). In the theoretical literature on 

artful leadership, there is a strong focus on process and experience, which again is strongly related to 

learning and being adaptive. 

Supportive of this view, Shaun McNiff (1998) argues that the artful experience is something that lies in 

the unique space beyond words and language. In his attempt to articulate the unique qualities of the 

artful process, McNiff explains that “When approached through explanation, the creative spirits fly 

away beyond our grasp” (in Darsø 2004: 31). Again the practice itself is accentuated over the 

articulation. McNiff highlights one particular important aspect of the artful process as a “knife-edge” 

balance between structure; planning, training, skills visions and craftsmanship, and chance; unplanned 

expressions, sensing the immediate signals and contexts and interacting with the present environment. 

Rob Austin & Lee Devin (2003) talk about using a similar iterative process in artful making, when they 

emphasize the advantages of planning as one goes along (artful making), rather than ahead (industrial 

making). (ibid)   
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2.4.1.3	The	Learning	Organization	
In today’s rapidly-changing environment, as knowledge and experience and other intangibles are 

outpacing production machinery in terms of valuable input, many organizations are redesigning 

fundamentals in their structure towards what we might call the “learning organization” (Daft, 2005). A 

learning organization can be defined as an organization that actively enhances the learning of its 

members and uses learning as a means to transform itself continuously (Lehikoinen, 2013). In the 

learning organization every employee is involved with the task of identifying and solving problems. 

The goal is to experiment, improve and increase the organization’s capabilities by sensing what is 

going on around it and building new knowledge in an iterative process, which we might characterize 

with a term borrowed from the world of biology - the adaptive learning cycle, which considers learning 

as a change in behaviour or cognition that occurs as a result of experience (Daft 2005). Conversely, if 

there is no change in either of the two, there is no learning. (Darsø, 2004). Additionally, mentioning in 

brief, present studies in human neurobiology indicate that people learn and adapt more efficiently when 

they are more emotionally engaged (Taylor & Statler, 2013). 

The learning organization lives the adaptive learning cycle on a daily basis, and the role of the leader of 

such an organization is to encourage ongoing experimentation, embrace risk and uncertainty, and 

accept failure and mistakes as a necessity of building a stronger business (Daft, 2005). The outcome of 

an artful learning process, can be described as heightened awareness and changed consciousness 

founded in direct experience (Darsø 2004; Barry & Meisiek, 2010b; Barret, 1998). By now, many 

researchers have theorized upon whether and how artistic ways of working can be applied in traditional 

managerial and organizational settings (Barry & Meisiek, 2010a). Common to most of them, is the 

claim that artistic thinking is not some mysterious property or secluded treasure of the privileged few 

who define themselves as creative (Barry and Meisiek, 2014).  

2.4.1.4.	Navigating	in	ambiguity:	improvisation	
Ambiguity is an important signifier of society today, and a conditional fact for this study’s two 

practical domains business and arts (Darsø 2004). For businesses, however, ambiguity, risk and 

uncertainty is uncomfortable and in most cases something sought to be controlled or reduced. The 

traditional conception of business leaders is that they prefer to work with specific goals, outlined 

visions, detailed plans and accurate measurements (ibid; Barret, 1998). But as outlined in the 
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introduction, ambiguity and uncertainty have become unavoidable conditions in this fast changing 

world, and businesses must, whether they like it or not, face and deal with many unknowns, open ends 

and intangibles. The question remains whether business and their leaders are equipped for this or not.  

One suggestion to the question of surviving ambiguity as often proposed within the artful leadership 

literature is to accept the risks of error and “go with the flow”, rather than trying to eliminate it – by 

embracing uncertainty and learning through improvisation (Barret 1998; Adler, 2006).  

Crossan and Sorrenti (1997) have provided a useful framework for organizational learning in which 

they set out to make sense of the lucid element of improvisation (in Vendelø, 2009). According to 

them, improvisation is constituted by two elements; spontaneity and intuition, and they define 

improvisation as: “intuition guiding action in a spontaneous way”. They distinguish between the forced 

and non-forced ways of learning, in which the first is induced by rules and regulations and ends its 

learning curve as soon as there is no control. If, on the other hand, new behaviour is attempted and tried 

out in a non-judgmental way, and the cognitive understanding is followed by reflection, we can talk 

about an experimental learning that moves towards integration of new insights. (ibid; Darsø, 2004) 

Barret (1998) uses the metaphor of jazz music to describe improvisation and risk in organization. When 

jazz musicians play, one of the fundamental techniques is going out on the edge of the unknown, often 

without any blueprint, and creating interpretations and meaning out of something that would potentially 

end up as incoherent material with discrepancies between intention and action (Barett, 1998). 

Composed of people living and working in chaotic, turbulent environments the jazz band makes quick, 

and irreversible decisions along the way. They are interdependent on one another in order to interpret 

ambiguous information and to innovate and create something that is always fresh and unique (ibid). 

Fundamental to this way of thinking and (un-)structuring work, is embracing a “trial and error” line of 

thinking where errors and problems are seen as a vital source of learning. What is required is a letting 

go of control and follow the flow of the music as it occurs the present moment, since “attentive 

listening enables exceptional performance” (ibid: 617)  

Usually within business and the economic sphere, we have been taught and trained through processes 

of error correction, learning how to avoid error altogether (Barret, 1998). Jazz musicians on the 

contrary learn from error in a fundamentally different way. Rather than seeking the error free 
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performance as the goal, errors are seen as inevitable rather than intolerable, and as something to be 

incorporated and assimilated into the final result (ibid). Learning from the jazz musicians, questioning 

the way we look at errors in organizations can enhance innovative actions and attempts, by 

acknowledging that learning is something that often happens by trial and by experimenting in new, 

brave ways, or as world professional jazz musician Niels Lan Doky describes it, “98 % of the tunes 

played at a jazz concert, are not planned in advance. Jazz is about improvisation, the ability to adapt 

oneself and the music to a new situation” (Euroman, 2016). However, as jazz musicians have accepted 

the uncontrollable and unpredictable as a condition to their world of music, they teach us that diving 

into improvisation requires firstly, experience and skills, and secondly, an ability to prepare for and 

surrender to spontaneity and adaptive capabilities. In this perspective, being comfortable with 

improvisation, intuition and spontaneity largely comes from preparation and ongoing development of 

skills, and artful improvisation thus accordingly requires tuning in, deep listening and attentiveness to 

context and intend (Barret, 1998).  

2.4.1.5.	Artistic	metaphors	and	analogies	
As mentioned, metaphors have long been used to describe organizational life. If one looks closer at the 

development of language discourse in business, business have gone through different epochs of 

preferred analogies; sports metaphors, war metaphors and now to a growing extend arts metaphors. As 

such, artistic terms such as orchestrating, jamming, performing and setting the stage are now growingly 

being adopted by management language (Darsø, 2004).  

A metaphor is a way of thinking and expression, that transfers the meaning of a word “from its normal 

use to a context that provokes a new, figurative meaning” (Den Store Danske, 2014). According to 

Aristotle, the first theorist in the area, metaphors are used in situations where the language lacks a word 

or specifier for a certain phenomenon - partly where a need for variation is identified (ibid). In other 

words, metaphors provoke a way of thinking and seeing that pervades and transgress our general 

understanding of the world and its phenomenon. It is a form of abstract communication that appeals to 

something beyond rationality, encouraging people to think abstractly and rely on their imagination. 

Metaphors draw our attention to specific features and are considered a powerful tool for 

communication, as they make us see certain things and aspects (Darsø, 2004) - and prevent us from 

seeing others.  
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Characteristic for the metaphor is that it can set in motion a mental process and that the first step 

toward comprehension is usually cognitive. (Darsø 2004) Barry and Meisiek (2010) argue that, one of 

the powerful attributes of using metaphors, analogies and artistic objects in an organizational setting is 

their ability of defamiliarize the familiar in order to see things anew. The use of objects and analogies 

in this regard can be used to provide a more sensory feedback (Barry & Meisiek 2010b), bringing new 

life and languages to the otherwise familiar, habitual functions (Barry, 2008). By blurring the 

boundaries between artefact and analogy, our habitual understandings can be drawn into doubt and in 

this field open up room for new possibilities and perspectives to arise (Barry & Meisiek 2010b). As the 

analogies transcend and shift contexts, they work by defamiliarizing what onlookers hold as taken for 

granted and invites inquiry and deeper reflection. Accordingly, the use of images, symbols, metaphors 

or other analogous artefacts can help form an emotional and cognitive buffer, providing a sensory 

distance (ibid). Ordering and disseminating information in graspable categories helps the human mind 

understand overwhelming input by adding structure (Darsø, 2004), and metaphors and analogies can be 

powerful (artistic) tools in achieving this.  

2.4.1.6	Ethics	and	beauty	 	 	
As mentioned, the aesthetic is conventionally identified in academia with the philosophy of art and 

beauty, and beauty is again conventionally linked to doing good (Schusterman, 2006). The Ancient 

Greeks treated the noble or the beautiful and goodness as one and the same thing. An ethical action for 

example was said to be kalos k’agathos (good and beautiful) (Koehn & Elm 2014: 3). Aristotle 

famously contends that when it comes to ethical judgements, the decision “rests with perception 

(aesthesis)” (ibid). Throughout most of Asia, the aesthetic or perceived qualities were considered to 

have ethical values and attributes, and up until recently the Chinese and Japanese would never even 

consider separating ethics from aesthetics. In Asia, thus for example, writing well (“having a good 

hand”) meant writing in such a way, that revealed the truth of the writer’s character and inner spirit. 

Moreover, in medieval Western Europe even, various colours and forms were considered to have 

ethical valence. For example, the colour of liturgical green did not merely symbolize hope - it was in 

fact considered the colour of hope. (ibid)  

One particularly interesting and well-defined link between ethics and beauty within aesthetic 

philosophy is presented by Plato (Ladkin, 2008). Plato suggested that we are particularly attuned to 
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those things which please our sight – and with sight he often meant the ‘intellect’. Thus, for Plato, the 

beautiful pleases not just our senses, but also our intellect and the “purified mind”, which for Plato in 

itself is beautiful. The link Plato makes between beauty and the purified mind, ultimately necessitates 

the connection between beauty and the good. By Plato's definition, beauty cannot be used for bad ends 

and he clearly links the beautiful with the moral. In other words, in order to be beautiful, an action, or 

way of being must have a purpose of being good (ibid). For Plato thus, the good is beautiful and the 

beautiful is good, (Koehn & Elm, 2014) and beauty is intrinsically linked to truth and ethics. 

(Schusterman, 2006).  

In the process of making beauty metaphysical, the German Enlightenment brought forth a perspective 

on beauty that came to be perceived as no more than a function of what their system required. Focus 

was shifted away from the beauty of actions and objects and toward human, social judgement and self-

realization. It became intellectualized and in the process lost much of its emotional and sensory content 

that it had been enriched with previously (Koehn & Elm, 2014). As such it would appear, that the 

beautiful has been divorced from the good only in modern times (ibid). 

Beauty as a sensory category, that draws on e.g. emotions and spirituality, might be one of the most 

repressed and taboo concepts in our secularized and materialistic, high-performance times. Certainly, 

within corporate discourse and organization studies beauty is not a concept most commonly associated 

with leaders, leading or leadership (Ladkin 2008), and if it is, it is usually separated from its sensory 

content, as e.g. a criterion for efficiency when something “works beautifully” (Hansen et al., 2007). 

Yet, quoting from Plato, who argues that beauty ‘reminds us of our wings, it inspires us, lifting the 

mind to permanent values and eternal truths’, this aspiration seems to align itself with concepts such as 

‘charismatic’ or ‘authentic leadership’ found many places in contemporary management literature 

(ibid). Moreover, in the light of a contemporary aestheticization of society, in which art’s spill overs 

have deemed the artistic critique part of the rationale judging organizations, organizations are 

invariably considered atmospheric phenomenon engineering perceptions, moods and feelings (Beyes, 

2016). Conferring to this, both Ladkin (2008) as well as Hatch et al. (2005) present a perspective on 

artful leadership where the aesthetic is seen as a wide term, asserting artistic, spiritual and ethical 

considerations in leadership practice, as a link between the artful and the beautiful.  
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3.	Methodology	
As examined the concepts of art, artfulness and the aesthetic are as complex and ambiguous, as the 

subjective experience of them are. This challenges our ability to capture and analyse them as theoretical 

categories, and leaves us with the pressing questions: How can one actually do academic research on 

art and aesthetics? And how can such a research be conducted with the greatest sensitivity to the 

empirical field? Therefore, a profound methodological framework is a prerequisite in accounting for 

the methods used in the research. This chapter will thus present the scientific and methodological 

choices that provide the point of departure for the research. It is divided into two sections; the first 

section captures the scientific point of departure and broader methodological considerations, and the 

second deals with the specific methodological tools, before finally providing a visualization of the 

analytic approach. 

3.1.	A	qualitative	exploration		
As mentioned, the research done in the field is found to be mostly of theoretical and anecdotal 

character (Barry, 2016). Thus to generate new empirical insights, I have found it suitable to dive into an 

explorative, qualitative study.   

The focus of the research is to gain an empirically founded understanding of artful leadership through 

the perceptions of relevant actors in the field. The focus is therefore on elucidating meaning from 

narratives and interpretations, rather than numbers and charts (Bryman, 2008). Moreover, as the key 

concepts of the field of artful leadership relate to the more abstract, intangible aspects of organizations, 

producing any quantitative measurements is both difficult and redundant in this case. Though the 

qualitative research approach presents numerous contrasting traditions, and thus makes it difficult to 

create a definitive account of what qualitative research in fact is (Bryman, 2008; Denzin & Lincoln, 

1998), my confinement to this approach is determined by the qualitative methodological toolbox found 

to be the most fruitful, as it allows room to adapt relevant strategies from ethnographic research. 

3.2	Toward	a	sensory	approach	
Recognizing the challenges of investigating arts and aesthetics, Samantha Warren (2008) argues for a 

more sensory move in academic aesthetics research. Building on ethnographic methods, Warren has 

developed an approach for doing aesthetics research in organizations which enables the research to 
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follow the sensory nature of its object. She suggests several methods and techniques for addressing 

both conceptual and practical challenges encountered during a research on human aesthetics experience 

and perceptions. Warren highlights four challenges as essential to bear in mind as a researcher: 

1. Due to its momentary nature, as something as short as a sudden moment, a compelling shape, or a 

piece of music that triggers something in us, most aesthetic experiences are fleeting and beyond our 

grasp (Warren, 2008). So how does one maintain these transitory experiences? 

2. Secondly is the element of inter-subjectivity. As aesthetic encounters and sensory experiences are 

subjectively experienced and individually embodied, the interpretation of those encounters are 

shaped and constructed socially (ibid). How then, can these socio-cultural influences on our 

individual judgements and experiences be accounted for when collecting aesthetic data? 

3. Thirdly, the non-verbal nature of sensory experience, requires that other forms of expressions and 

alternative knowledge-creating processes, such as the visual and gestural, are taken into account 

when trying to decode and produce knowledge about other individuals’ sensory perceptive 

faculties.  

4. Lastly, as experiences of arts and aesthetics, amounts to bodily and sensuous experiences, they 

cannot be reduced to the basic syntactical units that verbal communication demands and constitutes 

our language, why at best, we can try to speak of our feelings metaphorically, and try to evoke 

similar experiences in our listeners. (ibid) 

Acknowledging the study of artful experiences and perceptions as a sensuous phenomenon, extracting 

insights to how the interviewees might come to relate art and leadership as well as recalling and 

representing their thoughts, is a delicate task.  

Though the study is not strictly confined to ethnography, the methodological approach is designed to 

consider Warren’s argument by addressing both verbal and non-verbal levels of communication and by 

encouraging emotions, metaphors and personal narratives in the interviews, in order to account for the 

ineffability and fleetingness. Moreover, using triangulation in terms of multiple levels of sources of 

data (Bryman, 2008), will help obtain a more encompassing understanding of artful practices, 

leadership and their related themes. As such, using multiple sources of data in the study, makes it 
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possible to cross check findings, emerging patterns and contrasts, in order to heighten the credibility of 

the accumulated learnings (ibid). Considering these challenges, I propose the following methodological 

tools, that I will employ to engage in my participants’ perceptions of art and leadership: qualitative 

interviews; on-site visits accompanied by memos and field notes, and photographing. 

3.3.	Qualitative	interviews	
Due to the explorative nature of the study, the primary methodological approach for generating an 

empirical foundation is relying on flexible, in-depth interviews with actors on both sides of the arts and 

business. The motivation behind utilizing a qualitative, un-structured interview format is to make the 

interviews as open and flexible as possible, in order to prompt the interviewees’ own ideas, perceptions 

and structure of narratives (Kvale, 2007), which corresponds with Warren’s sensory considerations. 

Following the basics of an academic research on artful and aesthetic elements, the interviews will be 

focused on subtracting and elaborating on the perceptions that the interviewees make themselves based 

on their sensory encounters with the world that surrounds them (Warren, 2008). The explorative and 

un-structured interview format will allow room for both interviewees and myself, as an interviewer, to 

develop and expand knowledge in the actual interview situation, enabling flexibility to pursue 

unforeseen themes and reflections as they emerge. As such, determinant for the interviews conducted, 

is maintaining an explorative curiosity, and follow the interviewees into their own reflections, 

narratives, and experiences, and allowing room for the interviewees to develop along an explorative 

line of thought. 

Furthermore, as listed above, several challenges in investigating the field immediately present 

themselves. Thus, in order to dive into an exploration of artful leadership and its practices, the 

interviewees’ own relationship with arts and the impact of arts, will be the catalyst for discussing 

practices, inclinations, and modalities across the both domains of arts and business. This will create a 

more joint language to approach the field, and help map out recurrent themes and differences in 

perceptions. In this way it will be possible to elucidate component parts that appear to be particularly 

salient within the social worlds of the interviewees and construct relevant categories (Bryman 2008). 

The interviews will as such fundamentally be based on a common interview guide, but altered in detail 

both in accordance to the interviewee’s particular role and position, as well as on a continuous 

openness to emerging themes. The interviews will be divided into different categories and themes, 
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guided by an aim to uncover different areas identified in the literature review and along the interview 

process (Kvale, 1994).  

During the initial briefing, the interviewees will be presented to the theme and nature of the study 

regarding the influence of the arts on leadership, but not informed about any specific dispositions. The 

intention is to have the interviewees communicate their thoughts and perceptions, whilst reflecting on 

arts and leadership without any pre-established markers so as to foster a more authentic understanding 

of their perceptions (Flick, 1998). 

To initiate each interview, the interview guide contains a set of standard questions designed to provide 

information about the interviewee’s background and position, which will facilitate a biographical 

narrative, narrating personal experiences and observations. Furthermore, this will enable the 

interviewees to acquire a sense of being an expert which might make them more comfortable and 

inclined to reflect on a deeper level (Rasmussen et al., 2006). I have found this particular element 

essential due to the sensitive and sensory character of the subject. Moreover, inspired again by 

Warren’s sensory ethnography, it is important to consider the possibility of designing more free 

interactions with the interviewees - walking around, drinking coffee, sharing a meal etc., in order to 

overcome the natural barrier involved with doing interviews. Therefore, the setting for several of the 

interviews will be chosen by the participants themselves, based on where they feel comfortable or have 

some sense of “feeling at home”. This will allow the interviews to flow more freely, shifting between 

interview and a more explorative conversation, and naturally have a less stiff and more friendly feel 

important to encourage reflections on emotions, experiences and personal encounters (Warren, 2008, 

Bryman, 2008). 

Each interview will be recorded and transcribed immediately after being conducted, while given 

impressions, observations and atmospheres are kept fresh in mind. (Bryman, 2008). Due to the 

unstructured interviews, and not knowing in advance which information is relevant to each interviewee, 

having each interview recorded and transcribed will enable me to dive into them, listen closely to what 

is being said and how, and work with them along the process. This will give me a close relation and 

sensitivity to my empirical material and an initial idea about the recurring categories from the very first 

point of entry to the field. 
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3.4.	On	site-visits	and	observations	
Because of the delicate and sensitive nature of work involved with artistic intervention in 

organizations, participant observation in the conventional sense of prolonged immersion in the field has 

not been within the scope of the project. (Czarniawska, 2009) Furthermore, as my goal is not to 

establish how artful practices might be applied in leadership in one specific organization, doing 

observational case studies in this manner would not necessarily produce the most beneficial results. I 

had however hoped to conduct a study of an artistic intervention process from beginning to end, or 

observe the leaders and their practices to a greater extend, and as such, immersing myself in the field 

for a longer period of time (Bryman, 2008). Despite initial interest from several of the artists contacted, 

securing permission and access from the organizations was not possible. Therefore, the interviews and 

collection of documentary sources will be mixed with a strategy of observations adapted to the 

demands and limitations of the fieldwork situation (ibid). As mentioned, though the empirical 

foundation will largely consist of interviews, these will be supplemented with on-site visits and 

observations.  

3.5.	Memos	and	observational	notes	
In order to help prompt my memory and analytical reflections my initial impressions, perceptions and 

thoughts will be summarized in memos and notes immediately after each interview (Bryman, 2008). 

The memos are helpful throughout the analytic process as they help to crystallize ideas and perceptions 

and not to lose track of thinking on various topics. As I am conducting the interviews alone, I prioritize 

to be fully present in the actual interview conversation, why the memo-writing will be postponed until 

immediately after the interviews. The memos are expressions of initial thoughts and will provide a 

basis for the following coding. Summarizing, in an unstructured, journal-like manner immediate 

impressions will help keep the analytical focus sharpened when proceeding onwards with the 

structuring and analysis of the data, and will allow basis for comparing my own sensory experiences 

from interview to interview. The observational notes are also beneficial in determining the forward 

direction, as I will be able to pick up on sensory details and thoughts, that can be tested later on in the 

following interviews. Moreover, the memos will serve as reminders of what is meant by the terms 

being used, and provide the building blocks for a certain amount of reflection (Bryman, 2008). 
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3.6	Photographs	
Photography can be used as a tool for gaining orientation in a site, mapping out issues and aspects at 

stake, and then introducing it to the reader in a visual way (Czarniawska 2014). For this research as 

well, photographs will be used in different ways: Firstly, for the interview with Karsten Auerbach, 

photographs of his work for FF Skagen will be used to provided a basis and point of departure for 

explaining his work, goals and ambitions. The images used in the interview will be both photographs 

taken by myself and the actual painting made and chosen by Karsten. Secondly, photographs taken in 

the field will be used to support the field memos, and support my analytical reflections with a visual 

foundation. In this way, the images will help foster certain insights which my field notes naturally will 

not be able to capture (ibid). 

3.7	Coding	
Data acquired from the interview transcripts as well as the memos and field notes will be coded in 

order to assess any consistently shared and emerging themes that exist between understandings of 

artistic processes and capabilities and their appearance in the respondents’ view of art and leadership.  

Coding means that we attach labels to chunks of data that depict what each chunk is about. Coding 

distils data, sorts them, and gives us a hook for making comparisons with other chunks of data 

(Charmaz, 2006). Using this constant comparative method, enables constructing a strong fit between 

data and codes, and makes it possible to easily go back and forth in the process (Bryman, 2008; 

Czarniawska, 2014). In this way, from the very beginning of the research, data will be separated, 

sorted, and synthesized through qualitative coding. Engaging in the coding process from the beginning 

of the research process, will enable me to follow relevant themes as they emerge and collect new 

information, filling in the gaps in the following interviews, and thus altering the interview questions 

accordingly (Czarniawska 2014). The interview transcriptions, the field notes and memos, will be 

processed through a first and a second round of coding - an open round followed by a more focused 

one. The first (open) coding phase allows for recurrent themes to emerge from the data before being 

analysed against the specific research focus, whereas the second more “focused” phase, will pay 

particular attention to articulations of, and perspectives on leadership skills and capabilities, the 

perceived attributes and influence of arts, and how the two interrelate, for example by reference to 

situations or descriptions in which the different artistic characteristics have been considered apparent or 
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enacted in leadership. Once the data have been coded, they will be analysed to determine which 

situations, characteristics and attributes appear to elicit references to conceptualisations and artful 

practices. Moreover, similarities or differences in emphasis emerging from leader and artist responses 

will be taken into consideration in order to detect any perceptual distinctions by the two. 

3.8.	Presentation	of	empirical	data		
As Figure 2 shows, the empirical foundation of the research is primarily founded in the use of 

qualitative, face-to-face interviews, supported by on—site visits, observations and a smaller case study. 

Figure 2: Presentation of empirical material  

The initial sampling of interviewees was based on the previous outlined literature review and 

theoretical framework, and throughout the process guided forward by the emerging themes and the 

particular phase of the research process. Lastly, the empirical material includes secondary data in the 

form of written material, such as articles, websites, case descriptions, information in the general media 

as well as their own relevant publications. 
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1.5	Research	design			
	

 

Figure 3: Research Design 

As Figure 3 shows, the research is motivated by an observation of the emerging concept of artful 

leadership, and a series of its related concepts. The research process will as such to some extend be 

guided by the theoretical components identified as commonly associated with the literature on artful 
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leadership. However, as the literature review revealed a gap in the knowledge about the practical 

dimensions as well as its potential implications, the goal is to enrich the empirical foundation for the 

field, and thus to explore the field as openly as possible. Thus, following Blumer (1954), the theoretical 

concepts and components presented in the study are used as ‘sensitizing concepts’, and will provide a 

more general sense of what to look for and act as a means for uncovering the broad variety of forms 

that the field and its related themes can assume (Bryman, 2008). The concepts outlined above will thus 

be used as flexible points of departure to inspire the themes of the interviews and to think analytically 

about the data from the very beginning of the research, while allowing an explorative flexibility and 

sensitivity to the empirical learnings as they emerge. 
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4.	Discussion	of	empirical	findings	
The following chapter will provide an interpretative analysis of the empirical findings. The first section 

will be concerned with investigating the artful, and deal with the interviewee’s own conceptualisations 

and perspectives on art and the artful. The second part looks closer at the practices and actions related 

to the established foundation of the artful. Drawing on both the work of artists, assumedly artful leaders 

as well as a case of artistic intervention, this section will aim to elucidate patterns and compare 

practices, values, inclination and attitudes common to actors on both sides of arts and business. Finally, 

this will open to a discussion of the tensions and potential implications. Because of the research’s 

explorative nature, the first two sections rely heavily on the concepts and articulations related to artful 

leadership from the perspectives of the actors engaged in the field themselves, and will make ample use 

of quotes and statements from the interviews in order to get as close to their own narratives as possible. 	

4.1.	Art	and	the	artful	–	concept	and	value		

Examining the conceptualisations and thoughts behind art and the artful presents various perspectives 

on art and its impact, covering a wide range of semantic fields, such as: art as dialogue, as a platform, 

a facilitator of change, inventive, as a particular modality and way of knowing, seeing and sensing 

(App. 2-5). The following sections will dive into the related themes and perspectives that emerges in 

the empirical material. 

4.1.1.	A	way	of	knowing,	seeing	–	and	making	sense		
Across the interviews artful creativity is often linked to the ability to think abstract thoughts (Have, 

2016), imagination, a form of human expressivity (Roseberry, 2016) and an ability to create, which is 

naturally inhabited in all of us (Sørensen, 2016). Creativity and the artful in this perspective has got 

less to do with being able to “draw and dance” (Auerbach, 2016) but about seeing new things or seeing 

things in a different way. It is emphasized that art is both challenging and able to provoke, and that this 

is forcing people to relate to their lives in new ways, just as “the court jester challenging the 

bourgeoisie”, keeping them on their toes (Berliner, 2016). Similar to Barry and Meisiek’s (2010) 

conception of the artful as “seeing more and seeing differently”, our interviewees claim that the artful 

usually require a degree of seeing something new, changing perspectives or expanding our beliefs and 

values. Both Lynn and Gerda describe how art can even twist the familiar into something completely 
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new, unforeseen and unexpected and thereby change our perspective of the existing and expand our 

view of the world:  

“Art in my perspective then is, when you learn something about the condition for being human. That 

you move yourself in your understanding of what it means to be human. It is something that intervenes 

in some way to make you feel that you have moved yourself a little bit. Whether this means to be 

challenged, or enriched or spiritually enriched… Where the world becomes a little big bigger”. 

(Hempel, 2016).  

Accordingly, several describe the ability of the arts to go to “higher” places and enable us to think and 

reflect in ways that are both “deeper and higher” (Have, 2016, Auerbach 2016, Sørensen, 2016). As 

such, it is largely considered that the artful entails an element of something ‘more’ and ‘extra’, which is 

intangible, yet experienced as a way of moving and setting reflections in motion. As such, we find a 

strong emphasis on the ability of the arts to change, move and expand, and similar to Welsch (2009), as 

opening us up to different ways of viewing the world. Taking a Platonian perspective on beauty, as 

linked to the ability to address and open up the mind and intellect through values and the moral, the art 

that changes and moves is considered beautiful.   

For several interviewees, it is particularly emphasized that it is in the very nature of the arts to facilitate 

conversation, create dialogue and generate discussions and reflections, such as Pernille who explains 

that the most valuable impact of the art is to “create material for conversation. ... So that when you 

leave the room, you think, you talk, you believe something, you discuss, so that we keep human beings 

awake as thinking, creating beings” (Sørensen 2016, 7:10). Similarly, for Karsten, art “is a tool for 

conversation… A tool… to tear apart some of the clichés, to change conversations” (Auerbach 2016, 

pt. 2: 1:05) and explains that he uses his art to “dig down and get a hold of the different stories, values 

and actions” that are there, implying using art for uncovering and unleashing some hidden truth or 

inner capabilities. This is related to how art “fine-tunes the senses” (Roseberry, 2016) and “tunes you 

in” (Have, 2016) to sharpen the vision of what is there, similar to art as the function of purveying truth 

(Schusterman 2006), and the element of “seeing more” in Barry and Meisiek’s definition.  

The element of the “new” in art is attached both to the behalf of the receiver, who is opened up to 

something new, as well as attached to the art piece itself, as it should bring something new and crisp to 
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the table in order to be in fact artful. As Karsten explains “great art is not just decoration, it must do 

something, it must move something” (Auerbach, 2016). He continues to elaborate on how he thinks, 

that so much of what we call art is not creative, as it does not not add something new. The statement 

indicates that the artist must take the risk of bringing something unique to the table by trusting a “real” 

subjective self, and not by only aiming to please or replicate the existing. Thereby, the authentic 

becomes a central starting point and criteria for art, and to release the transformative power believed to 

be found in the arts. Thus, “great” art should present something new and neither aim to be replicative or 

pleasing in itself, as the tensional and challenging is considered an essential part of the artwork. Art 

needs a context and cannot be defined in an isolated void, and thus should have an outward directed 

purpose. Art is assigned with an explicit role to fill in society, as Johan describes the impact of creative 

work in developing society: “Creativity is something that develops people, organizations and society” 

(Lundblahd, 2016).  

As such art, as a product and process is informed by the doer as well as the receiver, through critical 

awareness, creative engagement, and a willingness to be transformed and moved (Klein, 2010). This 

leads us back to the definitional notion of the arts as a collective practice, ought to be shared by humans 

(Chemi et al., 2005). As such the interviewees consider it artful when work entails a conceptual and 

narrative element, which moves us farther away from the notion of the disinterested arts and leans more 

towards Hegel’s presentation of the beauty in art and a contemporary fine arts framework (Barry & 

Meisiek, 2010a). 

It seems essential to the interviewees’ respective relationships to arts, that when you dive into 

contemporary art thinking it gives you a very crisp outlook, and way of looking at your own practice 

and way of creating, being and seeing. If you can sense and decode the functions of art, it gives you a 

creative language and a powerful tool regardless of your creative field. As such, the arts domain is 

perceived as a role model in conceiving creative, imaginative and innovative ideas. Art is thus seen as a 

certain modality and way of knowing, and becomes a tool for investigating ourselves and the world 

around us. As such, supportive of Hegel, arts’ very meaning, content and narrative is essential to how 

we perceive it as a work or practice of art. (Schusterman, 2006)  

4.1.2	Art	and	the	sensory	and	emotional		
Common to the interviewees is a perception of the ability of art to create an opening in the mind and go 



	 40	

beyond the logical sense. A general agreement about the ability of art to touch and engage our senses, 

emotions, and abstract thought and go beyond the intellect stands out. Music, art, theatre, or whatever 

its artistic form, when it is well prepared and well orchestrated, is evidently able to reach an inner 

reservoir, which gives rise to reflection on a very different level than the rational. In a business 

perspective, art is perceived as inspiring to increased creativity and to tease the innovative, as it “keeps 

the mind fresh“ (Berliner, 2016), it keeps you alive and makes it possible for adults to stay in touch 

with their senses, playfulness and enthusiasm (Sørensen, 2016). The tacit and sensory dimension of 

both leaders’ and artists’ descriptions of the artful is clear, as several describe it as an experience, and 

as something that is inexplicable verbally and ‘you know only by doing’, similar to Aristotle's 

“knowing by making rather than by observing” (Schusterman, 2006). As Lynn and Karsten explain, we 

must accept that there are just some things which we cannot express in words, and accordingly the 

ability to sense, navigate and make decisions, in a subconscious and irrational way, seems to be 

experienced as a necessity and natural condition in a complex world. The phenomenon of the arts, in 

spite of its tangible quality, in the sense that it can be seen, touched, heard or smelled, is highly 

intangible, as it often deals with what lies between the lines and uses a means of expression which is 

symbolic, sensory and bodily (Warren, 2008: Chemi et al., 2005) Along with the actual materiality 

implicit in the arts, through the involvement of senses, emotions, the body, perceptions and feelings - 

which in the Kantian philosophy was relegated to the purely sensory appreciation of beauty - here gains 

a status of holistic, cognitive acknowledgement through its embodiment (Chemi et al., 2015; 

Schusterman 2006): it helps us make sense of the complex dynamics of “this fragmented world” (Have, 

2016). According to this view, art is an act of communication of subjective knowledge and experience, 

which is intentional, purposeful, in context and deliberate, and art is drawn upon due to its ability to 

address the intangible and communicate the non-verbal. 

Art is considered able to awaken the senses and intellect in new, alternative ways that makes one alert, 

in ways other domains are not able to. As such the immanent power of the arts lies in its ability: “to do 

something which all other kinds of communication envy; ... move feelings… move beyond the intellect, 

and enter the emotional register. And this is often where the major changes happen” (Sørensen, 2016). 

Using artistic expressions as an aesthetic form to enhance mindfulness and being fully present in the 

moment, is thus seen to inform decision-making and determine in which direction to go. The 
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interviewees highlight that artists are often particularly good at sensing their surroundings, the 

emotions, people and dynamics around them, as they are used to deliberately loosening control and 

navigating in the unknown, and that this is what separates them from other professional fields 

(Sørensen; Hempel; Have, 2016). Therefore, allowing irrationality to flourish, at least momentarily, is 

an essential practice in generating ideas and uncovering the new. Accordingly relying on senses, 

emotions, desires, a strong sense of self and other non-rational elements as found typically related to 

the arts, are highlighted for their ability to address others – followers as audiences - beyond the rational 

and logical. Fundamentally, it is implied that recognizing that the whole person is engaged in the 

process, including emotions and passions, means that we can consider possibilities for doing and acting 

beyond those strictly dedicated by logic. 

4.1.3	Art	and	creativity		
Whereas the theoretical literature provides a somewhat blurred distinction between art and creativity, 

and correspondingly an interchangeable use of the terms artful and creative process (Darsø, 2004) the 

interviewees evidently present a clearer distinction between the two. Christian emphasizes that creating 

art is essentially based on excellence in skills and sublime craftsmanship, and presents a description of 

the artful as containing two aspects: First, the artful is founded in excellence and mastery of skills, and 

secondly that there is a mission of “striving for something higher”: “... in the arts, it is extremely 

important, that you have the discipline and the dedication needed to train and practice your way to the 

point where you can let go… and create another level which is the art itself.” (Have, 2016) In general 

Christian’s of the artful as the extra dimension that distinguishes it from creative craft is shared across 

the full range of interviews. This extra dimension can, according to Christian be witnessed when the 

dental hygienist, the bricklayer or the heart surgeon, conduct their job so well that they make the work 

look easy and we refer to it as something “divine” (Have, 2016). In this sense, the sublime skills that 

make leadership great are embodied and performed based on an ability to sense what is needed in the 

given moment. Though it is clear that the aesthetic experience of the art cannot be reduced only to a 

narrow, specific instrumentality, the interviewees believe that art also entails a functionality, that adds 

to its value, which is understood as its ability to move, challenge and change. Therefore, we might add 

to our understanding of the artful its function to serve the social, which again might enrich the 

pleasures of the aesthetic experience and deepen its impact, and adds the ‘higher’ dimension similar to 

the kalos k’agathos. (Koehn & Elm, 2014: 3) 
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Even though a distinction between artful and creative seems essentially founded in the intangible extra 

and the more of the arts, the two terms are still used interchangeably to describe particular processes. 

Only Karsten and Jacob seem to express some protest against the term creativity. Jacob indicates a 

sense of ironic distance to the creative, and mentions that one of the greatest tragedies of the youth 

today, is that there is no such thing as subculture, implying that the rebellious and creative has become 

mainstream. Similarly, Karsten states that he looks at the word creativity with some distrust, because it 

is being used and misused for many things not necessarily related to creating something new or 

changing anything; “I’m sick and tired about the fact that art always has to equal creativity. Plenty of 

art is not creative” (Auerbach, 2016 33.35). As such artists are not necessarily creative per se, but 

artful creation might involve and even require an element of creativity, in terms of bringing the new to 

the table. Thus, though creativity is ultimately part of an artful process, creativity alone is not able to 

produce great art. Adding to this, Karsten claims, that though the creative and the artful share essential 

commonalities and intersect with one another, great art occurs in the field where excellence in craft 

allows room for ‘the extra’ and make an impact, which is an aspect that is supported across several of 

the remaining interviews (Auerbach; Have; Sørensen; Hempel, 2016) Thus in this view, creativity does 

not necessarily equal artfulness but is an element involved in the artful. 

Accordingly, creativity is not seen as something that is reserved only for the arts, but on the contrary, 

all interviewees seem to believe in an inner creative kernel and the human ability to create, which can 

be cultivated and unleashed as well as externally nurtured, as Johan explains, in artistic partnerships, 

“The artist become a catalyst for people’s own creativity” (Lundblahd, 2016). The fact that all 

interviewees, including the practicing artists, resist the temptation of labelling creativity and artfulness 

to the domain of the arts, but rather admit to the broad scope of artful practices across other fields, is 

significant of an inclusive and collective view on art and creativity. Creativity is thus described as a 

basic human capacity that is fundamental and even somewhat defining for human beings, and as a 

compulsion even compared to the human capacity that carries the species forward: “because this 

creational power is in the deepest DNA of human beings… When you pass on life, this is also 

creation.” (Sørensen, 2016) 

What becomes clear is a distinction between art and creativity, in which artists are creative not per 

definition, but rather per project and in relation to the given context and situation, and that creative 
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individuals and environments can be found in spheres other than artistic ones (Chemi et al. 2015), such 

as in science or manual labour (Have, 2016, Sørensen, 2016). What is interesting is that the 

interviewees present a perspective on creativity that extends to a human universality; creating forces is 

an all-embracing human capacity and as such, everyone is or can be creative. The artful dimension, 

then, is conceived of as a sort of power that strives to go higher, and is generated on the basis of 

embodied skills, authenticity and medium-specific craft. Creative practice and processes appear to 

involve routinely and systematic training and learning, as the arts do. However, where everybody can 

participate in creative process under the right guidance and by receiving the right motivation and 

attention, artfulness requires both mastery and excellence in skills, as well as a strive to “go higher”. 

(Auerbach; Have; Sørensen, 2016). From this we might detect a characteristic of a leader, whose 

authoritativeness does not depend on hierarchic authority but on attitude, professional expertise and 

skill, someone who knows more than the others and is able to find solutions and set an example. This 

includes drawing on the body as well as “spirit and soul” (Sørensen; Have, 2016). Much similar to the 

leader who encompasses both roles of the manager, the artist and the priest. (Hatch et al. 2005). Even 

though the artful and the creative share significant commonalities, the nature of the arts appear to be 

much more diverse and complex. The functions of creativity are thus not always at play in the arts, as 

the interviewees believe that arts serve, often simultaneously, different “masters” and combinations of 

functions: to challenge the status quo, create beauty, cognitive expansion, rebellion, aesthetic pleasure, 

etc.  

In relation to the previously characterization of a post-modern society, growingly undergoing an 

extensive aestheticization and facing extensive demands for innovation, creative development and rapid 

change, business might then require leaders who are able to immerse and broaden themselves to 

thinking creatively and open their minds to new thought (Adler, 2006; Koehn & Elm, 2014), and as is 

revealed, the arts are considered able to facilitate this opening, deepening and widening necessary. As 

all interviewees believe in the ability of the arts to foster this mind-set, we might conjure that the 

interviewees exhibit a belief in the correlation between out-of-the-box thinking and how transformation 

is created. An important point to make here is, that, as the interviewees believe that creativity is not 

relegated to the few but belongs to us all, arts, music, theatre, architecture and design become important 

inspirational sources for how innovative, creative and imaginative solutions are conceived within other 
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spheres, rather than monopolized within the creative industries.  

4.1.5.	Recap	
Similar to the outlined theoretical conceptions, according to the interviewees art refers to what is made 

by human beings, that requires skills, capabilities and crafts, and which at the same time is meaningful 

or generates meaning to others (Chemi et al 2015). As anticipated, the tacit dimension of both leaders’ 

and artists’ knowledge and experience with artful experiences became clear, as several describe it as an 

experience, and as something ‘you know by doing’, similar to Aristotle’s “knowing by doing rather 

than known by observing” (Schusterman 2006). As such, practical experience and experimentation 

immediately becomes underlined as fundamental to the artful. So far, we have seen a strong focus on 

the ability of the arts to enable reflections, changes, imagination. by engaging senses and emotions. 

Fundamental to the interviewees, is a believe in the transformational power of the arts to touch and stir 

us and challenge our habitual understandings of things. In this perspective we might tentatively 

conclude, that parts of the core of the artful is the element of learning, striving for the new and creating 

an impact. The authentic element emerges as an essential condition for the artful, as the “new” is 

founded in embodied skills, experience, emotions and bodily senses. The interviewees all express a 

close relation to the arts, and rely on the arts domain to give new life to conventional things, to create 

change and to provide a fresh outlook and way of looking at own practices and way of creating, being 

and seeing the world. As creativity in considered not for the few but rather as a human ability in all of 

us, imagination, innovation and out of the box thinking is not considered relegated for the arts and 

creative industries, but rather these serve as inspiration across diverse fields. The arts are thus 

considered a type of leadership and a powerful leader of change in itself. The artists are in this way 

role-models of being sensors of what is going on in the world, as empathy and sensory perception is 

highlighted as essential to the artful, and valuable and applicable in business as well. It is implied that 

art is not passively absorbed, but is a subject of an active, curious inquiry. It is fundamental that great 

art should not only aim for satisfaction, but aim to confront and challenge what we think we know to be 

true, and thus entail a tensional element that draws us in. 

4.2.	Practicing	Artfully		

Based on the interviewees’ own conceptualisations and theorizing on art and the artful, the following 

section will focus on answering the second part of the research question, and explore the practices, 



	 45	

attitudes and inclinations of both leaders and artists to determine whether these might form a pattern of 

artful practices. The observational notes and memos revealed several key words and themes primarily 

related to the appearance of the interviewees, including: curiosity, empathy, creativity, risk-willing, 

multi-disciplined and multi-faceted (App. 2-4) Along with the themes that emerged from the 

interviews, such as letting go of control, improvisation, embodied leadership, empowering others (ibid) 

etc., the section below will seek to dive into and explore the essence of the discussed themes across the 

interviews, but rooted in their perspectives on art and the artful as examined above.  

4.2.1.	Learning	strategies	
As examined, across the interviews we find a general understanding that the work of art is based on 

sublime skills and mastery of an extraordinary craft, which allows basis for the “creator” to rely on 

intuition and bodily senses. All interviewees highlight training and ongoing refinement of skills as 

elementary to artist’s work, and that art distinguishes itself from most other domains in its fundamental 

recognition of the value and necessity of “life-long training” (Sørensen, 2016). Painters, musicians, 

dancers, actors and writers all apply technical knowledge gained with iterations of that application 

combined with emotions and a holistic vision in order to create art in its final stages (Koehn & Elm, 

2014). However, as Pernille argues, how do leaders in fact train how to become great, with their body, 

mind and soul as well as their creational force intact? (ibid) Or as Christian asks, where do we find the 

educational program that teaches “what we all know” is essential to great leadership - to lead with 

“musicality” and “spirit and soul”? (Have, 2016) 

Both leaders and artists express themselves on learning as a declared intention to explore, and in some 

cases as an intentional and conscious action for refining skills. Lynn explains how she has worked with 

different artistic consultants in order to develop and train her own skills as a leader and consultant, 

whereas Jacob expresses an experience of creativity and learning as naturally intertwined in his 

professional career. As Jacob explains, since he has never received any proper education, learning by 

doing is the only approach he knows, and is fond of the “trial and error way of doing things” (Berliner, 

2016). From this we might conjure that the interviewees experience learning and creativity as 

meaningfully intertwined in their work, insofar as we understand learning as explorative, 

accommodative, mediated and sensory-aware (Chemi et al., 2015). 

Using the metaphor of playing house as a child, Lynn explains that a natural practice in playful learning 
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involves trying out different roles, and testing what feels right only along the way. Failure, or its 

equivalent, is an expected part of play and experimentation, and considered a natural part of learning to 

be embraced rather than eliminated (Barret, 1998). We can compare this practice to prototyping, 

similar to Karsten’s focus on “sketching” and Pernille’s statement that a notebook is her “most 

important working tool” - jotting down ideas, thought and mental images whenever they appear, keep 

building on it without rejecting it. (Auerbach; Sørensen, 2016). Embracing risk of error and failure thus 

appear to be central to the practice of learning, as incremental experiments sharpen perception and 

activate other thought processes (Barret, 1998). However, it needs to be delicately balanced, 

orchestrated and attuned to the particular situation, as different parts of a process may need both parts 

of structure and un-structure. (Hempel; Sørensen, 2016), and thus bear both aesthetic and artistic 

attributes (Barry & Meisiek, 2010b).  

All interviewees express an explicit sense of attentiveness and openness to receiving new insights for 

learning from their surroundings. This inspiration it would appear, can be found everywhere. For some 

it involves deliberately seeking out new knowledge from e.g. training in different fields (Roseberry, 

2016) or looking to religion (Auerbach, 2016), while for others, learning and inspiration seem to flow 

largely from the people they surround themselves with, as Jacob who is looks to the “creative 

environment” where he lives and works, and explains how it gives “an incredible strength” hiring 

“people from the outside… You get challenged in a different way and you inject some new energy in the 

organisation” as well as how working with the arts, “keeps the mind fresh” as it constantly challenges 

you and brings in new perspectives (Berliner, 2016).  Constantly being open for new inspiration and 

knowledge in this way, involves being attentive, awake and present in the moment as well as looking to 

different domains and fields to broaden one’s perspective. As such learning might be both intentional, 

understood in the sense of practice similar to artistic practice of continual and systematic training and 

refinement of skills, and unintentional though deliberate, in the sense of being constantly aware and 

attentive.  

In relation to learning, a particular focus is placed on process; immersing oneself in the artful and 

creative process for a longer period of time, is seen as allowing room to risk failure and learn along the 

way, as Pernille, who describes the difference between being ‘goal determined’ and ‘goal conscious’, 

where the former will ensure you the fast, straight line from a to b, and the latter will allow you the 
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time and freedom to explore other options in the space in between - and off -  the path from a to b 

(Sørensen, 2016). Immersing oneself in the process, seeking out the more demanding, unsafe path, 

pursuing unforeseen potential as their show themselves, will, “make leaders more limber, it will enable 

them to react – not necessarily faster, but more creative” (Roseberry, 2016). Staying with the senses 

throughout the process is considered as a way to accurately perceive the situation in contrast to relying 

on cognitive short cuts or labels. 

To improve this process, as any other capability, we need practice and routines to develop, just as the 

interviewees that express learning and strategic advances to improve openness and ability to store 

inspiration. Developing an ability to be present and attentive in the moment, seems to require both 

routines that are stable and rule oriented as well as routines that develop instability and ambiguity to 

allow for questioning and moving beyond the typical norms. It would thus seem, that artful decision-

making skills, as the ability to let intuition and senses guide them in their direction, can be learned just 

as artists practice their craft. 

4.2.2.	Facing	uncertainty	with	uncertainty		
It is described in the interviews, that the ways in which artists approach their work are characterized by 

intentionally stepping out of the comfort zone and into the unknown. Similarly, both Gerda, Lynn, 

Karsten and Pernille describe the feeling of “going out on a limb”, “being on thin ice”, “sticking one’s 

head out”, “daring to fail together” as a fundamental part of an artful process, just as Johan explains the 

necessity “... to step outside the comfort zone” in order to “explore a different mind-set” (Lundblahd, 

2016). Karsten emphasizes that when he feels closest to the arts, is when he is estranged to it, and far 

from his comfort zone, and is able to see things from the outside - “I understand the art better when it 

becomes a stranger, when it’s at a distance. I understand myself better when I am on unknown 

territory” (Auerbach, 2016). By upsetting the conventional and ‘normal’, breaking out of one’s routines 

and habits, Pernille describes this as the arts’ ability to mobilize the emotional domain and that “this is 

often where big changes happen” (Sørensen, 2016).  Thus, deliberately seeking to be challenged and 

pushed, seems vital the practices of both artists and leaders, similar to the outlined conceptualisation of 

art and the artful in the above section of the analysis.  

As the art is highlighted for its desirable ability to set something in motion and create a development 

beyond the conventional, exercising an artful awareness requires individuals to actively seek ways of 
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seeing and knowing, beyond the typical perceptions and theoretical schemas. As examined, artful and 

creative processes require an acceptance of ‘not knowing’ and an open-endedness, which ultimately 

helps foster new perspectives and insights. In order to uncover and reap the benefits of the hitherto 

unexamined, it is essential to cultivate a voluntary exposure to inspiration, learning and new 

experiences. As such, we find that both artists and leaders are nurturing their cognitive openness to 

their surroundings. The encounter with the unknown does not necessarily happen by itself, but is 

nourished strategically in order to create artistically. We can characterize the artist’s processes of both 

thinking and approaching the arts as a systematic and deliberate strategic openness, in order to extract 

as much inspiration and energy as possible to store in their inspirational reservoir. The same sense of 

openness and curiosity for the new is concurrent throughout the leader-interviews. What stands out in 

the cultivation of the artful attentiveness, is a specific modus of openness and attentiveness (Chemi et 

al., 2015).  

4.2.3.	Shifting	modalities	
All interviewees emphasize that essential to the practice of idea-generation, is entering a “flow mode” 

in which judgement and strict control is suspended, which ultimately is followed by a state of 

production or testing if the idea stands the ground which reintroduces stability and order. This 

correlates with Hatch’s et al. (2005) distinction between the artist- and the manager-face, where the 

former introduces creative chaos and the latter order and structure. Concerning the creative work of 

artists, Gerda explains how transforming ideas into production involves several phases; The first phase, 

she argues, is the idea generation phase (Hempel, 2016). This phase is characterized by a high degree 

of freedom, no rules, and is suspended from judgement and the fear of failure. Here the artist can play, 

improvise and experiment in the search for what “feels right”. This part is concerned with “unsettling 

the dust”. After a period of time, the idea has been conceived, and the artist dives into a much more 

determined phase of production, where deadlines and structures are essential to get the final outcome 

right. Barry and Meisiek argue that going from one end of the spectre to the other and switching 

between modalities in constellational, gestalt-like ways might be important to an artful process (Barry 

and Meisiek 2010). From the interviews, this hypothesis is supported through a focus on deliberately 

going back and forth between structure and un-structure, intuition and logic, which displays a belief in 

the ability to transgress the borders between structure and chance, as McNiff (1998) argued, in order to 

mobilize inner resources of creativity and production. Correspondingly, Karsten highlights one leader 
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“who was able to shift modalities”, going from the verbal to the visual language as a prime example of 

a business deploying artful practices to foster an artful milieu. Moreover, we find that the interviewees 

place a great focus on the actual process, as working iteratively and “in a spiral-like method” 

(Auerbach, 2016). In relation to this, context relatedness, or “frame consciousness” (Hempel, 2016), is 

crucial. Key to the artful practice, is being able to sense and adapt to the particularities of the situation. 

If the artist or the leader is not able to adapt and decode the context and situation, the artful impact 

remains external and unable to move anything. As such, artful improvisation and stepping out into the 

unknown requires preparation and analytical reflection (Sørensen; Hempel, 2016). Moreover, this 

relates to Ladkin’s description of beautiful leadership, which must account for mastery not only in the 

sense of self but also in close relation to one’s context. It requires attentiveness to the here-and-now 

possibilities at every given moment and situation, and thus a high degree of adaptability and presence 

(Adler, 2006). 

4.2.4.	Risk	and	chance	
For the arts and artists, ambiguity is an incorporated and natural part of working life (Darsø, 2004). All 

respondents reflect on the fact that ambiguity in the arts opens up for immense possibilities, different 

perspectives and new approaches - it is when the dust is unsettled that the new is created (Hempel, 

2016) and the “higher” is reached (Have, 2016). Ambiguity is in the arts an invitation to the freedom of 

changing perceptions, perspectives and forms, whereas detailed business plans and static goals will 

often feel restraining for the artful process and a trustful environment (ibid). Risk and uncertainty 

express a pertinent condition of society, and for the interviewees a seemingly natural part of doing 

business, as e.g. Jacob who describes his investment endeavours, as: “I have done all sorts of things, 

some have gone bankrupt, some I have been bought out of, some are still going” (Berliner, 2016). From 

this we can conjure an immense sense of risk willingness and courage in terms of experimenting and 

seeking out projects that are not necessarily the “easy ones” (ibid).  

Artists as well as leaders seem able to adapt and incorporate chance rather easily and in very subtle 

ways, which correlates to a drive to seek out potential in the world around them. In this aspect though 

to varying degrees, where we might perhaps place Jacob at one end of the scale and Lynn at the other, 

common to all is a courage or curiosity to go after ‘what feels right’ rather than securing the safest 

success story, as Christian for example explains that he is trying to prove that businesses can be run 
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with more than just an economic focus, where culture, autonomy and integrity is valued equally high as 

economic safety, if not higher. As such for the “homo aestheticus”, the business is driven by an equal 

ranking between ethics, economics and aesthetics (Koehn & Elm, 2014). 

All the interviewees present anecdotes and examples of ventures and professional experiences that they 

have almost stumbled into, and have learned how to manage only along the way; as for example Jacob, 

who explains that he started up his record label without knowing what he was doing at first, but 

because he was living with a musician at the time, and felt inspired to go in a direction where no one 

else was going. Moreover, going against the mainstream, not steering away from challenges and the 

“uphill battle” (Berliner, 2016) are themes that emerges throughout all the interviews and strongly links 

authenticity with autonomy. Similarly, the artists especially, seem to value freedom, autonomy and 

passion in work higher than economic stability and job security, as Karsten explains “sometimes me 

and my wife, we will sit down and say, ok, so how long can we keep this up until I have to take a 

teaching job”. (Auerbach, 2016) Once again we might look toward the popular jazz metaphor, as jazz 

musicians are seen as role models for turning unforeseen problems and challenges into musical 

opportunities. (Barret 1998: 610). Similar to jazz musicians, the interviewees do not seem to focus on 

eliminating or avoiding unforeseen ruptures, but rather are able to actively use errors and build upon it 

until a new pattern is formed (Ibid). 

4.2.6.	Improvisation	and	intuition	
Though to a varying degree, all the interviews indicate how the artful process is guided by intuition and 

an inner sense which determines and guides in which direction to go. Examples of this are found as 

Jacob talks about energy much similar to how Christian and Lynn speak of “inspiration” and 

“intuition”, as essential for their motivation to go into new projects and ventures and to sense in which 

direction to go and lead. For Karsten this is described as an ability to empathize, as being able to sense 

people and put himself in their shoes, as well as being present in the given moment. Being present in 

the moment or mindful of the moment refers to the process of reacting and interacting with the 

situation as it unfolds, in real time (Koehn & Elm, 2013) It stimulates the engagement of the whole 

person in the process by consciously considering and reacting to the current dynamics. 

As mentioned, artful practices are largely described as part of a process that can be deliberately turned 

on and off, drawing on an ability to turn on a flow mode, pursuing the fantasy of fulfilling immediate, 
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embodied impulses and inspirations before turning ideas into production, as Karsten who explains, 

whenever he feels inspired, “I have to walk the line and test some things” (Auerbach, 2016), and 

improvisation is largely the term used to describe the artful process.  

Improvisation comes from “improvisus, which means the unforeseen” (Sørensen, 2016). Presented as a 

technique for leading in ambiguity, and steered by a strive for a holistic vision, improvisation is 

described across the interviews as a technique for idea-generation and the creation of something new 

that allows room to pursue immediate attractions and impulses: “we have a plan, but we have an open 

channel that allows us to see if there is more energy in going some other way” (Sørensen, 2016). Adler 

(2006) discusses the main potential advantage of deploying improvisations as a shift from “planning-

then-doing” to simultaneous “listening-and-observing-while-doing” (Adler, 2006). In his leadership, 

Christian mentions how he aims to lead with as little planning and control as possible, and focuses on 

the present moment rather than planning ahead (Have, 2016). This improvisational behaviour is 

supported by the limited procedures, such as no requirement for clocking in and out, in the company, 

which force employees to improvise their way ahead (ibid). Barrett (1998) describes artful 

improvisation as building on the interaction with and reaction to others, by relying partly on intuition 

while remaining attentive to the moment, just as Crossan and Sorrenti’s description of spontaneous 

action guided by intuition. Much similar, Christian describes an improvisational leadership style, where 

control and monitoring is replaced by guiding everyone to pursue a common goal, whilst letting every 

individual in the company go after what tingles their interests and passion. Strikingly similar 

descriptions of ‘emancipatory’ leadership approaches are described by Jacob as well as Gerda, who 

explains that she has had to learn how to lead by looking at the artists, and training herself to detect 

when to let each individual follow his or her own interest and when to say no and set boundaries 

(Berliner; Hempel, 2016). Allowing room for improvisation might also be seen as a precondition 

determined by the focus on allowing each employee freedom and mandate to execute. Improvisation 

requires the actor to be fully present in the moment, and fully engaged in the task at hand. As 

improvisation requires focus on its subject, it can create circumstances to promote mindfulness and 

presence in the moment, and thus improve organizational learning (Koehn & Elm, 2013). However, as 

several argue, this way of leading requires an immense deal of trust (Have, 2016). As such, 

improvisation requires emancipation and emancipation ultimately requires trust, which seemingly 
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requires a close aligning between the leaders’/organization’s visions and the employee, characteristic of 

the move from the bureaucratic to the post-bureaucratic organization (Maravelias, 2007).  

As examined, the interviewees consider the artful dimension to be added only when the creator – 

whether it is a craftsman or an artist - have obtained the sublime skills and techniques necessary to let 

go and trust their intuition and sense what would make the work special - in order to “make it their 

own” (Have, 2016). The artists, who are able to create by being fully present in the moment and sense 

what is needed in order to make the outcome superior, are in this perspective seen as role models for 

creating beauty (Koehn & Elm, 2014). Mary Crossan (1997) claims that although improvisation has 

long been evident in the arts domain, it has only more recently become acknowledged as an important 

skill in management and leadership (in Adler, 2016). The element of improvisation, risk willingness 

and intuitive experimentation is a highly present element in the interviews, as they express the 

capabilities to blend the traditional skills of planning and analytical foresight with the ability to respond 

in the moment to problems and opportunities as they arise (Adler, 2006). 

4.2.7.	Play	and	letting	go		
Closely related to the improvisational nature of the artful practice, is allowing the process to run freely, 

detached from judgement and critique, as Pernille explains, “because as soon as you censor an artistic 

process and fill it with fear and result-thinking, creativity and spontaneity stops” (Sørensen, 2016). As 

such strict control and monitoring are considered inhibiting for the artful, which rather emerges from a 

culture of trust (Have, 2016). For several interviewees letting go is specifically associated with play, 

and the ability “to just come with it” (Roseberry, 2016) forgetting and loosing yourself in the moment, 

just like children who can disappear into their play for hours (Sørensen, 2016). Several describe the 

artful process as entering a flow mode, where, “you just get into this state where you play… you give 

yourself the freedom to try a whole bunch of stuff out, and you don’t stop yourself - you let yourself just 

come with it. And keep playing with it. If you don’t like it, that’s not a big problem because you just 

change it”(Roseberry, 2016) – just like a child who organizes her play intuitively and instinctively, and 

if it doesn’t feel just right, simply reorganizes it without thinking much about it. Christian argues that 

the great leader should learn the same abilities of the artist to fully let go and ‘become’ the work: 

“Forgetting yourself, your own performance, your own staging, your own position, and just do what 

needs to be done. This is something that every artist knows, that if they want to create great art, then 
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they need to let go”. (Have, 2016). Jacob compares this to leading artistic processes, in which he 

emphasizes the importance of allowing “artistic freedom” (Berliner, 2016) for each artist to choose 

their own sound, look and direction; “… we will just let go of control. Because this is basically how I 

feel that music should be created” (ibid).  

Play and a momentary suspension of everyday thinking are as such important elements of the artful 

practice to the interviewees, and is described as involving the willing suspension of beliefs, letting go, 

improvisation, and making things up as you go along. Again, this is strongly attached to the theme of 

being risk willing and adaptable to new perspectives and conditions. Barry and Meisiek argue that in 

order for artfulness to occur in a business setting, it may require a certain degree of lightening up and 

play, at least temporarily (Barry & Meisiek, 2010), which is particularly present for Christian who 

mentions how he considers it vital for the business culture to play, do music together, go to concerts 

and drink beer together. In order for the artful to emerge and prosper, we find letting go attached to 

several levels; letting go, related both to suspension of judgement and control, as staying with the 

senses is essential to entering a creative, artful flow mode; and letting go in terms of trust, 

emancipation and artful empowerment - both as trust in the process, in one’s own skill and intuition, as 

well as the people involved.  Finally, the practice of letting go ultimately relates also to the acceptance 

of the open-ended and embracing the unforeseen as a fundamental condition.  

4.2.8.	Ethics	and	beauty	–	telling	stories	
As examined in the first section of the analysis, all interviewees express that art should be more than 

merely aesthetically pleasing or decorative, it should move something and expand our minds. Similarly, 

even though both leaders and artists have very different perceptions of how, they emphasize that doing 

something new, making an impact or specifically doing the morally good and noble as central to their 

interests. In relation to Plato’ notion of beauty, as linked to the ability to address the mind and the 

intellect through values and moral, we describe the interviewee’s focus on the social and common well 

as a similar strive for beauty, through vision and purpose, rather than through an exclusive pursuit of 

profit and efficiency. In what we have already outlined as the coming aesthetic age, ethics and purpose, 

as we find in the interviews, might then be central to the corporation as a tool and a way for creating 

meaning and beauty (Hansen et al, 2007). Christian for example describes how he is not mainly 

interested in money, and does not need to own a house or a car, as every penny should stay in the 
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company and work to achieve his goals. The social bottom line appears essential in both Jacob and 

Christian’s companies, and is supported by the remaining interviewees, aside from Lynn, who rejects 

that her business is steered by ethical goals, though it might be a welcomed bi-product. 

Several interviewees relate authenticity and personal leadership to human compassionateness and 

assuming a social responsibility. As such, authenticity, a strong sense of self and self-awareness are 

several times linked to integrity and ethics throughout the interviews as well. Corresponding to Plato’s 

link between beauty and truth, leading with authenticity, understood as being as true to oneself as 

possible, can then be seen as a strive to create beauty in artful leadership. Lynn emphasizes the 

distinction between doing good, in a reflective manner and being, what she calls, a “do-gooder”, 

someone who does good deeds but does so unreflectively and indistictively based on what is 

considered the right thing to do in conventional merits. In her way of distinguishing between the 

different ways of doing good, critical thinking, self-examination and self-reflection are evident 

elements, which are relevant to the distinct stubbornness found in the artists, who breaks the 

conventional boundaries of the ivory tower of the elitist, art for art’s sake conceptions, by turning art 

into a tool for pursuing a mission and a holistic vision. Acting beautifully is related to going above and 

beyond the expected, and beauty here is further attached to pursuing a purpose or leaving a mark 

beyond economic profits. Decisions about ethical courses of action are in this regard best determined 

by reflecting on visions of 'the good life’, and the passions, emotions and reason that are involved in 

living such life. 

As examined, the interviewees are focused on being very clear in their communication and the leaders 

in their presentation of their goals and visions, in which social responsibility, generosity and ethics are 

fundamental elements (Sørensen; Have, Berliner, 2016). Christian emphasizes how assuming a social 

responsibility, bringing ethical values and virtues into the business, can create more engaged 

employees: “you see an incredible sense of pride in some companies, where the entire company go in 

and assume a responsibility for culture or a social project, just the fact that they do this create an 

enormous sense of pride” (Have, 2016). Following that considerable attention today is given to 

exploration for the good and satisfied life, meaning, ethics and the noble becomes a way of gathering 

others in the pursuit of leaving a mark (Carroll & Flood, 2010). As such one aspect of leading artfully 

and engaging, mobilizing and inspiring followers, is thus about bringing in a higher purpose in 
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leadership, similar to Plato’s notion of beauty and the ethics, as it “reminds us of our wings, it inspires 

us, lifting the mind to permanent values and eternal truths” (Ladkin, 2008: 32). Based on this we 

detect a belief that sharing a common goal, and embarking on a mission together, creates an emotional 

attachment that relates to the felt, sensory experience of leadership and the aesthetic experience it 

induces (Hansen et al., 2007). Correspondingly, all interviewees use a broad variety of metaphors to 

describe their work as well as their relation to arts. To mention a few examples: the revolutionary is 

compared to the court jester provoking the bourgeoisie to keep them on their toes (Berliner, 2016); 

artful improvisation is compared to children playing house (Roseberry, 2016); the leader as an 

orchestra conductor, who’s role it is to create symbiotic magic and coherence (ibid); and the dental 

hygienist, the surgeon or the bricklayer, who like the artist, is able to produce something divine out of 

sublime skills (Have, 2016). Related to shifting modalities, we can surmise that being an artful leader 

require multiple positions and the ability to adopt different approaches to action. One may, so to speak, 

have to shift the dominant metaphor of leading depending on the time, the place, the project and the 

people involved. Through analogically comparing understandings across contexts leaders can create 

new perspectives and generate new insights (Barry & Meisiek 2010b). In this regard, the artistic 

language is able to stretch its epistemological reach through the use of metaphors. Storytelling and 

seduction are important for the artful and aesthetic experience in the organization, as using 

“musicality” (Have, 2016) and drawing on poetic resources are believed to engage people and create 

greater possibilities for meaning and action. Creating aesthetically nurturing, inspiring experiences for 

others by using e.g. artistic forms, metaphors and analogies opens up for the imagination and 

encourages to see things in new perspectives (Barry & Meisiek, 2010b). However, in the metaphors’ 

ability to tune us in on certain things, lies also its ability to prevent us from seeing other things (Darsø, 

2004). The metaphors are thus a powerful tool in terms of ordering and arranging subject’s perspectives 

and positions, which reveals communication and storytelling as relevant for the artful leader to ‘align’ 

employees.  

4.2.9.	Examining	the	unexamined	
Escaping societal conformity has long been part of most artistic traditions (Adler, 2006). 

Correspondingly, for several of the interviewees, we find a focus on changing perspective in order to 

see oneself from a broader view, and as a way to challenge ways of thinking and doing things. Both 

leaders and artists describe a focus on listening to and observing people and surroundings, and 
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generally using senses to get new perspectives. Just as artists create by being fully present in the 

moment and “seeing” the situation in a unique way, artful leaders seeking to examine the unexamined, 

require complete comprehension and interaction as the process is occurring. Being fully aware and 

“seeing” the situation can allow for consideration of elements and factors that might otherwise be 

overlooked if a stereotypical rational approach is used (Koehn & Elm, 2013). Both Carroll and Flood 

and Barry and Meisiek point to something similar when they talk about art’s ability and desire to 

examine the unexamined, as artists often pay attention to odd cues and details and aim at seeing things 

differently, described as sense-making (Carroll & Flood, 2010; Barry & Meisiek, 2010) In this way, it 

seems that the interviewees are generating new insights and different perspectives through sense-

making, as for example Jacob, who seeks out the challenge and lays out obstructions for himself to 

force a change of perspective, and explains that he would rather do something completely new than 

replicating a former success (Berliner, 2016). Accordingly, Christian argues that it is crucial for leaders 

and their organizations to keep changing perspectives in order not to suffocate the artful through 

control and rationality (Have, 2016). He describes that any new development must “strive for 

something higher”, and that “all the great ones” have been able to revolutionize and challenge the 

status quo by striving to go higher than the conventional and the already known. He fiercely argues that 

any service that relies on tracking and tracing what their consumers already want, will be dead within a 

number of years. They will have “tracked themselves to death”, as he says, implying that, merely 

giving people what they want, rather than challenging what they could want, will be the first nail in the 

coffin for any successful business (ibid). Similarly, Johan argues that fundamental to development, 

creativity and artful being reminds us “To keep the new thoughts and methods alive. Be aware of when 

we start to act as we always have done”, and describes an artful process, as “A process where you are 

open to new and different solutions and to make what was your success yesterday, new, different and 

even better today” (Lundblahd, 2016). These statements imply that today the greatest pitfall of success, 

is to rest on the laurels rather than attempting to strive for something higher and, like art, being more 

than decorative and pleasing. As such, pure rationalism is considered to create a static conservatism 

inhibiting the artful and the new. We can relate this to the ability to think outside the box, which we 

found related to the artist's ability to combine and deconstruct elements from different traditions and 

spheres in order to renew domain-specific modes of expression (Chemi et. al 2005). This might 

furthermore suggest how artful leadership moves farther away from a general business logic, seeking to 
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reduce risk and error, and instead aims at creating coincidences and tensions and unavoidably 

enhancing risk (Barret 1998; Barry, 2008). Learning from the arts, as examined above, moving beyond 

pure intellectual knowledge requires being fully present in the moment and mindful and attentive of the 

world at that time. Artists are highlighted for their ability to engage in this practice by virtue of their 

unique perspectives about the world around them. Integrating the way that artists perceive the world, 

including elements of passion, emotions, and intuition in the moment ultimately requires courage to 

engage in processes outside of normal boundaries. 

In spite of the various motivations, common to all interviewees’ respective endeavours is a 

fundamental strive to do something new, and “tickle the mind” (Berliner, 2016) as art is able to. For the 

facilitators of artistic interventions this is creating a new platform the two domains to mutually benefit 

from each other; for the artists, this is transforming traditional artistic craft into a business tool; for 

Lynn, it is building a consultancy business on a custom made board-game; and for Christian and Jacob 

this is proving how to do business in a fundamentally different way; and a constant strive to go in a 

direction where no one else is going. As such the interviewees focus on the value of combining odd 

things in new and unforeseen ways, in order to either create something completely new or revolutionize 

practice within an already existing field, similarly to using analogies for changing an object’s contexts 

and thus its fundamental nature (Barry & Meisiek, 2010b). As we examined above, de Cock’s call for a 

reintroduction of imagination in creativity, relates to the interviewees’ capacity and drive to question 

already given determinations, which makes us think about how things might be alternatively designed 

(De Cock, 2016). The interviewees express an approach to creating something new, that is related to 

what Barry describes as the associative element of the arts; as a way of developing new meaning and 

new perspectives, by encouraging people to form new connections and relations between elements that 

they would otherwise consider unrelated (Barry, 2008) 

 

4.2.10.	Unsettling	the	dust		
Like art can often be experienced as provoking, we can detect a similar desire to “unsettle the dust” and 

create contrasts as related to artful practices. As such, we find a focus on deliberately shifting roles, 

environments and positions. The leaders all express an ability to oscillate swiftly and intensely between 

different identities, roles, positions and managerial figures. For example, from Christian and Jacob, we 
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find these unpredictable transitions attached to the turn from the ‘caring father’ and the free-spirited, 

egalitarian levelling of power to the ‘tough manager’ with models and systems, expecting everyone to 

“work through the night” (Berliner, 2016) to get a job done (Sørensen & Villadsen, 2014). 

Several of the interviewees exhibit a strive for rebellion and hints of a rebellious identity. Jacob for 

example argues that today there are practically no rules, “you can have three girlfriends, if you would 

like” (Berliner, 2016) and you are the master of your own life to a degree never seen before, similar to 

the focus on autonomy and freedom we find across the artists’ interviews. A similar characterization is 

found in Agamben (2005) who characterises contemporary society as in a “zone of indistinction”, 

where boundaries are easily transgressed due to a dismantling of their traditional definitions (Johnsen 

& Sørensen 2014). Similarly, Christian explains how he often attempts to create spur of the moment 

events and happenings, that unsettles the routine-carried daily office life. For example, he would create 

a company band, where everybody would play an instrument and then act out a concert for the others, 

which we might describe as an attempt to create a space and culture that is open and hospitable to 

ideas, similar to an arts studio, which suspends the everyday routines and habits (Klein, 2010; 27, Barry 

& Meisiek, 2014). As such we find a hint of a bohemian anti-establishment attitude across both leaders 

and artists, which is supported again by the desire to go in new directions, being a first mover and set 

things in motion. Furthermore, several emphasize the value of creating a social change in ways 

alternative to the government’s approach. (Berliner, 2016). Coupled with the emphasis on 

improvisation and letting go of control, we find a move toward an anti-bureaucratic, anti-authoritarian 

position in several of the interviewees (Sørensen & Villadsen, 2014).  

Thus, seemingly contrasting the free and unstructured leadership style, this approach goes hand in hand 

with a strong focus on knowing when to say no, keeping deadlines, knowing how to tightly align 

people, and that the leaders demand and expect everybody to pull their own weight. Some of the 

leaders even attempt to distance themselves from the comparison with the jazz metaphor, and 

emphasize that “this thing about leading is not just something pulled out of thin air” (Berliner, 2016). 

As such, there is a rather strong, yet subtle, inscribed backbone structuring the un-structure. This points 

us in the direction of a foucauldian notion of power, regulating and structuring actions by limiting the 

manoeuvre room for others. Thus, in contrast to how the leaders conduct, express and carry themselves, 

we detect a strong focus on shifting between moments of structure and un-structure. ‘Artistic freedom’ 



	 59	

in the organization as elsewhere seem to require a stabile foundation, and - though empowerment, trust 

and flexibility is highlighted - an easily controlled framework within which the artfulness can run wild. 

We find that while authenticity remains a fundamental driving force, it does not necessarily strive to 

create an immediately pleasing and congruent experience, but involves an element of tension and 

contrasts as well, in order to address the mind.  

According to Barry, it is largely the tensions created in art, that are able to draw us in, move and 

challenge us (Barry 2008). This is similar to how Thyssen (1998) describes the art piece as judged on 

its ability to upset the normal and create unusual relations, which invites the audience in (Thyssen, 

1998). In a more critical perspective, this might imply an experience similar to what Baumann referred 

to as ‘Liquid modernity’, where “post-panoptic forms of power foster unpredictability…” (Sørensen & 

Villadsen, 2014). Like creating art, the leaders seem to express the ability to deliberately shift between 

positions and approaches, assuming different roles and thus creating contrasting, unexpected 

experience. From this, we can detect a similar strive to “revolutionize” the conventional as found in 

Schumpeter’s (1989) description of the entrepreneur, forcing creative destruction or inducing creative 

chaos (Hatch et al., 2005), which is related to the described impact of the arts to challenge, move and 

stir things up. A similar concept is discussed by Gardner, who proposes a definition of “participation in 

artistic processes”. (Chemi et al 2015: 97). Focusing on the developmental outputs that participation 

can harvest, Gardner suggests that the arts create expectations and then resolve or violate them, and by 

doing so, stimulate complex intellectual responses that integrate both affection and cognition. (Chemi 

et al. 2015: 97). Implying that changes occur highly due to elements of instability, insecurity and even 

vulnerability.  

4.2.12.	The	body,	passion	and	emotions	–	a	holistic	vision	
Another distinctive element that is attached to several of the interviewee’s elaborations of their practice 

is an emphasis on the body, understood, firstly, in terms of bodily senses, such as inner-compulsions, a 

gut feeling, impulse or intuition, and secondly, a yearning to capture and unleash the full potential and 

passions of oneself and others. There is a distinct recognition that people use more than their intellect 

and rationality to make choices and decisions, which in the interviews stands out as they seemingly 

bring their minds and whole bodies to work; their emotions, feelings and experiences in order to be 

fully present in the moment. Being present in the moment provides immediate interpretation of an issue 
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that is a result of the knowledge an individual brings to the situation. Such mindful attentiveness allows 

for introduction of the personality and emotions of the leader or any other decision maker as a hole 

person, and for a creation of a vision of the situation that is holistic in nature, and goes beyond 

consideration of just the logical and intellectual dimensions (Koehn & Elm, 2013). Accordingly, we 

find mentioning of spirituality and an expressed need to (re-)integrate it in arts, business and society, 

and go against a current stream disassociating it from other spheres, as one mentions, “in certain 

contexts, it is almost like talking about paedophilia” (Have, 2016). Rather, for several of the 

interviewees, we find an expressed priority of the importance of bodily presence and the value of 

welcoming back the living, sensing body, as Karsten, for whom the ability to empathize is considered 

almost a physical attribute, as he mentions “I am so tired in my empathizing capacity” (Auerbach, 

2016), much like a muscle capable of overstraining. As such, we find a move towards bringing in 

intangible and irrational elements, which cannot be grasped by or represented in any theoretical, 

rational business model (Darsø, 2004).  

In artistic interventions, we similarly detect a mission to enable contact between mind and body 

(Sørensen, 2016), training the leader’s ability to act on embodied impulses in the current moment and 

context, which is supposed to open up hitherto repressed resources of playfulness, intuition and creative 

potential, as it is explicitly stated that ”The artistic approach and the artist’s methods takes a new way 

in people’s brains and bodies and help to develop creativity and creative solutions” (Lundblahd, 2016), 

implying that mind and body cooperates simultaneously at different levels (Sørensen, 2016; Chemi et 

al., 2015)  

Both artists and leaders describe how beauty in actions can come from superior craftsmanship, that has 

become trained and physically incorporated to such an extent that the producer can let go of control and 

trust intuition and impulses (Have; Sørensen; Hempel, 2016; Chemi et. al 2015). It is mentioned across 

the interviews, how the artists practice, train and fine tune their skills and techniques until mastering 

their craft comfortably enough to let go and let the musical piece “come alive” and for the actor to 

“become the part” (Have, 2016). Knowledge at this tacit level is founded in experience and learning, as 

a deeply ingrained and embodied way of knowing. The embodied, tacit knowing thus corresponds 

roughly to sensory or aesthetic knowing, particularly as opposed to the intellectual, explicit knowing. 

(Hansen et. al 2007), which again relates to the ‘artful way’, giving meaning through expressions other 
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than the logical.  

As examined in Chapter 2 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK, the aesthetic experience relates to the felt 

meanings generated from sensory perceptions, and involves subjective, tacit knowledge founded in 

emotions and feelings. Following Baumgarten, aesthetic knowledge is as much about feelings as it is 

cognition, and thus involves sensory perception in and through the body, relating to the interviewees’ 

emphasis on the sensing body and soul as essential in (organizational) life (Have; Sørensen, 2016). As 

examined it is in the value of the arts to create an experience that the performer and the audience can 

relate to emotionally, and emotions and passions are key element of the practice of artists. Being 

present in the moment allows us to bring all of ourselves into the process, which means that emotions 

and feelings follow the intellectual capabilities that we have. This supports the argument found in the 

interviews for including the whole human being in the decision-making process and the general 

organizational life since emotion cannot be separated from reason. This is therefore not to suggest that 

we should eliminate the tacit knowledge that initiated the process to begin with, or allow emotions and 

passions to blatantly overrule reasoning, but that these are valuable contributions to one another.  

Again, a sense of wholeness, meaning and a holistic outlook is sought after and believed to have a 

valuable impact in businesses as well as arts. Thus, similar to the embodied structures that make 

meaning possible in the arts (Chemi et al., 2005), the ‘inner sphere’ and body seems to be in focus, as a 

shelter for a human universal creative kernel, and resources that are considered appropriate to tackle 

complexities and open ends, which founds artful leadership in embodied meanings.  

4.2.13.	Seducing	and	emancipating		
Noteworthy (though perhaps somewhat expectedly) any conception referring to power, control or 

authority were absent in the leaders’ characterization of their personal leadership style. One can 

surmise that these terms connote a more transactional and traditional leader-follower mind-set, than 

what we can detect in the interviews. Rather, the interviewees are more likely to refer to practices 

characterized by influence, responsibility and inclusion, for example, ynn describes how it is the role of 

the leader to create a feeling of being inspired, just as Christian believes that the leader should serve as 

a role model and a master, while ensuring possibilities for each individual to follow their own paths 

(Roseberry; Have, 2016). While influence is arguably an exercise of power to some extent, influence, 

in this context involves the building of trust as well as empowering others to participate as partner-like 
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relations in the initiatives.   

Throughout the interviews, authenticity is often cited and often resonates with the terms of 

empowerment, freedom, trust and autonomy. From a leadership perspective authentic empowerment is 

related to the ability to increase the passion and intrinsic motivation of each employee, resulting in a 

greater commitment to the success of the organization’s endeavours. We find a particularly outspoken 

focus on drawing people in and including them, which we might connect with the capability of 

seduction as found central in the arts. This holds for the full range of interviewees. Though Jacob does 

not elaborate further on this aspect in relation to his employees, he seems to pursue this effect on his 

surroundings, as striving to open up the youth to arts, opening new, ‘undiscovered’ parts of the city up 

to people, and allowing “artistic freedom” for the artists he works with (Berliner, 2016).  In order to 

invite people in and create a culture where people feel empowered and sufficiently engaged in order for 

them to partake and contribute beyond their stated roles as clients, audience or employees, establishing 

a non-coercive environment of trust and comfort is essential. Thus, sensing the position of people, 

detecting when they have taken the bait before “going in for the kill” is vital, as Lynn explains; 

“sometimes when I talk to people they latch onto something - I say something that draws them in, and it 

makes them want to work with me” and adds, “I can always tell when this is happening” (Roseberry, 

2016). Moreover, Lynn explains how she considers it a vital practice to seduce clients and “… and 

make them feel safe” in order to “make them think about things differently” (ibid). The value is to create 

an experience that the performer and the audience can relate to emotionally. Much similar to a work of 

art, both the interviewed artists and leaders are aware of the use of the more everyday, conventional, 

recognizable and “safe” elements in order to invite people into a much more complex world, which 

then can create a mental opening and engagement, as Christian explains; “Does it make it easier then to 

talk about a company’s mission and vision? Yeah. Because, if you have seen them (the employees), they 

will want to see the company as well. If I see your visions … then you can see my vision of driving the 

business in this direction.” (Have, 2016). Correspondingly, Christian stresses that he would much 

rather take a chance, following his gut feeling and hire the person who seem to want to do the most, 

than whomever looks the best on paper, which points to Maravelias’ statement that in organizations, 

where freedom and self-management have replaced control and systems, the person’s potential to adapt 

and evolve in line with organization’s “script”, is ever more important than technical skills (Maravelias 
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2007). In a transartistic perspective (Welsch, 2009) in which constant aesthetic grooming has spread 

across spheres and domains, this constant search for further knowledge, new capabilities, continuous 

personal development and growth translates into an ethic that values unlimited “potential for 

expansion” and adaptability (Johnsen & Sørensen 2014: 14). As such, we might connect the ethics of 

being self-managing as a coping-mechanism and a response to a highly individualistic culture (ibid). 

Moreover, supported by the dominating theme of “embodiment”, relying on trust and empowerment, 

rather than control and monitoring seem to be central elements to cultivate artfulness within oneself as 

well as others and as central to creating the artful experience for each person.  

Similar to great artists whose passions move them beyond mastered techniques to meaningful 

statements (Adler, 2006), we find a similar strive in the interviewees to unleash passion and the 

courage to go in new directions as well as a strive to empower this in others. As such, it is assigned to 

the role of the great leader to connect and unify potentially ‘complementary opposites’ (Chemi et al. 

2005), and to empower, unleash and combine these individual forces in new and beautiful ways. As 

Lynn explains, the role of the conductor to a chamber music orchestra is to bring out the best of every 

individual and combining it, turning it into a masterpiece (Roseberry, 2016). Ultimately, what we find 

is a strong emphasis on fostering a more ‘whole’ and holistic perspective and outlook - employees that 

ought to be empowered and fully seen, businesses that should assume its responsibility in society, arts 

that should assume its role as a contributor to the tribe, and leaders who ought to embrace their full 

potential of both mind and body and spirit and soul, and nurture this in others.  

4.2.14.	Case	–	When	art	meets	agriculture		

“The harbour site is melancholic, with its grey shades and misty air, thick with fog. The only sounds 
here are from the seagulls and the ferry horns. There are hardly any people anywhere, and there is no 
life around at the harbour site.   

… They are standing far away from the paintings and joking around, but apparently not really 
impacted by the paintings that are there, intervening the office space… I get the sense that th are 
feeling put on the spot almost…  Either they are hiding their curiosity very well because they are shy 
and feel estranged to it, or perhaps, they just find it odd. Yet, one says to Karsten,”Can you feel the 
excitement?!” – we laugh about this a bit, and come to the conclusion that perhaps it’s just a cultural 
difference and that people here are naturally not as inclined to show their emotions.”  

         (Field notes from 17th March at the exhibition at FF Skagen) 



	 64	

In extension of the research, which, so far, has focused on elucidating perceptions and practices of 

leaders and artists, each close to the artful in their own ways, the following case provides an example of 

an orchestrated meeting between the arts and its assumedly opposite other, the agriculture. First of all, 

the project at the fish meal and fish oil production facility was divided into two parts; a creative 

workshop, on the employee’s behalf, where they, in teams, would have to paint the company’s values; 

and second, three months of field studies at the organization at the artist’s behalf, in order to do eight 

paintings, that would capture the organization’s values, dynamics and culture. The management had 

deliberately chosen to keep the creative workshop a secret, and the employees were taken off guard and 

asked to change into boiler suits, and enter a hotel room completely plastered in plastic, for them to 

play and paint. As such, all participants were required to improvise (Field notes). Workers, not 

ordinarily involved with creative work were thus forced out of their comfort zone and invited to rely on 

their emotions and senses to direct their choice of colours, shapes and visual expression. Thus the 

project was designed as an attempt of actively working with tensions, play and experimentation to 

create a tentative approach to organizational themes, to go beyond the foreseeable (Barret, 1998).  

 

The workshop is an example of how a momentary space, similar to the art’s studio, as a more open and 

symbolically rich space, where inquiry and playful exploration is welcomed, can be created in the 

organization (Barry & Meisiek 2014, Klein, 2010). The nature of this particular artistic intervention 
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was focused on the imaginative expressions that depart from emotional and cognitive states. Similar to 

Springborg who argues that creating art requires a set of conditions that make individuals perceive the 

world more directly through the senses instead of predetermined notions (Koehn & Elm, 2014), the 

artist aimed to use actual art pieces as analogous artefacts, to go beyond the conventional, stereotypical 

ways of thinking and talking about things. Barry and Meisiek describe analogous artefacts as “objects 

and performances that induce but not dictate analogical considerations” (Barry and Meisiek 2010b), 

similar to how the intervention deployed artistic practice and art-pieces as catalysts in the service of 

awakening the tacit knowledge that reconnects people with their inner imagination and passions.  

With attentiveness to the delicate mood at the organization, as they have just within recent years gone 

through a change in management and been faced with risk of foreclosure and a merger, the paintings 

done by the artist were created to use an artistic form for an aesthetic expression and an emotional and 

cognitive buffer to address delicate issues. Moreover, based on experience, Karsten explained how 

working with what he calls “concrete floor” organizations, are immensely challenging in comparison to 

e.g. the “knowledge intensive company”, and that introducing artistic expression requires a certain 

language. The gap that often exists between the arts and the so-called concrete-floor companies, such 

as within domains of industrial production and agriculture, is not founded “not in willingness, but in 

understanding”, Karsten explains, implying that culture and at least some nurturing of an artistic 

language is required to engage in creative making and abstract, visual thought. (Auerbach, 2016). 

The day of the exhibition for the art pieces, revealed that what seemed to have had, by far, the largest 

impact on the employees was the collaborative workshop, whereas the paintings done by the artist, 

remained somewhat external in their impact, at least initially, in spite of them being based on several 

months of interaction, interviews, observing and participation in their daily life (Field notes). 

Evidently, the exhibition and debriefing day, showed a similar shyness and reluctance. The company 

members indicated a need to distance themselves from the arts, both physically, by standing far away 

from the arts pieces and by making statements such as “usually I’m not at all interested in arts... (Field 

notes).	
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The project, provides an example of how an artist has used concrete art pieces as analogous artefacts, to 

attempt to induce imagination and reflection and to cultivate an aesthetic consciousness beyond the 

rational, verbal and logic. It also exhibits how art might provide a cognitive, emotional buffer in terms 

of approaching intangible themes and controversial subjects. However, the case also points to some of 

the most commonly associated barriers with artistic interventions (Darsø, 2004), one of which most 

importantly is on the behalf of the organizational members who appear to feel a sense of distance and 

insecurity with artistic, creative expression. As such we see that the incarnation of collaborative 

imagination does not just happen, and as Karsten reflects himself, the farther away from the cultural 

and creative industries, the greater the challenge getting people to immerse themselves in thinking at 

the edges of thought. As art also entails an enormous power to confuse, coerce and alienate (Klein, 

2010), it might then hint to a great challenge for artful leadership, in spheres, cultures and domains 

foreign to e.g. experimentation and creative play, and for subjects who essentially have no apparent 

need for or desire to be creative.  

4.2.15.	Recap	
As examined above, we find that central to any artful practice, is balancing between structure and un-

structure, and making choices that are at the same time rational and strategic, but also highly intuitive 

and heuristic. This relates to creating an environment which is at the same time open to new ideas, 

approaches and changing perspectives, while clearly communicating expectations and goals, with a 

loose structure. This requires providing safety for trial and error, empowering others to be self-
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governing and nurturing growth and ongoing training. Making sure that people feel empowered and 

safe in a loosely structured organization becomes a matter of authenticity and behaving in a matter that 

is consistent with one’s values. We find, that the artful is founded in embodied skills, and similarly, 

that leadership as an embodied craft draws on intuition and senses, referred to as inner compulsions, 

drives, impulses and energy. As such any artful improvisation is guided by analytical skills, and a 

strong sense of the context, dynamics and the task at hand combined with being attentive in the present 

moment. Both artists and leaders rely on their practical and analytical skills and their experience and 

knowledge about the field they work in, in order to let go and rely on ‘irrational’ elements. A strong 

focus on creating meaning emerged as a source for unleashing intrinsic motivation and inspiration. 

Leaders who communicate openly about ethical and moral standards and noble values, as well as create 

a feeling of being part of something, build a strong foundation for connectivity. Ultimately, this is 

considered to enhance engagement and to unleash employees’ full potential. Artful practices were 

largely described in relation to a strong focus on process, and the new results and unforeseen insights 

that might emerge along that process. As failure is a natural part of learning, the leader must create a 

culture that supports risk taking, allows room for experimentation, suspends judgement and 

acknowledge the potent risk of errors. The artful process is therefore iterative and improvisational by 

nature, and considers inspiration for determining the next step to be found everywhere, nurtured by a 

constant openness through observations and sense-making. In correspondence to the ancient couplings 

of beauty and ethics, we find strong values, integrity, making an impact and noble actions as 

fundamental to guide the artful and create both actions and works of art, and thus seemingly a strive to 

create beauty in leadership  Lastly, the case provides an example of how an artist has used actual art 

pieces as analogous artefacts, to induce imagination and reflection and to cultivate an aesthetic 

consciousness, yet also points to some essential implications of adopting an artistic expression and 

language. 

	 	



	 68	

4.3	Preliminary	conclusion	–	concept,	value	and	practice	of	artful	leadership	
So far, the research has investigated the concepts and practices related to artful leadership in the 

perspectives of the interviewed artists, leaders and intermediaries themselves. The findings largely 

support the existing literature on artful leadership, yet brings in new insights such as the authenticity, a 

high awareness of how to engage others through empowerment, freedom and ethics, and that purpose is 

a strong driver behind the artful:					

 

Figure 4. Preliminary conclusions 
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4.4.	Artful	power	–	some	critical	reflections	
By now, we have examined the conceptualisations and the theorizations of artfulness in leadership, in 

order to subsequently zoom in on the practices and actions related to these. The analysis hitherto, points 

to some general implications for practicing leadership artfully. More specifically, it gives evidence to 

some complexities inherent in the production of aesthetic and artful atmospheres in organizations, 

namely a number of tensions and contradictions associated with the expressed values, such as authentic 

vs. unauthentic and creative vs. not creative. These will be elaborated and discussed in the following, 

and concluded with a presentation of some general implications of leading artfully. 

4.4.1.	Congruence	vs.	Rupture	
As Ladkin (2008) claims, the aesthetic experience involves a strong element of coherence. Coherence 

here is a matter of having elements that are properly connected to one another, in the sense that the 

message is congruent with its overall purpose and delivery (Ladkin, 2008). She uses the term coherence 

similar to describe what our interviewees code as authenticity; as a form of self-expression which is 

congruent with one’s overall message and purpose, how one conducts him- or herself, and delivers 

convincing and aligning visions. As examined, the interviewees exhibit an intense awareness of not just 

what they say but also how they say it, as an expressed consideration of how they convey their overall 

goal, mission and vision. The analysis reveals a strive for acting and leading beautifully which is 

strongly related to authenticity as a way of producing a true, coherent, congruent experience, similar to 

Ladkin’s aesthetic requirements for beautiful leadership. As revealed in the analysis, in those situations, 

where the leader naturally has less positional power, as a result of the strategic levelling of power and 

forming a trustful and free environment, cultivating and mastering the aesthetic dimension of one’s 

personal bearing is considered to be particularly important (Ladkin, 2008). 

However, this association with beauty is too confining as it has only to do with one aesthetic category. 

As we learned, the leaders and artists are practicing shifts between their different “faces” (Hatch et al., 

2005) and oscillate between spheres and roles, creating momentary spaces, similar to the artist’s studio, 

that are open and seemingly hospitable to ideas, truths and play (Klein, 2010; Barry & Meisiek, 2014) 

as well as not being shy of creating stark contrasts and challenges. The interviewees express as central 

to the vision of their work - in regards to both the leaders, artists and intermediaries -  an ability of 

going beyond the rational, intellectual and the conventional, such as trying to create alternative 
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associations and combinations. As several of the interviewees emphasize, they believe in the power of 

doing something out of the ordinary to have the potential of touching people in a way that is much 

more powerful than speaking to their intellect and their immediate feeling of pleasure (as tracking 

customer’s preferences (Have, 2016)). This is found similar to the capability of the arts aiming not for 

pleasure and satisfaction alone, but to move and challenge, in order to mobilize our emotions and 

cognitive reflection. By doing something external, knowing that it will have an emotional impact on the 

audience, the goal for the practicing artists is to invite the audience to reflect and discuss (Sørensen, 

2016; Auerbach, 2016). Similarly, the leaders seem to believe in the ability of doing the unexpected 

and artful to enter a field in people’s mind where abstract thought and striving for something higher is 

created, as well as create a platform from which something new can emerge (Have, 2016; Roseberry 

2016). As such both leaders and artists exhibit examples of how they actively use art and artistic tools 

to reach the senses of employees, audience and general surroundings with the hope of enabling them to 

see and make sense of things differently and create change (Barry & Meisiek, 2010b). However, it also 

points to a stark contrast between creating a harmonious, free and flexible culture, and the constant 

drive to challenge the existing, seek out the new and strange cues, and create seemingly odd 

combinations, as this ultimately creates contrasts and gaps in the coherent experience.  

4.4.2.	Authentic	vs.	Unauthentic	
As examined previously, the emerging themes on the artful impact concerned touching people beyond 

the intellect, engaging emotions and senses, and thereby making people reflect and question the 

existing. Authenticity is in this regard highlighted as essential for the art piece to be artful, as it ought 

to bring something new and unique to the table, daring to challenge and create aesthetic tensions. Lynn 

claims that “leadership is about … that experience”, and by experience, she means the experience of 

feeling inspired, which she explains as “to inspire people, you have to know what it feels like to be 

inspired yourself, and have an idea about, what is it that inspires me”. (Roseberry, 2016) As Warren 

(2008) argue, the aesthetic, sensory experience, as Lynn is referring to here, can at best be attempted to 

be transferred by trying to evoke similar experiences in others. Thus, in light of the foucauldian notion 

of power in which metaphors and analogies can be seen as powerful tools for shaping the room for 

manoeuvre and perspective, we might connect this to influence. As examined, the interviewees believe 

in the impact of the artful to ignite our aesthetic senses and generate a particular type of seeing and 

knowing. Namely this is due to its representational form and experiential nature, which is related to the 
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feeling of being “drawn”, “inspired” and “tickled” (Roseberry, 2016: Berliner, 2016), which once again 

points to a vital focus on on the aesthetic experience and the embodied capabilities.  

All interviewees express that the artful rely on embodied crafts, and, accordingly that great leadership 

is an embodied skill and closely connected to the person. Several emphasize the importance and value 

of connecting with one’s own inner core in order to unleash intuitive senses, inner compulsions and 

inherent values that, as revealed, adds the extra, higher dimension (Have, 2016: Sørensen, 2016, 

Roseberry, 2016). Connecting with this inner sphere, can enable an authenticity, it would seem, which 

ought not to be founded in or maintained by the acknowledgement of others. (Sørensen, 2016). 

Moreover, several interviewees relate authenticity and personal leadership to human 

compassionateness and assuming a social responsibility focusing on more than merely creating an 

economic profit. Thus, authenticity in this sense is seen as closely related to integrity in leadership as 

well.  

Both leaders and artists express an openness and attentiveness to their surroundings, and seem to 

consider it part of their role and ambition to unleash an undetected potential in society, in themselves or 

in others. In relation to their employees or clients, this translates to a focus on empowering an inner 

kernel related to among other things their passions, creator gene and ability to imagine (Have, 2016; 

Sørensen, 2016). A strong emphasis is placed on cultivating a holistic perspective and outlook, both in 

terms of the organization, the work and fully embracing people, with all their desires, passions and 

hidden resources. As mentioned, all interviewees consider an artful world-view that seeks to open up 

and widen our understandings of the world around us. Based on this, we find that an artful approach to 

leadership is seeking to become knowledgeable about the hidden and unrecognized sensuous ways of 

knowing and doing (Hansen et al., 2007). As this to a certain extend ultimately entails recognizing both 

the body and soul as containing uncovered resources, this might imply that the artful leader has 

extended his or her realm of influence to other domains, which becomes legitimized under the 

imperative of creativity and self-realization (Beyes, 2016). As the artful entails ‘seeing more’ (Barry & 

Meisiek, 2010b) as related to uncover and empower under freedom and trust, it ultimately seems that 

artful leadership then is reliant on shaping self-managing and authentic workers, who feel engaged in 

pursuing a common mission, which artful practices seem to enable.  
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As argued, aesthetics shape society more now than they ever did (Welsch, 2009). Accordingly, the 

organization as an aesthetic space has become about yourself and the untapped resources within 

yourself, which needs to be aesthetically nurtured. And the way that this becomes nurtured in artful 

leadership, is through external atmospheres. With the revelation of the emphasis on exhibiting a 

leadership style that is founded in a strive for authenticity, emerges the question of how this is 

supposed to go hand in hand with the equally concurrent value of creating a culture build on trust and 

freedom as a way to empower others. Seeking your most authentic self has become a leadership 

technology as part of the market rationality script (Maravelias, 2007; Kunda & van Maanen, 1999), 

where authenticity understood as something genuine and original, with an inherent individual kernel of 

independent passions, ambitions and desires. However, as that certain authentic brand is essentially 

aesthetically nurtured by external atmospheres, i.e. the organization, how then is it to be empowered 

and aesthetically nurtured, without being affected and losing its core sense? In line with Plato’s link 

between truth and beauty, striving for authenticity can be seen as a strive for beauty – but what then, if 

the authentic truth, is “ugly” and does not fit into the market rationality script? 

4.4.3.	Creative	vs.	not	creative	
Throughout the investigation, the artful and artful creation is perceived and understood as a 

constructive contribution to human development and society at large. Artful practices, as we examined 

in the previous section, is applied to broadly varying fields as a progressive and alternative means of 

change and innovation, and even personal fulfilment (Lundblahd; Sørensen; Have, 2016). Another 

aspect to the topic of ethics relates back to that of the societal demand for constant economic growth 

and competitiveness, which gives rise to the constant pressure to be willing to adapt, think outside the 

box, and to be proactive and flexible. This discourse is increasingly legitimized, as examined, by the 

terms creativity and innovation, which then ultimately obtain normative functions (Chemi et al., 2015). 

Moreover, as essential to a separation between the terms artful and creative, it was generally perceived 

that where the artful is something extra or higher, related to a strive for authenticity and making an 

impact, creativity is an inherent capability for every human being, as it is found “in the deepest DNA of 

human beings” (Sørensen, 2016). It was revealed that some of the fundamental prerequisites for the 

creative, are a constant attentiveness and willingness to experiment and assume risks, as well as 

training and nourishing in order to “connect to your inner creational power” (ibid). Essentially, 

creativity is understood as a basic human capacity, and the interviewees as mentioned present a 



	 73	

perspective on creativity that extends to a human universality. Agamben, characterises contemporary 

society as left in a “zone of indistinction”, where a dismantling of defined boundaries has left all 

borders to be transgressed. (Johnsen & Sørensen, 2014). As such, everyone is or can be creative. 

Correspondingly, considering the organization as a space for aesthetics, the imperative of creativity and 

self-actualisation have become the guiding norm in line with the general move toward an aestheticized, 

knowledge society (Beyes 2016; Klein, 2010). However, the case revealed that art can be confusing, 

coercive and alienating as well (Klein, 2010). Thus, we might surmise that a ruling ethics of creativity 

is inclusive or exclusive depending on the particular person experiencing it. Thus the imperative of 

creativity and the perception that creativity is a universal, human capability ultimately presents 

essential paradoxes and tensions necessary to account for. Therefore, introducing artful approaches in 

organizations require delicateness and sensitivity towards the fine balance between what is different 

and what is odd (Barry 2008: 32).  

4.4.4.	General	implications	
Whereas 20th century managerial frameworks focused primarily on motivation, often through a 

technology of punishment and reward that would motivate workers to produce more, 21st century 

leaders know that such motivation does not suffice any longer (Adler, 2006). As the analysis shows, the 

leadership challenge today, is to inspire people and not simply to motivate them. But what actually 

inspires people to give their best to the organization? Through the interviews a yearning for purpose 

and wholeness becomes apparent, and correspondingly, meaningfulness seems to be what is primarily 

believed to inspire most people (ibid). The practices uncovered as related to artful leadership, is 

evidence of how ambiguity, uncertainties and complexities can be strategically managed. However, it 

also shows that particular tensions are inherent in the values and inclinations, namely a contrast 

between creating a harmonious, free and flexible culture, where individual authenticity is the driving 

force, and the deliberate focus on empowering, including and seducing people to unleash a specific 

modus and kernel of creativity and reflective practice. Largely this development is seen as a bi-product 

of a generalized process of social aestheticization, in which not wanting to be creative is much 

considered the absurd and the deviant (Beyes, 2016). One implication for assuming a holistic 

perspective on the organization’s role, as is revealed in the analysis, is that its members then are to be 

considered as part of the organisation’s life and project (Melchior, 2006). In this regard, artful 

leadership might be considered as a powerful, yet easily overlooked and potentially unconscious 
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interpellation strategy (ibid). 

The organization led by the artful leader may thus fulfil the dream of flexibility and trust, but just as 

well might fall short of offering space for every individual to unfold freely, in spite of the best attempts. 

Under the motif (or disguise) of freedom and empowering employees, in which levelling of power 

creates a joint, partner-like relationship between leader and employee, then performing at work 

becomes equal with pursuing one’s own interests. As such, the focus of the leader has shifted from 

managing the behaviour of employees to managing their selves (Kunda & van Maanen, 1999). Where 

the employee’s passions, interests and potential’s are drawn into the organizational sphere, organization 

and subject in some regards becomes identical. In artful leadership the practices are spurred with a 

strive for beauty in sublime skills, authenticity and making an impact, that transforms leadership from 

motivation into inspiration. The strategic stage-setting of an organizational culture is a forceful tool to 

achieve the right atmosphere of an organisation that is free, dynamic, creative and authentic, and thus 

presents a valuable strategy for managing uncertainty and engaging employees. However, scrutinized 

more carefully and critically, this points to a sort of self-fulfilling technique as well, creating self-

governing employees who copes with loose structures by adhering to the ‘script’ of the organization. 

(Maravelias, 2007) 

The power and practice of artful leadership as uncovered in the research is largely seen as a response to 

the aestheticization of society, where the imperative of creativity, authenticity and self-realization is 

dominant. This is confirmed by the interviewees, who express an experience of a growingly ambiguous 

and complex world, where one of the greatest dangers is not moving forward. Artful leaders are 

striving to create spaces that are open, hospitable to ideas and truths, and like arranging physical 

spaces, this requires attentiveness to aesthetics and appearance (Klein, 2010). In light of the expansion 

of the aesthetics to transartistic questions, we find a move towards a leadership practice that includes a 

greater use of elements usually found related to the arts sphere, in which including ‘irrational’ 

proficiencies is seen as a reasonable response to a complex world requiring more than rational 

decision-making.	  
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5.	Conclusion	
 

This master’s thesis has investigated how leadership might be practiced artfully. The research interest 

emerged from observations of how leadership and organizations are largely becoming an aesthetic 

matter in line with a general aestheticization of society. Most findings supported the theoretical 

literature, and has extended it with the artist’s and leaders’ own narratives and interpretations. In 

answering the research question, the analysis also added new important empirical insights to the 

existing body of knowledge, namely the practical dimension, and uncovered some of the related 

potential implications.  

By using a mix of qualitative methods inspired from sensory ethnography, the analysis first showed 

that art and the artful, is considered able to expand our perspectives and understandings of ourselves 

and the world. It is a certain way of knowing, which relies on the sensory, affective and emotional 

rather than the rational and conscious only. Due to its embodied nature, the artful represents an 

authentic way of sensing the world, which is strongly related to a strive to making an impact and doing 

something new, as vital for prosperity and survival. As such, art is considered as a type of leadership 

and an agent of change in itself, and looking to the arts provides inspiration and confidence to step out 

of the box and let go of control. As practices for navigating in the unforeseen, themes such as 

improvisation, risk willingness, play, empowering others and creating a culture of trust and openness 

for the new emerged. Leading artfully thus includes acquiring sublime skills, in order to go beyond the 

conventional, relying on senses, intuitions and emotions and attune to the imaginative, compositional, 

and performative proficiencies permeating artistic practice. 

Exhibiting ethical and moral standards and noble values, combined with communicating clear 

expectations and goals, is a way for the artful leader to create a safe and trusting environment. 

Authenticity and behaving in a way that is consistent with one’s values is thus essential, as the coherent 

experience creates a feeling of safety similar to the aesthetically pleasing. However, the ability to shift 

between modalities and roles, as well as a strive to challenge the conventional creates tensions with the 

harmonious, coherent experience. Empowering employees to be self-governing is then essential in 

order to cope with a loosely structured organization. 
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The case provided insights on how actual art pieces can be used as analogies, while also pointing to the 

power that art and the imperative of creativity has to coerce, confuse and alienate as well. This points to 

a great challenge for artful leadership, as well as a paradox in terms of unleashing an authenticity and 

artfulness in others. Especially in spheres, cultures and domains estranged to experimentation and 

creative play, where delicately and intelligently orchestrating artful processes becomes a challenging 

task. 

5.1.	Limitations	and	further	research	
The empirical ambition of this thesis was to bring in new and in-depth, empirically founded knowledge 

on how leadership might be practiced artfully, and how an artful, aesthetic consciousness might (re-

)shape organizations. It provides insights of the impact of engaging with the sensory particularities of 

leading, inspiring and motivating and acknowledges how certain practices, ordinarily associated with 

the arts domain, affect this.  

This research, however, was limited to investigating only Danish leaders, artists and organizations and 

ultimately causes some limitations in terms of the general applicability of the findings. Moreover, the 

leaders interviewed, are predominantly from smaller, entrepreneurial organizations, assumedly 

naturally more agile and inclined to lead with “artfulness”, which presents limitations in terms of 

cultural and structural differences. Therefore, it would be interesting to study how artful leadership 

might be practiced in larger corporations, as well.  

Studying a field consisting of concepts with ambiguous and flexible meanings, has been challenging, 

both in terms of doing research and analysing the data. In order to establish a stronger foundation for 

understanding these concepts, the theoretical body consists of corners from several fields. The goal of 

the thesis was however, to move beyond theory and take practice more seriously, because as soon as 

we do, we are able to uncover things that are not as easily grasped as the theoretical world tends to be. 

Therefore, the methodological ambition of this thesis aimed to establish a framework for exploring the 

sensory aspects of leadership attached to arts, the artful and aesthetics. Though it was beyond the reach 

of this study, diving in to a full, sensory ethnographic study of artful leaders and their organizations 

would enrich and widen the scope, as well as add more empirical evidence to the actual practices and 

experiences. Moreover, as artful leadership seem to be tightly related to other types of leadership, such 

as authentic leadership, transformative leadership etc. (Ladkin, 2008), it would be interesting to 
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investigate artful leadership in comparison to these, and explore the ways in which artful leadership 

distinguishes itself as a distinct type of leadership. 

The possibilities of researching artful leadership to depth are many, and as the arts and aesthetics 

discourse may continue to evolve on its ambiguous path, so might the discourse of artful leadership. 

Cultivating artful practices and aesthetic consciousness in leadership, have shown to be relevant factors 

for how organizations can prosper in spite of complexity and ambiguity. It inhibits this research to 

come with generalized recommendations, and leave it to emphasize the value of examining how 

leadership can be practiced artfully.   
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