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Abstract 

Teachers’ authority relies partly on the mastery of substance but that is not enough if the 
purpose is to enhance students’ overall growth, self-knowledge and well-being. In today’s 
schools, a variety of new phenomena (e.g., multiculturalism, exclusion, etc.) challenges 
teachers’ work. In this article, we will discuss the concept of love-based leadership in the 
light of teachers’ work and as a combination of love and authority. The fundamental aim is to 
provide education activities that increase students’ sense of meaning and fulfillment, in other 
words, happiness. The success of the Finnish education is greatly dependent on teachers, and, 
therefore, the purpose is to contemplate how students could be provided with experiences of 
success by employing love-based leadership at school.    

Keywords: love-based leadership, human strengths and resources, student well-being, 
pedagogical love, pedagogical authority 
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1. Introduction 

Good teaching necessitates live interaction and the ability to work in an interacting 
relationship with students, teacher colleagues, and—increasingly in the modern world—the 
wider working environment and economic life surrounding the school system. A teacher’s 
ability to join the school as a part of its unique position in the community strengthens the 
cultural and social task of the school. The fast changes, internationalization, and 
multiculturalism that take place in our society are demanding a new kind of professionalism 
from teachers: the emphasis is on teachers’ societal responsibilities and their roles as active 
future makers (von Wright, 2009; Seidl & Friend, 2002). According to Coleman (2009, p. 
281): “Recent years have been marked by a notable increase, among researchers and policy 
makers alike, of interest in the themes of well-being in schools, the relationships between 
cognitive and non-cognitive aspects of learning, the importance of a ‘good childhood’, the 
balancing of instrumental with less readily definable purposes of education, concerns with 
resilience and with happiness.  

We ground this article on a claim that happiness, as a major focus of positive psychology (see 
e.g., Linley et al., 2009; Schiffrin & Nelson, 2010), can be taught and cultivated at school in 
order to not only enhance children’s well-being, but also because of its other advantages, such 
as better school achievements. A particularly salient focus in our research project is to 
determine how the select scientific approaches might be used in elaborating research models 
for re-thinking and designing caring learning environment, students’ psychosocial well-being 
and school communities, and for developing the models of love-based leadership in schooling 
context (see also Caldwell & Dixon, 2010). The need for such applications and interventions 
is recognized and well-justified: According to Seligman et al. (2009, p. 295), “well-being 
should be taught in school on three grounds: as an antidote to depression, as a vehicle for 
increasing life satisfaction, and as an aid to better learning and more creative thinking.”  

We claim that love and authority are the core concepts of teacherhood and irreplaceable when 
reviewing modern teachers’ work (Määttä & Uusiautti, 2012b); we will discuss them through 
the concept of love-based leadership. The viewpoint is a part of the research project called 
“Love-based leadership – An interdisciplinary approach” 
(www.ulapland.fi/lovebasedleadership) at the University of Lapland, Finland. In this paper, 
we discuss how the above-mentioned goals could be achieved by employing love-based 
leadership at school. The purpose of the paper is to make definitions and build the theoretical 
foundation for the concept of love-based leadership in education, and then review some 
practical examples that contribute to the understanding of love-based leadership in practical 
teaching situations. 

 

2. What is Love-based Leadership?  

We base our idea of love-based leadership on love as the fundamental phenomenon. Basically, 
love means deep caring for others and it makes life worth living. In other words, love is an 
emotion of strong affection and personal attachment, but it is challenging to define love 
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comprehensively (e.g. Määttä & Uusiautti, 2011; 2013; Uusiautti & Määttä, 2011; 2013a). 
For example, love can be seen as a virtue or strength representing human kindness, 
compassion, and affection (e.g. Seligman, Steen, Park, & Peterson, 2005; Uusiautti & Määttä, 
2011). From this point of view, love not only exists in every one of us, but it can also be 
developed as a strength (Seligman, 2002), and it is, thus, learnable. Love is not just a 
romantic feeling (Arman & Rehnsfeldt, 2006), but a comprehensive ability and resource in 
human life (see e.g., Sternberg & Grajek, 1984). Indeed, love can be seen to consist of 
emotions, knowledge and skills, and action (Määttä & Uusiautti, 2013) 

Love is a concept that can be combined with leadership, too. For example, Caldwell and 
Dixon (2009) have defined love as of the organizational constructs that are freedom 
producing and empowering, and that improve self-efficacy. Followers respond to leaders’ 
love and trust with increased commitment and loyalty, because these positive leader actions 
make them happy. This leads to a positive circle; happiness, on its part, leads to engagement, 
productivity, and satisfaction (see e.g., Chang & Lee, 2007). Likewise, elements such as 
honesty, respect, and compassion when connected with high-quality performance and 
allowance of human errors and flaws improves well-being and commitment (see also Buss, 
2000; Calori, 1995; Seligman et al, 2005).  

The aforementioned introduction of love and leadership establishes the connection between 
these two concepts and well-being. Our understanding of well-being is closely connected 
with happiness and the sense of meaning. Actually, Viktor Frankl (1991) outlined important 
ideas about the meaning in a human being’s life. According to his thoughts, people always try 
to search and find the meaning even if their all basic needs were fulfilled. Nowadays, the 
ideas have been also discussed widely in positive psychology. For example, Seligman (2002) 
distinguishes three kinds of levels in happiness: (1) pleasure and gratification, (2) 
embodiment of strengths and virtues, and (3) meaning and purpose. According to Ed Diener 
(1984) subjective well-being refers to a person’s subjective assessment of his or her life and 
how desirable, pleasant, and good it is. Therefore, happiness is not an emotion, but merely a 
state or a manifestation of human progress (Diener, 2009), and the sense of meaningful life 
and fulfilling oneself in a purposeful manner in the world (Uusiautti, 2013). 

What does love-based leadership consist of, then? Love-based leadership is about sensitive 
leaders who are committed in developing a culture that demonstrates concern for individual 
needs (Fairholm, & Fairholm, 2000). Means of creating such a culture are, for example, 
ability to provide advice and guidance, as well as emotional and instrumental resources. 
These kinds of leaders would also encourage their followers to creativity and autonomous 
thinking, and to seize opportunities of developing and obtaining expertise (e.g. Popper & 
Amit, 2009). Happy followers are expeditious, proud, and proactive, too.  

Emotionally intelligent leaders (Campbell, 2007) are also authentic (Avolio et al., 2004). 
Furthermore, an ethic of caring establishes, instead of guiding principles to blindly follow, a 
moral touchstone for decision making (Bass, 1990; Hoyle, 2002). Transformational leaders 
project a vision that their followers believe in, they inspire and support the followers, and 
make them feel wanted and valuable to the organization (see also Fischer & van Kleef, 2010). 
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The latter leader type corresponds to our conception of love-based leadership. 

How to employ the idea of love-based leadership in educational contexts, then? We consider 
teachers as leaders (see also Rutledge, 2008), who can act in ways and employ methods that 
focus on recognition and cultivating students’ strengths. Next, we will move on discussing 
the special nature of teacher authority and possibilities of using love-based leadership in the 
classroom. 

 

3. Can Students Be Led Toward Goodness and Happiness—and Well-Being? 

Authority is a concept often addressed in pedagogical points of view, and it has been studied 
a great deal (Delpit, 1988; Pace & Hemmings, 2007; Deutsch & Jones, 2011). Nevertheless, it 
has been understood in a contradictory way for education and teaching (Applebaum, 1999; 
Seidl & Friend, 2002; Langford, 2010). The basic situation is that the teacher is in an 
authoritative position compared to the student. Actually, this is not a problem as such, but the 
teacher must consider students as potentially equal subjects (Hare, 1993), which means that 
the teacher-student relationship aims at making students develop into responsible and 
independent individuals.  

This viewpoint can be illustrated with the idea of love through Van Manen’s work. Only if the 
teacher aims at influencing students through love, the act of influence can be considered 
authentic without any hidden agenda (Van Manen, 1991). Harjunen refers to the importance 
of pedagogical interaction (Harjunen, 2009) that is based on mutual trust and morally 
sustainable pedagogical action. Määttä and Uusiautti (2012b) have defined the connection 
between pedagogical love and authority in the following manner: “If pedagogical love and 
pedagogical authority are based on expertise-based respect, the learning atmosphere is warm 
and encouraging. Mutual respect supports empathy; students respect the teacher because of 
his or her expertise and regard the teacher as a sort of safe mainstay that they can rely on. The 
teacher trusts and believes in the students’ abilities, respects their individuality, and helps 
them to enhance their balanced development and find their own strengths.” 

What does this mean to love-based leadership in schooling and teaching? Love appears in 
teaching as guidance toward disciplined work, but also as patience, trust, and forgiveness. 
Instead of paving the road and amusing students, teachers should concentrate on developing 
methods that enhance students’ positive growth and high-order learning (Määttä & Uusiautti, 
2011, 2012b). Love-based leadership in education does not turn back on hardships and 
difficulties, but helps dealing with them (e.g., van Manen, 1991; Hatt, 2005). According to 
our understanding, pedagogical tact is the key providing teachers with ability and eye on how 
to approach and interact with various students (Määttä & Uusiautti, 2011, 2012b).  

 

4. Opportunities for Employing Love-Based Leadership at School 

While the theoretical foundation is important to the empirical research and pursuit for 
operationalization of the theory into pedagogical solutions of love-based leadership in 
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education, the viewpoint can be complemented by the existing research on applications and 
practical solutions that contribute to the analysis. What follows is an introduction of various 
findings from practice that we consider relevant from the point of view of love-based 
leadership.  

The fundamental idea is that the role of a teacher who uses love-based leadership is primarily 
focused on encouraging and rewarding the multitude of talents and strengths students have, 
by presenting opportunities for displays of these talents and strengths each day. In practice, 
the means can be quite simple, such as linking strengths to specific festivals and events 
throughout the school calendar, activities, such as the strengths-based classroom, victory logs, 
and celebrations of “what went well” (see Linley et al., 2009). 

However, the teacher cannot consciously focus on students’ strengths, if he or she is not 
self-conscious, meaning that the teacher has to be aware of the influence of his or her actions 
and methods on children (Peltokorpi et al., 2013). Therefore, it is important that the teacher 
makes self-assessments: A teacher can reflect and observe his or her way of teaching and 
interacting with students in order to find our whether he or she treats students fairly, is 
open-minded toward various learners and their backgrounds, and do on. Becoming aware of 
one’s own style and level of tact in teaching enables one to move toward an ideal state. It is 
about the teacher’s tact and situational flexibility (see also Määttä & Uusiautti, 2012b). 

In addition to teachers’ reflective practice, love-based leadership includes positively-oriented 
and well-being-promoting actions toward students. Seligman et al. (2009) describe simple 
exercises through which they aimed to help students identify their signature strengths and to 
increase students’ use of these strengths in daily life. Moreover, this intervention was to 
promote resilience, positive emotions and students’ sense of meaning or purpose. The 
positive outcome of these studies made Seligman et al. conclude that well-being should and 
can be taught at school. Basically, the positive focus seemed, according to Seligman et al.’s 
study, to consist of relatively small things, such as changing speaking prompts (e.g. instead of 
asking students to describe negative events, teacher asked them to give a speech about when 
they were of value to others; religion teachers asked students to explore the relationship 
between ethics and pleasure and what gives life purpose and meaning; geography teachers 
asked students to consider how criteria for well-being might differ between various countries; 
PE-teachers focused on analyzing the successes of past games before the next game or lesson. 
The point in here was that well-being could be taught and with the teacher’s lead, students 
would not only learn about it but their own well-being would increase as well. It is important 
to discover one’s signature strengths. In Seligman, Teen, Park, and Peterson’s (2005) study, 
long-term effects of increase happiness were perceived in exercises which aimed at using 
signature strengths in a new way and naming three good things in their life daily with 
explanations.  

Another functional application is Appreciative Inquiry, which could also be employed in 
education by teachers who want to utilize love-based leadership. Appreciative Inquiry utilizes 
a cycle of 4 processes, which focuses on discover (the identification of organizational 
processes that work well), dream (the envisioning of processes that would work well in the 
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future), design (planning and prioritizing processes that would work well), and destiny (the 
implementation (execution) of the proposed design) (Cooperrider, Whitney, & Stavros, 2008).  

In fact, there are interventions in the school world that are based on AI. For example, 
Calabrese (2006) found that approaching school-university partnerships through an 
appreciative inquiry theoretical perspective created an environment for building trust, sharing 
knowledge, and increasing bridging capital. In this research, discovering what is good also 
assisted in creating a parallel system that might become a model for other teachers and, as a 
result, teachers and administrators openly shared success stories of how they helped students 
to succeed and remain in school. In the next phase, “dream”, administrators and teachers 
shared their dreams and vision of school. In the design phase, the research team identified 
teacher strengths as a foundation to improve the educational practices in this particular school. 
Through the above-mentioned phases all the way from recognizing teachers’ and 
administrators’ strengths and dreams and making them public, this high school reported 
substantial progress in student achievement scores in mathematics and science. Likewise, 
Ryan et al. (1999) discovered that AI was a suitable strategy for initiating an affective and 
analytical micro-level reform within a single school. The fundamental notion was that instead 
of concentrating on what was done wrong, AI helps discovering what is done well and what 
could be done more.  

Strength-based methods as a part of love-based leadership necessitate providing students with 
daily experiences of success and positive learning events that enhances skills and cognitive 
development in students (Chafouleas & Bray, 2004). Fredrickson (2001) considers pride as 
one distinct positive emotion that follows personal achievements and in order to feel pride 
one has to succeed; that can happen by adjusting goals and planning learning tasks in a way 
that each student can have the experience of achieving a goal. Teachers who use love-based 
leadership tries to find a balance between students’ abilities and school-related expectations, 
chances and challenges. It is worth noticing that perceived successes also help in 
strengths-spotting in a crucial manner (see e.g., Popov, 1997). 

Thus far, we have introduced elements and singular methods that contribute to the idea of 
love-based leadership in teaching, inside the classroom. However, a teacher’s actions are not 
limited inside the classroom only. An important part of today’s teachers’ work is related to 
co-operation with parents and other partners of the school (Uusiautti, Määttä, & Määttä, 
2013). Consequently, love-based leadership has to be considered an all-encompassing state 
and likewise, love-based practices have to extend beyond the classroom. According to 
Hoover-Dempsey and Sandler (1997), parental involvement in education has long been a 
topic of interest among those concerned with optimal developmental and educational 
outcomes for school children. Likewise Epstein and Dauber (1991) noticed that when 
teachers make parent involvement part of their regular teaching practice, parents increase 
their interactions with children and feel more positive about their changes of helping their 
children and about teachers, too (see also Izzo et al., 1999). The best outcome is, naturally, 
that students do better at school, improve their attitudes and achievement. Teachers’ 
love-based practices in co-operation with students’ parents, thus, provide students with 
positive experiences regarding home-school relationship. 
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As the examples introduced here showed, in love-based leadership practices in education, the 
academic success is only one element that is merely seen as the positive outcome of paying 
attention to children’s well-being and positive attitudes (see also Huebner et al., 2009). The 
idea is that these positive experiences of accepting oneself as is and having positive 
relationships with peers and teachers boost their learning achievements in various school 
subjects. Methods and techniques that enhance students’ self-awareness, recognition the good 
in themselves, therefore, do not only produce good and happy mood, but help identifying 
strengths and talents that can influence considerably on the academic success as well. 
Simultaneously, teachers come to teach well-being and happiness. 

 

5. Discussion 

The fundamental aims of love-based leadership and teaching are similar to the research 
themes, such as well-being, happiness, quality of life, and positive feelings, being introduced 
by positive psychology (Seligman et al., 2005; Seligman, Parks, & Steen, 2004). In this 
ideology teachers are encouraged to enhance flourishing in students—and, fundamentally, it 
can lead to well-being in teachers, too (Storh, 2009). Teachers as love-based leaders set an 
example by directing our mindful and loving action in children and other people as well. 

Love-based leadership could therefore act as a means to lead and guide students toward “the 
Meaningful Life”, as Seligman calls it (see e.g. Seligman et al., 2009, p. 296). Similarly, 
Greer’s (2002) definition of a leader who trusts and respects followers and, thus, enhance 
their followers success is close to a teacher’s love-based leadership in the classroom: Teacher 
as a caring leader or pedagogical authority has the possibility to help bringing out the best in 
pupils (see also Goleman, 2006). Then, the process moves forward—yet, not only the process 
of learning and performing, but also the process of discovering and using pupils’ signature 
strengths and promoting well-being and happiness in life. This is a purest and noblest 
manifestation of adults primarily working for the benefit of children (Saevi & Eilifsen, 2008). 
The ability to create happiness without trying to turn children into something that they are not 
is an important skill for a good educator and teacher (von Wright, 2009).  

The Finnish teacher education has traveled a long and successful road being recognized 
through numerous international comparisons. Likewise, teachers are highly respected 
professionals in the Finnish society (Uusiautti & Määttä 2013b; 2013c). Various eras, theories, 
and ideologies have had their own emphases in the illustration of a good teacher (Määttä & 
Uusiautti, 2012b; Uusiautti & Määttä, 2013c), but still teachers’ ability to bring out the good 
and moral in children are more topical than ever (Määttä & Uusiautti, 2012a; 2013; Uusiautti 
& Määttä, 2012). Now, Finnish teacherhood starts to have a greater emphasis on the caring 
and respectful teaching. Indeed, the teacher’s role and position put demands on teachers’ 
work—perhaps, now it is time to move toward a teacherhood that combines love and 
authority in a balanced manner. That is called love-based leadership in education. 
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