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A leadership development programme for agricultural
entrepreneurs in Sweden
Pia Ulvenblad and Jennie Cederholm Björklund*

Centre for Entrepreneurship, Innovation and Learning (CIEL), School of Business, Engineering and Science,
Halmstad University, Halmstad, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Purpose: This article describes the five-phase process of a leadership
development programme conducted with agricultural entrepreneurs
who own and manage dairy farms in Sweden. The programme
primarily focused on leadership of employees and on self-leadership.
The article’s purpose is to present a template for leadership
development programmes that can be used in the agricultural sector
and in other industry sectors as well. Design/Methodology: The
empirical data come from interviews with agricultural entrepreneurs,
agricultural advisors and authors of a book on leadership in its
various forms. Observations were also conducted of the instruction in
the leadership development programme. Findings: First, agricultural
entrepreneurs (and possibly entrepreneurs in other sectors) benefit
from leadership development programmes in which the concept and
practice of self-leadership are emphasized. Second, such programmes
are more valuable to participants if other actors (e.g. academics and
advisors) are participants. Third, coaches are useful as support for the
programmes’ participants. Practical Implications: An implication of this
study is the finding that working with the knowledge transfer and
dissemination to advisors and entrepreneurs in the agricultural sector
can enhance leadership competences in the industry. Role
transformation (e.g. advisor to coach) can also enhance the transfer
of such leadership competences. Theoretical implications: An
implication for theory is to include a self-leadership module in
leadership theories about learning leadership in development
programmes. Originality/Value: Knowledge transfer and dissemination
through leadership development programmes for agricultural
advisors and entrepreneurs can have a beneficial effect on industry
leadership and management. In addition to the traditional leadership
skills that many leadership development programmes teach, such
programmes also need to emphasize self-leadership.
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Introduction

This article focuses on the need for leadership knowledge in the agricultural sector. The
article describes a leadership development programme for this sector in Sweden. The
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programme aimed to increase selected agricultural entrepreneurs’ leadership knowledge,
especially knowledge of self-leadership that complements the development of general lea-
dership skills. The programme, which focused on the concept of Leadership Practice, had
two segments on advisor education: LP1 and LP2.1

It is important to focus on leadership development for agricultural entrepreneurs, for
several reasons, depending on global challenges, firm development characteristics and
entrepreneurial perceptions. For example, it is estimated that global food production will
have to increase by 70% by the year 2050 (Dobermann and Nelson 2013; FAO 2009;
Öborn et al. 2011). According to Horizon 2020 (European Commission 2011) and the
UN’s sustainable development goals (Griggs et al. 2013; UnitedNations 2015), food security
and sustainable agriculture are priority areas for research and innovation-related activities.
Further, Dobermann andNelson (2013, 2), based on recently reported discussions with rel-
evant stakeholders, conclude: ‘Theworld’s agriculture and food systemsmust becomemore
productive, more resource-efficient, more resilient, and less wasteful’.

For more than two hundred years, there has been a tradition in Sweden for farmers to
acquire advice from agricultural advisory organizations, partly financed by funds from the
government. However, those advisory organizations traditionally focus production and
natural science, which is seen as a barrier to sustainable development of Swedish agricul-
ture (Cederholm Björklund 2018). To support and promote rural enterprise, the national
Department of Agriculture in Sweden requires greater knowledge about strategic develop-
ment, growth, networks and management linked to the countryside and to rural
businesses, both at corporate and individual levels (Jordbruksverket 2006).

Moreover, the trend in Swedish agriculture is towards decreased production with fewer
farms and fewer employees (Jordbruksverket 2017). The surviving farms are larger units
with more staff, new standards and requirements and a greater need for effective leadership
(OECD 2004). Farmers, however, often see themselves more as producers and suppliers
than as entrepreneurs and leaders (Ståhl et al. 2016; Vesala, Peuro, and McElwee 2007).
Therefore, farmers need leadership skills that support growth in the agricultural sector
through innovation and industry networking (Carter 2001; Ulvenblad et al. 2012). This is
the background to the development of the programme described in this article.

Previous research shows that several countries have developed leadership programmes
for agricultural entrepreneurs. For example, Australia, Canada, the United States, and
New Zealand have developed strategies for leadership development for the agricultural
sector (Brosnan 2014). Although these programmes to a certain extent address the following
five emotional intelligence (EI) characteristics of self-leadership, that Goleman (2004)
describes: self-awareness, self-regulation, social skill, empathy and motivation, their focus
is primarily on the leadership of followers. However, agricultural entrepreneurs also need
self-leadership skills and strategies (D’Intino et al. 2007; Houghton, Dawley, and DiLiello
2012a; Manz 1986; Manz and Neck 2013; Neck et al. 1999; Neck and Houghton 2006).

Further, agricultural entrepreneurs seem to lack familiarity with the concept of self-lea-
dership. Some studies show that self-leadership must be explained to participants in lea-
dership development programmes (Brosnan 2014; Ulvenblad et al. 2012). This means that
self-leadership should be introduced early in leadership development programmes,
already on undergraduate level.

However, much of the academic leadership education on undergraduate level is
designed with a focus on course curricula, learning/teaching formats and available jobs
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(Morgan et al. 2013). As a result, this education takes a traditional approach to the concept
of leadership that is based in how to lead others – instead of how to lead oneself.

Thus, a greater focus is needed on leadership development for agricultural entrepre-
neurs so that they can better manage larger units as well as identify and implement inno-
vative ways to create, deliver and capture value in this rapidly changing agricultural
environment. This article also addresses the deficiency in leadership education for practi-
cing agricultural entrepreneurs, with its focus on self-leadership practices in a leadership
development programme designed specifically for agricultural entrepreneurs.

The article is structured as follows. We present the article’s frame of reference next with
general descriptions of leadership development and education for agricultural entrepre-
neurs. We then describe our research methodology followed by a presentation of our find-
ings related to the five-phase process of the leadership development programme. Finally,
we present our conclusions, describe practical implications of the programme and offer
suggestions for future research.

Leadership development and education for agricultural entrepreneurs

The leadership development programme described in this article is based on three levels of
leadership: (i) self-leadership, (ii) leadership of employees and (iii) leadership in business.
We focus on the first two levels in this article.

Self-leadership or leading oneself (Manz 1986; Manz and Neck 2013) involves strategies
for both thought patterns and behaviours that link to the development of emotional intel-
ligence (EI), defined as the ability to view, understand and control the emotions of oneself
and of others (Joseph and Newman 2010). EI is often explained by dividing the concept
into the following four dimensions: (1) how to perceive emotions, (2) how to use
emotions, (3) how to understand emotions and (4) how to manage emotions (Mayer and
Salovey 1997). Neck and Houghton (2006, 270) define self-leadership as ‘a process
throughwhich individuals control their own behaviour, influencing and leading themselves
through the use of specific sets of behavioural and cognitive strategies’. In this process, the
fundamental assumption of self-leadership is that it is easier to lead others and to lead your
business if you can successfully lead yourself. Houghton et al. (2012b) suggest that exposure
to emotional regulation and learning self-leadership strategies should be taught in manage-
ment education for various reasons, including the need to increase leaders’ ability tomanage
stress. Goleman (2004) further emphasizes that EI can be learned by understanding and
training the limbic system by, for example, motivation and feedback.

The traditional perspective on leadership envisions the leader as an individual who
commands and inspires others (typically, subordinates). Leadership of others, and thus
leadership of businesses, is more generally discussed in the context of achieving organiz-
ational goals (Yukl 2012; Yukl, Gordon, and Taber 2002). Leadership of others can also
refer to different leadership styles such as a participatory leadership style (Hersey and
Blanchard 1969; Kanape-Willingshofer and Bergner 2014) or a transformational leader-
ship style (Bass 1990; Bass et al. 2003; Stewart 2006).

Self-leadership, by contrast, has been less researched, both conceptually and empirically
(Neck and Houghton 2006) and emotional self-leadership has received little attention
(Manz et al. 2016). This gap is evident in entrepreneurship studies even though the entre-
preneur is often viewed as ‘the innovative self’, a concept derived from Schumpeter’s work
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(Betta, Jones, and Latham 2010). The leadership research is deficient on leaders’ (e.g. agri-
cultural entrepreneurs) need to learn to lead themselves in various situations, especially in
their interactions with others (D’Intino et al. 2007; Houghton, Dawley, and DiLiello 2012a;
Neck et al. 1999).

This article assumes that leadership is a process that occurs in the nexus of the leader,
the employee and the situation (Hughes, Ginnett, and Curphy 2008). Further, the need for
balance is emphasized among the three elements (Ulvenblad et al. 2012). See Figure 1.
Without balance, the agricultural entrepreneur may easily fail.

Research methodology

The article’s empirical data come from the analysis of a leadership development pro-
gramme for agricultural entrepreneurs in Sweden (LP1 and LP2). The programme,
which began in the Spring of 2011, was inspired by the profitability and survival problems
experienced by various dairy farms in Sweden. The authors of this article, who followed
the entire programme from its beginning, conducted a formative evaluation of the pro-
gramme’s design methodology (Nieveen and Folmer 2013). Our overall goal was to
apply the learning outcomes from this evaluation to the programme’s five-phase
process of leadership development. The five phases are the following: (i) pre-phase, (ii)
education concept development, (iii) concept consolidation, (iv) diploma and education
practice and (v) diffusion and knowledge transfer.

The first phase – the pre-phase – began with discussions in a steering group of agricul-
tural entrepreneurs and agricultural advisors. Next, in the Autumn of 2011, using our
semi-structured interview guide, we conducted interviews with various agricultural entre-
preneurs and employees at nine dairy farms. We developed this guide jointly with two
agricultural advisors. After the steering group consisting of agricultural entrepreneurs,
agricultural advisors and researchers gave us feedback on the first version of the guide,
we developed a revised version. We selected the interviewees using a list of Swedish
farms compiled by national advisory organizations that provided various data on farm
ownership structure, legal business form, number of employees, and business history.
We selected interviewees at farms that had between 2 and 20 employees and had operated
between 4 and 30 years.

Figure 1. The art of leading myself, my employees and my business (Ulvenblad et al. 2012).
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We had two main aims in the interviews. The first aim was to explore the interviewees’
concerns about the lack of leadership skills and competences in farm management. A
better understanding of these concerns could lead to improvements in leadership develop-
ment programmes. The second aim was to collect examples of challenges and problems
that could be presented as practical learning examples in a book. The semi-structured
interviews focused on the three leadership levels identified above: (i) self-leadership, (ii)
leadership of employees and (iii) leadership of business and were conducted by three of
the four authors (Anna Wall, Jennie Cederholm and Erland Hedin) to the book Ledar-
praktikan (Leadership Practice) (Ulvenblad et al. 2012). We transcribed and analysed
the interviews using content analysis. Comparisons of similarities and differences in the
interview data were made, and text elements were categorized by themes. We used our
analysis of these themes to increase the understanding of the perceptions of challenges
and problems that was experienced at the nine farms. In the analysis we highlighted pat-
terns in lack of leadership skills and competencies in farm management. Contributions
and learning from this first phase were the identification of problems, challenges and
lack of skills in the three leadership levels identified in the Introduction [(i) self-leadership,
(ii) leadership of employees and (iii) leadership in business].

The second phase – education concept development – featured interviews with a group
of eight people from both practice and academia. Two group meetings were held in 2011
and 2012. These meetings were planned as ‘focus group’2 interviews in which we asked
questions related to the three leadership levels. Our aims in these interviews were to
capture participants’ perceptions about the content and structure of the education
concept development and to obtain feedback on the text of the book planned for publi-
cation (Ulvenblad et al. 2012). We gave this text to members of the focus groups before
the meetings, which were attended by the book’s four authors. One author moderated
the meetings while the other authors took notes.

These focus group interviews each lasted about three hours. The author-moderator
worked actively to obtain responses from the entire group so as to ensure the best cov-
erage of each discussion topic and to avoid the inherent disadvantages of focus group
interviews such as group think and dominance by strong individuals (Fontana and Frey
1994; Hines 2000). Similarities and differences in perceptions on the book text were
identified. The discussions also addressed possible inclusion/exclusion of content in
the book and in leadership education programmes. Based on these discussions, the
book’s authors reached a final decision on book content including which theories to
include and how to illustrate the text. Contributions and learning from this second
phase were the identification of important theories that should be included in the
book as well as clarification of how to illustrate the text material to achieve the best
learning outcome for the target groups; agricultural advisors and agricultural
entrepreneurs.

This second phase culminated in

. the completion of the book Ledarpraktikan (Leadership Practice) (Ulvenblad et al.
2012).,

. the two advisor education programmes (Autumn of 2012 to Spring of 2013, and
Autumn of 2015 to Spring of 2016), and

. the agricultural entrepreneur education programme (Spring 2013, and on-going).
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The third phase – concept consolidation – focused on an evaluation of the leadership
development programme using interviews with the participating actors. This phase was
conducted in the following two steps:

Step 1/ This step was conducted in the Spring and Autumn of 2015. The first aim of this
step was to examine how the education concept in focus – enhanced leadership competence
– can influence and facilitate sustainable business model innovation in the agricultural
sector. The second aim was to obtain feedback that would consolidate the concept and
thereby lead to greater industry relevance. Data were collected from 24 interviews with
the book’s authors, the steering group, the agricultural advisors (who had participated in
the first education programme (LP1) on educating and coaching agricultural entrepre-
neurs), and various agricultural entrepreneurs fromdifferent production areas. These entre-
preneurs worked in areas related to the production ofmilk, various crops,meat and poultry.

The interview questions in this step related to business models, self-leadership and the
education process. Each interview, which lasted about 20 to 30 minutes, was audio-
recorded. The interviews were planned by the authors of this article together with two
research colleagues (Jenny Ståhl and Per-Ola Ulvenblad). The two research colleagues
also conducted the interviews and analysed them using content analysis (Ståhl et al.
2016). Similarities and differences in the interview data were analysed and categorized
by themes. Our two research colleagues also observed the leadership education in practice
for agricultural entrepreneurs using an interactive research approach (Aagaard Nielsen
and Svensson 2006).

The learning outcomes from these interviews and the observations were three-fold.
First, we learned about the agricultural firms’ development of leadership skills and their
business models. Second, we learned more about the process of the education concept
development. Third, we learned that the education programme teachers required coaching
instruction. These learning outcomes revealed the importance of committed teachers who
could create a dynamic learning climate in the classroom and during classroom breaks.

Step 2/ This step was conducted in the Spring of 2015. Its aim was to increase our learn-
ing about the new education programme (LP2) that was scheduled to begin in the Autumn
of 2015. One researcher (Jenny Ståhl) conducted telephone interviews with the agricultural
advisors who had participated in the first education programme (LP1) in the Spring of
2015. The interviews, which followed a semi-structured guide, lasted for approximately
30 minutes (Ståhl 2015). We analysed and compared the interview content in order to
use it in the education programme for the agricultural entrepreneurs.

We describe the fourth phase – diploma and education practice – and the fifth phase –
diffusion and knowledge transfer – in the next section. Our specific findings about leader-
ship development programmes stem from these two phases. The authors of this article
conducted both of these final phases.

Findings

The process – a leadership development programme

In this section, we present our findings from our analysis and evaluation of the leadership
development programme for agricultural entrepreneurs in Sweden – Ledarpraktikan (Lea-
dership Practice). Our presentation follows the five phases in the leadership development
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programme: (i) pre-phase, (ii) education concept development, (iii) concept consolidation,
(iv) diploma and education practice and (v) diffusion and knowledge transfer. Our presen-
tation is also based on the three leadership levels: (i) self-leadership, (ii) leadership of
employees and (iii) leadership in business (with emphasis on the first two levels. See
Figure 2.

Pre-phase – images from nine dairy farms in Sweden
The agricultural entrepreneurs described their views on effective leadership in different
ways. Many of them said they needed greater role security and better employee communi-
cation skills. They also said they sometimes were reluctant to delegate authority to their
employees. Further, they commented that while ‘growth’ in the dairy industry typically
implies an increase in the number of dairy cows, growth also means more employees
are employed (or are needed). As the number of employees increase, the need for
improved communications between leaders and employees also increases.

Working with his father, wife and a few employees, Alan has operated a farm for many
years. The farm produces milk, beef, and pork. He thinks that milk production is a much
more complex operation than many other areas at the farm. While he is interested in the
areas of leadership and management, he recognizes these areas take time to learn. He
understands that the many challenges in farm management today require skills other
than faming skills. Alan says:

Everything will not be done in your own way… but as we grow, I realise that I can’t be every-
where doing everything. So, I have to trust others.

Bob and his brother Bill have operated their dairy farm since the late 1980s when they took
it over from their parents. They have six employees. Bob and Bill formed a partnership
with colleagues in the industry for self-processing their farm products. When they sold
most of the processing part of the company, they retained a small ownership percentage.
Both men are interested in issues related to leadership and farm management. Bob says
that it is important to take a ‘helicopter view’ of the operations so you don’t become
bogged down in details.

Carl operates a dairy farm with over 300 cows. He took over the farm from his parents
in the early 1990s. Since then, the company has grown both in terms of annual turnover
and in number of employees. He has two roles: as the farm manager and as a farm worker.
He admits a difficulty arises in supervising production when one is not ‘present’ every-
where. As far as self-leadership, he says you need time to reflect. However, when a business
is growing rapidly, such time is very limited. Carl says:

All of a sudden, the company was so big that I did not really have control. When I learn
things every day, I understand that I have to reflect. But finding the time is the problem.

Figure 2. The leadership development programme – three levels.
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After farming with his brother for some years, David now operates the farm alone. At one
point he came to a crossroads: ‘liquidate or develop’. Since his decision to develop, he has had
no regrets. Today he owns and manages a large and diversified company so that business is
not dependent only on milk production. He is the CEO and its overall manager. Diana and
Dick are middle managers at the farm. Dick points to the importance of open dialogue
although such communications are not always easy. Diana thinks it is important to act as
a role model, which includes helping with the less attractive tasks. Diana says:

It is all even faster when one is two. The desire to help is also spread in the business, and
suddenly there is no “dirty work”.

Eric and Eve operated their milk production farms separately for many years. Because their
farms were quite close geographically, they decided to form a limited company and
operate it together. They now employ five permanent employees and, when necessary,
use the care-taking system (avbytarsystem in Swedish) in which temporary employees
are employed. Eve says that it is really motivating to work with the employees as she
tries to create well-functioning teams. Because the interaction with the employees is
very important to her, she understands the need for leadership skills.

Fabian and his wife bought their farm 30 years ago. The purchase was the realization of a
long-held dream to own a business. Their daughter Fia has studied agriculture and is gradu-
ally growing into the role of a farmmanager. She hopes eventually to take over the farm. The
farm is run as a private firm with ten employees. Fabian’s employees want to understand
more about the farm’s financial results so that they can be more involved in its operations.
He thinks a lot about how to do this, although he expresses a certain concern that people will
talk too openly about the farm’s results. He is worried about possible misunderstandings if
the employees do not fully understand the figures. He also finds it difficult to change
employee behaviour and to give employee feedback in a relevant way.

George and Gilbert are old friends and neighbours. Separately, each operated a farm
(inherited several years ago) until they joined to form a limited company. Their wives
and another employee work at the company. They also hire contractors for certain jobs,
as needed. George has the title of CEO although, in practice, he shares this leadership
role with Gilbert. George says:

When we formed the limited company, someone had to be the CEO on paper. Although none
of us was interested in the position, we needed a name, so it had to be me. I don’t feel like a
leader. I discuss everything with Gilbert and we share the leadership role.

Both men struggle somewhat with maintaining communications at a professional, formal
level given that the company employs family members. With his many years of experience,
George has learnt that a leader doesńt need to know everything. He states, however, that he
has some problems as far as the delegation of work tasks. George says:

I’m afraid of conflicts… , and I’m a workaholic. I would rather do a job myself, which can
cause irritation.

Harry has worked with growth plans from the very early years of his farm’s existence. Over
the years he acquired more land and buildings, and today he has several hundred dairy
cows. The farm is now a limited company with more than 20 employees. He thinks a
lot about good leadership, especially when employees do not follow the rules. Referring
to confrontations with employees, Harry says:
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It’s not easy to tell them they’re making a mistake. Should I do it in front of everyone, or make
a solo presentation?

Before Ian and Ilse took over their farm, Ian was responsible for its operations for quite a
long time. Together they have acquired new buildings, use more agricultural robots, and
employ several people. They also employ temporary people during the harvest season.
Thus, as the company grows, Ian and Ilse recognize they need more leadership skills as
they define their goals and visions for their everyday work. Until now, their focus has
been more on the requirements of the increased production activities. That focus is chan-
ging. Ian says:

Yes, that’s right. I’m in fact the leader of my staff now… somehow, I have to create manage-
ment time now. It does not work if I work in production all the time.

In summary, the interviews with the agricultural entrepreneurs at the nine dairy farms reveal
that the owners need and desire more leadership skills. Although they don’t explicitly discuss
self-leadership as a concept, they understand they need to change how they think and act as
far as leading their companies. They also think they need to improve their interaction skills
with the employees in terms of improved communications and work delegation. They want
help with leadership skills when changing and developing their businesses – leadership skills
both for themselves and for their employees. In addition, they need help with time manage-
ment, work delegation, thought/behaviour patterns, and conflict resolution.

Education concept development
The education concept development involves (i) the book, (ii) advisor education and (iii)
agriculture entrepreneur education. This development follows the same three-level struc-
ture (see Figure 2) and concludes with a discussion on the holistic perspective on the three
levels.

The book. The outcome of the education concept development was the book Leader Prac-
tice – The art of leading myself, my employees and my business (Ledarpraktikan – Konsten
att leda Mig själv, Mina medarbetare och Min verksamhet) (Ulvenblad et al. 2012). The
first version of the book, which was published in the Summer of 2012, was used as
course material for the first round of advisor education, LP1. The revised version of the
book, which was published in 2013, was used as course material for the second round
of advisor education, LP2. See Figure 3.

Feedback on the content and structure of the education development concept acquired
in the focus group meetings was used in writing the book. This feedback, which centred on
book and programme inclusions/exclusions, led to the identification of important theories
that should be included in the book as well as clarification on how to illustrate the book to
achieve the best learning outcome for the target groups: agricultural advisors and agricul-
tural entrepreneurs. This feedback was especially relevant with respect to team building
and to diversification in employment practices

The advisor education and the agricultural entrepreneur education. The education for the
advisors and the education for the agricultural entrepreneurs had the same general struc-
ture. See Figure 4. However, there was one main difference. The programme for the
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advisors includes education in coaching because they help the entrepreneurs to find sol-
utions to their problems. The advisory role changes from an advisor for entrepreneurs to a
coach for entrepreneurs.

We base our ideas on leadership education on the following two assumptions. First, to
lead others in a motivated, engaging and effective way, it is essential to be competent at
self-leadership. Leaders must be able to lead themselves. Second, it is important to have
advisors who are trained in the art of coaching. Competent coaching improves the learn-
ing process and makes it easier to implement, for example, strategic business decisions.

Concept consolidation
Concept consolidation involved (i) interviews with the book’s authors, the steering group,
the agricultural advisors and the agricultural entrepreneurs from the different production
areas (e.g. production of milk, crops, meat and poultry) and (ii) interviews with the agri-
cultural advisors who participated in the first round of education (LP1).

Evaluation Step 1. The aim of this step was two-fold. The first aim was to increase the
understanding of how the education development concept, through the enhanced leader-
ship competence it creates, can facilitate and shape sustainable business model innovation
in the agricultural sector. The second aim was to generate feedback on the process and its
results in order to consolidate the concept by increasing its generalizability as well as its
industry relevance.

Figure 3. The structure of the book.

Figure 4. The education concept.
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The results from the interviews with all actors in the process highlight the importance
of leadership programmes for agricultural entrepreneurs. Further, the interviews with the
entrepreneurs (Ståhl et al. 2016) led to the following conclusions:

. The entrepreneurs think they have a better understanding of and more knowledge
about how the soft values (e.g. communication competence) in an organization affect
its results.

. Several entrepreneurs emphasize that you cannot lead others without knowing your
own views on the relevant issues and problems.

. While the entrepreneurs know they must lead their employees, they are very aware that
good leadership also means leading yourself.

. The entrepreneurs want to improve their leadership skills although they know they
require training and support if they are to prioritize such strategic work.

The following comments are representative of the entrepreneurs’ thinking after they
had completed the course:

I think in a completely different way now. When I face a situation in which I notice that we
are doing the wrong thing, I no longer allow myself to jump into the situation. I stop and
think the problem through so that I can develop better solutions. I strive to jointly discuss
how we want things to be with a particular problem. The employees see that I have changed.

After the course, I definitely changedmy way of working. I have become better at listening – at
understanding the perceptions of others. I dońt take first things first anymore. Instead I wait
until I feel that everyone is ready. Then you have a way to work around the initial reluctance to
change. Before it was a lot more bang on. I was very blunt, and it was not always productive

Ståhl et al. (2016, 1) concluded in their article on leadership development and sustain-
able business model innovation:

[The] results of the study indicate that the entrepreneurs are well aware of the problems that
the sector is facing and that education can be an important part of their long-term survival
strategy. They have a will to change but they need help and education to prioritize strategic
work and to develop their business models, since they all experience lack of time. Historically,
traditional advisory services have been used in the agricultural sector. However, in this edu-
cation program, the main focus has been on coaching rather than advisory. The results show
that this has been a successful way of education; the agricultural entrepreneurs have started to
change their mind-set which creates opportunities to sustainable business model innovation.

In summary, the agricultural entrepreneurs need to continue working on the development of
self-leadership and leadership skills. They also require greater knowledge of thought/behav-
iour patterns and personal development, combined with improved communication skills.

Evaluation Step 2. The aim of this step was to add value to the new advisor education pro-
gramme (LP2) that was scheduled to begin in the Autumn of 2015. Therefore, interviews
were conducted with the agricultural advisors who had participated in the first advisor
education programme (LP1).

The results from the interviews indicated consolidation of concept by the use of regular
meetings for the advisors/coaches was needed. The advisors/coaches also required regular
competence development. The conclusions from this evaluation step were the following:
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. Coaching competence is essential.

. Advisor/coach education should follow the same structure as entrepreneur education.

. The book structure should be followed.

. In LP1, the balanced scorecard was not included. It is important to include all elements
in the education.

. It is important to use professional images in all aspects of the education.

. It is important that practices relate to theories; otherwise, it is difficult to understand
and apply theories.

Diploma and education practice
Based on the evaluations of the education development concept, the new education
advisor programme (LP2) was held. Important feedback was used in this segment. An
individual with a Master’s degree in Psychology and who works at the Swedish Defence
University was employed for the coaching elements of the programme. The individual
was a very effective educator/coach.

Each advisor made an interactive presentation of one of the three leadership levels at
the diploma presentation: (i) self-leadership, (ii) leadership of employees and (iii) leader-
ship in business. These presentations lasted approximately two hours. A reflective feed-
back discussion with all participators was held after each presentation.

The results from the diploma presentation showed how important it was for the advi-
sors to present elements of the education development concept as though it were a lesson
or lecture useful for actual practice. The advisors thought this was the most relevant
aspect of the leadership development programme. They emphasized the importance
of using their own experiences in the programme. They also welcomed the feedback
they received because of its value for the future work with agriculture entrepreneur
education.

Diffusion and knowledge transfer
The diffusion and knowledge transfer in this leadership development programme took
different paths.

First, 375 copies of the book on leadership were given to relevant actors in the agricul-
tural sector. Grants from the Board of Agriculture, Sweden (Jordbruksverket) financed this
book distribution. Second, a research project for evaluation of the programme was
financed by grants from the Knowledge Foundation, Sweden (KK-stiftelsen) and several
agricultural organizations (The Rural Economy and Agricultural Society in Halland and
Östergötland, LRF Consultants, Advisors in Sjuhärad, TOBO Solution and VÄXA
Sweden). The research project, with its focus on developing business models in the agri-
cultural sector and in Swedish food production (Ulvenblad et al. 2014), advanced the dif-
fusion and knowledge transfer of its results, both nationally and internationally.

Through the leadership development programme, we learned that the agricultural
entrepreneurs, as well as the former advisors, need coaching skills. However, coaching
elements for the entrepreneurs were not included in the original programme. Therefore,
the authors’ affiliated university, working with the agricultural advisory organizations,
participating agricultural entrepreneurs and agricultural advisors, developed an education
programme for a diverse audience. The aim of this collaboration was to develop a
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university course titled ‘Coaching and Self-leadership’, to be first offered in Autumn of
2017 and Spring 2018. The course is planned to continue to be offered in the university
curriculum.

Discussion

Previous research has shown that some countries have developed leadership programmes
for practicing agricultural entrepreneurs (Brosnan 2014). Although these programmes
may include aspects of self-leadership in terms of Goleman’s (2004) characteristics of
EI, their focus is mainly on the leadership of followers. Developing and teaching self-lea-
dership in such programmes has received less attention. The results from this leadership
development programme for the agricultural sector in Sweden show the importance of
developing EI competences as well as self-leadership strategies and coaching skills, both
for the agricultural entrepreneurs and for the former advisers.

The initial interviews, conducted in the pre-phase of the leadership development pro-
gramme, revealed that the agricultural entrepreneurs were interested in developing their
leadership skills. They also stated that they wanted to improve their interactions with
employees by improving their competences in the areas of communication and work del-
egation. Further, they stated they understood the need to change how they thought and
acted in exercising leadership of their companies.

Although the agricultural entrepreneurs did not refer explicitly to the concept of self-
leadership, they implied that they wished to change their way of reflecting on their behav-
iour, on increasing their self-awareness and awareness of others, and on thinking about
and interacting with their employees. Self-leadership requires the use of special strategies
for thought patterns and for behaviours (Manz 1986; Manz and Neck 2013). We identified
self-leadership as a crucial element in the leadership development programme. As Ståhl
et al. (2016) emphasize, people cannot lead others unless they have a clear view of the
issues and problems that are likely to arise in dealing with their employees. This study
shows that, in addition to the traditional leadership skills that many leadership develop-
ment programmes teach, such programmes also should emphasize self-leadership. For
example, as several authors have argued, the importance of self-leadership can be
related to various leadership or communication styles (Bass et al. 2003; Kanape-Willing-
shofer and Bergner 2014; Stewart 2006). The evaluation prepared by Ståhl et al. (2016)
revealed the positive effects of this including self-leadership in the programme. For
example, after completing the programme, the agricultural entrepreneurs stated that
they had a much better understanding of how soft values can influence an organization’s
results.

Conclusions, implications and suggestions for future research

The principal findings from this research are three-fold. First, agricultural entrepreneurs
(and possibly new entrepreneurs in other sectors) benefit from leadership development
programmes in which the concept and practice of EI and self-leadership are emphasized.
Second, such programmes are more valuable to participants if other actors (e.g. academics
and advisors) are participants. Third, coaches are useful as support for the programmes’
participants.
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An implication of this study is that by working with diffusion and knowledge transfer,
advisors and entrepreneurs in the agricultural sector can enhance leadership competences
in the industry. Role transformation (e.g. advisor to coach) can also enhance the transfer of
such leadership competences.

Since governmental policymakers require greater knowledge about strategic develop-
ment and management in rural businesses (Jordbruksverket 2006), the findings from
this study may have immediate practical applications, not only for Swedish policymakers
but also for policymakers in northern Europe where the conditions for agricultural entre-
preneurship are similar to the conditions in Sweden.

A suggestion for future research is to investigate the inclusion of an EI and self-leader-
ship module in leadership development programmes for other industrial sectors and for
not-for-profit sectors. Such research could begin with interviews (as described in this
article’s pre-phase) in order to determine participants’ opinions and needs related to
the practice of effective leadership. It would also be relevant to implement the programme
in other countries in northern Europe, adjust it to country-specific conditions, and con-
tinue the research on the learning outcomes.

Notes

1. “LP” is the abbreviation for Ledarpraktikan (in English, Leadership Practice).
2. Focus group interviews have often been used in marketing research to collect consumer atti-

tudes on products, etc. (Fontana and Frey 1994), They have also been used successfully in
other research areas such as entrepreneurship and small business (Blackburn and Stokes
2000; Hines 2000; Sexton et al. 1997).
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