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Article

Employee Emotions During Organizational Change Among
Nordic Academics: Health-Promoting Self-Leadership as a
Coping Strategy
Rune Bjerke

Department of Leadership and Organization, Kristiania University of Applied Sciences, Kirkegata 24-26,
0153 Oslo, Norway; rune.bjerke@kristiania.no

Abstract

The purpose of this conceptual and explorative study is to investigate whether health-
promoting self-leadership could be used as a coping strategy enabling employees to deal
with negative emotions in an organizational change process, providing a conceptual frame-
work. A total of 18 faculty members from a Nordic university college were interviewed
about their experiences, perceptions, and emotional reactions. The study reveals that
new IT-systems; heavier workloads; and a lack of involvement, trust, and information,
in particular, were stated to be the main reasons for negative emotions, detachment from
the university-status aim, and the disruption of employee work–life balance. A few fac-
ulty members practiced fragments of what, in theory, is defined as health-promoting
self-leadership to successfully manage the organizational change processes. Some were
unconscious of their self-leadership practices, while others had no tools to enable them to
cope with changes, leading to negative emotions. I discuss the findings regarding health-
promoting self-leadership practice based on self-leadership, change management, and
emotion theory. Based on both the findings in this study and relevant theories regarding
self-leadership and coping strategies, I propose a health-promoting self-leadership-based
coping model that could provide both individual and organizational health and perfor-
mance benefits.

Keywords: organizational change; change management; involvement; emotions; coping
strategies; self-leadership

1. Introduction
This article investigates the emotional consequences of organizational change and

shows how health-promoting self-leadership-based coping can direct the individual (here:
academics) to a constructive route leading to positive emotions, good health, and per-
formance outcomes. Rieley and Clarkson (2001) assert that organizational change is a
fundamental component of organizational strategy. Similarly, Burnes (2004) posits that
change is an omnipresent and dominant feature of organizational life. The term “change”
is inherently multidimensional, encompassing a wide range of meanings. It is synonymous
with concepts such as transformation, development, metamorphosis, transmutation, evo-
lution, regeneration, innovation, revolution, and transition (Stickland, 2002). This broad
spectrum of interpretations underscores the complexity and multifaceted nature of change
within organizational contexts. Understanding these various dimensions of change is
crucial for organizations seeking to implement effective strategies and remain adaptable in
a dynamic business environment.
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Organizational change frequently triggers a wide range of emotional responses among
employees, which can profoundly influence their attitudes and behaviors. Fischer et al.
(1990) define emotion as a “discrete, innate, functional, biosocial action and expression
system” (p. 84), underscoring its evolutionary role in helping individuals adapt to environ-
mental shifts. Change events in organizations often provoke emotional reactions that lead
to cognitive appraisals, shaping how employees respond (Oreg et al., 2018). Even when
changes are perceived as logical or beneficial, they may generate negative emotions such as
fear, uncertainty, or a sense of loss (Kotter & Schlesinger, 1989). These emotional reactions—
ranging from anxiety and anger to hope and enthusiasm—can either facilitate or hinder
successful change implementation (Bartunek et al., 2011; Huy, 1999). Employees who
experience strong negative emotions and hold skeptical attitudes are particularly prone to
resist change, which represents a major obstacle to organizational transformation (Oreg
et al., 2018; Santos de Souza & Chimenti, 2024). Unmanaged emotional responses may
undermine the most strategically sound initiatives. Therefore, it is critical to investigate the
emotional dimension of change.

Pekkola et al. (2022) argue that the Nordic countries have developed a hybrid logic
regarding how to view higher education. The managerial public logic, which focuses
on balancing measurable inputs and outputs, and the professional public logic, which
embraces the idea of higher education and the dissemination of research-based knowledge
as public goods, are vital for societal development. However, most Nordic universities
have developed extended administrative structures, due to modernizing measures focusing
on efficiency, effectiveness, and accountability, intended to support their primary activities
(Geschwind et al., 2019). This development can be seen globally in recent decades, where
the role of the public higher education systems has become gradually more complex due
to growing requests for effectiveness, accountability, and societal relevance (Hazelkorn
et al., 2018). Pulkkinen et al. (2019) also maintain that most Nordic universities have
developed extended administrative systems, and Ekman et al. (2018) express concern
that the higher education leadership domain (in Sweden) can be characterized as de-
personalized, instrumental, scrutinized, and controlling. The effects of new management in
Nordic academia have been documented by a decline in academic freedom, with limitations
in regards to financial autonomy, but also concerning freedom of research, which has been
constrained due to increased institutional autonomy (Nokkala & Bladh, 2014).

Litschka et al. (2006) argue that organizational structures, their management, and
employee behavior are interrelated, meaning that human assets and organizational as-
sets are connected. Intellectual and specifically, human capital, consisting of knowledge,
skills and psychological health offered for potential use by organizations, requires a more
integrative approach, and the health aspect should be incorporated. Wang et al. (2015)
demonstrate how IT resources, as organizational assets, and IT management are valuable
subsystems of the organization system, and that the interaction between them to positively
influence organizational performance is crucial. Storti et al. (2023) refer to human resource
management practices (HRMP) and advocate the promotion of social capital and mental
health in organizations. They state that there is a gap in the literature regarding practices
to promote mental health. Their qualitative study concluded that social support practices
should be adopted as human resource protective strategies for mental health.

Building on Lazarus’ (1991) theory of emotions (a cognitive–emotional model of indi-
viduals’ reactions to planned organizational change), Liu and Perrewé (2005) conceptualize
the consequences of organizational change processes and propose several research topics
(hypotheses) linking emotions and behavioral reactions, e.g., mixed emotions, type of
information communicated, involvement, goal congruence, proactive or passive coping,
and internal or external attributions of outcomes. Planned changes are types of information
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that is communicated which can trigger excitement or fear (to exemplify mixed feelings).
These emotions ignite proactive or passive coping, which leads to individual outcomes and
emotions like happiness, sadness, guilt, shame, frustration, pride, and anger.

Klarner and Diefenbach (2011) conceptualize and illustrate the role of emotions during
sequential stages of organizational changes. Different emotions are triggered during and
across change processes, and they should be addressed by coping behavior to reduce
the possible negative impact of the emotional experience. Giæver and Hellesø (2010)
explored negative experiences among nurses in an organizational change setting where
new technology was introduced in a Norwegian hospital. Specific emotional reactions were
identified, such as “resignation”, “anger/rage”, “guilt”, and “feeling incompetent”. Smith
and Ulus (2020) ask, “Who cares for academics?” and address the importance of discussing
and researching emotional well-being at academic institutions of higher education. The
researchers challenge the taboos regarding being open about academics’ mental health and
emotional well-being and call for attention to this topic.

In periods of organizational change characterized by uncertainty and negative emo-
tions, human resource management practices (HRMP) have the potential to involve em-
ployees and maintain employee mental health. Given the positive outlook concerning
the Nordic model and academia, where the human and intellectual capital is inevitable
and where values such as openness and trust are essential, one could easily think that
HRMP during times of change is an obvious strategic tool used in Nordic higher education.
However, current research in Nordic higher education has yet to prove that organizational
change and coping strategies are disseminated by managers or HR professionals.

To provide a theoretical foundation for the study, I apply an integrative framework
grounded in the self-leadership theory (Manz, 1986; C. P. Neck & Houghton, 2006) and
the cognitive appraisal theory of emotion (Lazarus, 1991). In the context of organizational
change, employees undergo cognitive appraisals—evaluating the significance of the change
(primary appraisal) and their perceived ability to manage it (secondary appraisal). These
appraisals evoke emotional reactions that influence coping responses and behavioral out-
comes (Oreg et al., 2018). Self-leadership refers to a set of self-regulatory strategies that
individuals use to manage their thoughts, emotions, and behaviors to enhance personal ef-
fectiveness and well-being (Ganti et al., 2025). It includes behavior-focused techniques (e.g.,
goal setting, self-observation), natural reward strategies (e.g., deriving meaning from tasks),
and constructive thought pattern strategies (e.g., visualizing success, reframing beliefs)
(C. B. Neck et al., 2023; Reichard et al., 2025). Recent empirical work underscores the role
of self-leadership in promoting resilience, psychological capital, and positive emotions in
uncertain environments (Zhang et al., 2025). For academic employees facing high autonomy
demands and shifting institutional values, self-leadership can serve as a health-promoting
internal resource that buffers against the emotional strain of change (Ganti et al., 2025).

To address how emotional appraisals are translated into specific behavioral responses,
we draw on Lazarus’ (1991) cognitive appraisal theory, in conjunction with the self-
leadership theory (Manz, 1986; C. P. Neck & Houghton, 2006). According to Lazarus,
primary and secondary appraisals determine how individuals interpret the significance of
a change event and assess their ability to cope with it. These appraisals not only shape the
type and intensity of emotional responses—such as fear, anger, or hope—but also directly
influence behavioral strategies adopted by individuals (Oreg et al., 2018). Self-leadership
provides a mechanism through which these appraisals are transformed into adaptive behav-
iors. As C. B. Neck et al. (2023) explain, self-leadership equips individuals with cognitive
and behavioral tools—such as constructive thought patterns, natural reward strategies,
and behavior-focused techniques—that can reframe appraisals and guide effective action.
For instance, self-goal setting and self-dialogue can convert feelings of uncertainty into
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proactive task engagement, while natural reward strategies can shift attention from distress
to meaning and purpose during change (Reichard et al., 2025; Zhang et al., 2025). Thus,
self-leadership acts as a self-regulatory bridge between appraisal and behavior, fostering
psychological resilience and enhancing individual coping effectiveness.

Despite substantial literature regarding coping, organizational change, and self-
leadership, several gaps remain. First, classical coping models (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984;
Folkman, 2008) emphasize problem-, emotion-, and meaning-focused strategies but sel-
dom integrate self-leadership as a sustained, health-promoting approach to coping with
organizational change (C. P. Neck & Houghton, 2006; Bjerke, 2024). Second, while self-
leadership has been positively associated with performance, self-efficacy, and emotional
regulation (Reichard et al., 2025; Zhang et al., 2025), few empirical studies examine how it
is actually practiced by employees as a coping mechanism during emotionally demanding
transitions—particularly within the complex and evolving context of public higher edu-
cation (Smith & Ulus, 2020; Storti et al., 2023). Third, the mental health implications of
self-leadership remain under-theorized, especially in academic work environments shaped
by high autonomy demands, workload intensification, and managerial reforms (Bjerke,
2024; Ganti et al., 2025). Lastly, much of the existing research adopts variable-centered or
meta-analytic approaches, offering limited insight into the lived, qualitative experiences of
employees navigating change (Zhang et al., 2025; Harari et al., 2021).

To address these gaps, this conceptual and explorative qualitative study investigates
the emotional experiences of organizational change among faculty members at a Nordic
university college striving for university status. Drawing on individual narratives and
relevant theoretical frameworks, the study introduces a model of health-promoting self-
leadership-based coping—a perspective that integrates self-leadership strategies with
coping theory and employee well-being. To establish a foundation for this model and
to understand how employees manage the emotional challenges of change, the study is
guided by the following research questions:

RQ1: What are the sources of negative employee emotions during the change process?
RQ2: What are the sources of positive employee emotions during the change process?
RQ3: Consciously or unconsciously, how do employees apply self-leadership techniques to
cope with negative emotions?

2. Theory
2.1. Organizational Change and the Role of Management

Organizational change refers to deliberate efforts to modify structures, strategies, pro-
cesses, or cultures within an organization to improve performance, adapt to environmental
shifts, or pursue new goals (Burnes, 2004; A. M. Pettigrew et al., 2001). Change can be
classified as planned, emergent, transformational, or incremental, and each type presents
different demands on leadership and employees (A. Pettigrew & Whipp, 1992; Cao et al.,
2000). Planned organizational change is typically guided by a structured, goal-oriented
process driven by internal change agents or leadership (Armenakis & Bedeian, 1999; Dop-
pelt, 2017). Emergent change, on the other hand, evolves spontaneously in response to
environmental dynamics and is shaped by ongoing interactions between individuals and
systems (Burnes, 2004; Vlachopoulos, 2021). A comprehensive framework for analyzing
change involves four interrelated elements: context, content, process, and outcomes (A. M.
Pettigrew et al., 2001).

Context factors include both external and internal dynamics—such as industry dis-
ruptions, technological innovation, institutional culture, or organizational structure—that
may trigger or constrain change efforts (Kuipers et al., 2014; Rieg et al., 2021). Content
factors refer to what is being changed, whether it is strategic direction, organizational
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systems, human resources, or educational practices, as elaborated by Lozano et al. (2015)
in the higher education context. Process factors describe how change unfolds, including
changes in leadership behaviors, communication practices, and the degree of stakeholder
involvement. These elements are tightly interwoven and must be addressed systemati-
cally (Barth, 2013). Leadership plays a central role in managing these elements. Leaders
function as change agents who not only initiate and implement change but also influence
how change is perceived and experienced by employees (Gilley et al., 2009; Shaik et al.,
2025). Effective change leadership entails articulating a compelling vision, cultivating trust,
motivating action, and fostering psychological safety (Armenakis & Harris, 2002; Denning,
2008; Rieg et al., 2021). Communication is foundational to this process. Transparent, timely,
and meaningful communication can reduce uncertainty, build commitment, and increase
the likelihood of successful change (Kitchen & Daly, 2002; Allen et al., 2007; Lewis et al.,
2006). According to Vlachopoulos (2021), communication during change processes in
higher education plays a key role not only in transmitting information but also in engaging
and empowering staff, motivating them through clear vision, transparency, and relational
support mechanisms that address emotional resistance. Clear communication also impacts
decision-making quality and psychological security. If change is poorly communicated
or perceived as top-down and imposed, employees may experience anxiety, resistance, or
cynicism (Cropanzano et al., 2007; Skarlicki & Folger, 1997). Effective change management
thus requires leaders to provide regular feedback, acknowledge concerns, and involve
employees in shaping the change process (Carlisle & Murphy, 1996; Glew et al., 1995; Rieg
et al., 2021). Involvement enhances motivation, commitment, and a sense of ownership,
which are all linked to successful transformation (Morgan & Zeffane, 2003). Conversely,
lack of involvement can erode trust and psychological well-being, leading to increased
resistance and reduced performance (Dean et al., 1998; Mathieu et al., 2006). Research
by Ramstad (2014) and Marchington et al. (1994) emphasizes the importance of high-
involvement work practices that give employees real authority and responsibility during
change. Empowerment is particularly vital when changes affect professional identity or
challenge core values, which is common in complex organizational environments such as
education and healthcare (Rieg et al., 2021).

A holistic understanding of change must also consider emotional and psychological
dynamics. While many change models focus on systems, structures, and outcomes, they
often overlook how individuals define the meaning of change and respond affectively
(Freis, 2025; Shaik et al., 2023). According to Shaik et al. (2023), emotionally intelligent
managers—capable of empathy and emotional regulation—play a crucial role in helping
employees cope with change. Supportive behaviors such as inclusion and dialogical
reflection can enhance emotional resilience and reduce negative stress responses. Finally,
the success of organizational change depends not only on formal strategies but also on
informal dynamics—interpersonal trust, team climate, and cultural readiness (A. Pettigrew
& Whipp, 1992; Anderson et al., 2002; Batt & Valcour, 2003). Integrating these insights into
change practices increases both the human sustainability and the strategic effectiveness of
change processes. This study adopts an employee perspective, focusing on how change
is emotionally experienced and coped with, particularly when managerial support and
process execution are inadequate.

While leadership behavior and change communication are critical at the organizational
level, they also shape the psychological environment in which employees experience and
respond to change. When organizational change is perceived as top-down, ambiguous,
or misaligned with professional values, employees may experience increased emotional
strain and diminished autonomy (Woodward & Hendry, 2004; Smith & Ulus, 2020). In such
contexts, coping becomes an individual responsibility, highlighting the relevance of health-
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promoting self-leadership as a personal resource. Self-leadership enables individuals to
self-regulate thoughts and emotions, maintain intrinsic motivation, and engage in meaning-
making during uncertainty (C. P. Neck & Houghton, 2006; Bjerke, 2024). As prior studies
suggest, in the absence of sufficient managerial support, internal coping mechanisms
become essential for sustaining psychological well-being and performance (Amundsen &
Martinsen, 2015; Stewart et al., 2011).

2.2. Emotions in Organizational Change

Freis (2025) presents an argument that emotions are central to organizational life, espe-
cially in the context of change. Organizational change is not only a structural or strategic
process but also a deeply emotional experience for employees. Emotions influence how
change is perceived, how it is responded to, and whether it succeeds or fails. During
transitions, emotions can range from enthusiasm and hope to anxiety, resistance, or even
despair, depending on how the change is managed and communicated. Therefore, under-
standing emotional dynamics is essential for effective change implementation. At the core
of this emotional dimension lies appraisal theory, which posits that emotions arise from
individuals’ evaluations of how situations relate to their goals and well-being (Lazarus,
1991). Organizational change can trigger both primary appraisals (assessing relevance to
personal goals) and secondary appraisals (evaluating one’s capacity to cope), resulting in
emotions such as anger, fear, sadness, or hope. These appraisals are shaped by leadership
behavior, communication, perceived fairness, and employee involvement (Lazarus, 1991,
1966; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).

Ashkanasy’s (2003) multi-level model of emotions in organizations remains partic-
ularly relevant. It distinguishes five levels of emotional experience: (1) within-person
(mood and affective shifts), (2) between-person (traits such as emotional intelligence), (3)
interpersonal (emotional labor and expression), (4) group (shared emotional climate and
contagion), and (5) organizational (policies and culture influencing emotion norms). This
layered framework allows for a comprehensive view of how emotions emerge and cascade
across organizational levels during change. Recent studies highlight the dual nature of
change-related emotions. Positive emotions, such as optimism and pride, can emerge when
employees feel included and valued and when they understand the purpose of the change
(Freis, 2025). In contrast, negative emotions—fear, resentment, confusion—often arise from
perceived exclusion, inadequate communication, or a threat to job security. These emotional
reactions can trigger resistance, disengagement, or defensive behaviors (Shaik et al., 2023;
Woodward & Hendry, 2004).

Importantly, the role of emotion regulation in navigating change is gaining traction.
Emotional intelligence, the capacity to perceive, understand, and manage one’s own and
others’ emotions, is a critical resource in this regard (Goleman, 1995; Shaik et al., 2023).
Leaders with high emotional intelligence can detect emotional undercurrents, respond with
empathy, and create psychological safety, thereby fostering adaptive emotional responses
among staff. Freis (2025) emphasizes that unacknowledged emotions during change
processes may amplify emotional suppression, leading to exhaustion and reduced well-
being. Emotionally intelligent organizations proactively address emotions by legitimizing
them, facilitating open dialogue, and offering support systems such as coaching and peer
support. Furthermore, emotional experiences during change influence long-term attitudes.
According to Petty and Wegener (1998), attitudes toward organizational change reflect
evaluative judgments shaped by emotions. Eagly and Chaiken (2007) argue that affective
components of attitudes are powerful predictors of behavioral intentions, such as staying
with or leaving the organization. These links between emotion and attitude underscore
the strategic importance of managing emotional climates during change. Finally, it is
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essential to distinguish emotions from related constructs. Emotions are often short-lived
and triggered by specific events, whereas moods are more diffuse and enduring, and
affect, in turn, is a broader umbrella encompassing both emotions and moods, typically
measured along the dimensions of valence and arousal (Watson & Tellegen, 1985; Russell &
Carroll, 1999). In sum, organizational change is an emotionally charged process. Positive
emotional experiences can enhance engagement and resilience, while negative emotions, if
left unmanaged, may derail change efforts. Thus, integrating emotional considerations into
change strategies is not only humane but strategically vital.

2.3. Health-Promoting Self-Leadership-Based Coping

Organizational change often provokes uncertainty and stress, especially when routines
are disrupted or when new work demands arise. These transitions can undermine employee
well-being, making coping strategies essential for maintaining psychological health. Stress,
in this context, is not only a physiological response to pressure but a dynamic psychological
process shaped by appraisal and interpretation (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Cognitive
stress theory emphasizes how individuals assess potentially threatening changes and
evaluate available coping resources. This makes stress highly subjective, influenced by
prior experiences, personality traits, and self-regulatory capacity (Lazarus, 1993; Sarkar,
2025). During organizational change, employees often face role ambiguity, workload
intensification, and diminished control—conditions known to elevate strain (Bakker &
Demerouti, 2007; Woodward & Hendry, 2004). The job demands–resources model (JD–R)
asserts that chronic demands and a lack of adequate resources can lead to burnout and
disengagement unless counterbalanced by personal and environmental resources. Research
highlights the importance of both structural support (e.g., leadership communication,
participation) and personal resources (e.g., resilience, optimism, and self-leadership) for
buffering the negative impact of change (Freis, 2025; Shaik et al., 2023, 2025).

In this study, I adopt a coping-focused perspective centered on self-leadership as a
health-promoting personal resource. Self-leadership is defined as a self-influencing process
through which individuals regulate their behavior, thoughts, and emotions via strategies
such as goal setting, self-observation, visualization, self-reward, and constructive thought
patterns (Houghton et al., 2012; C. P. Neck & Houghton, 2006; C. B. Neck et al., 2023). In
change contexts, self-leadership helps individuals regain a sense of control and direction
by focusing on internal standards rather than external uncertainty (Pearce & Manz, 2005).

Bjerke (2024) expands this perspective by introducing health-promoting self-leadership,
a concept that integrates well-being, performance, and coping with personal growth. This
approach includes three core orientations:

1. Value- and behavior-oriented self-leadership, where individuals act in alignment
with personal and organizational values and take proactive steps to cope with value
incongruence during change;

2. Energy-oriented self-leadership, which emphasizes the importance of managing one’s
physical and psychological energy through boundary setting, rest, and recovery
practices;

3. Self-efficacy-oriented self-leadership, which focuses on enhancing confidence and
perceived competence through mastery experiences and adaptive self-goal setting.

These orientations are particularly relevant during change because they promote
adaptive responses to stressors and foster psychological flexibility (Sarkar, 2025). For
instance, energy-oriented strategies help individuals monitor early signs of depletion and
use restorative behaviors to maintain performance, while behavior-oriented strategies
support meaningful and value-congruent engagement in turbulent environments (Bjerke,
2024; Ganti et al., 2025).
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More broadly, health-promoting self-leadership can be conceptualized as a proactive,
self-regulatory coping strategy that differs from traditional coping frameworks. Whereas
Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) model distinguishes between problem-focused coping
(aimed at solving the problem) and emotion-focused coping (aimed at managing feel-
ings), health-promoting self-leadership also encompasses meaning-focused coping—the
process of reframing challenges in line with core values and personal growth (Folkman,
2008; Zhang et al., 2025). This makes it especially relevant in contexts of change in which
employees may confront value conflicts or existential questions about their roles.

By integrating these layers, health-promoting self-leadership serves as both a buffer
against emotional strain and a mechanism for psychological resilience. It supports cognitive
reframing, motivates healthy routines, and fosters intrinsic motivation and agency—all of
which are critical for maintaining well-being during periods of uncertainty (Reichard et al.,
2025; Stewart et al., 2011). As such, it offers a multidimensional alternative to conventional
reactive coping models, emphasizing the anticipatory and purpose-driven regulation of
thoughts, behaviors, and emotions.

Moreover, this approach is supported by empirical evidence linking self-leadership
to improved performance, job satisfaction, self-efficacy, and emotional stability under
stress (Amundsen & Martinsen, 2015; Zhang et al., 2025; Boonyarit, 2023). The mechanisms
through which it operates—such as constructive self-talk, visualization, positive reappraisal,
and natural reward strategies—enable employees to transform potentially distressing
appraisals into constructive engagement (C. B. Neck et al., 2023; Houghton et al., 2024).
Especially in cases where leadership communication is lacking or trust in organizational
change is diminished, employees can fall back on their internal coping strategies to maintain
direction and coherence in their work (Woodward & Hendry, 2004).

In summary, health-promoting self-leadership is both a conceptually robust and prac-
tically relevant coping framework. It bridges individual strengths and psychological health
with organizational adaptation. By anchoring behavior in values, regulating energy, and
strengthening self-efficacy, employees are better equipped to manage emotional demands
and maintain performance throughout change processes. To address the research gaps iden-
tified in the introduction, this study explores how faculty members in a Nordic university
college experience and enact self-leadership strategies as a means of coping with organiza-
tional change. By focusing on emotional reactions, coping practices, and self-leadership
behaviors, the study contributes a theoretically grounded and contextually rich perspective
regarding health-promoting self-leadership-based coping.

3. Materials and Method
3.1. Intention and Design

The intention of this conceptual and exploratory study was to examine organizational
change experiences among employees (faculty) in a Nordic university college aiming
for university status. This qualitative research, with an explorative design (Glaser &
Strauss, 1967), held the purpose of deepening the understanding of individuals to develop
a theoretical coping model within the self-leadership domain. This study addresses the
sources of both negative and positive employee emotions during the change process
and identifies whether or not employees apply self-leadership techniques to cope with
negative emotions. The objects of analysis were undergoing organizational change in
terms of the introduction of new technology and administrative routines. Collecting data
from academics belonging to various institutes and departments, this study established a
comparative platform, was conducted to meet reliability criteria (Morrow, 2005; Shenton,
2004), and developed a credible representation (Shenton, 2004). Additionally, the study was
grounded in both established theory and data-driven theory development. By employing
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an exploratory strategy for data analysis, wherein relevant data from academics at different
locations and institutes could be compared, new theories can be developed (Charmaz, 2014;
Punch, 1998; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). The in-depth interviews continued until no new
findings (that could supplement meanings or theories) were revealed (Charmaz, 2003, 2006;
Gray, 2009; Strauss & Corbin, 1998).

To date, no studies regarding emotions and coping in a Nordic academic and organiza-
tional context have been published. This study provided an opportunity to develop themes
within the reviewed theoretical landscape, as well as to discover relationships between
them. Thus, the study became more focused on theoretical connections parallel to data
collection and analysis (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).

3.2. Data Collection, Sample, Themes, and Analysis

Qualitative data from 18 in-depth interviews were collected to explore the informants’
experiences with the organizational change processes, using an interview guide reflecting
seven overall themes (Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Yin, 2013, 2018). The Zoom-based inter-
views took place in May and April 2022, lasted between 45 and 70 min, and were managed
by one trained and experienced interviewer/moderator and one senior researcher with
solid interview/moderating and research experience. Through the use of two interview-
ers, it was possible to cross-check for follow-up questions and interpretations and thus,
strengthen the objectivity and trustworthiness of the study. We experienced a very positive
willingness of the interviewees to contribute to the study, and the informants seemed
to respond openly to the questions. They were all positive about being contacted if any
follow-up questions were needed. Six informants agreed to the use of quotes. The sample
of 18 academics consisted of 8 females and 10 males with different academic positions
(see Table 1). The interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed in line with ethical
and national standards. Both the informants and the national ethical committee approved
the study and methodology (an application to Sikt.no, the Norwegian agency for shared
services in education and research, was approved).

Table 1. The informants.

Informant Gender Position

1 F Head of BA program

2 F Adjunct

3 F Librarian

4 M Associate professor and head of BA program

5 M Adjunct

6 M Adjunct and head of BA program

7 M Professor

8 F Associate professor

9 M Associate professor

10 M Dean/associate professor

11 F Professor

12 M Associate professor and course manager

13 M Professor

14 F Adjunct
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Table 1. Cont.

Informant Gender Position

15 F Associate professor

16 M Adjunct

17 F Associate professor and head of MA-program

18 M Associate professor, head of BA program and
research association representative

The focus of the study was on employees’ experiences in the midst of organizational
changes, and the interviews were analyzed through thematic analysis (Baxter & Jack,
2008). The overall themes and theoretical concepts that constituted the interview guide
were experience with organizational change in general, negative and positive experiences
with the change process, sources of negative and positive emotions, types of emotions,
perceptions of the role of management, coping strategies, and possible practice of self-
leadership (as a possible coping strategy). The code sheet and themes were evaluated and
adjusted according to the theory. The recorded interviews were transcribed to enhance
reliability (Spiggle, 1994; Yin, 2013) and analyzed thematically based on the code sheet
founded on the overall seven themes (Creswell & Creswell, 2017; Spiggle, 1994; Yin,
2013). The pre-defined seven themes were used for categorization to establish meanings
in line with relevant theories and concepts (Crotty, 1998). Sources of both negative and
positive emotions and coping strategies emerged as the dominant themes. Therefore, the
findings are organized into those three main categories. Sub-themes like perception of
management dealing with change processes and types of emotion are integrated into the
three main categories.

4. Results
4.1. What Are the Sources of Negative Employee Emotions During the Change Process? (RQ1)

The informants expressed that they accepted the change processes necessary to aim
for the university status goal. However, the informants realized that these organizational
change processes require several new IT systems and the continuous digitalization of
administrative processes. The in-depth interviews revealed that all informants experienced
pressure to work more to cope with new administrative IT systems. In addition, the
informants reported an increased performance pressure, as their main tasks of teaching and
researching were disturbed by negative experiences caused by challenges in coping with
the IT systems. The learning of new systems and the switching from one system to another,
perhaps 15–17 in total, according to a few interviewees, during their weekly operations,
were described as increasing their workload significantly. All the informants claimed that
they work in the evenings, on weekends, and during holidays because there is too much to
do. Two informants specifically mentioned challenges with the administration of exams, as
the exam office would no longer perform these tasks for the employees. The academics
were now responsible for these tasks themselves through the use of an IT system. Extra
tasks and complications in dealing with new IT systems were described by all informants
as a significant reason for losing working time for “core business” and led to frustration
and stress. One informant stated that “the stress arises from systems that do not work
and using them consumes time”. The female informant added that she may wake up in
the night on several occasions with “anxiety”, worrying that the exam system would not
function properly. Also, one informant stated, “I haven’t understood Leganto. It’s always a
mess because I rarely use it,”. At the same time, this respondent communicated frustration
with the travel reimbursement system. Several other informants also highlighted the
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travel reimbursement system as a source of annoyance and a significant drain on their
working time.

A respondent put it is this way: “a lot of work at weekends and in the evenings. New
systems require a lot of time”. Of the 17 informants, 6 mentioned that it is specifically the
administration that requires much of the time spent. A total of 17 out of 17 the informants
stated that they work in the evenings, during weekends, and on holidays. One informant
added that there is “a lot of work in the spare time. Weekends too. New measures and
changes require that it takes time”. In the employee work plan, 6% has been set aside for
administrative tasks. Asking if this percentage is sufficient to cover administrative work,
all informants expressed significant frustration with this percentage, and all respondents
expressed that they were spending considerably more time on administrative tasks. The
informants were asked about how much time they thought they spent on administrative
tasks. A total of 17 out of 17 informants believed that they spent considerably more time
than what is set aside, and one informant said, “it’s a joke. The Work plan is not grounded
in reality”. Another informant stated that the percentage set is “a mockery”. Based on the
various estimates stated by all the respondents, the actual time spent on administrative
tasks seems to vary. However, the range was between 15% and 35%.

As many as 10 out of 17 informants stated that their job and performance pressure
affect their privacy, which they acknowledged as being a challenge. One informant ex-
pressed her frustration by saying that she was “tired of being in despair and spending
four hours being frustrated by the fact that something doesn’t work.” She also emphasized
that her private life suffered because of excessive work demands. Moreover, she needed
to work even when she was sick because of the workload. Another informant noted that
there are now too many systems to manage and said, “we implement new systems, but we
never remove any.” A third academic pointed out the excessive number of communication
platforms like Teams, Zoom, and Outlook and described the systems as “a jungle”. A
fourth remarked: “As a researcher, I have worked 24 h a day. Working beyond normal
hours is rarely acknowledged.” Several informants said that despite trying to cope with
the systems and increased workload, they did not receive recognition from their managers.
One informant expressed: “I work a lot but never receive recognition for the work I do.”
Another informant claimed that this sector often expects employees to work around the
clock, but still provides in little recognition, appreciation, or praise for extra effort.

Several informants specified that they felt low motivation for cooperating with the
management and felt detached from the university ambition during this change process.
When asked about potential sources of dissatisfaction with the change processes, the re-
spondents claimed that dissatisfaction and frustration stem from lack of involvement and
interactions with the management and amplified administrative tasks imposed due to the
change process. Concerning the relationship with the rector’s office, 14 out of 17 infor-
mants expressed a significant lack of involvement and communication, and the academics
were worried about centralized decision-making lacking participation and transparency.
Consequently, several informants had distanced themselves from the change process. One
informant expressed the sense of detachment, saying, “I couldn’t care less. I am more con-
cerned with myself and my own role.” Two other informants also appeared indifferent and
expressed less interest in the development over time. Another male informant expressed
worries that many of his colleagues had said they were tired and frustrated.

Regarding the sensed top-down-led process, one informant said, “I have a strained
relationship with the rector’s office”. Such an expression indicates that experienced work
happiness and job satisfaction among the employees do not come from the top management
or the school as an employer, but from the content of the job and their colleagues. Another
respondent continued by describing that “the management has put a lot of guidelines at
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the forefront. There should have been more openness about the process aiming at joint
solutions, and not that everything that comes up has already been decided by them”. Simi-
larly, another informant stated that “our opinion means nothing” and adds that everything
has already been decided by top management. A third also referred to a clear frustration
with management’s infrequent presence and said that we see examples of “management by
walking away”. Concerning the speed of the change processes led by top management, one
informant said that the changes were happening too quickly, and that “we have a violent
gas pedal”. A second respondent also mentioned that she thought the change process was
going too fast. She was positive at the start, but later she found that there were too many
demands. A third informant maintained that the development of the school is too fast and
that the change happens at the expense of the predictability the employees need. A fourth
said that “it lacks coherence and understanding” and that she “struggles to identify with
the change”. A result of negative emotions triggered by these change processes, 15 out of
18 informants have a negative view and are skeptical or indifferent to the change.

4.2. What Are the Sources of Positive Employee Emotions During the Change Process? (RQ2)

Despite the challenges with IT systems, a heavier workload and performance pressure,
lack of involvement, and dissatisfaction with top management, all the informants expressed
that they still felt committed and “joy” in pursuing their main job (teaching and doing
research). Some informants explained that due to their “passion” for the field they work in,
good colleagues, and the time spent with students, their job was meaningful and enjoyable.
The recurring explanations for joy at work and commitment include the desire to provide a
quality learning experience for students and a strong commitment to their subject areas.
One female informant emphasized the role of teaching by stating, “When you work with
students, you naturally want to do a good job!” and added that she actively strives to make
the lessons as effective as possible for the students.

A few respondents underscored the importance of good colleagues and stated that
a sense of belonging arises from employee relationships rather than commitment to the
school itself. Most of the informants appeared to be content with their current roles as
quality insurers for students, without any desire for further changes affecting their positions
and job content. Despite informants’ limited recognition from managers, they still reported
“work happiness” at the school. Several informants expressed that positive emotions
like “passion” and “sense of belonging” lead to work happiness and that appraisals they
receive from colleagues are sufficient to maintain a satisfactory level of job satisfaction.
The respondents seem to agree that their relationships with colleagues contributed to a
supportive teaching environment, where they can learn from one another. One informant
underlined the importance of the school’s quality-conscious environment and skilled
faculty at department and institute levels.

Autonomy was highly valued by all informants, as it allows them to work where
and when they choose, despite the heavier workload. One informant described it like
this: “autonomy and freedom in the role are probably the best; there is a high degree of
self-determination in the role.” Another respondent described the role of autonomy in the
same fashion: “flexibility and autonomy play important roles, and I can work when I want
and take on additional responsibilities if desired.” All informants seemed to agree on three
key factors that contribute to their work happiness and job satisfaction: good colleagues
and employee relationships, time spent with students, and autonomy. These factors were
recognized as essential for work happiness by the informants. Most informants experienced
challenges at work, but they realized that they had to solve these challenges themselves
due to a general lack of managerial focus on this aspect of the change processes.
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4.3. Consciously or Unconsciously, How Do Employees Apply Self-Leadership Techniques to Cope
with Negative Emotions? (RQ3)

About two-thirds of the informants in this qualitative study stated that they do not
practice self-leadership consciously to cope with negative emotions during the workdays.
The remaining informants use self-leadership to varying degrees to create routines, reduce
stress, and set limits for themselves. One male informant argued that he worked on
being organized and structured in the workday in addition to doing physical exercises
daily to, among other benefits, maintain a satisfactory energy level. He mentioned that
he was not particularly stressed in connection with the change process, and he did not
experience negative, energy-sapping reactions or the occurrence of significant negative
feelings. This informant expressed that he was mastering the role and responsibility he
had, despite that he worked a lot during the holidays and in the evenings. Another male
informant stated that self-leadership is a large part of his life, and that he made use of
several techniques to influence workflow and efficiency. This informant described himself
as being somewhat indifferent to the change processes after a long period of dissatisfaction
and a little emotional arousal, but now he did not experience stress.

A third female informant claimed that she experienced a great deal of work and per-
formance pressure, short deadlines, and too little time at her disposal. Through thoughtful
activity and organizing work into chunks and intervals, the informant felt only a little
stressed or influenced by the change process. Three other informants stated that they
integrated self-leadership practices into their everyday life. A common self-leadership
strategy across those three was to regulate energy and work effort to achieve a balance
throughout the week. Also, they reported some regularity in physical activity, although this
varied, and it seemed that just becoming more conscious of the “energy in” and “energy
out” balance was a tool to reduce stress, as those three did not sense any significant stress
levels in the change process. Thus, their various conscious approaches and self-leadership
techniques used to regulate their own working days seemed beneficial. Based on a short
dialogue with a small number of informants practicing self-leadership as a tool to cope with
negative emotions, it seems that these few experienced less or no stress or other negative
emotions relative to the results for those who did not practice self-leadership. Most of the
respondents, who seemed not to practice self-leadership, tended to have more negative
thoughts in their minds and seemed more frustrated and stressed.

Based on the qualitative data that were analyzed, there are indications that the minority
of the informants gained psychological benefits from practicing self-leadership techniques
to better cope with challenges of everyday work in an organizational change context. Some
informants engage in physical activity and focus on the organization of the workload.
Based on these limited findings, there is an indication that those informants who are not
familiar with self-leadership, or who are unconscious of it, experience higher frustration
and stress levels than those who are.

5. Discussion
This conceptual and exploratory study examined how employees emotionally experi-

ence and cope with organizational change, particularly in a university context characterized
by digitalization and administrative restructuring. The findings illustrate that negative
emotions such as stress, frustration, and anxiety (RQ1) are primarily triggered by excessive
administrative burdens, lack of managerial involvement, ineffective communication, and
low recognition—despite employees’ intrinsic motivation and joy connected to teaching
and research (RQ2). These emotional reactions, as well as the ways in which some employ-
ees consciously or unconsciously apply self-leadership techniques to regulate them (RQ3),
are discussed below, considering the theoretical model (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Health-promoting self-leadership-based coping (based on the study’s results and the coping
model of Folkman, 2008).

The first key finding—that heavy administrative workload, lack of control, and in-
sufficient support provoke frustration and stress—strongly aligns with the job demand–
resources (JD–R) model (Bakker & Demerouti, 2007; Woodward & Hendry, 2004) and the
appraisal theory of stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). When organizational demands exceed
perceived resources, particularly in contexts where IT systems malfunction and job expecta-
tions escalate, employees experience high strain. The findings further illustrate that a lack
of managerial presence, transparency, and dialogue compounds this stress, reinforcing the
importance of emotionally intelligent leadership and psychological safety during transi-
tions (Shaik et al., 2023; Freis, 2025). Importantly, many informants perceived the change
as top-down and non-negotiable, leading to negative appraisals, which in turn triggered
emotional detachment or resistance. This aligns with Kotter and Schlesinger’s (1989) theory
that even rational or positive change can evoke emotional loss if it threatens predictability
or autonomy. As the model in Figure 1 shows, negative initial emotions like frustration,
when unaddressed, may lead to a negative path characterized by detachment, stress, and
diminished well-being. Conversely, the findings also highlight sources of positive emotions
(RQ2), such as a sense of meaning, autonomy, and collegiality. These intrinsic motivators
represent personal resources that buffer against stress (Bakker & Demerouti, 2017) and
help maintain commitment during change. Autonomy was frequently cited as essential for
job satisfaction, echoing the self-determination theory and literature on value congruence
(Ryan & Deci, 2000, 2006; Bjerke, 2024). Positive affect in the face of organizational pressure
is also consistent with meaning-focused coping, in which employees reframe challenges in
ways that reinforce personal values and purpose (Folkman, 2008).

The health-promoting self-leadership-based coping model (see Figure 1) illustrates
how organizational change can trigger frustration as an initial emotional appraisal. Em-
ployees who engage in health-promoting self-leadership practices—such as structured
routines, emotional regulation, and internal motivation—are more likely to sustain coping,
leading to favorable outcomes and positive emotions, ultimately enhancing mental fitness,
self-efficacy, and performance. In contrast, those who do not apply such practices may expe-
rience unfavorable outcomes, including stress and detachment. However, meaning-focused
coping may help restore positive emotion, offering a secondary pathway to emotional recov-
ery and performance stability. The model integrates both emotion- and problem-oriented
coping mechanisms and highlights the dynamic interplay between appraisal, regulation,
and health-related outcomes.
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Crucially, the findings illustrate variations in how employees cope with negative
emotions (RQ3). Some informants reported the conscious application of self-leadership
techniques, including goal setting, energy regulation, and reflection on values—all core
components of the health-promoting self-leadership framework (Bjerke, 2024). These indi-
viduals seemed more resilient, less emotionally exhausted, and better able to manage the
uncertainty of change. Others, however, lacked such coping strategies and reported higher
levels of stress and dissatisfaction. This supports Lazarus and Folkman’s (1984) distinc-
tion between adaptive and maladaptive coping and underscores the value of developing
personal resources such as self-awareness and behavioral self-regulation. The findings
validate the utility of the coping model illustrated in Figure 1. Employees who practiced
health-promoting self-leadership—especially those engaging in energy management and
value-oriented behaviors—were more likely to follow a favorable emotional path, resulting
in positive emotion, sustained coping, and they ultimately seemed to achieve improve
mental fitness, self-efficacy, and performance, which is in line with the suggestions of
Bjerke (2024). Those who lacked such strategies were more likely to experience emotional
overload, detachment, and stress. Notably, the model captures the possibility of transition
between unfavorable and favorable outcomes through meaning-focused coping, suggesting
a pathway for intervention, even when initial responses are negative.

The theoretical integration across organizational change, emotional appraisal, and
coping provides a robust framework for understanding how individual experiences with
change are shaped, as well as how they can be improved. Managerial implications in-
clude the need for clear communication, emotional support, and promotion of employee
autonomy. More fundamentally, organizations should view self-leadership as not only a
performance enhancer but also as a protective health resource during turbulent transitions.

6. Conclusions
This study highlights the emotional complexity of organizational change, revealing

how transformations in work structure—especially those involving digitalization and ad-
ministrative intensification—can generate a wide range of emotional responses among
employees. In the context of a university undergoing significant change, negative emotions
such as frustration, stress, anxiety, and detachment were primarily linked to overwhelming
workloads, unfamiliar and inefficient IT systems, inadequate recognition, and top-down
decision making with limited employee involvement. These findings resonate with well-
established theories of organizational stress, emotion, and coping, underscoring that when
employees feel excluded from shaping change processes, emotional strain and organiza-
tional detachment become more likely.

However, the study also identified consistent sources of positive emotions that sus-
tained employee engagement despite structural stressors. A passion for teaching and
research, collegial support, and perceived autonomy were strong contributors to work
happiness. These factors appear to act as internal buffers, reinforcing commitment and a
sense of meaning, even in adverse conditions. Notably, autonomy emerged as a founda-
tional psychological resource, enabling self-regulation and resilience. A key contribution
of this study lies in its exploration of self-leadership as a health-promoting coping mecha-
nism. While many employees did not consciously apply self-leadership strategies, those
who did reported using practices such as structured routines, physical activity, boundary-
setting, and energy monitoring to manage emotional strain. These individuals exhibited
lower stress levels and a greater sense of control and balance during change. Drawing
on theoretical perspectives such as Lazarus and Folkman’s coping theory and Bjerke’s
health-promoting self-leadership framework, the study proposes that health-promoting
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self-leadership-based coping offers a promising path for fostering emotional resilience and
sustainable performance during organizational change.

To respond more explicitly to the variety of coping strategies observed, the findings
can be systematized along two conceptual axes: problem- versus emotion-oriented coping,
and internal versus external regulation. Problem-oriented strategies included behavioral
self-leadership practices such as establishing daily routines, managing time proactively,
and engaging in goal-directed activity. Emotion-oriented strategies, by contrast, comprised
techniques such as reframing negative thoughts, accepting limits, and seeking intrinsic
meaning in academic work—many of which align with constructive thought pattern strate-
gies. In terms of regulatory orientation, internal strategies were dominant and included
self-dialogue, energy awareness, and self-set boundaries between work and private life.
External regulation was less common, but present in social support-seeking and peer vali-
dation. This categorization highlights the nuanced and multidimensional nature of coping
during change and underscores the relevance of self-leadership theory in integrating these
adaptive responses.

Beyond its practical implications, the study contributes to theory development by
integrating cognitive appraisal theory (Lazarus, 1991) with self-leadership theory (Manz,
1986; C. P. Neck & Houghton, 2006) in a novel context—that of organizational change in
higher education. It extends appraisal theory by showing that emotional appraisals are
not only antecedents of emotion, but also part of a dynamic loop involving self-regulatory
capacities that modify emotional outcomes. At the same time, it advances self-leadership
theory by illustrating how behavioral and cognitive strategies can be mobilized to transform
emotional appraisals into functional, health-promoting responses in complex institutional
settings. By applying this integrative lens to the experiences of academics, the research
underscores the importance of refining both theories to better account for the emotional
and psychological complexities of knowledge-intensive professions. Future theoretical
work could explore how different self-leadership profiles interact with appraisal processes
and emotional trajectories over time and whether specific combinations of strategies yield
more sustainable coping across various change contexts.

In terms of practical implications, the findings suggest several operational actions ap-
plicable to academic settings. For example, university leadership can encourage individual
goal setting and task prioritization through time management workshops, support faculty
in creating daily routines that align with core work values, and normalize discussions about
emotional well-being. Academic departments can implement peer-coaching groups where
colleagues can share effective coping practices, such as energy management techniques
and boundary-setting tools. Institutions can also provide digital self-leadership training
modules that emphasize constructive thought strategies and internal motivation tailored
to academic roles. Human resource policies should be designed to explicitly promote
autonomy-supportive environments, regular recognition practices, and accessible mental
health support.

Future research should investigate how academic institutions can actively cultivate
self-leadership capacities among their staff and how these capacities develop over time.
Specific research questions could include: How do different self-leadership strategies
influence emotion regulation and performance during prolonged change? And which
contextual factors (e.g., leadership style, organizational culture, job design) facilitate or
inhibit the development of self-leadership in academia? Methodologically, longitudinal
mixed-method studies combining interviews, diary studies, and validated self-leadership
scales would allow for deeper insights into the temporal dynamics of self-regulation and
emotional adaptation. Experimental or intervention-based designs could also test the
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efficacy of specific self-leadership programs and tools in improving resilience and well-
being during change-intensive periods.

In conclusion, the findings emphasize the need for organizations to acknowledge
and support the emotional dimensions of change. Leaders and HR professionals can
benefit from integrating human-centered approaches that promote transparent communi-
cation, authentic involvement, and health-promoting self-leadership practices. By doing
so, organizations not only mitigate the risks of emotional exhaustion and disengagement
but also enhance employee well-being, mental fitness, self-efficacy, and adaptive perfor-
mance. The proposed coping model offers a conceptual and practical guide for building
emotional sustainability in change-intensive environments. Future research and practice
should further investigate how organizational systems can systematically facilitate em-
ployee development of self-leadership capacities as part of broader change management
and well-being strategies.
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