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Abstract

Purpose –The purpose of this study is to explore the concept of long-term thinking in a non-business context
to gain deeper insights into bridging the gap between the theory of long-term thinking and its application as a
management strategy.
Design/methodology/approach –To explore the concept of long-thinking further in a non-business setting,
a grounded theory studywas conductedwith preschool leaders in amunicipality in Sweden to examine how the
leaders describe, define and apply the concept of long-term thinking in their schools. Interviews with school
leaders, both written and oral, were used for data collection.
Findings – This study illustrates that the concept of long-term thinking can be twofold. First, the description
can be as an anchor that reflects a mission. Second, the description can be a steering mechanism that guides
decision-making. The findings also reinforce the importance of organisations developing an organisational
culture that connect their vision and goals with the values and needs of their customers.
Research limitations/implications – This study was carried out in a single organisation and shows a
snapshot of the organisation’s status at the time the data were collected. Therefore, the findings are not
generalisable to all organisational settings; rather the findings may be transferable to other settings.
Practical implications – The results can be used to help identify areas where preschools in a municipal
context can engage with sustainable quality development in order to build systems that support work with
quality in a more structured way.
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Originality/value – Long-term thinking is seen, within both theory and organisations, as necessary to
achieve success in terms of sustainable development and quality, and this study contributes with knowledge
about the current gap between theories of long-term thinking and practice in organisations.

Keywords Long-term thinking, Preschool, Quality, Sustainability, Management, Leadership

Paper type Research paper

Introduction
In accordance with the UN Agenda 2030 and UN Sustainability Development Goals (United
Nations, 2017), it is important for us as a society to understand the need for long-term
thinking and systems thinking to make decisions in line with the three aspects of sustainable
development: the environment, society and the economy. Sustainability, as a concept and
framework for life and work, means fostering a mindset that emphasises the importance of
long-term thinking and planning to ensure that decisions made today by individuals,
businesses and nations account for the needs of and impact future societies (Lowe Steffen
et al., 2019). In business, working with long-term thinking is often translated into strategic
planning (Aras and Crowther, 2010) in which short-term steps are outlined to achieve long-
term goals. As research demonstrates, applying long-term thinking as a management
strategy may not be as simple as aligning goals and strategic planning. It requires an
organisational culture in which the values and behaviours also reflect long-term thinking.

This raises questions about how to understand long-term thinking as a management
strategy given the complex challenges formany organisations in balancing goals and planning
with culture. This can be further complicated in complex organisational settings, such as
governmental agencies, in which goals are determined by both government policy and political
agendas, as well as customer needs. Exploring the application of long-term thinking in settings
other than traditional business is thus of interest and the focus of this article.

The concept of long-term thinking is central to quality management and sustainable
development theory, albeit often as a silent element rather than a clearly articulated praxis in
organisations (M�artensson et al., 2019). Speculation as to why long-term thinking is less visible
as a leadership strategy includes variations in definitions, a lack of systems within the
organisation’s culture to support long-term activities (Dale et al., 1997; Plenert, 1996) and
financial incentives (Barnett et al., 2017). Arnheiter and Greenland (2008) also found that
organisational systems often support short-term thinking based on individual goals, which
undermines the organisation’s viability. Helping leaders develop the knowledge and capacity to
apply long-term thinking can contribute to the global agenda on sustainable development since
sustainability is driven by the premise of long-term thinking (Chirico and Nystrom, 2019).

One institutional context that requires leaders to integrate short-term decisions with long-
term thinking is education (Snyder et al., 2008). As a long-term goal, schools have themandate
to ensure quality education for all (Skolverket, 2019) and prepare young people with skills
and competencies for living and working in society (Skolverket, 2019; Snyder, 2014). The
United Nations argues that obtaining a quality education is the foundation for improving
people’s lives and achieving sustainable development in society (United Nations, 2017). The
policy mandate for school leaders around the world to design and deliver quality education
that meets the sustainability challenges of the 21st century (Snyder, 2015, 2019) creates both
an expectation and demand that short-term goals be balanced with long-term planning.

Since Agenda 2030 was declared, some nations worldwide, such as Finland and Sweden,
have begun to integrate international sustainability goals into the educational agenda
(Halinen, 2017; Snyder, 2019). We suggest that education can thus be described as a complex
institutional setting inwhich educators are challenged to balance external policy and political
agenda with the daily and long-term needs of children and youth. The question for school
leaders is “how” they will interpret and design action plans to meet the strategic goals and
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mandates that balance short-term goals with long-term planning.Within this context, we aim
to explore the phenomenon of long-term thinking as a leadership strategy in more detail.

This article aims to explore the concept of long-term thinking in a non-business context to gain
deeper insights into bridging the gapbetween the theory of long-term thinking and its application
as amanagement strategy. The study is based on a grounded theorymethodology and examines
howschool leaders in preschools in Swedendescribe anddefine the concept of long-term thinking,
and how they apply it in their specific role in working with quality development.

Background
Deming (1986) states that there are two kinds of problems that can occur in organisations:
problems of today and problems of tomorrow. This view, articulated in 1986, is reflected in
many of the definitions of sustainable development, reinforcing the important connection
between quality management and sustainability. His words remind us that developing
sustainable quality in organisations remains a contemporary challenge.

According to Aras and Crowther (2010), sustainability in organisations can be twofold: the
first interpretation is to initiate an organisation’s future intention (staying in the market over
time), and the second is seen as a synonym to sustainable development. The most common
interpretation is that sustainability is linked to sustainable development, and it has
progressed to become a competitive advantage and a prerequisite for business to perform
excellently (Aras and Crowther, 2010). Aras and Crowther (2010) continue, arguing that being
sustainable as an organisation means that a short-term approach is contradictory; still, both
long-term and short-term performance are possible and must be considered in the
sustainability context. This perspective can be important for leaders to develop
management strategies using long-term thinking to achieve sustainable quality development.

In the field of quality management, a paradigm shift is underway that integrates
sustainability as a central element in what it means for businesses to achieve high-quality
outcomes (see, for instance, Fundin et al., 2021; Siva et al., 2016). The traditional mindset of
quality being defined by products and services for customers has expanded to include an
awareness that the decisions businesses make today about their work, suppliers, products
and services impact a broad stakeholder base, including society (Deleryd and Fundin, 2020;
van Kemenade and Hardjono, 2019). From this perspective, quality in business is defined, in
part, by the degree to which business decisions align with the future needs of society, thereby
integrating quality management and sustainable development.

This development in quality management is in line with the UN Agenda 2030 for
sustainable development, which calls for leaders to re-examine internal practices to align
systems of work with values that promote sustainable development in organisations and
society (Cole, 2003; Hawkins and James, 2018; M�artensson et al., 2019). When long-term
thinking is integrated with an organisation’s culture (Martin, 1992; Schein, 2004), it influences
its ability to manage change and achieve expected results (M�artensson et al., 2019). Martin
(1992) describes organisational culture according to the alignment of purpose and visionwith
the actions of workers. Accordingly, cultures can be described as integrated, in which all
behaviours and actions are working toward a common goal and agenda. A differentiated
culture arises when sub-groups intentionally work against the common direction and build
counter-cultures. A fragmented culture reflects a lack of alignment that is the result of a lack
of clarity about the goals and vision of the organisation (Martin, 1992).

According to Schein (2004), there are three levels of culture that exist within organisations:
Artefacts, EspousedValues andUnderlyingAssumptions. The first level reflects the ‘artefacts’,
that which can be observed on the surface, e.g. language, products, clothing, stories told about
the company and organisation charts. These can be easily discerned but are hard to decipher.
Underlying the artefacts, on the second level, are ‘espoused values’, e.g. strategies, goals and
philosophies. The third level is ‘underlying assumptions’, which reflect unconscious and taken-
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for-granted behaviours, which tend to be very hard to change (Schein, 2004). Changing the
culture requires an understanding of how the underlying assumptions (behaviours) support or
negate the espoused values and artefacts. Based on Schein’s (2004) model of organisational
culture, there is therefore a need for leaders to link the espoused values with underlying
assumptions to develop quality cultures based on long-term thinking.

However, as studies show, there is often a missing link between rhetoric and action
(Ingelsson and M�artensson, 2014; Snyder et al., 2017). For example, clearly, articulated mission
statements are not always supported by cultural behaviours. This suggests there is a gap
between company policies and cultural behaviours, which may be one of the reasons long-term
thinking as a leadership strategy is often perceived to be silent. Barnett et al. (2017) identified
similar patterns in a multi-study of numerous industries, including energy, finance, hospitality/
hotels, mining, pharmaceuticals and retail. Here leaders recognised the importance of long-term
thinking but had difficulty implementing it in the culture (Barnett et al., 2017).

Part of the reason for missing links between theory and practice may lie in the vast
differences in terminology between policy documents and an organisation’s culture. Terms
such as “long-term thinking,” “long-term planning,” and “long-term strategies” are found in
different contexts. One question for leaders is how these terms are used and understood to
communicate clarity of purpose and direction when supporting quality management
initiatives. For example, “long-term thinking” is said to be the consequence of processes that
support action and results derived from integrating short-term perspectives and future needs
(Barnett et al., 2017). “Long-term planning” is the formulation of strategies to meet future
needs (Barnett et al., 2017). According to Pinedo (2004), “thinking” is also influenced by an
organisation’s vision and “planning,”which plot the path from present to future. Actions and
decisions not only have linear effects in organisations, but are also interconnected and
provide synergies that reach far beyond today’s actions. Managers are required to have the
skills of systems thinking to manage the complexity of synergies that will influence cross
system boundaries and an organisation long term (Senge and Sterman, 1991).

The need for a systems-wide, systematic approach to leading sustainable quality
development is reinforced by Snyder et al. (2017), who found that a culture of short-term
thinking and fire-fighting dominated manufacturing companies in their study of value-based
leadership. Leaderswere keenly aware of the need for proactive leadership, categorised by long-
term thinking, yet found themselves drowning in the role of fire-fighter. The transformation
toward sustainable practices began when leaders developed strategic practices and systems to
alignwork processes with values and long-term goals. Moreover, Snyder et al. (2018) found that
when leaders began to connect structure, culture and identity, workers weremore adaptive and
responsive to change; a finding that is also supported byDahlgaard and ParkDahlgaard (2006)
in their work about generating high-performance quality organisations. What is becoming
evident from current research on sustainable quality management is the need to rethink how
organisations can connect structures with culture and identity to build an energy system that is
both stable and continuously responsive to internal and external customer needs (Fundin et al.,
2021; Snyder et al., 2008; Snyder and Snyder, 2021). To support this, it will be important for
leaders to recognise the role of long-term thinking and planning as a key ingredient to
developing sustainable quality in organisations and society.

Addressing long-term thinking
Perspectives on long-term thinking vary, and it is, perhaps, this variation that contributes to a
gap between organisational knowledge of long-term thinking and its application. Time is one
of the identified components of long-term thinking, for example, that a business will exist for
a long period of time (Aras and Crowther, 2010; Mirvis et al., 2010). A common time interval
for a business’ long-term strategies and plans is five to ten years (Lee and Dale, 1998). The
relationship between policy and operational practice is a second component. Dale et al. (1997)
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identified inconsistencies in many organisations in which systems that support long-term
activities were articulated by policy but missing in reality. Plenert (1996) also found that
employee and customer goals need to have a long-term orientation if the organisation is to
keep quality in focus.

According to Salegna and Farzaneh (1996), long-term planning in the context of quality
management is about businesses setting goals based on strategies and plans that prioritise
the long-term survival of the business. Jonker (2000) adds that the long-term strategies and
plans that characterise quality management are also required to promote stability in the
community and deliver value to customers. Dahlgaard and Park Dahlgaard (1999) moreover
state that the idea of having long-term relationshipswith suppliers, customers and society is a
basic prerequisite of quality.

Despite theory supporting the need to integrate long-term thinking with both sustainable
development and quality management, many organisations struggle to adhere to long-term
goals, strategies and plans. Barnett et al. (2017) identified a number of barriers to long-term
thinking in organisations: (1) short-termism; (2) a lack of organisational skills, resources,
structure, support; (3) poor leadership experience and skills; (4) a variety of market and future
uncertainties; (5) prevailing organisational culture that is resistant to change; and (6)
uncertainty over the future of the business based on social/political changes or legislation/
regulation. Fusso (2013) highlights the importance and opportunity for leaders in the private
sector to actively move beyond short-term planning often guided by economic planning
models and transactional relationships. Instead, a balance needs to be created between
regulatory policy, market demands (aka customer needs) and long-term value creation to
support a culture that promotes sustainable practices.

Leading schools focussing on sustainable quality
In 2017, the United Nations declared that the Agenda 2030 should include quality in
education as a critical arena inwhich to develop human skills and capacities to contribute to a
sustainable future. In Sweden, national policies define the strategic direction that frames
what schools need to focus on in the short- and long term to address sustainable development
and quality in education.

Education should be undertaken in democratic forms and lay the foundation for a growing interest
and responsibility among children for active participation in civic life and for sustainable
development – not only economic, but also social and environmental. Both long-term and global
future perspectives should be made explicit in education. (Skolverket, 2019, pp. 5). Further,
Education in the preschool should lay the foundations for life-long learning. It should be enjoyable,
secure and rich in learning for all children. Education should be based on a holistic approach to
children and the needs of children, in which care, development and learning form a whole. In
cooperation with the home, the preschool should promote the development of children to become
active, creative, competent and responsible people and members of society. (Skolverket, 2019, pp. 7)

Research on high-performing schools demonstrates that leaders can succeed in developing
sustainable quality in education (Snyder et al., 2008). Factors that enhance the development of
high-performing school environments are for instance support and a shared vision among
leaders and adaptive planning and problem-solving (Nehring and O’Brien, 2012; Snyder,
1997). Hallinger (2011) expands the meaning of shared vision of goals and argues that they
should be linked to core valueswithin the school’s leadership team and the school community.
On the other hand, factors that counteract high-performing school environments are a lack of
meeting colleagues, too many projects ongoing at the same time, tensions among colleagues
that hinder collaboration, and overly general business objectives (Nehring andO’Brien, 2012).

Leithwood et al. (2020) describe the significant link between school leadership and the
results delivered within the school through the leaders’ impact on the quality of teaching and
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learning, as well as success in investments in school improvements. Schools in many of the
larger developed nations have a common mission: to ensure that employees work in line with
sustainability and deliver knowledge about sustainable development, as well as work
systematically with quality management – they always have a present effect in a long-term
perspective. Studies also demonstrate that while their mandate is clear, school leaders still
face challenges balancing short-term realities with long-term goals (Leithwood et al., 2020).
A silo mentality, as opposed to a systems view of schooling, is identified as one of the critical
reasons for this (Norqvist and €Arlestig, 2021).

Nehring and O’Brien (2012), and others (Snyder et al., 2008), suggest that a strong system
with both top-down and bottom-up, between leaders and employees, is needed to promote
both excellence and equity in students learning. In the top-down segment, the leadership
should provide “a system-wide vision for improvement, support for capacity building and
accountability” (Nehring and O’Brien, 2012, p. 455). Thus, instead of clear guidelines,
prepared matrices and details, more communication is needed regarding long-term visions,
frames and interpretations of directives and research in relation to the local context (Norqvist
and €Arlestig, 2021).

H�akansson (2016) identifies that in their systematic work with quality preschool leaders,
they see themselves as existing between external demands and control, i.e. local
governmental strategies and state-controlled curriculum, and internal demands and needs,
i.e. employees’ daily work. Preschool leaders express that they have the ability to adapt work
on quality to local contexts, but they struggle to find time for systemic quality work and find
that staff at preschools have a hard time understanding the connection between systematic
quality work and their daily work (H�akansson, 2016). H�akansson’s findings are in line with
previously mentioned studies of businesses (see Barnett et al., 2017; M�artensson et al., 2019)
that indicate one of the obstacles to moving toward long-term thinking is the gap between
organisational policies and practice.

Methodology
This study was conducted as part of a larger research project (2019–2022) to examine quality
in public preschools from a quality management perspective (Ingelsson et al., 2022). The
project was a collaboration between a university and a municipality in central Sweden, with
the purpose to enhance the quality of preschools. The project aimed to strengthen principals’
ability to work systematically with quality development. The context for this project
provided opportunities to collect data specifically related to the understanding, perception
and application of long-term thinking in their work as heads of schools.

Findings reported in this article are based on a grounded theory methodology (Corbin and
Strauss, 1990) to examine how preschool leaders in a municipality in Sweden describe and
define the concept of long-term thinking, and how they apply it in their specific role in
working with quality development. The method was found suitable since the studied
phenomenon belongs in a social and complex context in which relations and boundaries are
often unclear. Moreover, existing theories may not be sufficient to explain the phenomenon
based on the uniqueness of the context (Patton, 2002). The method is also suitable since the
studied phenomenon takes place during a transformation based on new curriculum directives
at the national level.

Twenty-one principals and the assistant superintendent for early-childhood education in
the municipality participated. The school leaders were responsible for 49 preschools,
including approximately 600 co-workers and 3,000 children. The preschools were under the
auspices of the municipality and guided by the Swedish national curriculum. The national
curriculum serves as a policy framework that is translated into operational activities by
school leaders at the municipal level.
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The level of leadership experience among the respondents in this study varied from two to
three years to over 20 years. Not all of the respondents had participated in the national
principal training programme at the time of this study. The majority of respondents were
female, and all were responsible for a minimum of three schools located in different parts of
the municipality. As a group, the respondents met regularly in a leadership capacity to
discuss strategic plans that would be operationalised at the school level.

Data collection
Datawere collected through oral andwritten interviewswith school leaders at different levels
in the municipality. The interviews aimed to examine how school leaders define and describe
long-term thinking as a concept and in practice. Written interviews were conducted with the
principals of the preschools using the project’s written portfolio. The portfolio was an
individual document in which the principals wrote reflections on different subjects in
response to probing questions. The portfolio related to this study on long-term thinking
included three prompts: (1) Describe what long-term thinking means to you as a principal,
(2) Describe the conditions for you toworkwith long-term thinking and (3) Reflect on how you
work with long-term thinking.

The principals were informed in advance that their responses would be included in a
research study of long-term thinking, in addition to the project on quality. Respondents were
given the option to decline to participate andwere guaranteed anonymity. In total, 11 of the 21
principals responded to the questions on long-term thinking. One interview was conducted
orally with the assistant superintendent of the pre-school leaders, since they were not part of
the project’s portfolio process. The interview was conducted and recorded using the digital
platformMicrosoft Teams and transcribed verbatim. The recordingwas then sharedwith the
respondent who validated and approved the use of content.

Data analysis
Data from the interviews were analysed using a grounded theory approach (Corbin and
Strauss, 1990) that included open coding, axial coding and selective coding. The data were
analysed by two researchers following the three levels of coding in grounded theory in the
open coding phase. Each researcher highlighted sentences and words that they considered
relevant to the purpose of the study. The words and sentences were then sorted into
categories (open coding). During the axial coding phase, the two researchers met to discuss
thematerial at an overall level, identifying patterns that led to new categories for use in a new
round of analysis (axial coding). In the final phases, results from the axial coding were first
combined by one of the researchers and then verified by the second researcher. Any
discrepancies between the two researchers’ findings were further analysed by revisiting the
original data based on a constant comparative approach until the data were fully saturated
for the final phase of selective coding.

Ethical considerations
The name of the municipality is not given in this paper, but there is an awareness of the fact
that it may be possible to identify the municipality since the project is based on publicly
accessible information. All participants were informed at the beginning of the project that
data would be collected and the researchers continuously made the respondents aware when
specific data were being collected. The respondents have also been informed that data will be
presented anonymously. The respondents could choose not to participate and were informed
that they could withdraw their consent within a given number of months of the data being
collected. None of the respondents withdrew their consent, however, and all collected data
were used.
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Results
The qualitative data sought to gain insights into how school leaders define and describe long-
term thinking as a concept and in practice in their daily work in schools. Findings from the
definitions of “long-term thinking” are presented, followed by a deeper exploration and
analysis of how school leaders described their work with long-term thinking based on
grounded theory. In keeping with the grounded theory analysis, aspects of defining “long-
term thinking” can also be found in the respondents’ descriptions of its use in practice.

Definitions of “long-term thinking”
Respondents’ definitions of “long-term thinking” varied in terms of both scope and focus.
Some defined it in relation to activities, goals and processes, for example:

. . . long-term thinking is what we started with the child surveys we carry out, which then led to work
that links together everything from children, educators, management, administration, committee.

This definition indicates a perspective of long-term thinking as more than a value; it is an
approach to planning that integrates actions and activities with stakeholder needs and goals.
This perspective was shared by others respondents, for example:

. . . long-term thinking is about foresight and good planning ahead with realistic goals, both short-
term goals and long-term goals. But it is also about holding on and persevering, i.e. sustainability.

In this description, we can identify similar elements related to the interdependence of goals
and planning, as well as the importance of a common element that serves as a connector and
anchor. Similarly, another respondent shared:

For me, the long-term perspective is about being able to keep “a common thread” through the
business plan, child health meetings, equal treatment work, employee interviews. A clarity that
indicates our direction; I think I see our vision as enjoyable, secure, rich in learning and the like. It is
important for both children and employees.

The breadth and scope of these descriptions of long-term thinking indicate a systems
orientation to leadership, one in which goals serve as a focal point and common ground to
anchor activities.

Other respondents defined long-term thinking in terms of time and perseverance, for
example, “To work with something for a long time. To hold on and persevere.” Another
respondent stated:

For me, the long-term perspective is that what we work on must take time, that it will not just be
quick happenings, keep going. That everyone has the opportunity to process what we are to
work with.

For these respondents, long-term thinking involved allowing time for things to happen and
developing a sense of buy-in and participation. This was articulated more clearly by a
respondent who stated:

. . . sometimes I can share information, give people time to think, then we meet and talk about it and
then we give more time for reflection. After a while, the staff begin to share ideas for development.
This is important for them to have a sense of buy-in.

Describing long-term thinking in practice
Through a deeper analysis, a fragmented picture of long-term thinking as a leadership
strategy emerged. In the analysis, two main categorical themes of long-term thinking were
identified: Reactive and Proactive, as illustrated in Figure 1. Additionally, a third theme was
identified that spanned both of the main themes, yet with different intentions. This is referred
to as the mediating variable: “Hold on and Preserve.”

Understanding
long-term
thinking

359



As depicted in Figure 1, long-term thinking was described by some in terms of reactive
leadership, which was strongly characterised by time being the defining variable. Behaviour
and processes in this category included a firefighting orientation to development, reactive
decision-making and an absence of references to steering or policy documents. The proactive
application of long-term thinking contained elements of a systems orientation to leading and
development. Decision-making was based on the information outlined in steering and policy
documents and connected to the broader goals and vision they set out. Strategic planningwas
articulated as both an approach and process that drove quality improvements.

Themediating category, “Hold on and preserve,”was identified in almost all the interview
responses, albeit with different meanings and intentions. Some respondents used the phrase
to indicate a characteristic of the Reactive approach to long-term thinking, while others used
it to characterise the spirit of the Proactive perspective. In Figure 1, two different symbols are
used to reflect this difference in purpose. The lightning bolt symbol indicates a sense of
“waiting to exhale,” and the sun indicates a sense of strength to go the extra mile. Using
Figure 1 as a guide, the findings are presented based on the Reactive perspective, followed by
the Proactive perspective and then provide an examination of the fragmented nature of the
responses as illustrated by the phases “Hold on and persevere.”

Reactive: things take time
The left side of Figure 1 illustrates perspectives of long-term thinking associated with the
more Reactive view. Definitions offered in this category reflect a focus on the amount of time
that is given to an activity or event within an organisation as a way to describe long-term
thinking. For example, one leader described long-term thinking as “when there are conditions
in the organisation that let things take time” and when there is “no rush to get things finished

Figure 1.
Illustration of the
grounded theory
categories based on the
perspectives and
application of long-
term thinking among
preschool leaders
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quickly.” One of the strengths of this perspective, highlighted by several respondents, was
the opportunity for staff to have time to engage. As one school leader stated:

. . . sometimes I can share information, give people time to think, then we meet and talk about it, and
thenwe givemore time for reflection. After a while staff begin to share ideas for development. This is
important for them to have a sense of buy-in.

This perspective on long-term thinking reflects the importance of working on a single issue or
subject over a long period of time. It does not reflect any strategic element of long-term
thinking, suggesting that there is perhaps an important distinction to be made between long-
term thinking as a strategy and allowing time for things to happen.

Reactive: long-term planning is steered by budget
Several respondents indicated a strong focus on budget planning as a part of long-term
thinking and goal setting. For example, one respondent stated:

I would say that thismeans that in planning, one takes aim far into the future. And far, I would say, is
at least three, three to five years.

Others highlighted the three-to-five-year time frame as a component of long-term thinking.
For example, “we usually say that change takes time, at least three years, so we have to hope
that we can get that kind of time.”However, these respondents did not give an indication that
planning was based on a long-term strategic plan in relation to the curriculum goals or
national policy documents, rather their planning was determined by an economic framework
within which they needed to identify costs over a longer period of time.

Reactive: we are firefighters
When describing the conditions that exist for school leaders in working with long-term
strategies, several indicated that they were less than optimal, straining their ability to lead
with a long-term strategic orientation. For example, one respondent shared that, “there are too
many questions on the agenda for us to work with a long-term strategy”. Others expressed
that the mission and goals for school leaders were unclear, and that there were no clear
definitions of expressions used.

Among these same respondents, no evidence in their responses indicated that they
worked with strategic planning or goal setting. They did indicate tendencies toward being
frustrated with their work situation, however, and did not perceive it to be sustainable. For
example, one respondent expressed that “there are no anchor points in our work or short- or
long-term goals.” Another respondent shared:

. . . it is getting harder to workwith long-term strategies that I have developed as a leader because we
are steered by directives from the central administration about what we should work with, which
takes all our working time, and then some.

According to another respondent, the number of directives even influences teachers in
preschool, increasing stress at all levels.

When examining what lies beneath the responses in the Reactive category more closely,
the evidence became clear that the concept is complex, interactive and purposeful. Some
respondents indicated, for example, that long-term thinking requires a common anchor
against which to set goals, both short- and long term. This response suggests a reflective
capacity to understand not only what long-term thinking is, but also that it is more than just
time. Another respondent wrote that “long-term thinking is created through delegation,
professional knowledge, and an interest in innovation and development”. This response
indicates a perspective that long-term thinking also requires an inner drive toward a greater
purpose and that it is not merely about time.
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Proactive: the red thread connects us to where we are going
The categories on the right side of Figure 1 indicate that some respondents understand and
apply long-term thinking as a leadership strategy. Those who reflected this perspective
indicated a different orientation to leadership, one that is proactive, strategic, planning
oriented, applied within a systems perspective and guided by values, vision and goals.

Descriptions of applying long-term thinking included the importance of connecting the
vision, strategy and goals. For example, as one respondent stated, “long-term thinkingmeans
that we have an articulated goal far in the distance that drives our work forward.” Others
described working with long-term thinking as a way to maintain “the red thread” connecting
the work of the organisation to a common goal and vision, for example:

. . . it is important to connect the work plans with the quality management work, with the parent-
teacher meetings, with our work with equality and equity and with the staff.

In some cases, this was further explained by respondents who indicated that as a leader it is
their responsibility to have knowledge of different activities within the organisation and
explain them to employees in a way that is easy to understand.

Proactive: strategic planning oriented
The descriptions of long-term thinking also included a focus on processes that were
connected to goals and shared decision-making and carried out in collaboration through
teams and shared dialogue. This is reflected in the following quote by a respondent and was
echoed by others:

Working long term is about having an approach where we can work in a process-oriented way
toward our goals over time. Where I, as principal, make reasonable demands on my co-workers so
that it becomes manageable and doable. The processes I use to ensure that we are on the right path
include staff development meetings, evening meetings, workplace meetings and competence
development days on which we reflect and analyse together what we are doing and establish focus,
goals, tempo and direction for our work.

Proactive: our main goal is a long-term one—to prepare the future generation
Among some of the respondents, the presence of a greater mandate to prepare young people
for life in a society that lies at the heart of what it means to work from a long-term perspective
could be identified. To quote one respondent:

I often remind my staff that it is for the benefit of our children that we do what we do. I always think
that the decisions we make need to be in the best interest of the children, otherwise it’s not worth it.

This same respondent also shared that they are guided by customer orientation and that for
them “children are our customers.” Another respondent shared this same perspective and
indicated the multiple layers of working from a long-term perspective, culminating in the
greater mandate of developing children for society.

Among several of the respondents, the presence of systems thinking was also identified.
One person shared that, “Long-term thinking is about having the ability to identify and
integrate short-term foci in a bigger, more long-term perspective, and thereby give them
meaning”. A systems perspective was also reflected in comments about the interdependency
between school and society: “As educators we have a responsibility to take care of children so
that their parent can work in society”.

Mediating variable: hold on and persevere
In Figure 1, a third categorical element is included to suggest that the different perspectives
on long-term thinking are perhaps best described as fragmented. One expression
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that dominated themajority of responseswas the Swedish phrase, “Hold on and persevere: go
the distance”. It was difficult to interpret this expression since it was often interwoven with
descriptions that highlighted a culture of firefighting. For others, it was used as a way to
express the importance of engaging staff in long-term planning. For others, it appeared to
reflect an element of needing to muster the strength to withstand time. Some of the comments
communicated a sense of potentially being overwhelmed by themyriad of activities that were
dictated by mandates outside their control.

Other respondents used the expression “hold on and persevere” to frame the importance of
engaging workers in decision-making, connecting different activities to create a red thread
and sense of alignment toward a common direction, and building a sense of a common vision
and goals. One respondent wrote that “long-term thinking is created by delegating to staff;
through their engagement, tolerance and persistence is developed.” Several respondents who
expressed a more proactive use and understanding of the term “long-term thinking”
reinforced this view of valuing co-worker engagement.

Analysis and discussion
Exploring the application of long-term thinking in settings other than that of traditional
business was the focus of this article, leading to the development of new understandings
concerning how to link theory to practice. Studying long-term thinking in schools using a
grounded theory study, provides new insights into the complexities of understanding and
applying long-term thinking as a management strategy to support sustainable quality
development. In this discussion, we point to new insights as well as continued challenges.

The results from this study indicate a lack of consensus among school leaders[1] about
what long-term thinking is, how it is defined and how it is used as a strategic tool and process
to support sustainable quality development. Only a few of the leaders in this study indicated
an awareness of the relationship between long-term thinking and a broader view of quality,
including an expanded view on customers and decision making as suggested in Deleryd and
Fundin (2020) and van Kemenade and Hardjono (2019). This has implications for meeting the
UN sustainability goals that are grounded in a need to think and plan for the long term (United
Nations, 2017). If leaders are not clear about what is meant by long-term thinking, then
applying it as a strategic management goal will be challenging. Further, achieving stability in
the community and delivering value to customers (Jonker, 2000) may be compromised.

Categorising long-term thinking as both a reactive and proactive strategy reflects a
fragmented view in the organisation. This duality in the culture is important to understanding
how to create the conditions for the successful use of long-term thinking as a management
strategy in order to achieve sustainable quality development. The word “fragmented” is
chosen as opposed to “divided” as a descriptor since the responses did not indicate that leaders
had a strong working definition of the term. This can be seen in relation to Martin’s (1992)
theory of organisational work culture, in which fragmented cultures can emerge from a lack of
clarity over purpose, process and routines and how these relate to a vision.

This fragmented view was further identified by a lack of clarity about internal processes
and systems to support the broader goals and vision.While evidence of long-term thinking as
a concept appeared to be grounded in systematic processes including shared decision-
making, goal and vision orientation, as well as a value basis, the picture remained incomplete.
The culture of the organisation, as characterised by a firefighting reactive work environment,
limited the degree to which long-term thinking served as a leadership strategy. This is
counter to what Snyder et al. (2008) argues is necessary for leaders in education to integrate
short-term decisions with long-term thinking.

Furthermore, the processes for budget planning and resource allocation did not appear to
be grounded in the broader goals and vision of the school. This finding is shared by other
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studies in which a lack of systems orientation and connection between budget, planning and
culture were also identified (Dale et al., 1997; Plenert, 1996). Long-term thinking in this study
was described within a reactive organisational culture, characterised by annual rather than
long-term budget planning. Some leaders indicated a continual need to address changes in
policy directives, which typically came without any change in resources, particularly time. It
is evident that two key elements for managing long-term planning are missing from the
school context: budget and resources. In this sense, budgets become an end in themselves
instead of ameans to achieve organisational goals. This suggests that part of the gap between
theory and practice lies in the connection between budget planning and the goals and vision
of an organisation, a finding that is in line with previous research from other business sectors
described in, for instance, Barnett et al. (2017) and Fusso (2013).

The fragmented picture of long-term thinking found in the Reactive and Proactive
descriptors indicates that the case site lacks a systems orientation necessary for sustainable
quality development in schools. This finding is in line with Arnheiter and Greenland (2008),
who found that organisational systems that support short-term thinking undermine the
organisations’ viability. Therewas little evidence of comprehensive communication about the
long-term vision, frameworks and interpretations of directives and research in relation to
the local context, factors that Norqvist and €Arlestig (2021) identify as necessary in school
organisations.

Based on Schein’s (2004) model, values identified as underlying assumptions are often
silent, whereas espoused values are visible and articulated within the organisation’s culture.
Using Schein’s (2004) model of organisational culture, it is suggested that long-term thinking,
as a concept, can be described as both an anchor and a steering mechanism, which are found
at different levels of the organisation’s culture. According to Schein’s model, the underlying
assumptions are a source of values within an organisation that is often silent. They shape
beliefs and perceptions but are not typically articulated. As an anchor, long-term thinking
was described by almost all respondents as a behaviour of “hold on and persevere”. There
were also comments about the importance of leaders creating conditions for dialogue and
reflection in order to support long-term thinking. While the respondents did not connect the
term “long-term thinking”, it was clear from their comments that a basic underlying
assumption and espoused value of long-term thinking was creating a culture of participation.

Despite the clearly articulated mandate for educators to engage in long-term thinking and
sustainable quality development, the political steering mechanisms in the Swedish pre-
schools created continuous tension for leaders in this research case to balance short-term
directives with long-term goals. The results indicated a lack of common systems and
structures to support the school leaders in long-term thinking in their daily work. School
leaders are essential to establishing the conditions for quality in education, and in the end that
means children’s academic outcomes (Leithwood et al., 2020; Snyder et al., 2008).

The lack of systems and structures to support long-term thinking may be due to several
factors. The fragmented view of long-term thinking and how is it applied in the case site
reinforces such a lack of understanding. Had the concept and its application been clear,
evidence would have been more visible to link the quality practices of long-term planning
with values, goals and the needs of children and society, both now and in the future. This
finding is not new, however; Snyder et al. (2008) reflects on a continued need to establish
systems thinking approach in education. Similarly, other studies in business point to a similar
need (Fusso, 2013; M�artensson et al., 2019; Snyder et al., 2018).

Overall, this study supports evidence of a gap between the theory and practice of long-
term thinking, reinforcing the findings from previous research (Barnett et al., 2017; Dale et al.,
1997). The choice to examine long-term thinking in a non-business context provides further
evidence that applying long-term thinking in organisations to support sustainable quality
development requires greater awareness of a systems perspective within organisations.
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A shift from short-term planning and acting to long-term thinking among school leaders is
required (Lowe Steffen et al., 2019), but it will take time. This study also identified a culture of
firefighting that reduced opportunities for developing a culture that allows time for
continuous improvement. This highlights perhaps one of the main challenges for leaders
today, no matter the context—namely, balancing short-term and long-term thinking.

Conclusion
In this study, the concept of long-term thinking and its application in the context of education
has been explored. The focus on education provided a non-business context in which to
potentially gain new insights into how long-term thinking can be used as a management
strategy to support sustainable quality development. Long-term thinking has been identified
as a necessary function and strategy for all types of organisations to achieve sustainable
development. Hence, this paper is intended for readers in all industries, especially those
leading in complex organisations.

The data from this study show a snapshot of the status of a school organisation at the time
the data were collected. The suggestion based on the findings is that long-term thinking as a
management strategy is twofold. First, it can be described as an anchor, and second a steering
mechanism. In case context of this study, long-term thinking served as an anchor to prepare
children and youth with the skills for living and working in a future society. As a steering
mechanism, long-term thinking helped to guide the development of concrete processes,
methods and behaviours toward this future vision. The anchor function of long-term thinking
creates a stable force in an organisation whereas the steering mechanisms enable leaders to
be responsive to changing conditions. Knowing how to steer the organisation over time is
supported by the stability of the organisational anchors.

To bridge the gap between the theory of long-term thinking and its application as a
management strategy in practice, this study illustrates the importance for organisations to
develop support systems and structures at all levels in the organisation that connect their
vision and goals with the values and needs of their customers. The fragmented view reflected
by school leaders in this study is perhaps understandable given the complex nature of
educational systems today. The reality is that the practice of leadership in complex systems
requires a balance between short-term goals, which are often reactive and long-term
planning, which is proactive. Applying long-term thinking as a management strategy may
require more from leaders to develop language and behaviours to integrate short-term and
long-term thinking. In complex systems such as education, it is not enough for a policy
document to articulate sustainable development and quality as goals. Leaders need to give
meaning to these concepts in practice and place themwithin a broader plan of action based on
long-term thinking.

Note

1. School leaders is used as concept since the study includes the levels of both principal and assistant
superintendent.
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