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ABSTRACT 

The operational landscape of companies has changed in the 21st century with a quickly 

changing environment, technological innovation, and globalization. The demands of new 

generations are growing, and organizations are facing challenges to meet the aspirations of 

employees, increase efficiency, and gain a competitive advantage.  

This paper examines the kind of aspirations new generations harbor and how 

organizations adapt to the changing organizational environment. What is the Pedagogy of the 

Hjalli model, and can it provide solutions for struggling organizations? Can the Hjalli model 

pedagogy be applied to organizational management and has the Pedagogy been applied to 

organizational management before? The research was conducted through a workshop with 

managers in the Hjalli model with the aim of gaining insight into the expertise of the Hjalli 

model managers regarding how to use the pedagogy in practice, what makes the Hjalli model 

unique, and how to apply the pedagogy to organizational management. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The average person spends one-third of their life at work; to say that work has a huge impact 

on an individual’s quality of life is no understatement (Gettysburg College, n.d.). According 

to psychologist Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, who coined the concept Flow, "the task is to learn 

how to enjoy everyday life without diminishing other people's chances to enjoy theirs" (Mihaly 

Csikszentmihalyi Quotes, n.d.), which applies to both personal life and work.   

I’ve come a long way in my search for how organizations can become successful while 

simultaneously being great places of employment. From being a teenaged factory worker 

coping with managers who find sexual comments acceptable to being a young woman in a 

corporate environment arguing her way to respect and refusing to bow down to fear and 

intimidation. From working in the design sector where a free-spirited atmosphere and an 

emphasis on creativity justify wild emotions to working as a teacher where a two-year-old is 

entitled to the same respect and flexibility as the principal.  

Successful organizations are facing challenges; according to Victor Lipman, Fortune 

500 frontline and executive manager, “people leave managers, not companies (Lipman, 

2015).” How much would organizations save in employee turnover if all managers conceived 

of themselves as leaders with the goal of helping others grow? How much time would 

organizations save if their employees’ working hours weren’t spent vying for respect from co-

workers and worrying about how best to communicate but rather on working together in 

harmony aiming to assist their co-workers in becoming more than what they are? How much 

would organizations save if they adopted a scholastic culture and learning environment with 

a clear framework, where questions are encouraged, and where mistakes are not only 

acknowledged but conceived of as a path to improvement? How much more advantage would 

organizations gain by creating a learning environment where employees are inspired and 

motivated to be open to all ideas and where a sense of shared leadership inspires employees 

to watch each other's back – where the sky's the limit? Where nothing is impossible and 

employees are encouraged to find the how not the if, together. 

It was in a workplace which many people look down upon where I found what I had 

been searching for my whole career. Where I discovered a culture defined equal parts by 

democracy, equality, respect, understanding, flexibility, creativity, and kindness: in a 

kindergarten run by the Hjalli model. It is for this reason the Hjalli model has piqued the 

interest of the global press and why Icelandic organizations have started to show interest in 

learning about the philosophy, methods, and culture of the Hjalli model. For the undersigned, 

working within the Hjalli environment while studying leadership in the MPM (Master of Project 

Management) program was eye opening. In the beginning, students wrote down goals with 

regard to what they expected to learn from the program, but most of the goals I noticed from 

other students were already being implemented for employees of the Hjalli model, and taught 

to young children in Hjalli model schools. All of the teaching regarding human behaviour and 

leadership training was reflected back to me in the Hjalli model, which I practiced five days a 

week at work. In addition to aspects relating to human behavior, the Hjalli model also reflects 

the IPMA Competence Baseline for Project Managers on sustainability, wherein there is a focus 

on long-term outcomes, i.e. for the students to responsibly participate in our democratic 

society (IPMA, 2015).  

This paper aims to explore the main challenges organizations face in the 21st century and 

what changes successful organizations have implemented to adapt. Furthermore, research 

will be conducted to answer the research question „Can the Hjalli model Pedagogy be Applied 

to Organizational Management?“ 
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2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

What are the Challenges facing Organization in the 21st Century? 

The work environment has changed in the last decades, with new generations entering into a 

fast, global, and innovative landscape. An Organization, according to the Cambridge 

dictionary is "a group whose members work together for a shared purpose (Cambridge 

Dictionary, n.d.).” According to Strengthscope, the challenges organizations face are 

motivating employees to engage with their job, reducing working hours and days lost due to 

stress, and increasing job satisfaction and employee productivity (Strengthscope | Discover 

and Develop Your Strengths, 2019), see figure 1 below: 

 

 

 

Figure 1- Strengthscope (Strengthscope, 2019). 

 

The company most often referred to as being among “the best to work for” is Google, having 

repeatedly topped Fortune's 100 Best Companies to Work for list, as ranked by employees, 

over the past years (Fortune, n.d.). Google has also been awarded Glassdoor's Best Places to 

Work and its Employee´s Choice Awards many times (Glassdoor, 2020). Google is “an 
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American multinational technology company that specializes in internet-related services and 

products, which include online advertising technologies, a search engine, cloud computing, 

software, and hardware (Wikipedia, 2021). Google´s mission is “to organize the world´s 

information and make it universally accessible and useful” (Google, n.d.-a). Google has been 

at the top of Fortune´s 100 best companies to work for, as ranked by employees, repeatedly 

in the last years (Fortune, n.d.). Google has also topped Glassdoor´s Best place to work, 

employee´s choice awards many times (Glassdoor, 2020). Google is not just known for its 

great employee benefits and its fun work environment, it has also conducted extensive 

research into best practices for managers and studied what makes an effective team. In 

Project Oxygen, Google spent a decade researching what makes a great manager, concluding 

that "teams with great managers were happier and more productive.” The researchers 

originally identified eight competency factors that the most senior managers had in common. 

After starting to train all Google managers to improve on these competencies, there was a 

marked improvement in key metrics. Furthermore, employee turnover decreased while job 

satisfaction and performance improved. According to Google, "in a team with high 

psychological safety, teammates feel safe to take risks around their team members. They feel 

confident that no one on the team will embarrass or punish anyone else for admitting a 

mistake, asking a question, or offering a new idea." With continued research, researchers 

finally settled on ten competencies that they train their managers to adopt, see figure 2 below: 

(Google, n.d.-c). 

  

Figure 2- Google Manager behaviors  

 

The success of Project Oxygen left the Google team intrigued and inspired them to set out to 

discover the secret of effective teams. Inspired by Aristotle´s quote "the whole is greater than 
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the sum of its parts," the undertaking received the name Project Aristotle. Team composition 

and team dynamics were examined in 180 teams across the globe. What researchers 

discovered was that it matters more how teams work together than who is on the team, an 

insight that resulted in the discovery of five important factors, see figure X below, see figure 

3 below: (Google, n.d.-b).  

 

Figure 3- Google Effective Teams 

 

According to organizational psychologist James Brook, today´s operating environment 

makes obtaining maximum value from human capital a challenge for most businesses as 

higher levels of discretionary effort, agility, and engagement can be the difference between 

success and failure. By identifying, optimizing, and developing their strengths, Brook states 

that organizations will undergo a paradigm shift from an emphasis on fixing weaknesses to a 

state where the natural energies and inclinations of individuals in the pursuit of success are 

encouraged (Brook, 2013).  According to Brook, employees’ “strengths” are defined as 

qualities that lead to peak performance, that serve to energize, and contribute to personal 

growth. By focusing on the strengths of employees, Brook maintains that organizations can 

deliver measurable returns, both in terms of hard results, such as increased revenue and 

reduced cost, but also in terms of indicators for future success, such as better customer 

engagement, improved morale, discretionary effort, and personal well-being (Brook, 2013). 

If employees understand their signature strengths and maximize their time spent on tasks 

that require those signature strengths, employees can achieve a state of Flow (Friedman et 

al., 2018). Psychologist and researcher Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi introduced the term Flow in 

1990. Studying the state of optimal performance, Csikszentmihalyi found that when people 

experience their deepest concentration and enjoyment they achieve a state of Flow: 

“concentration is so focused that it amounts to absolute absorption in an activity 

(Csikszentmihalyi, 2000).” Csikszentmihalyi states that employees do not need to leave it to 

chance when to enter into a Flow state, rather such a state can be purposefully achieved by 

setting challenges and tasks that are neither too difficult nor too simple for an employee’s 

abilities. In this way, employees can learn to order the information entering into their 

consciousness, resulting in improved quality of life (Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). 
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Another challenge faced by organizations, as a consequence of globalization and 

technological advancement, is attaining a multicultural and diversified work environment 

(Sundari, 2018). According to publisher Malcom Forbes diversity is “the art of thinking 

independently together (Malcolm Stevenson Forbes, n.d.).” Sundari states that a diversified 

workplace is inevitable (diversity is defined as including age, gender, educational background, 

mother tongue, language known to speak and write, culture, religion, celebrations, values, 

and beliefs) (2018). Redman & Wilkinson define workplace diversity in the following manner: 

“a group is diverse if it is composed of individuals who differ on a characteristic on which they 

base their own social identity,” adding that for organizations to gain competitive advantage 

and to yield greater productivity they must focus on diversity to differentiate themselves. The 

gains from effective diversity management are numerous, contributing variously to creativity, 

productivity, new solutions, mutual respect between employees, different clients, increased 

market share, and improved organizational image (2009).   

Finally, with millennials being the driving force in the workplace, it has been suggested 

that organizations must adapt to a generation of employees who are less concerned with 

stability and structure and that demands instant feedback, coaching, and flexibility, desiring 

a supportive and collaborative environment existing within a larger culture of empowerment 

(Bhalla, 2018). According to Cambridge dictionary millennials are people “born in the 1980s, 

1990s, or early 2000s (Cambridge dictionary, n.d.).” 

 

What is the Hjalli Model Pedagogy?  

The Hjalli model is a teaching method for independent schools, operating 16 kindergartens 

and 3 elementary schools around Iceland, with over 2,000 students and around 500 

employees (The Hjalli model, n.d.). Apart from the schools in Iceland, the Hjalli model also 

operates one school abroad, having bought the Elmwood nursery in Glasgow, the first 

acquisition the Hjalli model made abroad (Elmwood Nursery School, n.d.). The Hjalli model 

was created and founded by Margrét Pála Ólafsdóttir in 1989. Ólafsdóttir is known for her 

lectures and research on gender equality, as well as the gender-based curriculum in the Hjalli 

model Pedagogy (Ólafsdóttir. 2014). 

For three decades, the Hjalli model has been working to create an environment that 

offers the best possible conditions for children, families, and employees, emphasizing 

individual needs while maintaining standards to foster success for everyone. The Hjalli model 

welcomes questions and research concerning the capabilities and success of the children after 

leaving the kindergartens and elementary schools. Several studies have been conducted 

examining the performance of Hjalli model students Research conducted by Gísladóttir & 

Pálsdóttir in 2014-2016 on the academic performance of high school students who attended 

Hjalli model schools showed that the students performed above average compared to other 

schools, in all compared subjects: Icelandic, mathematics, English, and Danish (2017). In a 

research study published in 2000 by Ólafsdóttir, teachers in elementary schools studied 

students from Hjalli model schools in upper grade levels and discovered that they possessed 

better self-esteem, more security in dealing with students of the opposite gender, and 

performed slightly better academically (Ólafsdóttir, 2000). A significant gender gap has 

existed in the reading scores of girls and boys in all OECD countries for many years, favoring 

girls, according to PISA (the Program for International Student Assessment). Although the 

gap has decreased in the last decade, Icelandic girls are still scoring substantially higher than 

boys, i.e. around 40 points compared to ca. 10 for the boy (OECD Family Database, 2019). 

In Hjalli model schools, however, the newest data suggest that the genders test equally well 

with regard to reading (Hjallastefnan Heima, n.d.). In a research study by Hrönn Árnadóttir 

on difference between effects of norms on academic achievement in the Hjalli movement 
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compared with other coeducational schools, teasing and attacking other students was found 

less common in the Hjalli model The study confirms the results from the Reykjavik School and 

Leisure Department in 2013, which also found that the only elementary school in Reykjavik 

where no bullying was measured was the Hjalli model elementary school (Skóla- Og 

Frístundasvið Reykjavíkur, 2013). 

The Hjalli model has been criticized since its inception, with newspaper articles under 

the headings "Activist-Nanny on Super Wages" and "Lesbian Nanny in a Super Job" were 

printed. The pedagogy was thought to undermine the efforts of women's rights activists and 

concerns were raised about the school’s gender division (Ólafsdóttir, 2014)." In a paper by 

Nishida on the Hjalli model and professionalism, questions were raised whether such a rigidly 

structured curriculum could negatively affect employees’ "sense of security," as the 

comportment of children differs between days and so do their interests. According to Nishida, 

there was also a gap between experienced and inexperienced employees, affecting the 

collaborative development of the Hjalli model employees as a team of professionals (Nishida, 

2013). 

 

Are there other Pedagogies Similar to the Hjalli Model Pedagogy?  

Many believe that modern schooling has taken a wrong turn, fostering a single way of 

thinking. Among such critics is professor Martin Parker, who has remarked that "business 

schools teach a peculiar model of capitalism, celebrating a certain kind of organization in the 

economy." Parker finds such a pedagogy dangerous, creating problems like environmental 

injustice and inclusion. He believes society needs alternatives: teaching fundamental values 

and studying how humans come together (Parker, 2018). 

The Pedagogy most similar to the Hjalli model Pedagogy is the HEI Schools Pedagogy, 

based on a Finnish model of early education. HEI schools (Helsinki International schools) were 

co-founded in 2015 by the University of Helsinki in collaboration with educational and design 

experts with the goal of making early childhood education available globally. In cooperation 

with the University, the pedagogy involves a research-based approach, offers creative teacher 

training, and constantly works to develop the pedagogical model. HEI schools offer a “HEI 

schools toolkit” for licensing anywhere in the world, as well as a 12 month-long international 

teacher training program. The HEI school’s pedagogy views the child as a whole person and 

pays close attention to the social-emotional, physical, creative, cognitive growth, and 

character development of each pupil. They believe in using every situation to learn something 

new and view the teachers as educators not babysitters. The role of the teacher is to 

encourage, support, and guide children while simultaneously supporting independence, 

creativity, and professionalism  (HEI Pedagogy, n.d.).  

The Summerhill school was founded in 1921 by the Scottish writer Alexander 

Sutherland Neill believing children should not be affected by the morals and values of adults 

who are in positions of authority over them, or disciplined by fear or threat (A. S. Neill, n.d.). 

In Neills´opinion, “all crimes, all hatreds, all wars can be reduced to unhappiness.” Summerhill 

is a democratic, self-governing school where children and adults have equal rights. The policy 

of the school is decided by school meetings where everyone has an equal vote. The school’s 

philosophy is predicated on freedom for the individual where children follow their own 

interests to develop into the person they envision, working toward self-confidence and real 

acceptance of themselves as individuals. Summerhill comprises a community of around 

hundred people, of which 75 are children, aged 5-17 years old (Summerhill School - 

Democratic Schooling in England, n.d.). 
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Waldorf schools were founded in 1919 by Austrian scientist and thinker Rudolf Steiner 

(“Waldorf Education,” n.d.). According to Steiner, “Waldorf Education is not a pedagogical 

system but an art – the art of awakening what is actually there within the human.” The Steiner 

educational system focuses on integrating the students’ intellectual, rational, and artistic 

evolution by providing a curriculum that includes arts, crafts, music, dance, theatre, writing, 

as well as myth-based literature that encourages the development of the brain and a practical 

approach to life (Stanciu (Manga), 2017). Waldorf students use this experience to cultivate 

intellectual, emotional, physical, and spiritual capabilities to choose their own way of life, 

resulting in abilities to assimilate information instead of memorizing it, as well as flexibility, 

creativity, and fearlessness when taking intellectual risk (Waldorf Education, n.d.). Today, 

there are over 1,200 independent schools and 2,000 kindergartens in 75 countries using the 

Waldorf philosophy, with over 500 centers for special education (Waldorf Education, 2021). 

 

Has a Pedagogy been Applied to Organizational Management before?  

Rudolf Steiner not only created a pedagogy for educational systems, his spiritual-scientific 

methods have inspired holistic innovations in many fields, including banking, medicine, 

psychology, arts, and agriculture. “Long before many of his contemporaries, Steiner 

concluded that western civilization would gradually bring destruction to itself and the earth if 

it did not begin to develop an objective understanding of the spiritual world and its 

interrelationship with the physical world Among those inspired by Steiner’s views is the 

Biodynamic Association (BDA), an organization with a holistic, ecological, and ethical approach 

to farming, gardening, food, and nutrition. The mission of the BDA is to, “awaken and enliven 

co-creative relationships between humans and the earth, transforming the practice and 

culture of agriculture to renew the vitality of the earth, the integrity of our food, and the 

health and wholeness of our communities (Biodynamic Association | Rethinking Agriculture, 

n.d.).” 

Rudolf Steiner suggested that if an organization belongs to a sphere or area, with 

enough in common, they obey different functional principles than a business or political 

institution, and as a structure for governance, he presented the Three-Fold Social Order. 

Governance is defined by Heijne & Buck as “all that pertains to the management, leadership, 

and decision-making processes of an organization, as well as its organizational structure  

(Heijne & Buck, 2013).”  The areas presented were a spiritual-cultural area, a political rights 

area, and an economic area, which were described by Gill, the Executive Director of High 

Mowing, one of the Waldorf schools, as how the organizational structure is based on social-

three folding by developing three departments in the schools. By referring to the Three-Fold 

Social Order, Gill says that it characterizes a social or governance structure where principles 

of an organization are dynamic with characteristics like responsive, changing, growing, and 

learning. Se figure 4 below: 
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Figure 4: Steiner´s Three-fold Social Order by Gill  

 

The Steiner schools have endured their share of criticism, with some believing that too much 

focus on openness and freedom results in a lack of structure. Research findings suggest that 

improvements could be made by increasing clarity, transparency, and efficiency and that 

members of the communities would prefer a more inclusive and effective governance  (Heijne 

& Buck, 2013). Improved with increased structural clarity, transparency, and effectiveness, 

the Dynamic Governance was presented, or Sociocratic approach. The Sociocratic approach 

was the basis on which John Buch presented the Dynamic Governance.  Buck is now the Co-

Founder of the Center for Dynamic Community Governance, which offers a method of 

governance valuing the input and perspective of each individual (The Center for Dynamic 

Community Governance, n.d.). 
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3. RESEARCH METHOD 

The aim of this research paper is to explore what organizations can learn from the Hjalli 

model pedagogy and to what extent it can be adapted to a management model. What are 

the main elements and how are they adapted from a pedagogy for young children to an 

interdisciplinary business model?  

 
3.1 Data collection 

The main source of data was the unpublished employee handbook for kindergartens written 

by founder Ólafsdóttir; the Hjalli model webpage; and the Hjalli model toolbox, which is a list 

of tools made to guide employees.  

 

3.2 Research approach 

To gather insights and shed light on the main elements of the Hjalli model, a qualitative 

research method was employed in a workshop setting. The advantage of a workshop, as 

opposed to a focus group, is that participants are active and are given a platform to share 

their own thoughts and experiences, without an element of groupthink, before discussing 

opinions and arriving at a conclusion together. As the participants are the experts in the Hjalli 

model pedagogy, the workshop was structured with open-ended questions to gather data with 

as little intervention from the facilitator as possible. For the sake of transparency, it should 

be noted that the facilitator is presently working within the Hjalli model. 

 

3.3 Participants 

Only current managers within the Hjalli model pedagogy were selected as participants. 

Nonetheless, the participants formed a diverse group of quality managers and principals, at 

both kindergarten and preschools, with managerial experience ranging from two to nine years, 

which were managing schools within city limits and in the countryside alike. Together the six 

women – as there are currently no males in a management role – have a combined 56 years 

of experience within the Hjalli model, of which a total of 29 years as managers. One limitation 

with regard to the research participants is that all participants are presently working for the 

Hjalli model and have no experience adapting the pedagogy to a different work environment. 

A possible improvement upon the current research paper could include interviewing former 

employees to assess whether they still use what they learned from the Hjalli pedagogy in 

their present work environment.   

 
3.4 Workshop structure 

At Hjalli’s headquarters, the workshop began with an introduction to the project, whereby 

participants signed consent forms, allowing researchers to use their information for the 

purposes of the project. As a tool for data collection, the researchers used Miro.com, a team 

collaboration software, with a premade board by the researchers. To create a friendly and 

relaxed mood, researchers brought homemade cakes and served coffee while participants 

signed in and familiarized themselves with the software. 

Sticky notes in six different colors with background questions for the managers were 

presented at the start of the session. The questions concerned the participants’ name, age, 

number of years of experience working for the Hjalli model, number of years working as a 

manager for the Hjalli model, and education. For the rest of the workshop, each participant 

was identified with a specific color, with each participant receiving an unlimited stack of sticky 
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notes to use as needed for each question. Four comparable questions were asked in 

accordance with four different themes: 

1. Philosophy: What is the Hjalli model about, what are the students being taught? 

2. Pedagogy: How is the philosophy taught, and what methods are used? 

3. Culture: How do the people in the Hjalli model community communicate and 

behave? 

4. Structure: How is the administrative structure? 

After a brainstorming and discussion session for each of the four themes, the workshop ended 

with each individual participant brainstorming if and how the Hjalli model toolbox could benefit 

organizations. A detailed structure of the session can be seen in Figure 5 below:

 

Figure 5 – Workshop structure 

 

Time management was crucial during the workshop, as the group was given a strict 180-

minute timeframe at the Hjalli model headquarters because of covid restrictions. The schedule 

was rigorously enforced for each session and the workshop finished eight minutes early.  
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4. RESEARCH RESULTS 

 

Hjalli Model Data results 

The Hjalli model Pedagogy rests on three foundational pillars: (1) Equality in kindness and 

joy, with an emphasis on equality for all people, ensuring boys and girls receive equal 

attention and opportunity. (2) Creativity in positivity and resilience, recognizing and fostering 

the need for new ideas and new approaches in the modern world: The Hjalli model encourages 

imaginative and innovative thinking, problem solving, collaboration, and resilience. (3) 

Democracy in respect and freedom, working to enhance human rights through positive 

discipline and aiding children to cultivate respectful communication. The children practice 

democracy by attending daily elective-meetings and expressing their wishes, opinions, and 

ideas (The Hjalli model, n.d.).  

The primary vision of the Hjalli model in one of gender equality, while the model also 

strives to meet the different needs of individuals. By training all children in all human qualities, 

the Hjalli model offsets inhibiting gender roles and gender molding. Through six principles, 

the Hjalli model works toward the goal of creating a positive and caring culture, not only in 

schools but also in its contribution to the local community. In brief, the school strives to make 

a difference wherever it goes. Hjalli aims to ensure that all processes and methods accord to 

the Pedagogy down to the smallest detail. The principles are as follows: (1) Children – respect 

each child for who they are, acknowledge the differences in needs, depending on age, gender, 

and specific individual. Respect the freedom of choice and different interests of each child, 

fostering the children's success as far as possible. (2) Employees – promote positivity, joy, 

and care as the driving force in all communication between co-workers, and in communication 

between children, parents, and others involved in school affairs. (3) Environment – within 

each school, generate an environment of balance, simplicity, and transparency, with visible 

and tangible equipment and rules adapted to the children's maturity and ability. (4) Material 

– simplicity is the operative word when it comes to playing and learning material, with the 

aim of supporting creativity and imagination; teachers and students inspire their own way of 

learning and playing by finding solutions through reality-related projects. (5) Nature – 

children are taught to perceive and enjoy the natural environment, while also respecting 

nature through contentment, moderation, and recycling. (6) Society – behavior and discipline 

is trained positively, albeit in a determined and honest way. To create security and freedom 

for children and employees, a proven and accurate method is used leading to responsible 

participation in a democratic societ (The Hjalli model, n.d.).  

With the vision of gender equality, the Hjalli model has a gender-based curriculum to 

meet the different needs of individuals. The Hjalli model believes that society determines 

gender roles and molds individuals on the basis of sex. The gender scale shows how the 

genders develop their competencies differently. Girls adapt to their environment in a social 

manner and need more motivation when it comes to independence and courage while boys 

adapt more individualistically and need more motivation when it comes to sensitivity 

helpfulness. See figure 6 below (Ólafsdóttir, 2014):  
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Figure 6 – The Gender Scale 

 

All children are trained in all human qualities through six courses, three on social 

qualities and three on individual qualities. The social courses are (1) Discipline with focus on 

respect, behavior, courtesy, and conduct. (2) Independence with focus on empowerment, 

self-confidence, assertiveness, and expression. (3) Interaction with focus on tolerance, 

helpfulness, broadmindedness, and unity. The individual courses are (1) Positivity with focus 

on positive mind, honesty, optimism, and joy. (2) Friendship with focus on friendship, caring, 

closeness and love. (3) Courage with focus on courage, energy, activity, and initiative 

(Ólafsdóttir, 2014). 

The Hjalli model places great emphasis on behavior while also stressing the importance 

of communication with all its stakeholders. To guide employees, the Hjalli model has 

developed its own language, which is referred to as "Hjallíska" in Icelandic and sometimes 

translated as "Hjallish." The Hjalli model also features specific “commandments” for how to 

communicate and how to promote discipline among children with care and kindness. In every 

action and interaction, the employees seek guidance in Hjalli’s principles and commandments. 

For example, to assess whether inviting firefighters to the school is Hjallish, teachers consider 

whether their visir can be set up in such a way that they speak to relatively small groups of 

children at a time, so that each child can see the firefighters and have room to ask questions. 

Furthermore, employees would ask if there is a way to ensure that both a man and woman 

show up? For the sake of simplicity and transparency, the school program, which is a 

framework for daily work, is the same each day. The quality of the program has direct 

consequences for the quality of the work in total. Each school customizes the program to best 

suit its circumstances and fosters its continued evolution to prevent the program from 

stagnating or becoming outdated. When constructing the program, a balance must be struck 

between so-called “group periods” and “elective periods” with social gatherings in between. 

A group period refers to the time when children within one core divide into fixed age groups 

with a group leader. A group leader is a teacher managing a fixed group for an entire school 
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year who prepares and executes group classes, communicates with the children's family, and 

advocates for the children in the group collectively. A “core” is a sustainable and operational 

unit that includes as well as a physical environment with everything children and employees 

need during the school day, used instead of the term “department.” An elective period refers 

to the time when a child chooses a subject according to a fixed system. Children decide what 

to play with and how without adult interference and enjoy complete freedom within a specified 

framework. Before the elective period, the children attend elective time, a gathering where 

children “core themselves” on a numbered spot, to which each child is assigned, before 

choosing a subject for themselves. A “gathering” is a short meeting when the whole core 

comes together for singing, stories, dancing, or other communication. “Coring oneself” refers 

to the act of sitting in one´s assigned place, usually with legs crossed and hands in a yoga 

position. “Coring” is another term used to describe the search for the most valuable content 

in each process and finding a solution (Hjalli model Handbook, 2014  

Yet another tool to support employees is the so-called “toolbox.” The toolbox is a list 

of phrases employees use to guide students by presenting them with options that are offered 

to them at each time. “Don’t say don’t” is a commonly used phrase within the Hjalli model, 

meaning “don’t tell the children all the things they can’t do: tell them what they can do.” 

Examples of other phrases include (1) “Dear friend / dear girlfriend,” used both to address 

employees and children with the aim of showing respect to one another and acknowledging 

the equal status of both parties. A “girlfriend” is defined as “a female friend.” (2) “Now you 

are misstepping,” used to stop negative behavior in a kind and respectful way. (3) “You will 

do better next time,” employed to acknowledge the fact that mistakes are allowed, and 

everyone deserves another chance. (4) “Practice makes perfect,” meaning “everything you 

want to become better at, you need to practice, again and again.” (5) “This happens in the 

best of places,” meaning “everyone makes mistakes.” (6) “Use your kind words,” roughly 

translates to “speak out of kindness and be polite.” (7) “Use your inside voice,” meaning.” (8) 

“Control your hands / body / attitude, meaning “don’t disturb others, hit or kick, calm down, 

and be polite.” (9) “On offer to you,” used to indicate what choices the child has at that 

moment, as opposed to referring to what the child can’t do. (10) “You are doing well at …”, 

used to compliment all manner of positive behavior, as a way of highlighting behavior one 

would like to see repeated. (11) “In the hand of a teacher:” a way of saying “so that you can 

do well, I will help you,” and used when a child has made repeated mistakes and verbal 

guidance is not enough (Hjalli model Toolbox, n.d.).    

 

Hjalli Model workshop results 

As previously mentioned, this study was divided into four sections, starting with a silent 

brainstorming session for the first question in all categories. Many of the items came up in 

connection to more than one category, indicating just how deeply the philosophy is rooted in 

words and actions of the Hjalli model employees, see in the clouds of figure 7 below: 



15 
 

 

 

Figure 7 – Workshop brainstorm 

 

When discussing the philosophy, the participants stated that its central tenets were equality, 

diversity, the acceptance of each individual as they are, and the promotion of equal rights 

with regard to every stakeholder, whether students, employees, parents, or society as a 

whole. With regard to equality, the participants stated that the Hjalli model not only advocates 

equality between people but in every relational aspect, as well, such as equal pay. Hjalli-

model employees operate with love and kindness, desiring the very best for each individual. 

By respecting the uniqueness of every human being, big or small, the Hjalli model creates 

space for everyone to grow and prosper. By creating a community based on humane values, 

the Hjalli model builds an environment supporting children and families, fostering trust within 

families and close communication with the individuals taking care of their children. The mantra 

that employees use is “order, rules, and routine,” and by knowing and following the framework 

closely, all employees gain liberty and the mandate to choose how they work and make 

decisions, without asking the closest manager. When asked about the limitations of the 

philosophy, the participants mentioned the need for the Hjalli model to be better prepared for 

social changes, to being the first to react and adapt to social changes   
(for example, with regard to gender definition). Another limitation mentioned by participants 

was the occasional unfamiliarity, or at least the shallow understanding, of some employees 

of the Hjalli model. Education and training must be very good, and employees’ knowledge 

must be maintained and deepend. When asked about the primary benefits of the Hjalli model 

to organizations, the first response was often “everything.” More specifically, organizations 

could benefit from establishing a clear purpose and a clear role for employees, wherein they 

know what to do and why, while working in unison, yet independently, within a given 

framework. Furthermore, the Hjalli model would empower employees and create an 

environment that makes room for, and supports the growth of each individual. Last but not 

least, organizations could benefit from a communication plan, with rules that employees 

commit to follow and act upon, as described in the Hjalli model’s 12 Commandments of 

Positivity, see Appendix A. 
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When discussing the Hjalli pedagogy and its teaching methods, the participants stated 

that the mantra, “order, rules, and routine” is the basis for everything, for both children and 

employees, adding that knowing what is expected of you provides security. Given that each 

individual is different, being open minded and committed to finding various solutions is 

required to meet the needs of every individual. Participant 3 stated, “We always need to 

manage the situations for the children; if there is something wrong, it is up to us to change 

it, for there is nothing wrong with the child.’’ Equally important is choosing activities that 

involve children working on their strengths, so that they experience success not failure. 

Stepping out of the box and being solution-oriented is important, e.g. within the Hjalli model 

there are no recesses without adult supervision, as recesses, whether outside or in dining 

rooms, are ideal conditions for bullying. In the words of participant 5: “According to a report 

by the School and Leisure Council of Reykjavík, only one school in Reykjavik recorded no 

instances of bullying: the Hjalli model elementary school in Reykjavik.”  

To be allowed to make mistakes is also a big part of the Hjalli philosophy, both in 

regard to children and employees. The participants revealed that it is a relief knowing that 

they can make mistakes and knowing that the response to those mistakes are positive (in 

Hjallish terms: “everyone makes mistakes” and “better luck next time”). When it comes to 

mistakes, employees offer help as opposed to shaming the person in question. Participants 

also stated that in other work environments they tended to hide their mistakes, but by 

welcoming mistakes, people are less afraid of taking risks. According to participant 6: 

“Managers want to reduce the fear of failure.” Concerning the limitations of the Hjalli model 

pedagogy, participants mentioned how challenging it is to communicate Hjalli methods to the 

families and how difficult it is to measure the success of students. What organizations could 

benefit from the Hjalli model pedagogy, according to the participants, is learning to value 

teamwork: Everyone has something to offer, but nobody knows everything. Furthermore, the 

Hjalli model encourages employees to be solution oriented; to listen to all of the different 

voices; and to create an environment that works for the employees, but not to hesitate to 

change the environment if needed.  
 
In reference to the Hjalli model culture, participants stated that the most important 

aspect of the work culture is the respect employees show each other. Participant 3 said that, 

“There is respect for everyone; no one is ranked above or below anyone else. There is no 

class system.” Within the Hjalli model, joy and motivation are important, along with trust: to 

want the best for everyone. One of the core elements of the Hjalli model is flexibility when it 

comes to change: Everyone is open to change, both children and employees, and no one is 

afraid to take a step back if whatever has been changed is not working. Furthermore, nothing 

an employee does is random; everything has a purpose. The Hjalli model is getting noticed 

for its positive attitude, with participant 6 saying that she received two requests from 

institutions to give a talk on the Hjalli model culture. As far as the limitations of the Hjalli 

culture is concerned, participants stated that it can be hard to admit that the company is 

growing bigger, and that there is a fear surrounding the implementation of fixed processes 

that are required for companies to work at scale, with some feeling that there is a lack of 

overview and follow-ups. Having become so accustomed to endless flexibility, employees 

sometimes wonder if they exceed their limits. Also, employees feel that entrusting others to 

always do their best is sometimes not rewarded, with some individuals perhaps being given 

too many chances. In terms of organizations, participants felt that they could benefit from 

instilling a sense of purpose among all employees, a sense of understanding why things are 

done in the manner that they are done, and a sense of simplicity so that it is easy for 
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employees to recognize what is of value and what is not. The participants also recommend 

valuing joy and the gain from a joyful work environment.  

When it comes to the structure within the Hjalli model, the participants stated that 

peer management plays a big part, as everyone is equally important: There is no difference 

in power between employees, only in responsibilities. In terms of responsibility, such a thing 

is easily shared and willingly picked up by an employee, no matter their title; employees and 

children are empowered and motivated to come up with new ideas and to find solutions on 

their own. According to participant 3: “What are you going to do about that, dear friend?” is 

a commonly heard phrase. Between employees, there is a rare feeling of intimacy and trust. 

Feminine energy, or what are often called feminine skills, is Hjalli’s management style, which 

involves the use of intuition, the discussion of the human factor, and the ability to be a role 

model for other employees, as well as the children. Limitations of the structure are related to 

the growth of the Hjalli model: Responsibility is not always clear; there is a clear advantage 

to employees knowing the company’s strategy, vision, and goals, and to be able to work 

accordingly, as shown in a handbook, while also being transparent about where the company 

is headed. Benefits also include the use of leadership as a management style; the employment 

of feminine skills, with regard to human behaviour; showing interest in sharing responsibilities 

and empowering employees to influence decision making; reaching a common agreement on 

discipline and rules; acknowledging differences between genders, so  that it is possible to take 

advantage of their respective strengths; and, finally, for managers not to pretend to know 

anything, acknowledging that managers also make mistakes.  

Adjusting the toolbox to organizations, participants say compliments could be used to 

regularly review jobs well done and that gratitude could also be used both as team building 

exercises and as a part of regular meetings. The act of “centering oneself” could be used to 

create a small space for employees to enjoy a calm moment to themselves, where they can 

just breathe and feel their heartbeat. The idea of showing up for work “dressed for joy” can 

be introduced in job interviews, encouraging employees to spread joy between themselves. 

“Practicing courage” can motivate employees to step outside the box and to try new things. 

“Practice makes perfect” can be used to help new employees enter into the mindset that 

managers don’t expect them to know everything from the start. “Dear friend, stop” could be 

helpful for employees to signal to each other when boundaries are crossed. 
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3. DISCUSSION 

This research paper aimed to gain insight into what makes the Hjalli model pedagogy unique 

and how to apply it to organizational management to help organizations face the challenges 

of the 21st century. The participants unanimously agreed that the Hjalli-model method can 

be applied to organizational management. The challenges organizations are tackling are 

aspects that the Hjalli model is well aware of and were all defined by workshop participants 

as important. To compile the data, a figure was constructed to demonstrate how the success 

of the Hjalli model depends on laying the groundwork and intertwining it in all aspects of the 

work: the “5 P's of Hjalli´s organizational management model,” see figure 8: 

 

Purpose: The organization’s raison d'etre, a source of inspiration and guidance for 

employees: What is the organization, or its founder, passionate about and what does 

the organization want to share with employees and the world?  

ProcessThe framework for employees to work within, including administrative 

structure, processes, and employee policies. 

People: The human factors the organization wants to promote in the behavior and 

work of the employees. 

Prospect: The success and the added value organizations gain when working 

wholeheartedly and respectfully according to the philosophy in all of the organization's 

aspects. When going from good to excellent. 

Props: Tools to guide and support employees in their own communication and work, 

and also, for employees to impact the behavior and work of others. (Alarmy, n.d.) 

 

 

 
Figure 8- Hjalli Model Pedagogy Applied to Organisational Management (Alarmy, n.d.; iStock, n.d.). 
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Taking a little closer look at the figure above: (1) Creating a clear purpose helps 

employees to know the meaning of their job and to make all decisions according to that 

meaning. (2) With processes, employees know the framework to work within, what to do, and 

how. They know their mandate and what kind of decisions they can make on their own, giving 

them the freedom to adapt their way of working within the framework. They also know what 

kind of behavior is expected from them and how collaboration is structured within the 

organization. (3) By knowing the culture and communication guidelines promoted, employees 

can trust in their co-workers' honesty and respect, making them more comfortable sharing 

their ideas, admitting to mistakes, and seeking cooperation or help when needed. In an ever-

evolving environment where employees are aware of their own strengths and weaknesses, 

and their co-workers’ as well, employees can choose projects within their strengths resulting 

in more understanding and consideration between colleagues. (4) The factors above lead to 

employees, amongst others, being more engaged and performing better, giving them courage 

and space to grow. (5) Props can be used in many ways. Complimenting is one way of 

motivating employees to engage in behavior for which they have received compliments. 

Employees working in a joyful environment are more likely to tackle challenges with ease as 

they are positive and open minded and less likely to lose their patience. With continuous 

improvements, all employees learn to solve problems on their own instead of waiting for 

others to make changes, and by employees being motivated to set their own boundaries they 

make personal communication perimeters on what they like and, also learn to recognize and 

let know when workload exceeds their limit.   

Compared to research on which elements support organizational success in the 21.st 

century the Hjalli model seems to have a strong foundation. Comparative to Google´s Project 

Oxygen on managerial behavior managers in the Hjalli model do: (1) Set an example by being 

good role models, they take part in everything that needs to be done and no task in below 

their dignity; (2) Empower employees to be innovative and independant in decition making; 

(3) They care for the well-being of every employee and create environment for all to excel in; 

(4) Practice honest communication, give constant feedback, compliment for well-done jobs, 

acknowledge and accept mistakes;  (5) Are active listeners, value employees input and are 

share all information, good or bad; (6) Help employees to grow and give constant feedback; 

(7) Have a clear vision for what the school stands for and employee´s role; (8) Have a great 

understanding of the Hjalli model philosphy and methods of working accordingly with; (9) 

Works closely with managers across the Hjalli model; (10) Is critical in thinking and makes 

decitions in line with the Hjalli model philosophy.  

The Hjalli model works as a cohensive team across the organization and, compared to 

Google´s Project Aristotle on what makes an effective team, employees at the Hjalli model: 

(1) Try to generate psychological safety as they know and feel they have the mandate to be 

innovative, go outside of the box, speak their mind and show emotions; (2) Are reliable in 

following the  schedule,  and working accurately according to rules, order and routine; (3) 

Have structure and clarity by knowing their roles and working according to the Hjalli model 

vision and philosophy; (4) Have a sense of meaning in their job as they have interest in 

childrens well-being and the will to support children in growing up to be the very best version 

they can be; (5) Believe their making an impact on the childrens life and the society in whole, 

as they take part in preparing small individuals to have the courage and strengths to follow 

their dreams in a kind and respectful way.  

Identifying, optimizing, and developing strengths of employees is important according 

to James Brook, as well as to encourage the natural energy within employees and inclination 
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to be successful (Brook, 2013). The Hjalli model encourages employees to work within their 

strengths and support employees sharing their talents as a part of their work. As an example 

of Hjalli model´s flexibility with regard to schools and employees, a former chess champion 

and now an international chess judge, is teaching in Laufásborg, one of the Hjalli model´s 

kindergartens. Few years ago he started to use his expertise at work, by teaching chess to 

the children, the age of 4 and 5-years old, in the school, as a way of teaching them reasoning 

and critical thinking. Today children from the age of 3-years old learn the fundamentals of 

chess and can choose chess as an option for the elective period. Omar using his expertise led 

to all five-year old students being offered to compete in the FIDE World School Championship 

in Albania in 2018. Resulting in four five-year-old girls accepting the offer and competing. The 

students became the youngest children competing in the tournament, and Laufásborg became 

the first kindergarten to compete (Leikskólabörn á Leiðinni á HM - Vísir, n.d.). A year later, 

another group of four and five-year-old children competed in the European School Chess 

Championship in Romania (Leikskólakrakkar Keppa á EM í Skák, n.d.). If it wasn’t for a culture 

of flexibility, of trusting employees to go out of the box, of cooperation, and of a shared love 

of creativity, these four and five-year-old children would have missed out on the chance of a 

lifetime: the experience of feeling they have absolutely all the possibilities in the world at 

their fingertips. For the children to focus on their strengths, the teachers monitor when they 

are doing well and create circumstances in which the children can grow and prosper. If a child 

is making repeated mistakes, the Hjalli framework interprets these mistakes as resulting from 

the teacher having put the child in an environment that it didn’t have the maturity or ability 

to handle. Put in the context of an organization, mistakes can be prevented by a clear 

framework and set processes, by a supportive culture that asks for guidance, and mistakes 

can be minimized if the culture allows employees to admit to mistakes without blame, as 

opposed to concealing them, which can lead to their proliferation. The Hallish term “in the 

hand of a teacher” can also be put in context, as any help employees might need. As a service 

manager in a company, Mr. Tomasz Þór Veruson (31 years) had an employee showing an 

outstanding performance servicing client, but the employee had trouble showing up for work 

at the right time making him very undependable. In a monthly performance discussion, 

Veruson asked the employee what they could do to make the employee do better being on 

time for work. The employee had no solution, saying he just could not wake up at the alarm 

clock. Veruson then asked the employee if he wanted to get a wake-up call before a morning 

shift. The employee was stunned and asked if Veruson would really do that, call the employe 

in the morning. Veruson responded he would do anything that would help the employee do 

better. The next days the employee got a wake-up call every morning until he finally learned 

to wake up himself to the alarm clock (Tomasz Þór Veruson, personal communication, May 3, 

2021). Helping hand, can in that way, being any type a struggling employee needs, whether 

it´s education, mentoring or a simple phone call.   

The gains from effective diversity, according to Redman & Wilkinson, include added 

creativity, productivity, mutual respect, and more (Redman & Wilkinson, 2009). With a mixed 

group of; employees being Icelanders, foreigners living in Iceland, foreign trainees and 

employees in rehabilitation; and students being Icelandic, foreigners, Icelandic and, foreign 

exchange students., the Hjalli model celebrates diversity. Everyone is a beneficiary of this 

diversity, by way of new creative ideas and new languages. In a diverse environment, culture, 

and a language that employees can agree and unite on, helps employees communicate and 

working in a cohesive team. With mutual respect and kindness, the employees in the Hjalli 

model create a supportive and collaborative environment together, earlier stated by Bhalla 

being the environment Millenials seek (Bhalla, 2018). The Hjalli model values honesty and 

encourages employees and children to solve conflicts when they happen. Furthermore, the 
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Hjallish language teaches employees and children to learn their limits, both in terms of their 

own capabilities and preferences, so in the event that these limits are crossed, they employ 

the phrase, "dear friend, stop." For employees working in a diverse environment, it is 

important to know that the culture supports employees in speaking their minds, e.g. if the 

office humor is not to their liking or when the workload is too much to handle. By creating a 

clear framework, the Hjalli model empowers employees and gives them freedom to work 

within the framework, resulting in independent employees that share responsibility and are 

always willing to assist coworkers in need. 

Contrary to Steiner´s theories, the clear framework is the foundation and the Hjalli model´s 

path to freedom and flexibility. The organization chart is almost flat, with very few middle 

managers. Responsibility is shared and employees are empowered and motivated to be 

innovative within the framework. Employees have a handbook, online lectures, podcasts as 

guidance and, a toolbox to assist in challenging situations.  Rules, order, and routine are 

employee mantra, critical thinking encouraged, and decision making is always in line with the 

Hjalli model philosophy. Mixing a strong vision, clear structure and framework, a culture of 

equality, democracy and creativity, a shared language, and honest, respectful and kind 

communication, you have the Hjalli model. The Hjalli model is an organization with a culture 

so strong and deeply embraced by employees, it´s not just a way to work, but a way of life. 

The values follow employees’ home from work, affecting the way people treat those around 

them.    
. 
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4. CONCLUSION 

The Hjalli model is a pedagogy constantly evolving, attuned to society’s ever-evolving needs. 

The goal is sustainability; long-term impact, by including equality and democracy in every 

action; and change. By urging good communication, the Hjalli model ensures all employees 

have a voice and by empowering employees, they have room to affect how they work.  

The Hjalli model pedagogy is well suited to organizational management, as it champions the 

values of new generations in the economy. For organizations to apply the Hjalli model 

pedagogy, more work and research would be needed to create a holistic organizational-

management model and further guidance would be needed on how to implement the model.   

The next step could be to research further how managers in the Hjalli model apply the 

pedagogy when a new school is acquired, i.e. what the Hjalli model looks for when hiring 

new employees and how new employees are taught to internalize and adapt to the culture 

and work frame.     
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APENDIX A – Communication commandments of the Hjalli model 
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APENDIX B- Hjalli Model Toolbox 
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APENDIX C- Workshop Miro board  
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