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Abstract

In the ever-evolving landscape of digital transformation, organizations face the challenge of
effectively adapting to technological advancements. This study explores how managers
implement leadership principles to navigate digital transformations successfully. Drawing on
transformational leadership theory and change management literature, our research reveals
that transformational leadership principles, including idealized influence, inspirational
motivation, and intellectual stimulation, play a pivotal role in driving digital transformation
initiatives. Notably, managers act as role models, engage key influencers, and promote an
entrepreneurial mindset to foster innovation and resilience. However, while individualized
consideration is a key component of transformational leadership theory, it appears somewhat
overlooked in the context of digital transformation. Despite this, managers report successful
outcomes, challenging traditional notions of leadership. This study offers a comprehensive
understanding of leadership in digital transformation, providing insights for leaders to
navigate the complexities of change effectively.
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Introduction

In an era where technological advancements are reshaping industries at an unprecedented
pace, organizations are continuously striving to adapt their operations to meet emerging
challenges (Errida & Lotfi, 2021). However, thriving in the digital age requires more than just
managing change; it necessitates managing digital transformation. This is crucial because the
integration of new technologies can profoundly influence a company's trajectory, driving it
forward and ensuring it remains relevant, competitive, and agile in an ever-changing market
(Schwertner, 2017). According to Hanelt et al. (2021), digital transformation is a form of
organizational change shaped by the extensive integration of digital technologies. Moreover,
digital transformation involves a substantial overhaul of business and organizational
practices, skills, and frameworks to fully leverage the evolving opportunities presented by
digital technologies, both now and in the future (Lugonja, 2020).

However, despite the potential benefits, digital transformations with the intention of
increasing efficiency have a failure rate of up to 90% (Ramesh & Delen, 2021). Correani
(2020) explains that numerous factors contribute to this, one being the oversight of change
management aspects affecting employees since they most often are required to change their
way of working. Furthermore, Pacolli (2022) argues that regarding digital transformation,
there is too much focus on internal processes or technological change, often leaving behind
how organizational members are affected by the change. He highlights several key issues that
may contribute to failure when implementing a change, such as poor communication both
initially and on a regular basis, and employees not fully understanding the reason for the
change. Expanding on this, Florek & Paszkowska (2021) argues that the success of digital
transformation relies on the organizational members commitment and alignment with the
company's overarching vision, rather than solely on the adoption of new technologies.

Given these perspectives, it becomes evident that leadership plays a crucial role in navigating
digital transformation. Leaders are the pillars who bridge the gap between strategic visions
and operational realities, ensuring that employees remain engaged and aligned throughout the
transformative process. They have the responsibility to support their employees, as they are
often the ones who must adapt to new ways of working, develop new skills, and embrace new
technologies (Khan, 2016). Hence, studying leadership, particularly how managers can
influence and support their teams during digital transformation, is of paramount importance.

Transformational leadership presents a compelling theoretical foundation for studying
leadership in the context of digital transformation. Transformational leaders are known for
their ability to inspire and motivate their followers to exceed their own self-interests for the
good of the organization (Bass & Riggio, 2006). This style of leadership is characterized by
four key components: idealized influence, inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation,
and individualized consideration (Northouse, 2018). These elements make transformational
leadership particularly suited to managing the complexities of digital transformation.
Research suggests that transformational leadership is positively associated with successful
digital transformation outcomes. For instance, a study by Wong et al. (2019) found that



transformational leadership significantly enhances employees' readiness for change, which is
a critical factor in the successful implementation of digital initiatives. Similarly, a study by
Ghahroodi et al. (2021) highlights that transformational leaders can effectively drive digital
transformation by fostering a culture of innovation and resilience.

While existing research highlights the general benefits of transformational leadership, there
are limited studies on how transformational leaders manage the nuanced challenges of digital
transformation, such as reshaping organizational culture and maintaining employee
engagement over the long term (Hughes & Afkhami, 2021; Vial, 2019). Further exploration
into these areas could provide deeper insights into effective leadership strategies and enhance
our understanding of the critical role leaders play in digital transformation (Kane et al., 2017,
Hanelt et al., 2021; Westerman et al., 2014). Therefore, our study aims to provide new
insights into the specific transformational leadership principles managers apply to navigate
digital transformations successfully.

How do managers implement and apply leadership principles in the context of
digital transformation?

The study proceeds by providing a detailed theoretical background, introducing the concept
of transformational leadership and change management. It then outlines the methodology,
including the study setting, research design, data collection, data analysis, and ethical
considerations. The findings from the collected data are subsequently presented and this is
followed by a discussion of the findings in relation to the theoretical framework. The paper
concludes with final remarks and implications, suggestions for future research, and the
study's limitations.

Theoretical Background

Transformational Leadership

Transformational leadership drives significant shifts within organizations by altering
individual attitudes and assumptions, fostering a collective mindset. This style of leadership
promotes organizational innovation and learning while articulating a compelling and shared
vision for the future (Ghasabeh et al., 2015). According to Rafferty and Griftin (2004) the
first author to present transformational leadership was Burns in 1978 as in contrast to the then
more commonly talked about transactional leadership. Transactional leadership entails an
exchange relationship between leaders and followers, where followers receive compensation
or recognition in exchange for complying to the leader's directives.

In contrast to transactional leadership, The theory of transformational leadership is
acknowledged for its ability to explain the influence leadership has on followers' emotions,
thoughts, and actions. Leaders applying transformational leadership inspire, challenge,
empower, and consider the needs of their followers, hence motivating them to accomplish



tasks and goals (Bass, 1998). Hay (2006) states that by applying transformational leadership
employees become more committed to reaching broader organizational goals and objectives.
As the manager raises awareness and acceptance for a broader organizational goal, the
employees set aside their own interests for the good of the group, in turn affecting the effort
and productivity positively (Barbuto, 2005). Besides affecting the followers output, the
intrinsic motivation felt by the followers as a consequence of transformational leadership also
is an important source of creativity. The followers' sense of self-efficacy positively affects
their creativity as well (Gumusluoglu & Ilsev, 2009). On the other hand, the theory has faced
scrutiny from some researchers who question its validity and practical implications.
Eisenbeil and Boerner (2011) argue that while transformational leadership encourages
creativity through the freedom it offers, it can also increase dependency on the leader. This
increased dependency may ultimately hinder creativity over time. Despite this potential
drawback, Eisenbeill and Boerner (2011) still conclude that transformational leadership has a
net positive effect on employee creativity.

Bass (1998) explains that transformational leadership theory is built on four key pillars,
known as the Four I’s. Bass (1998) argues that leaders should embody these pillars, or
principles, to positively influence followers’ attitudes toward their leader and their work,
ultimately boosting their personal motivation in completing their tasks. The Four I’s , as Bass
(1998) explains, include:

1. Idealized influence - Charismatic vision and behavior that inspires others to follow.
2. Inspirational motivation - Capacity to motivate others to commit to the vision.

3. Intellectual stimulation - Encouraging innovation and creativity.

4. Individualized consideration - Coaching to the specific needs of followers.

Idealized Influence

As explained by M’Lingera and Guantai (2020), idealized influence is about the leader acting
as a role model to motivate specific behaviors. By practicing what they preach, leaders
encourage their followers to emulate these positive practices, consequently enhancing overall
effectiveness. This approach helps the leader build relationships grounded in trust and
respect. This is agreed on by Bass and Riggio (2006) who similarly explains that followers,
due to their admiration, aim to imitate these leaders, as they attribute them with extraordinary
capabilities, persistence, and determination. Idealized influence encompasses two
dimensions: the leader's behaviors and the attributes given to the leader by followers. These
dimensions illustrate the interactive nature of idealized influence, manifesting both in the
leader's actions and in followers' perceptions. Bass and Riggio (2006) further argues that
leaders with significant idealized influence demonstrate a willingness to take risks and show
consistency rather than being unpredictable, earning trust by consistently doing what is right.
Khatri (2005) adds to this by arguing that the followers believe the leaders to have a clear
mission and an attainable vision of how to reach it. However, Naber and Mo (2017) explains
that as the leaders are expected to demonstrate unquestionable integrity and ethical behavior,
they can also influence their followers to engage in unethical behaviors without question,



believing that their leader is always right. This occurs because followers tend to view the
leader's actions as correct and their words as absolute truth.

Inspirational Motivation

According to this I, a transformational leader provides both meaning and challenges to the
followers work which in consequence motivates them. In addition to this they show
enthusiasm and optimism as well as inflict positive team spirit for the people around them
(Bass & Riggio, 2006). In addition to this, Bass and Riggio (2006) and Juneja (2019) explain
that by clearly defining goals and expectations and by clearly stating and demonstrating a
shared vision they get followers engaged. M’Lingera and Guantai (2020) further argues that
by consistently explaining to followers the importance of every activity they undertake, the
leaders ensure that the followers not only understand the change, but also how to do it and
why it matters. This gives a sense of purpose to the followers, enabling them to work together
as a team guided by a common vision.

Intellectual Stimulation

In Intellectual stimulation it is mentioned that transformational leaders encourage their
followers to actively participate in a change process by independently addressing problems
and finding solutions (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Juneja, 2019). The leader should always be
ready to empower followers and encourage them to think creatively and act independently. To
achieve this, the leader must create opportunities for followers to practice and apply their
knowledge and beliefs. Additionally, the leader should engage them in decision-making
processes to stimulate their efforts in identifying solutions and fostering innovation and
creativity. To encourage followers to make independent decisions about their tasks and feel
that their opinions matter, leaders should appreciate their efforts and make them feel valued,
even when mistakes occur (M’Lingera & Guantai, 2020). Bass and Riggio (2006) argues
similarly and strongly emphasizes that the followers should never be criticized for bringing
novel approaches in contrast to the leaders' ideas. The leader instead should collaborate with
the followers and encourage them to take individual initiatives since according to M'Lingera
and Guantai (2020) it might help achieve organizational goals.

Individualized Consideration

This pillar emphasizes the leader's attentive and empathetic approach towards each follower.
This involves actively listening to their concerns, supporting their needs, and recognizing
their achievements. Acting as mentors, leaders reward followers based on their creativity,
innovation, talents, and knowledge, while empowering them to make decisions and providing
the necessary support for implementation. This personalized engagement extends to
acknowledging both the personal and professional needs of followers (Juneja, 2019).
Furthermore, Juneja (2019) and Bass and Riggio, (2006) argue that this approach entails
offering tailored learning opportunities and adjusting levels of encouragement, autonomy, and
task structure based on individual preferences and capabilities. Communication is
characterized by a personalized, two-way exchange, with leaders engaging in face-to-face



interactions and demonstrating attentiveness by remembering previous conversations and
addressing individual concerns. Effective listening fosters open communication and builds
trust within the leader-follower relationship.

Overall, transformational leadership emphasizes the critical role of leaders in driving
organizational change by inspiring and motivating employees toward a shared vision (Bass &
Riggio, 2006). This naturally leads into the domain of change management, where the
strategies and decision-making processes of leaders are essential for navigating and
implementing change initiatives effectively. As highlighted by Northouse (2018), the synergy
between inspiring leadership and effective change management is crucial for achieving
successful organizational transformation.

Change Management

Mansaray (2019) argues that in today’s dynamic and globalized business context,
organizations are adapting, aiming to secure fresh competitive advantages. This shift to a
more dynamic and globalized context underscores the importance of leadership in steering
change initiatives, and the strategies applied by leaders are integral to navigating the
complexities of modern business operations. Phillips and Klein (2023) states that for
organizations to thrive, they must embrace continuous change. They argue that change
managers have a major role in the process of change as they are responsible for selecting
from a variety of strategies to enhance acceptance and diminish obstacles. Beyond this, the
responsibilities of a change manager encompass tasks such as planning, development,
leadership, evaluation, assessment, support, and sustainability of change implementation.
Furthermore, Phillips and Klein (2023) identify a core set of strategies commonly utilized by
practitioners and recurrent in change management literature. These strategies include
effective communication about the change, engagement of stakeholders at all organizational
levels, emphasis on organizational culture, alignment with the organization's mission and
vision, and motivation and incentives for change. Lorenzi & Riley (2000) elaborate on the
area by illustrating that change management entails steering an organization towards its
envisioned future state. They emphasize that the essence of change management lies in
fostering this evolution. Thus, initiating change begins with crafting a clear vision and
empowering individuals to be a part realizing that vision.

To facilitate smoother transitions, reduce disruptions, and increase the overall effectiveness of
organizational changes, researchers have developed various change management models
(Harrison et al., 2021). These models differ in their specific steps and approaches, yet they
often share common elements. As Bellantuono (2021) illustrates, the steps or phases from
different models can be grouped due to their similar content. Below are the initial phases of
change from various change management models.



Initiating Change

Kaminski (2022) argues that a crucial element in initiating change is ensuring that the
organizational members are aware of why the change is necessary, what the change plan
entails, how they can participate, and what the expected outcomes will be. Enlightenment for
the employees is vital for minimizing resistance to change and is essential since the
employees might feel the loss of power and responsibility, lack skills or readiness for
managing the change or experience fear or uncertainty about the impending changes.
Kaminski (2022) states that the beginning of a change initiative serves as the primary means
to diminish resistance to change, thus the manager needs to present a compelling case for the
change and involve individuals from the outset of the project. Karambelkar and Bhattacharya
(2017) adds to this by arguing that communicating and providing access to information about
the organization’s vision, mission, values, and culture is essential for the first part of a change
process. Kaminski (2022) similarly argues that organizations that prioritizes communication
can greatly assist employees in navigating this stage of the change process. Moreover,
drawing on Lewin's change management model, Bellantuono (2021) explains that the first
step, Unfreeze, is about making the organizational members aware of the change and why it
is necessary. Similarly Bellantuono (2021) explains that Kotter's eight step model and the
first step, Establish a sense of urgency, advocates for the leader raising awareness for the
change and the urgency of making it.

Maintaining Change

According to Kaminski (2022) and Al-Alawi et al. (2018) it’s challenging to affect an
individual's own motivations and acceptance of a proposed change. Kaminski (2022) states
that while leaders can offer reasons, incentives, and motivators to establish a need for a
change, ultimately, individuals must internally achieve this. Engagement and participation are
crucial in facilitating individuals' progression through this phase of the change process.
Change leaders can aid this process by identifying potential factors and forces that may either
strengthen or hinder individuals' desire to engage with or embrace the proposed change.
Al-Alawi et al. (2018) similarly argues that the desire for change must originate from
employees themselves. However, he also argues that managers could allow employees to
actively participate in the change process which might reduce resistance and increase their
commitment for change.

Moreover, Bellantuono (2021) presents Kotter’s eight step model which brings up similar
factors. In Kotter’s eight step model Step three - Create a shared vision, Step four -
Communicate the vision and Step five - Empower others to act on the vision brings up that a
clear vision is necessary to align all organizational members and that communicating it helps
to reduce resistance. The purpose of these steps is ultimately to overcome the obstacles ahead
by identifying organizational members that are reluctant to change and understanding their
reasons, as well as encouraging them to join the change movement.



Enhancing Change

Kaminski (2022) argues that the development of skills and behaviors are crucial for a
successful change. To ensure the success of change initiatives, she emphasizes the necessity
of investing time, resources, and leadership to support individuals in acquiring these essential
skills and behaviors. She stresses that training and resources should be tailored to the context.
Recognizing the uniqueness of each individual, Kaminski (2022) highlights the importance of
providing personalized support. For instance, when introducing new software, Kaminski
(2022) and Leksono and Yulianti (2022) suggest hands-on coaching and practice sessions in
order for the employees to familiarize themselves with the software and increase their digital
competency. Leksono and Yuilanti (2022) mentions other practical activities such as job
immersion and job shadowing to foster digital competency. Then the goal is to offer
employees the opportunity to experiment, learn from mistakes, and seek clarification in a safe
environment. Ultimately, Kaminski (2022) pinpoints that granting employees time to refine
their skills is crucial for successful change adoption.

Kaminski (2022) further explains that leaders should shift their focus towards fostering
knowledge through training and education. Knowledge encompasses understanding the
reason for the change, how to enact the change, and comprehending what individuals need to
learn and understand to effectively operate within the transformed environment. For instance,
this could involve assisting individuals in acquiring proficiency in using a new software
program. Tang (2019) adds to this by arguing that relevant actions for this phase include
training within the appropriate context, offering education both during and after the change,
and providing practical knowledge. Tang (2019) continues that organizations often send
employees for training when anticipating a change even if they may not be prepared to
navigate the complexities of the software. This often results in poor outcomes as they may
lack clarity regarding the purpose of their training.

Tang (2019) explains that the "Change" phase of Lewin's 3-step change model prioritizes
equipping individuals with the skills and knowledge necessary to modify their behaviors and
adapt to new norms. Tang's analysis underscores the critical role of providing direct support
and training to individuals. He argues that this personalized support empowers each person to
explore and adapt to changes in their own way ensuring individuals are well-informed and
capable of fulfilling their roles in the change process. This emphasis on individual
empowerment and personalized learning paths is essential for the successful implementation
of change within organizations (Tang, 2019).

Current literature extensively covers transformational leadership's impact on motivation,
innovation, and organizational change, yet it often overlooks how these principles are
practically applied during digital transformations (Hughes & Afkhami, 2021; Vial, 2019).
This study aims to contribute to this gap by exploring the specific principles managers use to
lead digital transformations, providing insights that bridge the theoretical and practical
aspects of transformational leadership and change management. As Northouse (2018)
highlights, the combination of inspiring leadership and robust change management is vital for



successful organizational transformation. This supports our decision to mainly use
transformational leadership and comprehensive change management theories as the
foundation for our theoretical framework.

Methodology

Research Design

The purpose of the study is to explore how managers lead digital transformations and for this
a qualitative method was deemed the most appropriate method. A qualitative study is
especially suitable for answering “what” and “how” questions that does not focus on
statistical measures (Silverman, 2021), while it also allows for a deeper understanding of a
certain phenomena (Flyvbjerg, 2006). Rather than starting with a preconceived theory to
validate, the approach begins with data collection in the field. Consequently we analyzed the
data to find an appropriate theory (Backman & Kyngds, 1999). Thomas (2006) adds to this by
arguing that an inductive approach intends to bring understanding of complex data through
the development of broader themes or categories. Instead of being restrained by structured
methodologies, this method aided us in having interesting findings emerging from significant
themes in the data. Knowledge is thus created when engaging in investigative practices that
allow researchers to closely interact with the subjects they are studying (Locke, 2003). Which
is why this research aims to enhance our comprehension of leaders’ self-perception of their
leadership throughout the process of digital transformation, whilst also shedding light on
various successes and missteps encountered along the way. The concepts generated from the
data serves as the cornerstone for understanding not only the pivotal role of managers during
digital transformation but also the nuances and richness of their narratives.

It was deemed relevant to arrange in-depth semi-structured interviews since it provides a
strong empirical data collection, further enabling getting detailed information and in-depth
explanations of complex situations (De Carlo, 2018). More specifically, we conducted
narrative interviews which according to Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) focuses on the real
stories and experiences from the respondents. Kvale and Brinkmann (2009) argues that
narratives are one of the most common forms by which individuals share knowledge and
thoughts, hence being a suitable option for this type of study.

The respondents' relevance was assured both before and during the interview by asking if
they had led a digital transformation project that had affected more than one organizational
member. By keeping the study's scope broad, it allowed the research to encompass a wider
range of participants, thus increasing the chances of finding individuals who meet the basic
criteria set out for the study. The respondents' roles varied and their formal work roles
spanned from Business founders, CEOs, CIO, Project Leaders, Digital Transformation
Officers, as well as Partners at consultancy firms. Using what De Carlo (2018) calls
purposive sampling we then could email and find the relevant leaders from a wide variety of
industries and roles.



Data Collection

21 interviews were conducted with 20 individuals that were all Swedish natives with the
majority arranged through digital meetings on either Zoom or Google Teams. The interviews
spanned between a length of 34 min and 1h 16 min, with the majority of the interviews being
approximately one hour long. The wide variety of respondents enabled large data collection
across multiple industries and roles, giving the full scope of the strategic complexity of
leading a digital transformation. Table 1 depicts the different respondents and their respective
roles.

Interview Number Name of Interviewee Company/ Role

1R1 CEO

2 R2 Founder/ CEQ/ Project Leader
3 R3 CEO

4 R4 Partner

5 R5 Business Owner

6 R6 CEO (Founder)

7 R7 COO (Founder)

8 R8 CEO

9 RS9 Business Manager

10 R10 Researcher

11 R11 Communication Manager
12 R12 clo

13 R13 clo

14 R14 Chief Digital Transformation
15 R15 CEO

16 R16 Partner

17 R17 CEO/ Founder

18 R18 Project Leader

19 R19 CEO

20 R20 CEO

21 R21 Business and Sales Manager

Table 1. Table of interviews

With the main focus of the paper revolving around how managers have led digital
transformations, the interview guide approach was applied which is characterized by that
topics and issues are specified in advance, while working as a guideline to structure a
semi-structured interview (Nuzhat et al., 2022). This type of interview has the advantage of
increasing the comprehensiveness as well as enabling anticipation of logical gaps in the
interview, consequently giving the interviewee the opportunity to speak freely about their
decisions and perception. To minimize the potential preconceived notions we developed the
research guide with certain themes and questions that would guide our interviews and make
sure that all areas of interest were covered (McGrath et al., 2019). The interview guide was
frequently updated by adding questions, removing questions or rephrasing questions, whilst
still maintaining the same foundation of questions as Patton (2015) suggests.

Data Analysis

The interview recordings were captured and transcribed using Microsoft Word Online
transcription feature and the automated transcription was then thoroughly reviewed. By
actively listening to the audio recordings while reviewing the transcripts, we were able to
correct any transcription errors and more importantly, identify recurring patterns, specific
terminologies, and deeper meanings in the leaders' discussions. The dual process of
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transcription and analysis highlights nuances often missed in the initial transcription phase, as
discussed in qualitative research methodologies (Silverman, 2021). When we analyzed the
data from the interviews, we categorized the respondents' quotes into various concepts. By
identifying these concepts, we were able to group them into more general themes, which in
turn allowed us to organize the themes under broader dimensions. This structured approach
helped in filtering the information into a coherent framework. By first taking quotes and
phrases from what the respondents actually said during the interviews we could more easily
group the different concepts in order to figure out similarities and differences. An example of
a common code could be: continuous and honest communication. This way we got a better
understanding of what the data actually says and what the respondents are actually trying to
tell us. From there on we analyzed the different concepts and grouped them into themes that
could summarize the different concepts in a well structured manner. The generated themes
were then carefully sorted into three main dimensions based on the theme's connection to
each other. We made sure that the dimensions cover the important parts from our interviews
and originated from the themes we generated from our concepts. Finally the following
dimensions were produced; Enlightenment of Change, Establishment of Motivation and
Development of Skills & Capabilities. This process offered a condensed interpretation of the
data, thus providing a coherent structure to the findings. It also helped us achieve a deep
understanding of the empirical data and allowed us to gather certain principles the
respondents mentioned. In figure 1 below we provide an example of how the dimension
Establishment of Motivation was developed.

Concepts Themes Dimension

Involve employees

[ Encourage employees to affect the direction

[ Create feedback channels

[ Continouos and honest communication

Establishment of

Transparen "
parency motivation

Clearly explain both the opportunities and
challenges

[ Positive reinforcement

Lead by example

[ Be the biggest promoter for the change

Figure 1: Depiction of coding procedure

To ensure the relevance of the analysis, it was crucial to avoid preconceived notions and let
the data speak for itself, while also maintaining intercoder reliability. To achieve intercoder
reliability, we adopted a method where we first independently coded the initial interviews,
after which we collaboratively compared and refined the coding to reach a consensus on the
concepts and its procedure. Furthermore, to enhance the reliability of our coding process, we
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developed an excel file, which included clearly defined concepts that were consistently
interpreted and used. This approach aligns with the practices recommended in qualitative
research for maintaining consistency across coders, as noted by Zhao et al. (2022). The excel
file assisted us with getting the overarching view of the concepts and their connections, as
well as the discrepancies from each interview.

Ethical Considerations

Prior to the interviews all respondents were asked to sign a letter of consent for their
involvement in the study as well as informed that all data would be treated confidentially. If,
for any reason, the respondents would regret their involvement we informed them that they
could reach out to us and be removed from the study. Furthermore we were aware of power
asymmetry during the interviews, a crucial consideration for ensuring objectivity and ethical
conduct (Kvale, 2006). He further argues that research interviews are not even-handed, but
rather hierarchical and possessed by power asymmetry. Before each interview we made sure
that the interviewee agreed to have the interview recorded. Recording the data was essential
as it let us capture the interviewees exact words as well as lets the interviewer be attentive
and focused, contrary to taking notes during the interview (Patton, 2015). Aware of the power
asymmetry, we seeked to create an environment where the interviewees felt empowered to
express themselves freely, avoiding to constrain them. To respect the wishes of some
respondents who were unwilling or unable to share detailed information about their
experiences, we decided to keep all participants anonymous. This approach also helped
enhance the reliability and honesty of their responses while also making them more
comfortable participating in the study. To uphold credibility and transparency, we identified
interviewees as Respondent 1 (R1), Respondent 2 (R2), etc. along with their job functions
(See Figure 1), to ensure that the study maintained integrity and accountability from
beginning to end (Kvale, 2006).

The use of Al for an academic study is a controversial topic that questions the accountability
of the content. However, as Miao et al. (2023) states, Al could be a useful tool since it's of
utter importance that the authors are transparent with the degree of Al assistance and what
roles Al has played in the research. Aligned with the recommendation from Miao et al.
(2023) we want to recognize the use of Chat GPT as an Al tool that has aided the process of
the research. Chat GPT has during this research played a part in suggesting how to refine and
rephrase the language without changing the underlying scientific messages as well as
structuring of the text in order to enhance the general flow for the reader.

Empirical Data

In the following section, we embark on a comprehensive presentation of 21 semi-structured
interviews that were conducted with managers who have led digital transformation initiatives.
We identified both the commonalities and disparities among the leader's answers, capturing
aspects we deemed insightful and worthy of further exploration. We will present managers'
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reflections throughout their digital transformation journeys, categorizing the answers by the
three dimensions we developed and explained earlier in the method section.

Enlightenment of Change

Why should we do this here and what will this entail, but above all, why are we
doing this? I always come back to the need to understand why, and then as a
leader, you must be able to paint this in a creative way. - R12

As explained in the quote above, a consensus was expressed by all respondents regarding the
role of the employee understanding the rationale, or the “why”, behind digital
transformations. The manager's abilities to articulate this rationale to the employees thus was
deemed essential by the respondents. Continuing on this thought, the practical implication for
managers is to strive to communicate this effectively by being as clear and direct as possible.
The respondents often use vivid imagery to make their intentions and goals understandable,
while explaining these in detail to ensure clarity, as you can see from the quote below.
Utilizing visual aids like images, videos, or sketches they explain not only helps them
articulate their message but also provides tangible examples that can help reduce potential
resistance.

We constantly work with some form of visual images when communicating. It's
easier to grasp. - R3

Transparency in communication, despite challenges or setbacks, is broadly endorsed by the
majority of the managers we interviewed. The respondents emphasize the importance of
maintaining openness within the organization about ongoing challenges, arranging activities
to ensure that all members feel included and part of the transformation initiative. Similarly,
another respondent mentioned how managers must balance transparency, maintaining enough
openness to ensure that employees comprehend their roles in the process without
overwhelming them, thus reducing potential resistance. This approach necessitates a thorough
explanation of the circumstances that can work both ways, best described by the mindset of a
respondent, who noted that sometimes, “you have to take a step back to take two steps
forward”.

Be prepared to tell their organization when things didn't go well, acknowledging

that we made a serious attempt with this and these are the reasons it didn't work

out, and then one must not sit back and shift the blame if it had been the wrong
decision or if we were simply too early. - R3

An example of effective transparency was demonstrated by one of the many respondents
tasked with resolving a supply chain delay. He implemented process maps across various
departments, enabling every team involved to track the progress and understand their specific
roles in the workflow. Similarly, another leader employed transparency to foster a genuine
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connection with her team, involving them directly in the transformation process, something
also utilized by one more respondent.

Why should we do this and how should we do it, what does the schedule look
like? If one is not transparent with their plan, then it is much more difficult. - R20

A respondent from the study elaborated on the topic and advised other leaders to think of
communicating digital transformation as a marketing strategy or simply selling the idea,
emphasizing clarity in messaging. To support this, one respondent said that he employed a
dedicated communication specialist to manage all communication throughout digital
transformations. This highlights that ongoing, clear communication is vital for fostering an
understanding of the purpose of the digital transformation.

We have a dedicated communicator in the project, and I absolutely believe that
the recommendation I would give to others in the future is to have a dedicated
communicator. Don't try to handle it yourself. - R14

Establishment of Motivation

The technology is not the challenge; there are challenges there, but the challenge
lies in the human perspective. So, I invest a lot in my team, my colleagues and
my organization. There is a lot of energy focused on ensuring that people really
embrace this - R14

A majority of the respondents highlighted that although digital changes are technologically
driven, they predominantly impact people. This underscores the importance of employee
engagement and support throughout the process. However, some shared experiences of
working with outdated systems, highlighting the need to establish a solid technological
foundation before addressing the human aspects. Some respondents argued that successful
digital transformation should not only meet fundamental requirements but also seamlessly
integrate with existing systems and have adequate technical support. Initially focused
primarily on technical aspects, our study shows that CIOs are increasingly taking on broader
responsibilities in steering digital strategies that consider both technological and human
factors. One respondent mentions that this evolution marks a significant shift towards
recognizing the importance of human elements in digital transformations.

So I believe the CIO roles have changed quite a bit from being very tech-heavy to
now taking on much greater responsibility for the actual digitalization, and then
one must somehow make sure to get this to work - R13

With the human aspect playing a bigger role than it used to for digital transformations the
respondents segway their answers into talking about how they strive towards creating a
culture that promotes personal responsibility. Most respondents mention that they strive to be
managers who not only give their employees responsibility but also trust and freedom. They

14



believe that this freedom encourages employees to exceed expectations. Some mention how
they want their employees to go outside of their job description or just simply go the extra
mile. This is exemplified by one respondent when she was referring to her employees as
being part of a machine, and without one of them the machine would fall apart putting a lot of
trust and responsibility on her employees.

Now they can influence the company in a completely different way than they
usually do, and most individuals find it fun, but it's really tough, but it's really
fun. - R6

The respondents all mention that one of the most important things to consider for getting the
employees on board is to lead by example. For example, one respondent mentioned that
during the implementation of a new data system, it’s crucial to show belief in the change to
avoid undermining the transformation. The respondent further argued that the leader should
be in the forefront, the one taking the first step and lead with passion since it consequently
trickles down to the employees. Mentioned by other respondents is that the leaders' own
curiosity and drive to constantly change also affects employees to adopt the same attitude.

Children don't do as you say, but they do as you do; this really helps a leader as

well, so the leader should always be this role model, in a way, an example. So |

practice what I preach, I can't really ask people to behave or act in a certain way
if I don't do it myself, it becomes completely unreasonable. - R10

Besides leading by example, close to all respondents mentioned the importance of being
supportive and motivational to affect employees attitudes towards a digital transformation.
One respondent argued that a leader should aim to facilitate the transformation process for the
employees by carefully listening to their thoughts and adapt the process as such. Another
mentioned that being extra enthusiastic and motivational, especially in the beginning of the
change, would increase the chances of getting employees to support it. Continuing on
providing support, a majority of the managers put a great effort on the relationship with the
employees, often aiming to make the employee feel safe and comfortable with the
transformation.

If you become a leader, you are the one people want to follow, and you must then
exude it. You must have empathy, you must build trust and relationships. Those
are the success factors - building trust and engagement. - R12

Many of the respondents emphasized the role of employee engagement in shaping digital
transformations. They argued that involving employees not only helps them understand the
reasons behind the digital transformation but also enhances their perception of the
transformation. They argued that involvement in the form of meetings, afterworks, and even
dinners typically fosters a sense of ownership among the workforce, which positively
influences their attitude towards the transformation. A respondent mentioned similar
opinions, noting that employees often find it engaging and enjoyable to contribute to the
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process. Another respondent shared his perspective on this matter as well, citing a specific
example where the company was adopting a new email system. He observed that even minor
changes, such as introducing a new email system, can be challenging to implement and
secure employee support. By actively involving employees and assigning them specific roles
in the transition to the new system however, the process was considerably smooth, as per his
experience.

We went from having Outlook before, and then we changed email platform, so
you only have one such simple thing which still is a difficult change to make.
That's what we're trying to solve by involving everyone as much as possible and
giving them tasks - R18

In the context of digital transformation, feedback from respondents underscores the
significance of assembling a supportive team that facilitates rather than obstructs change. The
consensus among the participants is that resistance to digital transformation is not inherently
linked to age, though it often appears so. One respondent in particular dedicated the success
of the company to being newer and younger, resulting in a more digitally matured workforce.
This highlights one key determinant influencing both the process and the outcomes of digital
transformations which is the employees openness to new ideas, their curiosity about change,
and their willingness to transition from a familiar routine to uncharted practices. These
factors collectively shape the effectiveness of implementing digital innovations within
organizations.

In the hiring process, digital competence is an incredibly important issue. The
dental industry is so digital now that it's crucial. If one is involved in the
development of digital processes, there must be a hunger, a curiosity for it.
Unfortunately, some individuals are often unwilling to even try because they feel
it is impossible to take that step. We're not really looking for that type. - RS

The respondents indicate that digital transformations can be unsettling for employees which
highlights the importance for managers to reduce fear and resistance, consequently ensuring a
smooth transformation. Interestingly, only three leaders mentioned this concern, which
suggests that while the perception of change is critical, it's not a priority in broader
discussions of digital transformation strategies. One respondent likened this to the metaphor
of slowly boiling a frog, suggesting that gradual change might meet less opposition than
sudden, large-scale transformations.

If you throw a frog into boiling water, it will jump out right away, but if you boil
it slowly from a cold start, it won't notice. - R1

When strategizing digital transformations, the respondents display a diverse thinking on
whether to approach these transformations as unique to each organization or to apply a
generalized solution. The majority of respondents clearly states that each change effort is
unique, exemplified by one respondent who pointed out that a common mistake among
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managers is applying old methodologies to new contexts. This highlights the importance of
recognizing the distinct nature of each change initiative. As one of the respondents suggests,
before identifying a solution, it's crucial to ask the right questions and understand the unique
context of the underlying issues.

What must one do? What is actually the problem that we are solving, and what
are the fundamental issues and symptoms this organization has? Then, one can
start somewhere. - R6

On the same topic many respondents emphasized that digital transformations should be
tailored to the specific practical circumstances of each organization, asserting that there is no
“one size fits all” approach and that off-the-shelf solutions are often inadequate. This
perspective is contrasted by a minority of respondents who believe that leveraging established
methods and knowledge can facilitate a smoother transition, drawing on the successes of past
implementations.

We have a basic knowledge that we can apply to different contexts, but the actual

application varies because the contexts and the organizations themselves are so
different. - R10

Lastly there were 15 respondents who discussed their approaches to milestones, generating a
general consensus on their value in fostering long-term organizational success. One
respondent pointed out that milestones help employees visualize progress, thereby boosting
morale during transformations. However, three respondents noted that they do not focus on
milestones, instead preferring to keep their eyes on the final goal without smaller
intermediate goals.

'"This was good, now let's keep going' and that's how it is, that you celebrate and
then continue. It's important to celebrate the small victories, however you should
always be hungry for more. - R11

Development of Skills & Capabilities

Moreover, when asking the respondents what kind of employees are sought after when
driving a digital transformation, the respondents emphasized the importance of having skillful
employees with certain attributes. They identified traits such as an entrepreneurial mindset,
competence, and the willingness and capability to deliver results as highly beneficial. This
perspective underscores the need for skills, alignment, and commitment among all team
members to ensure the success of digital transformations.

If you don't deliver, then you actually have nothing to do at my company. No one
is perfect or is at their best every day, but it's about delivering something, that's
why we're there. I try to surround myself with people who enjoy it and deliver

and move forward. - R18
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Another respondent also underscores the significance of involving employees in the digital
transformation process. The respondent emphasizes the necessity of clearly communicating
to employees the extent to which they can influence or affect the change. Regarding the
methods of fostering employee involvement, many respondents point to workshops and
internal training sessions as effective platforms. There are two main reasons mentioned by the
respondents. Firstly, workshops serve as a forum for exchanging ideas, which can enhance
the transformation process. Secondly, these sessions provide employees with relevant
training, thereby boosting their digital skills according to the respondents. One respondent
elaborated on how workshops could facilitate organizational change, as employees contribute
with their insights and perspectives.

We interacted constantly with the employees and developed things together. For
example, if you were working with a cash register system, we had user meetings
and psychologists and behavioral scientists as lecturers to help with the system
and deal with various situations... The workshops always had a part where we
presented the changes we made in the system and listened to requests for new
changes in the system, so that we were always attentive and had an ongoing
dialogue with the users of the system, and it was very, very positive. - R2

One respondent's experience in guiding companies through the public offering process has
taught him the practical value of using beta versions in digital transformations. He finds that
these preliminary versions not only help convince his team but also win over skeptics who
may initially oppose the change. While other respondents also see the merit in employing
beta or pilot versions to introduce new digital changes, only a few utilize them specifically
for motivation. Most commonly, they are used to mitigate potential risks with the digital
transformation for the majority of the respondents through developing the right skills and
capabilities needed to carry out the digital transformation.

Just when there was compact resistance, you got to run a beta test to convince the
others that what the hell, this is pretty neat, it's well made, and then you turn them
around. - R17

Analysis & Discussion

This thesis explores the leadership principles applied by Swedish managers to achieve
successful digital transformations, examining critical factors influencing success, such as the
rationale behind changes, effective communication, and the role of leadership in guiding the
transformation process. Using transformational leadership theory as a foundation with change
management theories as a complement, the following section offers a comprehensive
understanding of the principles that may facilitate successful digital transformations,
providing guidance for managers and organizations navigating this complex process.
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Influencing Followers

Central to idealized influence is how leaders inspire followers to emulate their actions
through respect, trust, and integrity (M’Lingera & Guantai, 2020). One respondent illustrated
this with a metaphor: children don’t do as you say, but as you do. She argued that it is
unreasonable to ask people to behave or act in a certain way if you don’t do it yourself. This
highlights that motivation through communication alone is insufficient; managers must also
practice what they preach. Many respondents echoed this sentiment, emphasizing that
managers should act as role models and lead by example. Managers need to be at the
forefront, taking the first step and leading with passion, as this attitude trickles down to
employees. Additionally, a leader's curiosity and drive for continuous improvement can
encourage employees to adopt the same mindset. M’Lingera and Guantai (2020) argue that
this positive influence ultimately enhances organizational effectiveness.

Moreover, our data suggests that the leaders and managers we interviewed express a
preference for a leadership style that avoids micromanagement or strict directives. Instead,
the respondents advocate for a guiding approach that helps employees navigate the
complexities of digital transformation. According to Bass and Riggio (2006), this creates
idealized followers who are inclined to take calculated risks and experiment, which stems
from the leader who can serve as a role model and demonstrate the acceptability of a bold
mindset. This autonomy exemplifies what Bass and Riggio (2006) describe as the hallmark of
transformational leadership, where leading by example not only enhances employee
engagement but also fosters innovation during digital transformation initiatives.

Our respondents demonstrate this principle not only by leading by example but also by
enlisting the right ambassadors to facilitate the change. For instance, some respondents create
new roles or hire individuals for specific tasks to uphold the desired culture. Contrary to the
notion of a leader single-handedly driving transformation, most respondents emphasize the
importance of collaborative efforts. They ensure they are not alone in their digital
transformation endeavors by surrounding themselves with committed team members and
influential individuals to encourage trust and responsibility. Another key aspect of leadership,
highlighted by many respondents, is that managers and appointed ambassadors need to
believe in the change to inspire the same belief in their employees. This, according to our
respondents, accentuates the importance of buying into the change in order to fully be able to
conform to it.

Naber and Mo (2017) however, explain that a leader's influence can have both positive and
negative outcomes. Followers often view the leader's actions as correct and their words as
absolute truth, leading them to emulate both good and bad behaviors. If a leader acts
immorally, followers might replicate these actions. This dynamic mirrors the earlier metaphor
used by one of the respondents about children imitating what they observe. This phenomenon
can lead to several potential outcomes within an organization. On the positive side, if a leader
demonstrates ethical behavior, strong work ethics, and innovative thinking, these qualities
can cascade throughout the organization. Employees may adopt these positive behaviors,

19



leading to a culture of integrity, high productivity, and continuous improvement. Such a
culture can be especially beneficial during digital transformations, where adaptability and
ethical considerations are crucial for success. Conversely, negative behaviors exhibited by
managers can have detrimental effects. If a leader engages in unethical practices or
demonstrates poor decision-making, these behaviors can also permeate the organization. This
can result in a toxic work environment, decreased employee morale, and potential legal and
financial repercussions. We believe that during digital transformation, such negative
influences can severely hinder progress, which could potentially lead to the failure of the
transformation initiative.

The thought of managers as role models can also place significant pressure on them and can
create dependency among employees. Such dependency can stifle creativity and divert focus
from broader organizational goals during digital transformation efforts. These inefficiencies
can be costly, both financially and in terms of valuable time. Therefore, it is essential for
managers and leaders to strike a balance between providing guidance and allowing freedom.
This balance is context-dependent and requires managers to adapt their approach to each
unique situation.

The essence of effective leadership during digital transformations is encapsulated in several
key findings. Firstly, leaders serve as role models, influencing followers through their actions,
underscoring the necessity of aligning behavior with verbal directives for optimal motivation
(M’Lingera & Guantai, 2020). Secondly, leaders adopt a guiding leadership style, prioritizing
autonomy and innovation over micromanagement to empower employees and foster
creativity throughout digital transformations (Bass & Riggio, 2006). Thirdly, collaborative
change efforts are paramount, with leaders emphasizing teamwork and shared belief in the
change initiative to drive successful transformations (Hay, 2006). Furthermore, leaders must
navigate the potential positive and negative impacts of their actions, recognizing the profound
influence they wield on organizational culture and outcomes, emphasizing ethical conduct
and strong leadership throughout (Naber & Mo, 2017). Finally, leaders must balance
guidance with freedom, ensuring that employees are provided with sufficient autonomy to
innovate and contribute effectively while maintaining strategic direction and focus (Naber &
Mo, 2017). Together, these findings form the foundation of effective leadership in navigating
the complexities of digital transformations.

Inspiring Followers

The respondents repeatedly stressed the importance of clear communication to lessen
resistance, enabling employees to grasp the reasons behind changes and fostering their sense
of ownership and commitment to the transformation process, aligning with what Hay (2006)
says. This approach, according to our respondents, not only helps in mitigating potential
resistance but also enhances the overall success of digital transformations. Furthermore, the
empirical data emphasizes the need for engagement and participation in facilitating
individuals' progression through the change process. The emphasis on creating a shared
vision, communicating it effectively, and empowering others to act on it aligns with the
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theoretical understanding that a clear vision is necessary to align organizational members and
reduce resistance to change as a transformational leader (M’Lingera & Guantai, 2020).

Additionally, the participants' emphasis on clear and direct communication, visualizing the
change with pictures and movies to ensure understanding, mirrors the importance of
presenting a compelling case for change. This also clearly resonates with Inspirational
Motivation as explained by M’Lingera and Guantai (2020) and Juneja (2019), who explains
that a big part of motivating followers is about continuously providing clear explanations of
what is going on so that the followers not only understand the change, but also how to act
through it and why it matters.

Most of the respondents mention that it is crucial to maintain transparent communication,
despite challenges or setbacks. This aligns with Bass (1998) who explains that it is crucial to
involve and inform stakeholders about the ongoing changes to reduce resistance. The
respondents highlight the importance of maintaining openness within the organization
regarding ongoing challenges, advocating for arranging activities that ensure all members feel
included and part of the change initiative. According to one respondent this approach can
foster a genuine connection within the team that potentially could increase employee
motivation.

Maintaining transparency on the other hand reveals a contrasting approach among a group of
CEOs during digital transformations, deviating from Kaminski's recommendations of how to
handle a digital transformation. While transformational leadership emphasizes the importance
of clear communication about changes to mitigate resistance (M’Lingera & Guantai, 2020),
these CEOs prefer not to accentuate the transformation process. These managers express a
desire to downplay the changes, aiming to minimize the impact on the employees. This
perspective contrasts sharply with what Kaminski (2022) identifies as essential for successful
change management. Kaminski emphasizes the importance of a comprehensive
understanding of all relevant factors when guiding companies through change, a principle
that sets some CEOs apart from other leaders. This discrepancy reveals a fundamental
divergence in leadership strategies for managing digital transformations, highlighting
differences in how managerial roles approach these challenges. We believe that this could
depend on the fact that CEOs often have distinct obligations compared to other managerial
positions, likely due to their higher responsibilities towards the company and its board of
directors.

Another notable discrepancy we observed was in the adoption of specific practices,
particularly in the use of milestones and their celebration. While a clear majority of
respondents recognized the potential benefits of setting milestones as a motivator, very few
actually implemented this strategy. This insight is reflected in our findings, which show a
significant gap between the recognition of effective strategies to engage participants in the
change process, such as milestones and celebrations, and their actual implementation. We
also found that while managers use rational explanations and incentives, genuine acceptance
must as mentioned come from individuals themselves. This gap underscores a difference
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between leadership principles and leadership practices. This observation could be interpreted
in two ways. First, managers might stress the importance of celebrating milestones but fail to
follow through, indicating a lack of effective implementation. On the other hand, many
respondents have successfully completed their digital transformation projects without
focusing on celebrating these milestones. This raises an interesting question: Is the act of
celebrating milestones an overlooked opportunity to boost digital transformation efforts, or
does it not significantly influence the success of the project at all? Continuing this discussion,
it’s worth considering what other factors might contribute to the successful implementation of
digital transformation. Alternatively, it could be that celebrating milestones offers indirect
benefits, like boosting team morale and fostering a sense of achievement, which in turn could
enhance the overall productivity and commitment.

In sum, the data correlates closely with the existing literature, emphasizing understanding the
reasons behind digital transformations, as highlighted by Bass (1998). The data underscore
the importance of clear, continuous communication and the strategic use of visual aids to
facilitate employee understanding and engagement in the change process. This is explained
by M’Lingera and Guantai, (2020) and Juneja, (2019) to be of utter importance when
motivating a follower since it brings clarity and meaning to the process. However, a notable
divergence is observed among some CEOs who prefer to reduce the visibility of
transformation efforts, aiming to minimize the impact on employee roles and contradicting
standard practices of transparency and thorough communication. This approach, while at
odds with Kaminski’s recommendations, reveals a unique leadership strategy focused on a
less disruptive integration of digital transformations. Furthermore, celebrating milestones is
mentioned by the respondents as well as in a broad set of change management models to
increase employee motivation. However, transformational leadership theory does not
emphasize this which might indicate that motivating employees takes more than just being an
inspiring leader.

Stimulating Followers

The empirical findings of our study emphasize the significance of motivating change as a
crucial yet challenging aspect of the change process, as outlined by Kaminski (2022) and
Al-Alawi (2018). Our data suggest that while managers attempt to cultivate transformational
leadership through rationale, incentives, and motivators, the actual acceptance of change must
originate internally within individuals. This insight supports the idea that active employee
engagement and participation are essential for navigating effectively through the change
process. Furthermore, aligned with Al-Alawi (2018) and M’Lingera and Guantai (2020) who
suggests that organizational members' active participation in the change process might reduce
resistance and increase commitment, we find support in the empirical data as the respondents
aim to involve employees both for developing a better change process, but also to increase
their engagement for it. The empirical data also aligns with M’Lingera and Guantai (2020),
showing that an entrepreneurial mindset is encouraged, and that employees should never be
criticized for attempting to develop new innovative solutions. Specifically, an entrepreneurial
mindset and competence were identified as vital. This alignment between our findings and
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the literature underscores the competencies needed and the type of leadership that thrives
during digital transformation.

According to Gumusluoglu and Ilsev (2009), it is of utmost importance for managers to
enhance employee knowledge through focused training and education for them to gain
self-efficacy. Then it is essential for individuals to grasp the reasons for the change,
understand the required actions, and learn necessary skills for effective functioning in the
new environment. However, our respondents revealed that organizations often rush into
training employees without ensuring they are ready to handle the complexities of new
technologies or fully understand the training's purpose. This situation is similar to Kaminski's
(2022) and Tang (2019) observation of a common challenge, that individuals may not possess
the essential knowledge or skills for adapting to change. To address these challenges, the
respondents emphasized the importance of clearly communicating the purpose of training
initiatives and maintaining open communication channels throughout the process, facilitating
a more effective and informed transition to nurture the employees self-efficacy.

Showcasing this, our data underscores the notion that skill enhancement is a continuous
journey. The respondents advocate for an incremental, iterative method to change, giving
employees the opportunity to hone their skills through trial and error, learning from missteps,
and seeking guidance. This mirrors the principle by Gumusluoglu & Ilsev (2009) which
points out the significance of sustained support and practice to anchor newly acquired skills
to build the employees self-efficacy.

Another reason for engaging employees in the training process, as shown in the empirical
data, is to support their commitment and sense of ownership towards the change. By actively
involving employees and assigning them specific roles in transitioning to new systems or
procedures, managers seek to streamline the change process and garner employee backing for
the initiative. Moreover, the respondents acknowledge that investing in employee training not
only facilitates comprehension of new systems but also enriches overall digital competencies,
thereby bolstering the organization's resilience in today's digital landscape, aligning with the
fundamentals of transformational leadership described by Bass (1998).

When discussing training and maintaining the right competencies, Bass and Riggio (2006)
emphasize that transformative leaders can sustain a desired culture and competencies through
intellectual stimulation. Our respondents exemplify this by emphasizing the importance of
keeping employees updated through workshops, training sessions, job shadowing and the use
of beta versions of new systems. This approach allows the workforce to gain hands-on
experience in a controlled setting, enabling both employees and management to anticipate
potential issues and learn effectively from the experience to gain self-efficacy. This
engagement increases individual comfort and competence with the upcoming changes,
eliminating the potential risks (Kaminski, 2022; Tang, 2019). While most respondents
support continuous education to maintain intellectual stimulation, there is some disagreement.
A few respondents hesitate to send employees to workshops or training, primarily because
they feel that employees are often not adequately informed about the purpose or content of
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the training. This lack of clarity can lead to wasted resources in terms of time, energy, and
money. Despite this debate, the majority of respondents concur with Bass and Riggio (2006)
that fostering intellectual stimulation through continuous learning is essential for maintaining
a competitive edge.

Continuing on this thought, Eisenbeil and Boerner (2011) challenge the notion that
transformational leadership solely fosters creativity and innovation. They argue that while
transformational leaders provide significant freedom, this can also lead to increased
dependency on the leader, potentially reducing individual creativity. This perspective is
reflected in our empirical data, where some respondents expressed concerns about granting
employees too much autonomy during a digital transformation. These managers felt that
since they had the ultimate responsibility and therefore had to maintain a necessary level of
control. Interestingly, Eisenbeil & Boerner (2011) also find that despite the potential for
decreased creativity due to dependency, the overall freedom provided by transformational
leaders tends to outweigh these drawbacks. This freedom is seen as beneficial rather than
detrimental, supporting the views of many of our respondents. The literature thus aligns with
the rationale behind adopting a transformational leadership style, which balances the need for
guidance with the benefits of fostering an open and innovative environment.

To conclude, the importance of motivating change, stems from Kaminski (2022) and
Al-Alawi (2018). While leaders aim to foster transformational leadership through various
means, our data reveal that genuine acceptance of change must stem from within individuals.
This emphasizes the need for active employee engagement and participation, as advocated by
Al-Alawi (2018) and M’Lingera & Guantai (2020). Additionally, our respondents stress the
value of an entrepreneurial mindset and the avoidance of criticism for innovative attempts,
aligning with the literature's emphasis on intellectual stimulation (Bass & Riggio, 2006).
Challenges in preparing employees for change are evident, as observed by Gumusluoglu &
Ilsev (2009), Tang (2019), and Kaminski (2022), highlighting the importance of clear
communication and sustained support during training initiatives. Moreover, involving
employees in the training process enhances commitment and ownership, aligning with the
principles of transformational leadership (Bass, 1998). While some caution against granting
too much autonomy during digital transformations, Eisenbeil & Boerner (2011) argue that
the benefits of freedom outweigh potential drawbacks, aligning with the views of many
respondents. Overall, our findings stress the need to balance guidance with freedom to foster
an innovative environment conducive to successful digital transformations.

Considering Followers

Almost all respondents emphasized the importance of being supportive and motivational to
positively influence employees' attitudes toward change. However, only one respondent
argued that managers should facilitate the change process by carefully listening to employees'
thoughts and adapting the process accordingly, aligning with individualized consideration
presented by Juneja (2019). Another respondent highlighted that being particularly
enthusiastic and motivational at the beginning of the change would increase the likelihood of
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gaining employee support making them feel safe and comfortable with the change process
(Juneja, 2019; Bass & Riggio, 2006). Even if mentioned by almost all respondents, they did
not elaborate deeply on the subject, resulting in a shallow representation of the practical
implications of their individualized consideration.

While the principles of supportive and motivational leadership are well-documented (Juneja,
2019; Bass & Riggio, 2006), the implementation of these principles in real-world scenarios
may be more complex. managers may understand the need to be supportive and motivational
but might struggle with how to effectively embody these traits in their daily interactions with
employees. This indicates a need for more detailed guidelines or training programs to help
managers develop these skills practically. Additionally, the emphasis on initial enthusiasm
and motivation suggests that the beginning of the change process is critical for setting the
tone and securing employee buy-in. This aligns with theories of change management that
highlight the importance of early engagement and clear communication (Bellantuono, 2021).

Furthermore, the concept of individualized consideration involves tailoring support to meet
the unique needs of each employee (Juneja, 2019). This approach can enhance employee
engagement and trust, leading to a smoother transition during change. However, it also
requires managers to possess strong emotional intelligence and interpersonal skills.
Analyzing the current state of these skills among the respondents could provide insights into
potential areas for development and training. Additionally, the respondents' emphasis on
making employees feel safe and comfortable during the change process highlights the
importance of psychological safety in the workplace, since psychological safety allows
employees to express concerns, suggest ideas, and take risks without fear of negative
consequences (Edmondson & Lei, 2014).

Only one respondent mentioned offering personalized support, such as hands-on coaching
and practical sessions, to enhance employees' familiarity and proficiency with new systems or
procedures. This finding highlights the underrepresentation of individualized consideration.
The challenge of providing individualized support is often due to the significant time and
resources it requires. Managers may find it difficult to balance these demands with their other
responsibilities, particularly in the fast-paced context of digital transformations. This
imbalance underscores the need for more strategic approaches to integrating individualized
support within organizational change initiatives.

In contrast, our empirical data showcased that managers often show signs of idealized
influence in favor of individualized consideration, aiming to be role models and set a good
example. We believe the reason for this might be because they are able to influence more
people within the organization compared to if they focused on individualized consideration,
which as mentioned could be considered more time-and resource-intensive. To address this,
managers can create programs and processes that emphasize individual consideration for the
employees involved while maintaining a role model.
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As the empirical data revealed weak signs of individualized consideration by leaders, it raises
an interesting discussion. Within Individualized consideration we identify two factors of
support given by the leader: teaching new competencies to employees and providing
emotional support through challenging times. We believe that the need for personal, hands-on
coaching largely depends on the complexity of the new competency being learned, and that
higher difficulty requires more personalized coaching. Conversely, the scale of the digital
transformation may influence the level of emotional support employees need. Large-scale
transformations can result in significant changes in work tasks or even layoffs, necessitating
greater emotional support from leaders. Therefore, several factors likely influence the extent
of individualized consideration applied by managers during a digital transformation. These
include the complexity of new skills being introduced and the overall scale and impact of the
transformation on employees' roles and job security.

To summarize the findings from our empirical data, there is a consensus among respondents
regarding the significance of supportive and motivational leadership in driving positive
attitudes toward change. However, there is a notable discrepancy in practical application,
with only one respondent highlighting the use of individualized consideration through
personalized support. This underscores the challenges associated with providing such
support, given the considerable time and resources it demands. This could be a reason for
why the managers in this study tend to favor idealized influence as a means of impacting a
broader audience within the organization. The need for individualized consideration could be
contingent upon the complexity of new skills and the scale of the digital transformation, often
requiring significant emotional support. These observations point to a gap between theoretical
understanding and practical implementation, signaling the necessity for more strategic
approaches and training programs to effectively integrate individualized support within
organizational change initiatives (Bass & Riggio, 2006; Juneja, 2019).

Organizational and Managerial Implications

This study contributes to the contemporary literature on digital transformation by exploring
how transformational leadership principles can enhance the likelihood of success. While the
managers in this study demonstrated a strong alignment with transformational leadership,
they also applied principles from broader change management literature in certain instances.
This integration extends the four I's of transformational leadership - idealized influence,
inspirational motivation, intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration - by
incorporating change management principles identified by the respondents. As such, the
study offers a novel perspective on leadership within digital transformations, enriching it with
broader change management insights.

The findings also highlight that, within the context of this study, idealized influence,
inspirational motivation, and intellectual stimulation are particularly prominent, whereas
individualized consideration appears to be somewhat overlooked by managers. This
observation suggests that in the context of digital transformation, individualized
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consideration may be less critical than the other aspects, as the respondents reported
successful digital transformation projects despite this oversight.

From a practical perspective, the findings in this study could provide guidance to managers
driving digital transformation of what principles to follow to increase the chances of
succeeding with them. As mentioned by Northouse (2018), combining inspiring leadership
and effective change management is crucial for achieving successful organizational
transformation, and the study as such provides a view where leaders can focus on guiding
followers through leadership whilst also implementing change management principles, more
common when speaking about managing digital transformation.

Recognizing the role of change management in digital transformation initiatives,
organizations must prioritize the allocation of resources and efforts to facilitate employee
adaptation to new technologies and processes. As the study shows that the human aspect is as
important, or even more important than the technology, this could provide insights in how
managers should allocate investments during a digital transformation. For instance, it might
be more advantageous to invest more in humans and their transformation than investing in the
most expensive technology. By proactively addressing resistance through change
management practices, organizations could significantly improve the success rate of
transformation endeavors. Given that managers serve as the primary navigators of digital
transformations, organizations could invest in developing transformational leadership
capabilities among their managerial ranks to increase the likelihood of succeeding with the
digital transformation.

Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research

Considering the nature of the study, certain limitations exist in both the methodology and the
analysis of the results. We interviewed managers with prior experience in leading digital
transformations, regardless of their specific role or industry. This resulted in a diverse sample
with varied perspectives. While this diversity was advantageous for capturing a wide range of
views, it also introduced challenges due to its inherent ambiguity. Despite this, our guided
interview questions still managed to stay on topic and yield valuable insights.

Moreover, all participants were from Sweden and operated within a Swedish context. This
limits the applicability of our findings to a broader, global context. While this constraint
helped narrow the scope of our study to a unique context, it also restricts the generalizability
of the results. Interesting for future research could therefore be to include a more diverse and
representative sample to enhance the applicability of the findings across different contexts
and cultures. This study touched only briefly on how managers from diverse company sizes,
industries, and formal job roles responded during their interviews, and how their responses
varied. Exploring these variations could offer valuable insights into patterns, similarities, and
differences, helping to determine whether leadership practices are consistent across different
contexts or if they differentiate significantly.
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Another limitation was the constraint of time which prevented the study from being as
comprehensive as necessary to thoroughly address the complex question of how managers
implement their strategic choices in digital transformations. Given the wide array of factors,
perspectives, strategies, and specific activities involved, much remains to be explored and
understood for a more complete view. One key area for improvement is the duration and
design of the study. Doing observations over a more extended period would provide a richer
and more nuanced understanding of how leadership manifests in digital transformations. A
more comprehensive study could offer insights into the long-term impacts of these strategic
decisions and how managers adapt their strategies in response to ongoing changes and
challenges. Due to the time constraints it wasn’t possible to arrange an observational study.

Furthermore, identifying and comparing successful and less successful projects would be
useful in understanding the factors that contribute to varying outcomes. By examining both
types of projects, it would be possible to identify patterns and critical differences that may
explain why certain strategies succeed while others do not. This comparative analysis could
yield practical recommendations for improving strategic decision-making in digital
transformations.

We intentionally focused on the leaders' perspectives in this context, examining which
leadership principles they apply during digital transformations. However, we did not consider
the employees perspectives and how they were affected by these leadership decisions. Future
research could enhance this study by investigating how different leadership decisions impact
the employees. By applying the same principles but from the followers' viewpoint,
researchers could gain a deeper understanding of the broader effects of leadership during
digital transformations. Mainly because employees' perspective can differentiate from the
leaders perspective on how they apply leadership principles in the context of digital
transformations.

The aspect of individualized consideration, a component of transformational leadership,
seems to receive less attention compared to other elements. Exploring the reasons behind this
disparity could offer valuable insights for future research endeavors. One approach to
addressing this gap is to analyze the application or lack thereof of individualized
consideration across various digital transformation initiatives. Such research could yield
practical insights into the tangible effects of incorporating or excluding individualized
consideration in leadership styles during digital transformations.

Additionally, exploring the balance between transformational and transactional leadership
and other leadership styles in different scenarios, such as crises or successes, could yield a
deeper understanding of which leadership style is more effective in specific situations. This
research could equip future managers with the knowledge to better navigate their behaviors
and strategies during digital transformations, and balancing their leadership style based on the
situation. Another way to extend this study is by applying theoretical knowledge and
practices in practical settings. Examining how these leadership practices play out in
real-world scenarios could help future managers anticipate and manage the potential
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outcomes of their strategies more effectively. By grounding theoretical insights in practical
application, the research becomes more relevant and actionable for managers facing digital
transformations.

Conclusion

This study contributes to the contemporary literature on digital transformation by answering
the research question of how managers implement and apply leadership principles in the
context of digital transformations. Based on our empirical data, transformational leadership
principles can increase the likelihood of a successful digital transformation. While the leaders
in this study consistently demonstrated a strong alignment with these principles, they also
incorporated elements from broader change management theories. This integration extends
the four I's of transformational leadership - idealized influence, inspirational motivation,
intellectual stimulation, and individualized consideration - by including change management
principles identified by the respondents, such as celebrating milestones and leveraging
ambassadors. Therefore, this research provides a fresh outlook on leadership during digital
transformations, enhancing it with an inclusive approach that integrates transformational
leadership with change management principles.

One of the key findings is the prominence of idealized influence, inspirational motivation,
and intellectual stimulation among the managers involved in the study. These elements were
consistently emphasized as critical to the success of digital transformation initiatives.
Managers acting as role models, effectively communicating a shared vision, and fostering an
environment that encourages innovation and intellectual growth were seen as pivotal in
driving transformation efforts forward.

Firstly, regarding idealized influence, the empirical data aligned with transformational
leadership in the sense that managers should act as role models and consistently demonstrate
the values and behaviors they expect from their employees. However, adding to this,
managers should also aim to engage key influencers and ambassadors that could act as role
models within the organization to drive the transformation forward. Another addition to
transformational leadership is that while managers need to guide and inspire, they must also
avoid creating dependency. This balance can be achieved by fostering a culture of continuous
learning and encouraging employees to take ownership of their roles.

Secondly, the data correlated strongly with inspirational motivation by highlighting the need
of providing meaning to the followers work as well as the need for effective communication
and transparency to motivate employees. However, the data also showed that a motivator for
the employees was the recognition and celebration of achievements, which was argued to
boost employee morale and sustain momentum for the change.

Lastly, aligned with intellectual stimulation, the data showed that the managers strongly
emphasized promoting an entrepreneurial mindset, encouraging employees to experiment and
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innovate without fear of failure. Also in line with the literature the respondents argued that
leaders must prioritize training and development, which could involve offering ongoing
education, hands-on experiences, and access to experts. However, as an addition to the theory,
the respondents also mentioned the importance of balancing guidance and autonomy,
providing sufficient support when necessary whilst also allowing employees the freedom to
explore and innovate.

Interestingly, the study revealed that individualized consideration appeared to be somewhat
overlooked by the managers. Despite its established importance in transformational
leadership theory, the respondents did not emphasize it as much as the other principles. This
could suggest that in the context of digital transformation, individualized consideration may
not be as critical. The managers reported successful digital transformation projects even with
minimal focus on personalized support and attention to individual employees' needs. This
insight challenges the conventional understanding of transformational leadership and
highlights the need for a more nuanced approach that considers the specific context of digital
transformation.

In conclusion, this study contributes to the understanding of leadership in digital
transformation by examining it through the theoretical lens of transformational leadership. By
focusing on idealized influence, inspirational motivation, and intellectual stimulation, and
recognizing the context-dependent relevance of individualized consideration, the study offers
insight for effective leadership in digital transformations. This holistic approach not only
broadens the scope of transformational leadership but also provides practical guidance for
leaders navigating the complexities of digital change.
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