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Purpose: The study aims to explore Swedish leaders’ experiences of leading digitally within a 
multinational tech organisation, focusing on challenges, competencies, and the 
balancing of relational and task-related responsibilities. Additionally, it will examine 
how leaders strategically navigate the demands of digital leadership, available HR 
support, and how the balance between demands and support affects leaders’ 
well-being. 
 

Theory: The Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model and Media Richness Theory (MRT) were 
used as a theoretical framework. The JD-R model provides a holistic perspective on 
how leaders’ experiences relate to job demands and available resources, while the 
MRT offers a more in-depth focus on how leaders interpret and engage with digital 
communication tools.  
 

Method: A qualitative research design was applied to investigate the study’s purpose and 
research questions. In total, 13 semi-structured interviews were conducted with 10 
Swedish leaders and 3 HR professionals from a case company.  
 

Result: This study shows that digital leadership introduces new demands that challenge 
leaders, particularly in balancing task-oriented efficiency with relational 
responsibilities. While leaders have adapted through experience and strategies, 
relational aspects remain emotionally demanding and harder to replicate digitally. 
Existing HR support is often too general to meet these new competency demands. 
Thus, this study highlights the need for more targeted, context-driven support.   
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1. Introduction  

The studying of remote work has gained increasing attention in recent years. One of the 

reasons for this interest is the global shift towards remote work and its widespread adoption 

by companies worldwide over the past few years (Shi et al., 2024). Many organisations were 

forced to transition to remote work during the COVID-19 pandemic as an immediate response 

to the crisis, which was a shift that many companies were not prepared for (Bilderback & 

Klipatrick, 2024; Smite et al., 2023; Blaszczyk et al., 2023). This abrupt shift also led to an 

increased academic interest in remote work, and studies on the subject increased significantly, 

with a large number focusing on the pandemic-induced work environment (Aleem et al., 

2023). However, while remote work was accelerated by the pandemic, many argue that it has 

evolved into a long-term strategic necessity for many organisations due to ongoing trends and 

evolutions in terms of globalisation, digitalisation, and cross-border collaborations (Batırlık et 

al., 2022). Unlike organisations that adopted remote work as a response to the COVID-19 

pandemic (Bilderback & Klipatrick, 2024; Smite et al., 2023; Blaszczyk et al., 2023), some 

organisations have implemented the working method as a part of a broader structural and 

strategic transformation (Batırlık et al., 2022). As technological innovations evolve, 

opportunities to conduct remote leadership with higher quality increase, raising expectations 

on leaders to navigate complex, digital environments. This shift has placed new kinds of 

demands on leaders and, as the role of remote work is growing in strategic importance, 

organisations must reconsider their approach to leadership.  

​ Numerous recent studies have emphasised the need for leadership to be studied in 

today’s remote work environment due to its essential role and impact on employees and 

organisations (e.g. Baker et al., 2024; Banks et al., 2022; Bell et al., 2023; Boccoli et al., 

2024; Deepa & Dharshini, 2024;  Gohoungodji et al., 2022;  Kowalski & Slebarska, 2022; 

Loyless, 2023; Shahzad, 2024; Shi et al., 2024; Terkamo-Moisio et al., 2024). Aleem et al. 

(2023) conducted an AI-supported review of remote work studies published between 2020 

and 2022, revealing that most topics focused on employee-related issues. Indirectly, these 

studies point to the increasing reliance employees have on their organisation for support, 

including management support. Moreover, research exploring employee perception in recent 

years has shown that effective remote leadership can foster employee motivation (Loyless, 

2023; Orsini & Rodrigues, 2020), work engagement (Boccoli et al., 2024; Shi et al., 2024), 

team cohesion and positive relations (Baker et al., 2024; Loyess, 2023, Shi et al., 2024), 
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reduce stress and increase well-being (Abdurachman et al., 2023; Deepa & Dharshini, 2024), 

and ultimately enhance productivity, performance and competitive advantage (Abdurachman 

et al., 2023; Baker et al., 2024).  

The use of remote work arrangements has reshaped the landscape of leadership, 

creating new challenges for leaders which they must strategically handle. Not only are there 

indications of a competency shift that leaders need to adapt to, but they are also required to 

develop new skills to navigate the balance between administrative and relational 

responsibilities (e.g. Darics, 2020; Terkamo-Moisio et al., 2024). This particularly since 

fostering relationships are argued more difficult in digital settings (ibid). In this regard, HR 

departments are both responsible for equipping leaders with the necessary competencies and 

play a crucial role in fostering an environment where remote leadership can thrive (Tenakwah 

et al., 2024). Nevertheless, there appears to be relatively limited research on how leaders 

themselves experience and manage the demands of remote leadership. The studies identified 

in this thesis including leaders’ perspectives tend to concentrate more on how remote work 

affects employees or the organisation, rather than examining the direct impact on the leaders 

themselves and their well-being. Therefore, there is a need for more insights into how leaders 

themselves experience these challenges in practice, as the current understanding of remote 

work remains largely based on employees evaluation (Korkeakunnas et al., 2023; Kowalski & 

Slebarska, 2022; Zeike et al., 2019).  

​ This research gap is particularly important in the Swedish context. According to a 

2024 report from The Swedish Work Environment Authority, based on an inspection 

conducted between 2022 and 2023, 65% of the examined cases of Swedish managers in the 

private sector had work environment deficiencies requiring corrective measures. These 

deficiencies included, amongst other things, excessive workload, unclear tasks directives, 

high stress levels, and inadequate working-hours arrangements. The Swedish Work 

Environment Authority concluded that Swedish managers often face issues related to the 

organisational and social work environment, as well as gaps in the systematic work 

environment management. Overall, the report indicated that managers are often foreseen in 

work environment efforts (ibid). Additionally, the Swedish HR model, established in the 90’s 

to centralise and enhance the HR function’s value creation, implies delegating much of the 

personnel responsibility to leaders. This can increase demands on the leaders’ time and 

capabilities, while reducing personal support from local HR partners (Boglind et al., 2021). In 
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a remote work environment, where leaders are expected to manage dispersed teams and 

ensure employee well-being, this can create unsustainable working conditions. Moreover, a 

recent report by Tengblad (2023) further highlights that among the countries participating in 

the Cranet study, Sweden is one of the nations that invests the least in competency 

development efforts, suggesting that many leaders may be expected to meet new demands 

without adequate support.  

​ To explore Swedish leaders’ experiences, access was granted by a multinational case 

company. The company provides software solutions worldwide and employs over 2400 

people, with approximately 150 employees based across various locations in Sweden. 

Originally, the case company was entirely operating in Sweden, but since a merger and 

acquisition more than a decade ago, the company has been on a journey towards global 

unification and expansion in the past five years. Consequently, many teams within the 

organisation are today not restricted to location, but instead collaborating virtually, making 

leading digitally a central part of Swedish leaders’ daily operations.  

 

1.1 Problem Statement  

Various factors, such as globalisation, digitalisation and the COVID-19 pandemic, have 

influenced the advancement of the remote work environment and introduced significant 

complexities for leaders. Leaders today are required to develop new competencies and find 

effective strategies to balance relational and administrative tasks, all while navigating digital 

communication barriers, employee engagement challenges, and shifting organisational 

structures (Aleem et al., 2023; Banks et al., 2022; Darics, 2020; Terkamo-Moisio et al, 2024). 

Despite increased attention to remote work dynamics, research seems to predominantly focus 

on employees’ experiences rather than leaders’ perspectives (Kowalski & Slebarska, 2022; 

Zeike et al., 2019). In particular, the Swedish context with reports of a lacking work 

environment for leaders and its distinct HR model (Boglind et al., 2021; The Swedish Work 

Environment Authority, 2024), presents an interesting context worth further exploring. All 

together, this underscores the importance of exploring how Swedish leaders experience digital 

leadership in practice. Without this knowledge, there is a risk of implementing HR support 

that fails to align with reality, which may in turn harm not only leadership effectiveness but 

also the well-being for leaders and overall organisational success.  
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1.1.1 Purpose and Research Questions  

The study aims to explore Swedish leaders’ experiences of leading digitally within a 

multinational tech organisation, focusing on challenges, competencies, and the balancing of 

relational and task-related responsibilities. Additionally, it will examine how leaders 

strategically navigate the demands of digital leadership, available HR support, and how the 

balance between demands and support affects leaders’ well-being. To reach the study’s 

purpose, following research questions have been formulated: 

(1)​How do leaders experience the impact of the digital work environment on their ability 

to balance relational and task-related responsibilities?  

(2)​How do HR practices support the development of competencies needed for leading 

digitally, and what implications does this have on leaders?  
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2. Previous Research  

 

This chapter begins with defining central terms and outlining how the study engages with 

different interpretations of these concepts. The second section reviews research on digital 

leadership, organised by actors. First, studies on leaders, followed by research on the role of 

Human Resources (HR) in the context of digital leadership. The chapter concludes by 

identifying a gap in the literature concerning the leader's perspective.  

​

 

2.1 Definitions 

2.1.1 Digital Work and Digital Leadership  

Due to advancements in information and communication technology, such as the increased 

use of computers, broadband internet, mobile devices, social media, and collaborative tools, 

telework began to emerge as a growing trend in the early 2000s (Illegems & Verbeke, 2004; 

Gohoungodji et al., 2022). As technological development accelerated and digital tools became 

more integrated into daily work routines, practices associated with working remotely became 

more established. Consequently, the concept of telework became increasingly prevalent, both 

in organisations and academic literature. In response to this shift, researchers have introduced 

a variety of terms to describe the phenomenon, including “digital work,” “remote work”, 

“telework”, “flexible work”, “virtual work”, “distance work”, “telecommuting” and 

“distributed work” (Allen et al., 2015; Gohoungodji et al., 2022). However, these terms are 

often used variously and without consistent definitions, which has led to conceptual 

ambiguity and confusion in the field. The lack of consensus on terminology creates a risk of 

misrepresenting the nature and implications of digital work, particularly when terms are 

applied without consideration of context, technology, use, or organisational structure. As 

noted by Gohoungodji et al. (2022), the debate around how to clearly define and distinguish 

these overlapping concepts remains unresolved within current research.  

Similar to the concept of telework, remote leadership is also a term that can be defined 

in various ways within literature, often using overlapping or related terms such as “digital 
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leadership,” “e-leadership,” or “e-HRM” (Terkamo-Moisio et al., 2024). A common feature 

across many of these definitions is the reliance on digital communication technologies to 

facilitate leadership processes in settings where leaders and employees are not co-located. 

This separation can, for example, be either geographically or temporally separated, where the 

communication and work interactions take place through digital technological solutions 

instead. Due to the variety of focus within different terms, it becomes important to have 

consistent definitions to reduce conceptual ambiguity and confusion (ibid).  

In this study, the terms digital work and digital leadership are used consistently to 

describe the work context and leadership practices. This choice reflects the reality within the 

organisation, where communication consistently takes place through digital channels, 

regardless of physical location. Even when employees or leaders are present at the office, 

interactions often occur through digital platforms, reflecting the continuous presence of 

technology-mediated communication that characterises the work environment in this study. 

However, in the review of previous research and theoretical frameworks, no strict distinctions 

is made between the various terms related to digital work and digital leadership. This is to 

allow for a broader and more inclusive understanding of the field, as limiting the scope 

through one definition could risk excluding relevant perspectives and insights into the 

complexity of digital leadership and organisational support.  

 

2.1.2 Manager Versus Leader  

In today’s work environment, characterised by digitalisation, globalisation, and increased 

flexibility, it is becoming increasingly important to understand and analyse leadership and 

management. These factors collectively drive changes that create a need for renewed 

approaches to understanding organisational leadership (Andersson et al., 2020). According to 

Andersson et al. (2020), management is a formal position in which a person has 

organisationally defined tasks, authority, and responsibilities. Managers typically follow a job 

description and adhere to a work order or delegation structure. Through their work, they 

contribute to the organisation’s structure, particularly through administrative tasks (Nahavandi 

et al., 2015; Kotter, 1990). While managers are expected to act as leaders, much of their work 

is shaped by formal requirements that can be delegated within a hierarchy. At the same time, 

there is an informal aspect of management, where expectations of a manager sometimes 

resemble the tasks of a leader (ibid).  
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Furthermore, leadership is more about influencing and inspiring a group toward shared 

goals (Nahavandi et al., 2015; Kotter, 1990). Traditionally, leadership has been seen as an 

individual trait of a person who creates conditions for guidance and organisation. However, in 

modern organisations, leadership is described as a dynamic process in which a group’s 

activities are influenced and directed toward a specific goal (Andersson et al., 2020). While a 

manager holds a formal role with defined responsibilities, Andersson et al. (2020) further 

argues that leadership is often built on relationships, communication, and the ability to 

motivate others. Leadership can be exercised by both managers and other individuals within 

an organisation, and a manager is not necessarily an effective leader, even if they hold formal 

authority. The terms “leader” and “manager” are often used interchangeably, yet they 

represent important distinctions (ibid). A leader is often, but not always, also a manager, 

whereas a manager may hold a formal position without necessarily being perceived as a 

leader. Both roles depend on their employees or followers to function effectively within an 

organisation (Andersson et al., 2020; Nahvandi et al., 2015; Kotter, 1990).  

In this study, the term leaders will be used to describe the participants. The choice 

reflects both how the organisation refers to the role internally and how the participants 

themselves refer to their role. Moreover, the focus of this thesis lies on leadership aspects 

such as building relationships, motivation, and goal orientation, all of which are central to the 

participants’ responsibilities and align with common understandings of leadership in practice. 

Similarly,  no strict distinction is made between the terms leaders and managers, in line with 

the previously mentioned approach to the digital terms. This allowed for a broader and more 

comprehensive understanding of the research field, as a narrower delimitation could risk 

excluding important perspectives on digital leadership and the role of organisational support.   

 

2.2 Actors 

2.2.1 Leaders 

​ 2.2.1.1 Impact of Remote Work. As remote work becomes increasingly common, it 

is important to consider how it affects those in leadership roles. Kowalski and Slebarska 

(2022) conducted a quantitative study with 141 Polish managers, examining their perspectives 

on whether the shift to remote work has impacted the work effectiveness. The authors 

concluded that managers at all levels experienced challenges such as technical issues that 

reduced work effectiveness, however mainly managers at middle-level experienced social 

7 



 

limitations such as lack of informal interactions, ineffective communication, and weakened 

team cohesion, that in turn reduced work effectiveness (ibid). Furthermore, Korkeakunnas et 

al. (2023) interviewed 17 Swedish managers regarding the effects of teleworking. The 

respondents generally saw telework boosting focus and productivity but reducing workplace 

interaction, affecting decision quality and long-term organisational sustainability. Partly 

contrasting, Blaszczyk et al. (2023) discovered that Polish IT-managers perceived remote 

work as less effective than in-office work. This was due to supervision, communication, and 

motivation challenges. However, remote work was valued by the managers for flexibility, cost 

saving and talent attraction (ibid). Overall, these studies provide intel on managers’ view on 

remote work’s impact on organisational issues and performance, however not much focus is 

put on their own role, health and personal experiences.  

Leaders within health care in Finland found remote leadership challenging, and 

organisational support was perceived essential to improve the leaders’ work-related health and 

well-being that was negatively affected by the shift to remote work (Hurmekoski et al., 2023). 

Furthermore, Terkamo-Moisio et al. (2024) discovered that over a quarter of studied leaders in 

Finland felt that their leadership abilities were negatively affected by remote work, creating 

insecurity and stress. Moving from the Finnish context to the Swedish, Widar (2022) 

addresses how Swedish managers’ remote work environment has been somewhat foreseen, 

and many have reported lacking support from the organisation to carry out their leadership 

roles remotely. Many managers interviewed experienced an unbalance in their role, that 

implied becoming more administrative as remote employees’ depend more on self-leadership 

(ibid). This shift in managerial focus raises questions about the roles and tasks leaders 

experience in this work environment.  

 

​ 2.2.1.2 Tasks and Responsibilities. The tasks and responsibilities of digital leaders in 

remote contexts have been discussed by some authors, with a focus on the balance between 

relational and task-oriented work, and in some cases, the boundary between leadership and 

management. Darics (2020) claims that research indicates that successful leadership in virtual 

settings through digital channels requires blending and balancing leadership and managerial 

roles more cohesively than in traditional settings. Unlike in-person-settings, where body 

language and informal interactions naturally build trust and alignment, virtual teams depend 

on the leaders’ structural communication. Therefore, leaders must more actively balance 
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managerial tasks such as performance reviews and problem-solving, with relational work by 

creating shared vision, goals and team identity that is clearly articulated to compensate for 

what possibly goes missing in the more disconnected digital environment (ibid). 

Schwarzmüller et al. (2018) further highlights that digital leaders face increased workload and 

rapid task-switching, while simultaneously experiencing heightened relational responsibilities 

to prevent employee insecurity. Moreover, Mikolajczyk et al. (2024) like Darics (2020) 

highlight the loss of relational depth in digital environments. They underline that digital 

managers often try to compensate for these relational losses by feeling the need to always be 

present and available, which increases stress and disrupts their work-life balance and 

well-being (Mikolajczyk et al., 2024).   

Furthermore, Terkamo-Moisio et al. (2024) concludes that, based on questionnaire 

responses from both employees and leaders, the importance of leadership has increased in 

remote work environments due to the complexities they entail. However, it was also noted 

that there is a risk of leadership becoming more task-oriented, potentially at the expense of a 

people-centered approach. This shift is linked to the increased reliance on digital 

communication tools that were said to reduce interpersonal interactions and create a one-way 

flow of information, thereby possibly weakening trust and engagement between leaders and 

employees. To address this issue, the authors recommend implementations of training 

programmes aimed at enhancing digital communication strategies, as well as prioritising the 

development of a psychologically safe work environment (ibid). The development of digital 

communication strategies appears to be essential for digital leaders, yet other competencies 

have also been found to be important.  

 

2.2.1.3 Competences. With studies revealing the important role remote leadership 

plays in facilitating employees’ job satisfaction and organisational performance in the digital 

workspace (e.g. Bell et al., 2023; Bilderback & Kilpatrick., 2024), one can wonder what the 

situation is like for leaders. Previous research provides insight on leadership challenges and 

several studies point toward shifts in necessary leadership competencies required for today’s 

remote work environment (Aleem et al., 2023; Banks et al., 2022). Darics (2020) argues that 

remote leadership requires new competencies, especially in virtual communication. 

Weaknesses in digital communication can lead to misunderstandings, reduced authority, and 

difficulties in building relationships (ibid). Loyless (2023) also highlights this issue after 
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conducting a review of research on communication strategies and transformational leadership, 

a leadership style focused on inspiring, motivating, and supporting teams through fostering 

innovation, trust, and commitment. The findings suggest a need for updated training programs 

for virtual leadership on communication strategies. The author claims that new training 

programmes are a necessity to ensure that transformational leaders can handle the new 

dynamics of hybrid and remote work settings (ibid). Shirmohammadi et al. (2022) further 

addresses how several recent studies highlight that leaders often receive insufficient training 

or preparation for managing today’s remote teams. Similarly, Turnbull (2024) argues that a 

gap has been seen between the critical remote leadership competencies identified in academic 

research and the skills leaders currently possess. This discrepancy raises concerns and may 

negatively impact workplace relationships and sense of belonging amongst employees (ibid). 

​ Furthermore, other authors suggest that remote leadership creates increased demands 

on leaders to understand employees’ psychological needs and handle challenges of support, 

communication and navigating change while handling digital tools (Azukas, 2022; Orsini & 

Rodrigues, 2020). Additionally, the virtual space creates demands and complexities that 

facilitators of virtual groups must handle (Ben-David et al., 2021). As a result, today’s remote 

work environment requires new competencies to ensure effective leadership, despite the 

absence of traditional non-verbal communication signals such as body language and tone of 

voice, which usually play a crucial role in leadership interactions (Darics, 2020). Yozi & 

Mbokota (2024) emphasise that leaders need to strengthen their technical skills, advanced 

communication abilities, listening and empathy, as well as develop leadership qualities such 

as authenticity, trust, transparency, and emotional intelligence. Similarly, Shahzad (2024) 

highlights the importance of developing digital leadership qualities, such as technological 

competence, adaptability, and the ability to manage complex organisational dynamics. Lastly, 

the importance of leaders having the appropriate skills for digital leadership is further 

emphasised by Zeike et al. (2019), who found that upper-lever German managers with 

stronger digital leadership skills reported higher psychological well-being. In the context of 

ongoing digital transformation and rising cognitive demands, these findings suggest that 

competence in navigating digital work may serve as a protective factor for managers’ 

well-being.  
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2.2.2 Human Resources  

As presented in the previous section, studies highlight changes in the competences that 

leaders need to succeed in remote settings. With this shift, it has also become a critical issue 

for HR to address. How can HR best support leaders and provide relevant skill development 

within a virtual environment?  

​ Tenakwah & Otchere-Ankrah (2024) emphasise the important role of strategic HR in 

helping organisations succeed in areas such as facilitating virtual collaboration. However, HR 

works with people whose behaviors and circumstances are constantly changing, making 

organisational processes more complex (ibid). According to Oosthuizen (2022), effective 

communication often depends on understanding employees’ emotions, which is easier in 

physical meetings where body language and facial expressions can be observed. However, 

remote work has made this more difficult and created new challenges for both leaders and 

HR, also noted in other studies (Oosthuizen 2022; Bell et al., 2023, Darics, 2020). The virtual 

tools that companies use for communication tend to reduce employees’ empathy, limiting 

HR’s ability to deliver personal and engaging messages. This presents a challenge for HR, to 

effectively support leaders in developing their skills while managing the complexity of remote 

work (Oosthuizen, 2022; Gohoungodju et al., 2022).  

Based on a systematic literature review identifying key factors for successful 

teleworking, Gohoungodju et al. (2022) emphasise that leading in a digital environment 

requires different skills than traditional leadership, such as proficiency in managing digital 

communication, which needs to be addressed by HR. Furthermore, Turnbull (2024) highlights 

the need for HR to strengthen leaders’ social skills to improve socialisation, connection, and a 

sense of belonging in the workplace, even when much of the work is done remotely. This is an 

important challenge for organisations and HR to prioritise, as leaders play a key role in 

increasing organisational belonging in virtual teams (ibid). Additionally, this challenge is 

crucial for organisations to address, as increased employee satisfaction can lead to better 

overall performance. A study by Chaudhuri et al. (2022) emphasises HR’s key role in 

promoting employees’ psychological well-being in a “work from anywhere” environment. 

Their study highlights that HR support is essential for balancing organisational demands with 

employees’ needs, including providing leaders with tools and strategies to manage the 

challenges of remote work. This includes maintaining effective communication, as previously 

noted by Oosthuizen (2022), and understanding employees’ psychological needs (Chaudhuri 
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et al., 2022). Similarly, another study by Abdurachman et al. (2023) found that employees 

require support from stable institutional resources to enhance their well-being. Such resources 

include clear leadership structures, HR practices, and effective communications channels 

(ibid).  

​ Despite these findings, the question remains whether HR provides sufficient support 

and resources for leaders to manage these challenges. All the studies mentioned in this section 

focus primarily on employee well-being and organisational performance, without emphasising 

leaders’ own perspectives and experiences. However, both leadership and HR are illustrated 

as central components of organisational success (Chaudhuri, 2022; Gohoungodji; 2024; 

Turnbull, 2024). This gap highlights the importance of this study, as it addresses areas that 

deserve further attention.  

 

2.3 Concluding Reflections  

Previous studies have largely focused on how remote work affects employees, particularly in 

terms of well-being, motivation, and productivity. While these insights are valuable, they 

leave a research gap in understanding how leaders themselves experience and manage the 

complexities of remote, thus digital, leadership. The research that does focus on leaders 

primarily examines leadership effectiveness and the functional role adaptation in a digital 

context. Additionally, some studies highlight the evolving competency requirements for 

effective remote leadership. However, it remains unclear to what extent leaders themselves 

feel prepared for these demands and how they personally experience the balance between 

administrative tasks and relational responsibilities. Furthermore, previous research has 

emphasised the role of HR in facilitating virtual collaboration and supporting leadership 

development. Despite this, it remains uncertain how effectively HR strategies support leaders 

in managing digital leadership. Most studies in this field have focused on HR’s role in 

promoting employee well-being rather than specifically addressing leadership competency 

development. In sum, this study aims to bridge these gaps by exploring leaders’ perspectives 

in leading digitally and how HR can support their competency development. Without such 

insights, HR risks misaligning efforts and fails to address prevalent challenges leaders face.
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3. Theory  

 

This chapter presents relevant theories based on previous research. The Job 

Demands-Resources model and Media Richness Theory are introduced to analyse the data 

and address the aim and research questions. The chapter also outlines the relevance of the 

theories and how they will be combined in this study.  

 

 

3.1 Job Demand-Resources  

Since its introduction in the early 2000s, the Job Demands-Resources (JD-R) model has 

become widely popular among researchers. Today, it is recognised as one of the leading 

models for understanding work-related stress. The JD-R model is not limited to specific 

demands or resources, making it flexible and applicable across a wide range of professions. 

Instead, the model assumes that all types of job demands and resources can impact well-being 

(Schaufeli & Taris, 2014). The JD-R model is designed to analyse and understand 

work-related stress and motivation by balancing job demands against job resources. Job 

demands refer to the physical, mental, or emotional efforts required by a job, which can lead 

to stress if demands are high and resources are insufficient. Job resources, on the other hand, 

include anything that helps individuals manage these demands, such as HR support, clear role 

expectations, or opportunities for development and learning (Demerouti et al., 2001; Bakker 

& Demerouti, 2017). 

In a recent study, Abdurachman et al. (2023) examined how leadership, job demands, 

job resources, and sustainable HR practices interact to promote well-being and performance 

among military personnel in Indonesia. The study integrates leadership into the JD-R model 

as a resource to better understand how different leadership styles and behaviors affect 

employee performance. However, the study by Abdurachman et al. (2023) focuses solely on 

employee well-being as an outcome of leadership, rather than applying the model to examine 

the well-being of leaders themselves. A systematic review by Tummers and Bakker (2021), 

which analysed 139 studies on the relationship between leadership and the JD-R model, 

further highlights that few studies have considered leaders’ own perspectives and experiences. 

Most JD-R research in leadership examines how leadership influences employees’ work 

environment and motivation. However, studies that explore leaders’ own experiences of their 

13 



 

working conditions through the JD-R model are less common. Given that leaders often face 

high demands while also being expected to serve as a resource for their teams, applying the 

JD-R model to analyse their challenges is particularly relevant and valuable (ibid). By using 

the model, deeper insights can be gained into how leaders' work environment can be 

optimised to prevent stress and promote engagement. Additionally, this approach adds new 

dimensions to the model’s broader application. 

A newly published study by Rohwer et al. (2024) once again explores perceived job 

demands and resources using the JD-R model, along with the role of leadership and coping 

strategies for employees and managers with little or no prior experience working remotely. 

However, the study once again focuses only on leadership as a factor influencing employees, 

either as a resource or a demand, rather than on leaders’ own experiences. It also highlights 

the issue that previous research has primarily focused on employees’ experiences in this 

context, with significantly less attention given to leaders’ perspectives on remote work (ibid). 

 

3.1.1 Relevance of the JD-R model 

Overall, the JD-R model is relevant to this research as it provides a holistic view of how 

workplace factors influence individual well-being. For leaders, the model is particularly 

important, as their experience of job demands and resources affects both their own motivation 

and well-being, as well as their teams. By using the JD-R model as a theoretical framework, a 

better understanding of how leaders’ work environments impact their ability to perform and 

manage their roles can be gained. Something that is also crucial for organisational success. 

Additionally, the model can enable an examination on how HR can step in to balance these 

demands and address potential skill gaps, all of which can otherwise contribute to workplace 

stress. However, the JD-R model does not fully capture the nuance of communication 

challenges in digital environments. To address this, Media Richness Theory is introduced as 

an additional theoretical framework, offering a complementary perspective on how the choice 

and effectiveness of communication channels can influence leaders ability to manage, convey 

information clearly, and maintain relational presence in digital settings. 

 

3.2 Media Richness Theory 

Media Richness Theory (MRT) was developed by Daft and Lengel (1986) with the aim of 

understanding and improving the effectiveness of communication in organisations. The theory 
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was particularly intended to guide management in selecting suitable communication channels 

to address ambiguity and uncertainty, thereby supporting effective information processing and 

decision-making. The theory proposes that effective communication depends on matching the 

richness of a communication channel to the ambiguity of a task. Rich communication 

channels are defined with four criteria: able to provide immediate feedback, convey multiple 

cues (e.g. tone, mimics, body language), allow personal focus (e.g. conveying emotions and 

social presence) and variety in language (Daft & Lengel, 1986). These are most effective for 

complex, uncertain tasks. In contrast, lean channels that do not meet the criteria that rich 

channels do, are better suited for routine, well-defined information. The authors ranked 

communication channels from richest to leanest in the following manner: face-to-face, 

telephone, personal written messages, impersonal documents, and numeric reports (ibid). In 

sum, the more complex the task and information to be conveyed, the more interpretation and 

interaction are required, and thus the richer communication channel is needed. 

 

3.2.1 Expanding MRT for Leadership in the Digital Era 

Moreover, while Daft and Lengel’s (1986) theory laid a foundation for understanding the 

relationship between communication channels and task complexity, it was developed in a 

pre-digital era where communication technologies were limited primarily to face-to-face 

interaction, telephone calls, and rigid written communication (Ishii et al., 2019; Salin & 

Koponen, 2024). Since then, the rise of digital platforms, video calls, chat based 

communication tools and other digital tools has introduced new forms of media that could 

possibly blur the lines between what was once considered rich and lean media (Ishii et al., 

2019). Consequently, the theory has been examined by numerous authors since its original 

development in the mid 80’s, amongst other things, as it has been criticised for limited 

applicability and oversimplicity in the light of today’s technical advancements in digital 

communication (Ishii et al., 2019; Salin & Koponen, 2024). With the aim of reassessing the 

relevance and application of the MRT in respect to today’s digital communication 

technologies, Ishii et al. (2019) conducted a literature review of studies using the MRT 

between 2009 and 2019. Reviewing a decade of empirical studies across different contexts, 

Ishii et al. (2019) conclude that while the MRT is still a highly relevant theoretical foundation 

for communication, the empirical findings are somewhat inconsistent and new factors need to 

be considered due to evolved digital tools. In addition to the original four objective criteria for 

15 



 

rich media, one also needs to consider subjective factors (ibid). These subjective factors 

include user experience with a channel, which can increase perceived richness and 

satisfaction, and social influence which means that people tend to follow the media choices or 

habits of their supervisors or organisational norms. Communication motives, such as how you 

want to present yourself, level of urgency, or convenience, also play a role in media selection. 

Contextual factors like organisational culture, relational closeness, and accessibility further 

shape how media are perceived and used. Lastly, advancements in technology have enriched 

traditionally lean media by introducing interactive features like video, emojis, and 

asynchronous message control (ibid). These enhancements allow users to express themselves 

more truly and tailor their communication, resulting in an improved perceived media richness. 

In sum, these additional factors demonstrate that media richness is not only determined based 

on objective criteria but also constructed through individual perceptions and contexts (ibid). 

This shift is highly relevant for digital leaders, whose communication decisions are influenced 

not only by task ambiguity but also by, for example, digital competence, that were not 

captured by the original MRT framework.  

In the context of digital work and leadership, Salin and Koponen (2024) extended the 

MRT by examining how Finnish IT-managers select communication media based on their 

own interpersonal goals. The authors found that face-to-face communication was preferred for 

complex and emotionally sensitive tasks, as well as for relationship building. Video 

communication was often considered sufficient for both routine and relational tasks, however 

with high emphasis on the importance of cameras being turned on for the relational aspects. 

Audio was used for goal-oriented and task-focused communication for tasks that had more 

urgency and required fast replies, as well as some aspects of relationship building, but only in 

relationships that were already considered close. Synchronous text communication (like chat 

apps) supported fast task coordination and casual team spirit, while asynchronous text (email) 

was reserved for information sharing and instructions (ibid). Salin and Koponen (2024) 

concluded that media choice is subjective and influenced by a variety of goals beyond simple 

task complexity highlighted by the original MRT by Daft and Lengel (1986).   

 

3.2.2 Relevance of the MRT 

Given the study’s aim of exploring leaders’ experiences of digital leadership, MRT offers a 

relevant framework for valuable insights.  Firstly, based on previous research, digital tools 
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and communication are themes generally underscored in literature on new leadership 

competencies and challenges in the digital work context (e.g. Darics, 2020; Shahzad, 2024). 

As the MRT integrates communication processes with the tools through which 

communication is conducted, it provides a valuable lens for examining how leaders navigate 

and experience remote leadership in a digitally mediated environment. Digital leaders must 

frequently select between communication channels with varying degrees of richness, often in 

complex situations, making the theory particularly relevant to highlight their day-to-day 

strategies and challenges. Secondly, according to Banker et al. (2023) MRT is amongst the 

most frequently used theories in virtual leadership research between 2016 and 2024, which 

therefore enhances alignment and relevance of this study to the overall discussion on virtual 

leadership in research. Lastly, in relation to the specific research questions of this study, the 

MRT contributes to the discussion of both: it helps frame how leaders experience 

opportunities and limitations of various communication channels when balancing different 

tasks and responsibilities, and add to the discussion on HR support and how leaders evaluate 

it in navigating digital leadership challenges by providing appropriate competency 

enhancement, tools and strategies. Overall, by integrating both classical and contemporary 

interpretations of MRT, the theory can add valuable insights into the demands of today’s work 

environment for leaders. 

 

3.3. Combining the Frameworks  

Integrating the MRT and JD-R model offers a comprehensive approach to reach the study’s 

aim of exploring leaders’ experiences of digital leadership. While MRT focuses more in-depth 

on how leaders interpret and engage with digital communication tools, the JD-R model adds a 

more holistic approach to how these experiences relate to overall job demands and available 

resources. The two frameworks are interrelated in the sense that challenges related to 

communication and digital tools can be considered big contributors to job demands in remote 

contexts (e.g. Rohwer, 2024), while support and training in communication and digital tools 

could function as essential resources.  
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4. Method  

 

This chapter outlines the study’s methodological approach. It begins with the research design 

and a description of the organisation studied, followed by the sampling and data collection 

strategies. Lastly, the chapter concludes with the analysis strategy, ethical considerations, and 

a brief discussion of the study’s limitations.  

 

 

4.1 Research Design  

To address the research purpose and questions, a qualitative research method was applied, 

ideal for exploring perceptions and gaining a deeper understanding (Bryman, 2018). While 

quantitative research also seeks to provide explanations, the primary focus lies in generating 

generalisable findings through statistical analysis of a representative sample (Charmaz, 2014). 

However, because this study focuses on uncovering nuanced insights and personal 

experiences of leaders and HR professionals within a global tech organisation, qualitative 

research is the most appropriate approach. The rich, in-depth data it provides is essential for 

effectively answering the research questions.  

Furthermore, an abductive reasoning approach was chosen as the foundation for this 

study, integrating both deductive and inductive elements to explore the research aim and 

questions (Flick, 2014). Ritchie et al. (2014) argue that researchers conducting a qualitative 

study benefit from maintaining a clear research focus while remaining adaptable, allowing 

theory and data collection to evolve together throughout the study. This approach ensures that 

researchers are well informed on the subject without being rigidly bound by preconceived 

theories, enabling them to stay open to new insights that emerge from the data. An essential 

aspect of understanding experiences and perspectives of others (ibid). The abductive approach 

was reflected in this study through an iterative process, where theoretical exploration and data 

collection in forms of interviews occurred simultaneously. Initially, the research began with a 

thorough literature review of digital leadership, which in combination with a strong focus on 

the research questions, shaped the structure of the interview guides. At that stage, the JD-R 

theory was also explored, as both prior knowledge and the literature review indicated that it 

could be a relevant and valuable framework for the study. While transcribing and analysing 
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interviews from digital leaders and HR professionals, relevant theories were continuously 

explored and introduced based on emerging insights, rather than being constrained by the 

theories initially chosen. When approximately half of the interviews were conducted, the 

additional theory MRT was examined and incorporated in the study. This with the aim to 

better understand the evolving patterns in the data, as the findings highlighted themes related 

to communication and digital tools. This flexible approach allowed theory and data to inform 

each other, ensuring a deeper and more nuanced understanding of the leaders’ and HR 

professionals’ experiences.  

 

4.2 Case Company  

The case company used for the purpose of this study is a multinational tech company, offering 

software solutions in the form of Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) systems. As mentioned 

in the introduction, the organisation employs just under 2500 people globally, of which 

around 150 are based in various locations in Sweden. Nationally in Sweden, there are in total 

eight business areas, including services, finance, HR, marketing, support, product research 

and development, project management, and corporate. Moreover, in the past few years, the 

company has undergone a significant transformation from a group of largely independent 

national subsidiaries into a more globally integrated organisation. As a result, leadership 

within the company increasingly takes place across geographical boundaries and primarily 

through digital environments. However, even prior to this global transformation, elements of 

digital and remote leadership were present within the company due to multiple office 

locations and dispersed teams across Sweden. In recent years, the use of remote leadership 

has been expanded as part of a deliberate strategic shift. The organisation recognised the need 

to unify the global company both to gain more strategic leverage and to access talent 

regardless of physical location, particularly in specialised roles, which prompted a more 

intentional move toward hybrid and remote leadership models. Moreover, to support this 

development the organisation has invested in digital infrastructure, centralised HR systems, 

and streamlined processes with the aim to enable leadership and collaboration beyond 

national borders.  
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4.3 Sampling Strategy  

The purpose of the study played an essential role in guiding the selection and sampling of 

respondents, ensuring collection of comprehensive data to address the research questions, 

give reliable results, and enhance credibility of the study (Flick, 2014; Ritchie et al., 2014). 

Therefore, a purposive sampling method with a criterion-based selection was applied to 

identify individuals with specific experience in the subject as the target population (Bryman, 

2018; Ritchie et al., 2014). The criteria for selecting an appropriate case organisation included 

reliance on remote work as a strategic choice rather than a temporary, crisis-induced measure, 

and the presence of locally dispersed teams. The chosen case organisation met all these 

criteria. The criteria were chosen based on the study's purpose and research questions, as well 

as the basis of the conducted literature review. Moreover, within the organisation, limitations 

were made to individuals in managerial positions or HR in Sweden due to the focus of the 

study. However, it became evident that the company’s global structure influenced the 

development of leadership training materials. As a result, one HR professional based in 

another European country, responsible for the development of global leadership programmes, 

was included. Their insights were essential, as these programs directly shaped the competency 

initiatives implemented for Swedish leaders, making this HR professional’s perspective 

relevant to the study. 

The criteria for selecting participants within the organisation further varied for leaders 

and HR professionals. Leaders were required to operate fully remote or in hybrid settings and 

have personnel responsibility, ensuring they had experience with digital leadership to address 

both research questions. By not limiting leaders to specific departments, gender, age, 

managerial level, or local offices in Sweden, the opportunity to possibly identify patterns, 

variations, and contrasts in their responses, independent of department or local context, was 

created. Furthermore, the HR professionals needed to be responsible for, or engaged in, 

leadership development and support, providing relevant insights for the second research 

question. Overall, this purposive sampling method allowed the study to focus on individuals 

well-informed about the research theme and capable of offering detailed insights on the 

subject (Flick, 2014; Ritchie et al., 2014). In total, ten leaders and three HR professionals 

were selected.  

Moreover, access to the organisation and respondents was granted through an existing 

contact within the company. This contact person, within a senior position, high credibility, and 
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trust, acted as a gatekeeper in facilitating access to relevant participants and information. In an 

initial meeting, information was given to the gatekeeper and a colleague about the purpose of 

the study, overall objectives, and what was required in forms of time, number of participants, 

and how findings would be used. Then, a pre-communication about the project was sent out 

by the gatekeeper to all leaders in a communication channel to inform and promote it 

internally, after the text had been approved. This proactive communication helped the 

gatekeeper become a champion for the project, meaning they took on a key role in advocating 

and supporting the study within the organisation (Ritchie et al., 2014). Thereafter, a list of all 

Swedish leaders within the organisation was provided by the gatekeeper, from which potential 

participants were identified and contacted by us researchers personally without involvement 

of the gatekeeper. Those who expressed interest in participating were then selected based on 

the predefined criteria. This process was set in place to minimise any biases from the 

gatekeeper involvement but still getting clearance for our collaboration, which are important 

factors to reflect on when engaging with research settings (ibid).  

 

4.4 Data Collection Strategy  

The study’s primary data was collected through 13 qualitative, semi-structured interviews 

(Appendix 1, p.64). The number of interviews was determined based on the scope and 

timeframe of the study, as well as careful ethical considerations to ensure the anonymity of 

both participants and the organisation. Semi-structured interviews enable a deeper 

understanding of leaders’ individual experiences while providing the flexibility to explore 

specific aspects of digital leadership. This method allows for a structured conversation around 

predefined themes while also giving participants the opportunity to elaborate on their thoughts 

and provide more in-depth responses (Bryman, 2018; Ritchie et al., 2014). Further on, this 

contributes to a more nuanced analysis of leaders’ experiences and perceptions. Another 

advantage of using semi-structured interviews is the adaptability, as the order of the questions 

can be adjusted to maintain a natural flow of conversation and allow for clarifications when 

needed (Ritchie et al., 2014). This flexibility further helps capture a more comprehensive 

picture of how leaders navigate the challenges of digital leadership and how HR can support 

their competency development and provide necessary resources in this work setting.  

Before the interviews were conducted, participants were given the opportunity to 

review and sign an information and consent form (Appendix 2, p.65), which was sent out 
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when scheduling the interviews. The form included a brief description of the study’s purpose, 

methodology, and ethical considerations. To ensure that the information was clear and fully 

understood, and to address any potential questions regarding their participation, the 

information was also presented verbally at the beginning of each interview. Additionally, 

participants were informed that the interviews would be recorded, with their permission, to 

facilitate the research process and were provided with details on how the material would be 

stored and when it would be deleted.  

Moreover, the majority of interviews were conducted digitally through Microsoft 

Teams and one interview took place on-site at one of the organisation’s offices (Appendix 1, 

p.64). Participants were given the opportunity to suggest suitable times based on their 

schedules. This approach aimed to increase participation by accommodating individuals 

located in different parts of the country while also minimising any potential stress related to 

their involvement in the study. The digital format could have influenced participants’ 

responses and the study’s results due to for example technical difficulties such as poor internet 

connection or low audio quality. However, conducting the interviews digitally did not present 

significant challenges and was instead perceived as an efficient and convenient solution for 

both the research process and the participants. As a result, the interviews are considered to 

have generated sufficient information to address the study’s purpose and research questions. 

Additionally, conducting interviews in the workplace carries a potential risk, as participants 

may not feel entirely comfortable expressing themselves freely. This could in turn impact the 

findings. To mitigate this concern, the interview was held in a private room without visibility 

from others. There was no significant difference observed in the responses or the quality of 

the conversations conducted digitally with camera compared to the one held on-site.  

Moreover, a majority of interviews (Appendix 1, p.64) were attended by both 

researchers to ensure consistency and a shared understanding of participants’ responses, and 

enable immediate reflections and follow-up questions. This approach also allowed for 

cross-checking of interpretations and helped reduce potential researcher biases, and as a result 

strengthening the reliability of the data collection.  

 

4.4.1 Interview Guides  

To ensure that the interviews aligned with the study’s purpose and research questions, three 

separate interview guides were developed, tailored to the participants’ different professional 
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roles: leaders, HR professionals, and HR specialists focused on learning and development 

(Appendix 3, 4 & 5, p.68-74). The guides were designed by identifying key themes based on 

the study’s purpose and research questions. The interview guide for leaders focused on 

challenges, leadership competencies and skill gaps, roles and responsibilities, received HR 

support, improvements, and strategies. The HR interview guide addressed HR support, 

challenges, competency development, and strategies and improvements. Finally, the interview 

guide for the HR specialist was developed with a more detailed focus on the formal education 

programmes offered by the organisation, with the aim of getting data to explore the second 

research question in more detail. The themes for this interview were therefore focused on 

design, adaptation, and evaluation of the leadership development programs, as well as 

identified gaps and improvement strategies. Overall, while the interview guides were tailored 

to the participants’ specific role and expertise, the use of overlapping themes (such as 

challenges, competencies, strategies, HR support) was aimed to enable meaningful 

comparisons across perspectives and comprehensive data collection aligned with the aim of 

the study.  

​ Moreover, since the interviews were semi-structured, the questions were formulated in 

an open and clear manner, allowing the participants to share their experiences freely while 

also enabling follow-up questions. The guides maintained a flexible structure, giving the 

participants the opportunity to elaborate on topics they considered particularly important, 

which resulted in more in-depth responses (Ritchie et al., 2014). Depending on how the 

interview progressed, some questions from the guide could therefore be omitted or added to 

maintain a natural flow and reduce the risk of missing valuable information (Kvale & 

Brinkmann, 2014). By using the interview guides as a framework, it was possible to address 

the same key themes with all participants. This approach facilitated comparability between 

responses and contributed to a more structured analysis. 

 

4.5 Analytic Strategy  

The interviews were transcribed based on audio recording from each interview, approved by 

all participants. The audio recordings were transcribed immediately after each interview was 

conducted, as this allowed for the most accurate representation of what was actually said 

during the interview. To enhance efficiency in the transcription process, Microsoft Word’s 

dictation function was used. As part of the University of Gothenburg’s licensed Office 
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package, this tool processed the data securely within an institutionally approved environment 

and allowed avoiding reliance on third-party transcription services. All transcriptions were 

carefully reviewed and cross-checked against the original audio recording to correct any 

errors commonly occurring when using automated dictation tools. Furthermore, the interviews 

were transcribed verbatim, including non-verbal expressions such as laughter, hesitations, and 

pauses, in order to avoid systematic bias or potential loss of information (Flick, 2014). This 

step was also crucial as it enabled a deeper familiarity with the material, which further 

strengthened the subsequent analysis process (Dalen, 2015). All interviews were conducted 

and transcribed in Swedish, except for the interview with the non-Swedish HR specialist, 

which was conducted and transcribed in English. All quotes used in this study were translated 

to English to ensure consistency with the language and to facilitate accessibility and 

readability for an international academic audience. The translations were carried out with 

extra attention to keeping the original meaning, tone, and nuances expressed by the 

participants, in order to uphold the integrity and authenticity of the qualitative data. Minor 

linguistic modifications were made to the quotations to enhance clarity and readability.  

To further process and organise the collected material, the transcriptions were 

thematically coded in order to make the data more manageable and accessible (Appendix 6, 

p.75). Initially, a round of initial coding was applied, where the content was carefully 

reviewed and summarised without being guided by any specific theories or predetermined 

themes (Saldaña, 2013). Based on these codes, subcodes were developed to highlight the most 

prominent elements in the material. The subcodes identified included: Communication 

Barriers, Building Relationships, Balancing Tasks and Workload, Conducting Leadership, 

Reduced Insight at a Distance, Communication Strategies, Leveraging Digital Tools 

Effectively, Creating Informal Spaces for Relationship Building, Evolving Leadership 

Practice, Formal Education Programmes, Opinions on Formal Education Programmes and 

Ongoing operational support. 

In the next step, focused coding was used to identify overarching themes that brought 

together several of the previously mentioned subcodes. The focus codes identified were 

Challenges, Strategies and HR Support. Focused coding aimed to provide greater analytical 

clarity and define the main themes more closely connected to the study’s purpose and research 

questions (Charmaz, 2014). Therefore, the code Challenges addressed the leaders’ perceived 

challenges in being a digital leader, providing insights valuable to answer what competencies 
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are required and what challenges lie in balancing relational and administrative tasks. The 

main theme Strategies relate to how they strategically navigate the demands of the digital 

work environment, thus offering understanding to how they practically use competencies and 

methods to, amongst other things, balance different tasks and responsibilities. The code HR 

Support specifically explores the types of HR support available for developing digital 

leadership competencies and how leaders perceive and evaluate the effectiveness of this 

support.  

​ Moreover, given that the study adopts an abductive approach, relevant theories were 

identified in the later stages of the analysis, rather than being applied from the outset during 

the coding phase. This approach is beneficial to the study as it allows for a combination of an 

open and flexible perspective with the ability to develop explanatory theories closely linked to 

the perspectives and themes that emerge from the interview material (Sadaña, 2013). 

However, it is important to take into consideration that this coding process carries the risk of 

oversimplifying or overlooking the complexity of the material. Since coding involves 

categorising and reducing the information into specific themes and codes, important nuances 

and perspectives may be lost or remain unnoticed in the analysis. It is therefore crucial to be 

aware of this limitation when interpreting the results (Flick, 2014). 

 

4.6 Ethical Considerations  

Ethical considerations were consistently prioritised throughout the study, with focus on the 

four ethical principles for individual protection in research: providing information, obtaining 

consent, ensuring confidentiality, and proper usage (Bryman, 2018; Vetenskapsrådet, 2017). 

Participants were informed about the conditions for participating, the study’s purpose, 

methods and the use of data collected through various channels, including a Microsoft’s 

Teams channel in collaboration with the company contact, email, and a formal information 

and consent form (Appendix 2, p.65). The form clarified information about researchers, 

purpose of the study, the importance of the topic, methodology, ethical aspects, how collected 

data would be handled, how results would be published, and the voluntariness of 

participating. This information was also reiterated at the beginning of each interview, where 

written or oral consent, including for recording, was obtained. Consent was also treated as 

ongoing and voluntary, with participants informed that they could withdraw their involvement 

at any time without explanation. To ensure confidentiality, communication with participants 
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was handled without involvement by the gatekeeper and all data was anonymised. 

Individuals’ responses were also analysed thematically and were not disclosed in full to 

ensure protected participants’ identities. No raw data, such as recording of full transcripts, 

were shared with the organisation, and all material will be deleted upon completion of the 

study. Furthermore, the data collected was used solely for academic purposes. The results will 

be presented in aggregate form to the organisation, with no individual statements traceable to 

specific participants. Access to the interview materials was also limited and the intended use 

of the data was clearly outlined in the consent form, as previously mentioned.  

In addition to national ethical guidelines, the study also followed the principles of the 

ALLEA code of conduct; reliability, honesty, respect, and responsibility (Vetenskapsrådet, 

2024). This to further ensure good research practice and an ethical approach (ibid). Reliability 

was ensured through a structured and transparent research design, while honesty was 

maintained through clear communication with participants and impartial data analysis. 

Respect was demonstrated by valuing participants time, protecting their privacy, and 

accommodating their preferences, such as offering digital interviews for flexibility and 

comfort. Responsibility was upheld throughout the research process, from planning to 

publication, ensuring that ethical considerations guide both the practical execution and the 

long-term impact of the study.  

 

4.6.1 AI  

The usage of AI was through this process limited for brainstorming and linguistic purposes, 

aligning with the University of Gothenburg’s guidelines for AI usage. For example, AI has 

been employed to help generate an initial list of relevant keywords and topics for previous 

research, aiding the brainstorming phase without contributing original content. However, the 

primary purpose of AI integration has been to improve clarity, grammar, and overall quality of 

written text. For instance, AI has suggested improvements in sentence structure or identifying 

areas that could be improved for clarity and consistency, ensuring accuracy and 

professionalism in the language of the study. Overall, strict measures have been taken to 

ensure that AI was not used to create original research content. Instead, AI functioned as a 

language assistant and an efficiency tool to support the research process and enhance the 

study’s quality without compromising academic integrity.  
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4.7 Limitations  

This study has limitations that should be considered when interpreting the results. Since the 

study is based on qualitative interviews, the number of participants, as well as their subjective 

experiences and perceptions, may affect the generalisability of the findings. While qualitative 

research provides a deeper understanding of individual experiences, it is limited in its ability 

to offer broad statistical generalisation. Another limitation is the time frame of the study, as it 

was conducted at a specific point of time. Consequently, any changes in remote leadership, 

HR strategies, or organisational policies that occur after the study’s completion are not 

included, which may impact the long-term relevance of the findings from the study. The study 

also has a geographical limitation, as it focuses on an organisation operating in multiple 

countries, but the data collection is restricted to mainly Sweden. This means that the results 

may be less applicable to the organisation’s units in other geographical regions, where laws, 

work cultures, and HR strategies may differ. Lastly, the organisational context presents an 

additional limitation, as the study focuses on a specific multinational tech organisation. This 

restricts the ability to draw conclusions that can be directly transferred to other industries or 

smaller companies with different structures and resources. Given these limitations, the study’s 

findings should be interpreted with these considerations in mind.  
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5. Result  

 

This chapter presents the result of the empirical data. Interview material illustrates how 

leaders experience digital leadership, and available HR support. The results are presented 

around main themes and sub-themes derived from the research questions and data coding, 

focusing on challenges, strategies, and HR support in digital leadership. Leaders are labelled 

“L”, and HR professionals “HR”. 

 

 

5.1 Challenges 

Several of the leaders express an overall positive attitude toward digital leadership, viewing it 

as a natural part of modern work life. They highlight flexibility, increased productivity, and a 

broader access to talent as key benefits. However, the leaders did note multiple challenges, 

that both complicate the practice of digital leadership and require ongoing attention.  

 

5.1.1 Communication Barriers 

One of the most prominent challenges of digital leadership is communication. Several leaders 

describe how the natural and informal communication, that used to occur in physical spaces, 

has diminished or become more difficult in the digital environment. What was once easy to 

pick up on, such as body language, moods, engagement, and subtle signals, now requires a 

more intentional effort from the leader. One leader (L4) expressed: "I used to pick up on 

people’s well-being and stress more easily in person. [...] Now, if they are not feeling well, I 

depend on them telling me. Before, I could just see it in you”. This clearly shows how the 

absence of physical meetings affects a leader’s ability to act proactively in providing support 

or addressing workplace well-being. Several leaders also shared how more complex 

conversations, such as conflict resolution or providing emotional support, become 

significantly more challenging digitally. 

Communication is further impacted by the loss of non-verbal cues such as facial 

expressions, tone of voice, and body posture, which often do not come through via a screen. 

Another leader expressed this challenge by saying:  
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My perception is that the challenge lies in the much narrower bandwidth. You do not have the same 
impact at all. If I am sitting here talking to you, I can gesture, I can show enthusiasm. But when I am 
just a box in your Team’s window, it does not work the same with people - L4 

 

This quote illustrates how the digital format limits leaders’s abilities to express themselves. 

Emotions, engagement, and subtle nuances risk being lost when communication is reduced to 

a small screen window, affecting how messages are received and how relationships are built. 

A recurring theme is that digital channels are often insufficient in ensuring 

understanding. Leaders mention that they sometimes believe they have been clear in their 

communication, only to realise later that the message was not received as intended. This 

highlights the need to confirm understanding, repeat important points, and use multiple 

communication channels. This requires more time, planning, and awareness compared to 

physical work environments, where much happens more spontaneously and directly. One 

leader (L5) expresses: “There is no coffee machine in the cloud [...] Just booking a formal 

meeting requires as much time as it would take to solve it informally in-person, by the coffee 

machine, where spontaneous chats offer faster, often better, exchanges”.  

In summary, the study’s findings indicate that communication in digital leadership 

demands greater awareness, clarity, and diversity in methods. It is not just about sending 

information, but ensuring that it is perceived correctly, interpreted as intended, and leads to 

the desired response. Without this, there is a risk that workplace well-being, collaboration, 

and leadership itself may be weakened. 

 

5.1.2 Building Relationships 

Leaders further noted that relationship-building is negatively affected by the digital format. 

Many express that it takes longer to build relationships, trust does not develop as easily, and it 

becomes more difficult to identify employees’ needs and well-being. Several leaders highlight 

the difficulty of recreating the informal and spontaneous meetings that occur naturally 

through physical presence. One of the leaders (L4) put it clearly: “Being in the break room 

and being on Teams, it does not work the same way”. The person explains how the physical 

office’s natural meeting points enable valuable informal conversations, where values, ideas, 

and relationships can develop in a more meaningful way, something that is difficult to 

replicate digitally. Another leader (L3) uses a metaphor that captures the distance in digital 

relationships: “Otherwise, it is like watching someone on TV. You see the news anchor and 
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think you know that person, but you do not really”. This clearly illustrates how Teams 

meetings risk creating a sense of false closeness. You see each other but do not get that 

genuine human interaction.  

The leaders also point out that building relationships is particularly difficult in more 

sensitive situations, such as when someone is unwell. In such cases, digital distance becomes 

an obstacle to the empathetic and supportive leadership that is often required. Another 

situation that several leaders mentioned, where building relationships is significantly harder, 

is when introducing new employees remotely, particularly because informal interactions and 

social context are largely absent. As one leader (L1) puts it: “When you can meet in person it 

is much easier to bring in someone new, especially if they are unfamiliar with the products or 

company culture”. Learning who does what, who to turn to, and how things work culturally 

no longer happens naturally. It requires planned and structured efforts. 

Further on, various leaders emphasise the importance of occasional physical meetings 

to foster a sense of belonging, increase energy, and strengthen team spirit. As one leader (L1) 

reflects: “I think it adds so much. That we actually get the interpersonal part that might 

otherwise be lost. Even if it is just once a year”. This need for physical connection is echoed 

by HR representatives, who note the relational challenges, such as difficulties in creating team 

coherence or creating a sense of belonging, that arise when leaders are not co-located with 

their teams. As one leader (L10) summarised: “When it comes to relationships, digital is not 

the best. Communication can absolutely work just as well digitally, but not 

relationship-building”.  

In summary, both the leaders’ experiences and HR’s insights show that digital 

leadership places new demands on relationship-building. What many return to is that 

spontaneity, closeness, empathy, and a sense of belonging, which are central elements of 

leadership, are at risk of being lost when everything happens through a screen. What once 

happened naturally now requires active planning, and many express that physical presence 

still plays a crucial role in leading people and not just the work. 

 

5.1.3 Tasks and Workload 

One of the most noticeable challenges in digital leadership is managing an increased 

workload and finding a workable balance between operational tasks, administration, and 

relational leadership. Several leaders describe how digitalisation has improved efficiency of 
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the work but has also led to an increased fragmentation of the workday, where time no longer 

seems sufficient for actually leading, which is what many consider to be the most essential 

task. One leader (L1) states: “My most valuable resource that I would like to have more of is 

time […] it is a shame if it means you do not have the time to be the present leader you want 

to be”. Leadership risks being reduced to a matter of scheduled check-ins, while the space 

required for reflection, development, and relationship-building is increasingly pushed aside. It 

becomes clear during the interviews that the digital format itself is not necessarily negative, 

but it requires more planning to create quality in meetings and communication. One leader 

(L2) explains: “It takes more time from your leadership to prepare meetings, follow up, prep 

so that you can run a meeting. [...] The administrative work takes more time”. 

Furthermore, several leaders point out the high number of meetings as a particular 

challenge. In the digital format, the threshold for scheduling meetings has been lowered, 

which has led to a meeting-heavy routine, making it difficult to keep up with the ongoing 

work. One leader (L7) illustrates this: “You are supposed to manage this daily life with 50 

meetings a week […] You do not even have time to take notes. You do not have time to reflect 

on anything”. This has consequences not only for leaders’ workload but also for the quality of 

support they can offer to employees. When there is no time to pause, it becomes difficult to 

address needs, support development, and create long-term conditions for learning. As a result, 

many leaders feel they have to make conscious choices and sometimes compromise their own 

well-being and recovery by working more hours to keep pace with the demands.  

Overall, the interviews show how the digital working method, even though it has 

advantages, tends to intensify the workload and challenge the balance between different types 

of tasks. Leadership risks becoming something that is "squeezed in" rather than an active and 

present part of the workday. This raises questions about long-term sustainability, both for the 

leaders themselves and for the organisation’s ability to create good conditions for leadership 

in a digital work environment. 

 

5.1.4 Conducting Leadership  

Digital work environments have changed how leadership is carried out. Several leaders 

describe how their role has changed and even become more difficult in the digital context. 

However, it is not only presence that changes, but the very nature of the leadership role also 

needs to be reconsidered. “This rigid managerial leadership does not work the same way 
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digitally [...] but it is quite tough to work as a leader today” states one leader (L9), 

emphasising that traditional hierarchical structures become less effective in digital 

environments. Instead, leadership must be based on trust, responsiveness, and adaptability. 

Therefore, digital leadership not only demands practical adjustments but also personal 

reflection and emotional work. It requires leaders to remain present despite physical absence.  

Situational adaptation, often key to effective leadership according to the leaders, is 

also seen as more challenging in a digital setting. One leader (L4) says: “Situational 

adaptation is harder [...] that part suddenly fails because it is harder to sit next to someone 

digitally”. Instead of being able to easily demonstrate, guide, or provide direct feedback, new 

ways to instruct and follow up are required. Leadership often needs to be more planned, 

structured, and conscious in its communication.  

Another challenge lies in the changed nature of communication, talking in front of a 

camera requires practice and awareness. One leader (L4) explains: “I have learned to try to be 

happy and enthusiastic when I talk into a computer [...] it is like sitting and talking into a 

wall”. This shows how digital leadership requires new skills, not just leading, but reaching out 

through a medium that often feels distant. The HR professionals also emphasise that clarity 

and security are central qualities in today’s leadership role, especially in digital contexts 

where uncertainty spreads more easily.  

In summary, the empirical material shows that the role of a leader in a digital context 

is marked by new demands and expectations. Leaders need to adapt their style, communicate 

more consciously, and be emotionally present despite physical distance. The challenges often 

revolve around being enough, supporting employees in their everyday work, and maintaining 

a present and situationally adaptive leadership without the natural face-to-face meetings. 

 

5.1.5 Reduced Insight at Distance  

Finally, the lack of insight into how employees are truly feeling and functioning on a daily 

basis is a recurring challenge for leaders. Several leaders express frustration over how much is 

lost when they are not physically present with their employees, especially regarding 

well-being and engagement. One leader (L5) also points out that much of the human 

interaction takes place outside of meetings, something digital environments do not capture in 

the same way: “Body language and moods are picked up quite a lot when you are in the same 

office [...] especially changes in behavior, outside of meetings. It is much harder to see if you 
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are at a distance”. Leaders shared the challenge of getting an honest picture, due to how easy 

it is to conceal frustration and mental health issues behind the screen, and several leaders 

shared cases where issues went unnoticed until they became critical. One leader (L10), 

highlights: “There could be someone clenching their fist under the table, frustrated about 

something, but not daring to speak up. [...] You can hide pretty well behind your computer”. 

Similarly, HR professionals point out that many leaders do not have the same ability to detect 

warning signs in time in digital environments. More structured and frequent communication is 

required to compensate for the lack of informal insights. This complex situation creates 

further frustration within the leaders themselves and fosters a sense of disconnection and 

helplessness when leadership occurs digitally. One leader (L9) comments: “When I shut down 

here, it gets quiet, and then I do not know what you are doing over there. I do not know how 

you have reacted”.  

In summary, digital leadership means a reduced social and emotional scope. Leaders 

report difficulty in sensing moods, spotting ill health, and interpreting changes in employees’ 

behaviors. The risk of missing important signals increases, making many feel less present and 

more uncertain in their leadership. The informal insight into how employees truly feel 

requires new strategies to compensate for what would otherwise naturally arise in a physical 

environment. The strategies that leaders are currently using to address this challenge will be 

presented in the next section. 

 

5.2 Strategies 

To deal with the various challenges created in the digital work environment highlighted by the 

interviewed leaders, several strategies, both explicit and more subconscious are mentioned. 

 

5.2.1 Communication Strategies  

One of the most prominent strategies that emerged among the leaders was the use of 

structured, clear, and frequent communication as a way of managing the challenges of leading 

digitally. With the lack of physical proximity facilitating spontaneous and effortless 

communication, leaders described having to intentionally plan and formalise meetings and 

communication. Several leaders highlighted that recurring one-on-one meetings on Teams are 

essential to both align on tasks, build relationships, and check in on well-being that otherwise 

remain invisible in the digital space.  
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It really helps to have a systematic approach, like recurring meetings with everyone on my team. Because 
people have different needs. Some will reach out when they need help, others will not, but that does not mean 
that they do not need leadership - L1 

 

The pre-scheduled one-on-one meetings on Teams were also said to be helpful to prioritise 

relational tasks, as the digital environment was often described as hectic with back-to-back 

meetings where operational and administrative tasks are prone to dominate a big portion of 

the working day. By blocking time for leadership conversations in video meetings, several 

leaders expressed that they were able to remain present in their role.  

​ In addition to the structured one-on-one meetings and team-meetings, many leaders 

described the importance of not only having the structure on when to communicate, but also 

how to communicate. Hence, many highlighted how specifically verbal communication plays 

a more essential role in remote leadership. Asking more follow-up questions, using more 

repetition, clearly stating objectives and purpose of tasks, directly asking how employees are 

feeling and what they are thinking were mentioned in order to create employee engagement, 

healthy environments, and alignment. Overall, leaders are required to be more explicit, 

concrete, and confirm understanding more actively than they would in physical face-to-face 

situations.  

Furthermore, the clarity and structure in communication extended beyond 

conversation to the establishment of formal communication guidelines, often referred to by 

the leaders as “traffic rules”. These communication rules involved setting expectations for 

response times, choosing appropriate channels for different purposes (e.g. Teams chats for 

quicker questions, email for formal updates and information), and respecting status indicators 

of availability in Teams. Leaders noted the importance of being role models in respecting 

digital boundaries, and that the guidelines lowered the barriers to communication and reduced 

misunderstandings. One leader (L5) says: “As communication becomes more written than 

verbal in everyday-life when leading remotely, it is about creating rules for how we manage 

professional and effective written communication. Both for myself and others”.  

In sum, structured, clear, and frequent communication emerged as a core strategy for 

effective digital leadership. Through formal routines, clear language, and consistent 

follow-ups, leaders seek to maintain connection, alignment, and employee support to 

compensate for the absence of physical proximity and informal contact.  
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5.2.2 Leveraging Digital Tools Effectively 

While communication structure and clarity are essential in digital leadership, many leaders 

emphasised that the ability to leverage digital tools effectively is what makes communication 

and collaboration work in practice. Several leaders described that over time, both their 

competence and confidence in handling digital tools like Microsoft Teams, OneNote, 

PowerPoint, and digital whiteboards improved, which increased the effectiveness and quality 

of digital leadership. Additionally, collaborative tools like shared notepads and check-lists act 

as digital substitutes for informal “desk conversations”. As leaders became more proficient, 

many reported significant gains in productivity. Communication became faster and it became 

possible to conduct multiple interactions in a short timeframe. Leaders also noted that 

working remotely made it easier to concentrate on cognitively demanding tasks, such as data 

analysis or preparing presentations, as they could work uninterrupted.  

The advancements of digital tools and competencies increased leaders’ ability to 

conduct formal meetings, such as goal-setting, performance reviews and feedback 

conversations. These could be handled just as effectively in digital video meetings as 

face-to-face. One of the leaders (L5) declares: “I can manage a performance conversation just 

as well digitally as I can face-to-face. We have come a long way. With the right tools, sharing 

screens and documents, it is really not that different anymore”.  

However, the use of video and cameras being turned on was frequently mentioned as 

crucial for maintaining relational and emotional aspects of leadership. Leaders described 

conscious efforts to encourage cameras during sensitive or complex conversations to regain 

access to nonverbal cues like facial expressions, tone, and body language. This was seen as 

essential for building trust, resolving misunderstandings, and handling emotional topics.  

 
When we have check-ins, more difficult conversations, or when we are not feeling well. Or when you 
have messages that might not be received that well. Then we need to be able to see each other. [...] It is 
about reading expressions, making eye contact - L9 

 

Finally, leaders noted that effective digital leadership requires preparation and technical 

awareness. While digital tools were appreciated, some reflected that unfamiliarity or lack of 

experience with them limited their ability to recreate conditions of in-person work. Moreover, 

expectations on tool proficiency and digital literacy were high within the organisation, partly 
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because it operates within the IT-sector. This aided the transition to remote leadership, but 

some leaders still expressed a need for more training. 

​ In sum, leaders agreed that digital tool proficiency enables greater productivity, better 

collaboration, and holding conversations effectively remotely. However, ensuring camera use 

and ongoing training remain crucial to sustaining strong digital leadership practices. 

Moreover, digital tools were not alone described to fully replace the informal, social 

interactions of leadership, which are addressed in the next section.  

 

5.2.3 Creating Informal Spaces for Relationship Building  

Maintaining professional communication and task coordination through structured meetings 

was generally seen as functioning at a distance. However, many leaders emphasised that 

relationship building, which is crucial for trust, team cohesion, and success, relies highly on 

informal interactions that are much harder to create digitally. Therefore, several respondents 

expressed a strong desire for in-person meetings, kick-offs, team building days, and other 

physical social activities. These physical gatherings were seen as irreplaceable opportunities 

to build trust, express emotions, get interpersonal connections, and surface issues that may not 

be brought up in structured digital meetings.  

 
I really believe there is something special about meeting in person. Few things can replace that. [...] 
Even if it is just once a year, coming together physically adds something deeply human that often gets 
lost in digital interactions. [...] It gives us the chance to talk more freely, connect, and strengthen the 
team - L1 

 

It was pointed out that strong digital leadership is often supported by an initial in-person 

connection, suggesting that meeting face-to-face early on can help build the trust and 

familiarity needed for effective remote collaboration. One leader (L3) claims: “It is about 

going out and visiting on site occasionally [...] After that, digital meetings can work, but I 

would say that you need that relationship first for it to really function well online”. Leaders 

also described how informal moments after workshops, during lunches, in the hallway, or by 

the coffee machine often led to meaningful conversations that helped deepen understanding 

and build team identity. The informal meetings on site were also described to facilitate peer 

support amongst the leaders, where they could exchange ideas, discuss problems and share 

their experiences. This was seen as an important buffer against isolation and loneliness for 

leaders which otherwise can come with the digital work environment.  
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​ However, some leaders also described that they worked to replicate informal spaces 

digitally, for instance through spontaneous “check-in” calls, virtual fika breaks, or short 

post-meeting chats. Many leaders prioritised quick replies on Teams and communicating 

openness about their own availability to be approachable and maintain a sense of 

psychological closeness. While these efforts were appreciated, most leaders acknowledged 

that digital formats tend to be more focused and task-driven, making it harder to create space 

for casual interaction and catching non-verbal emotional cues and atmosphere that lives up to 

face-to-face in-person interactions. One of the leaders (L3) meant: “We have our spontaneous 

check-ins. It is a chance to just talk freely, maybe chit-chat a bit. But it is still not quite the 

same as doing something together after work”. 

​ In sum, leaders perceived informal relationship-building as a foundational part in team 

cohesion and long-term effectiveness. Many found it significantly easier to foster connection 

through face-to-face physical meetings, even if infrequent. However, while recognising the 

limitations in the digital setting, many also described their efforts to recreate informal spaces 

digitally. The leaders recognised that while these do not replace in-person meetings, they are 

still essential for maintaining psychological safety and a strong team culture.  

 

5.2.4 Evolving Leadership Practice 

Even though earlier results show that leaders perceive digital leadership to be challenging, 

many initially stated that they did not see a major difference between leading remotely or in 

person. However, as the interviews progressed and leaders had more time to reflect, numerous 

differences, both conscious and unconscious, began to emerge. As a starting point, several 

leaders expressed that the core and values of leadership, grounded in overall leadership style 

and focus on trust, communication and human connection, remains the same regardless of 

being remote or not. Many stressed the importance of remaining authentic in your leadership 

approach and being yourself as a leader in all formats. Consistency and authenticity were seen 

as key to building trust, even as expectations around communication and availability 

increased. However, many leaders began acknowledging that these leadership qualities have 

to be expressed differently remotely. Digital leadership enhances the need to be “a little more 

of everything”: more structured, more engaging, more deliberate, and more transparent.  
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I think you need to amplify certain aspects of your leadership. You can still be compassionate and 
flexible. Different leadership styles can work. But you do need to be a bit more clear, a bit more 
intentional… really, just a bit more of everything. At the same time, it is important to stay true to 
yourself as a leader - L6 

 

Moreover, several leaders highlighted that in a digital setting with leadership, they had to let 

go of control and micromanagement and instead foster empowerment, trust, inclusive 

leadership and self-leadership. Trust and psychological safety was described as essential for 

allowing employees to take ownership and thrive remotely. As one of the leaders (L8) 

mentioned: “The most crucial competence as a leader is to understand people, not just the 

tasks. You have to trust your team and give them space to lead themselves”. Additionally, 

many of the leaders also reflected on their personal leadership development describing how 

they had gradually adapted to digital conditions by learning new tools, developing digital 

communication styles, or becoming more proactive in how they built their leadership role.  

​ In conclusion, the interviews reveal that while fundamental values of leadership 

remain the same, the digital environment creates new demands on how leaders communicate, 

support, and engage their teams. Success in digital leadership appears to lie not in changing 

who one is as a leader, but in enhancing your leadership traits and strategies through new 

formats, tools, and behaviours. As the role of the leader continues to evolve in digital work 

structures, many described that they need to continue to reflect, learn, and evolve.  

 

5.3 HR Support 

While leaders described various individual strategies to manage digital leadership, all 

interviewed leaders and HR were asked to reflect on the role of HR in supporting digital 

leadership. ​

 

5.3.1 Formal Education Programmes  

Throughout interviews with leaders and HR professionals, the internal education programme 

Leaders in Gear was described as the main initiative to develop leadership competencies 

within the organisation. The programme is globally implemented, and one HR respondent 

(HR1) explained: “All leaders in Sweden go through this training. We see it somewhat like a 

driver’s license for being a leader at the company”. The programme was further said to 
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initially have been developed in another European country, with the help of input from those 

national leaders, global HR professionals, and an internal pilot group. It was later scaled and 

applied across all countries, without major local adaptations. From the interviewed HRs’ 

perspective, it was presented as a strategic initiative, designed to build a common foundation 

across leaders globally.   

​ Structure wise, the programme runs over several months, is delivered digitally, and is 

structured around 10 core themes such as leading self, leading others, leading change, and 

leading for results. According to HR respondents, the programme includes a combination of 

live workshops, presentations, self-study assignments, and access to all materials through 

Teams. There are also structured opportunities for peer learning and exchange, such as peer 

coaching groups and discussion forums, where leaders are encouraged to reflect on their own 

leadership and provide feedback to each other. While the training is conducted digitally, the 

HR professionals confirmed that there is no dedicated module on digital or remote leadership. 

Instead, digital aspects may be discussed more informally in broader discussions, but have not 

been the general focus. As one of the HR professionals (HR1) mentioned: “It is not 

particularly specific, instead we focus on leadership as a whole. Being a remote leader is just 

being a leader at a distance”.  

​ Similarly, several leaders agreed that the leadership programme is of a more general 

nature, without explicit focus on being a digital leader. In some cases, leaders mentioned 

earlier or external training that addressed digital leadership more directly, but these were 

separated from the Leaders in Gear programme. However, many had a hard time 

remembering the content or if they even attended. The Swedish HR professionals explained 

that it was a national initiative a few years back that included a standalone session on digital 

leadership that was delivered externally. This session addressed themes like digital 

communication, virtual presence, and body language over video. However, due to 

reorganisations, all Swedish leaders did not get to take part in this external national education, 

which explains the division in recollection and experience among the interviewed leaders.  

​ In sum, Leaders in Gear is a structured, internally created, globally applied leadership 

development programme, focused on general leadership principles. While it is delivered 

digitally and with assistance of digital tools, remote leadership is not a dedicated area of 

focus.  
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5.3.2 Opinions on Formal Education Programmes  

Leaders generally viewed the organisation’s formal leadership programme as beneficial. 

Many appreciated learning new tools and strategies to increase their leadership abilities. Both 

leaders and HR further placed strong value on the peer networking elements and knowledge 

exchange in the programme. Creating a shared understanding and discussing challenges of 

digital work is described as central to their development. One leader (L8) describes: “The 

dialogues we have in the leadership program, where all leaders are gathered, create very good 

conversations and discussions. They also create a kind of alignment within the group”. 

Overall, the leaders seemed mostly satisfied with the programme. One leader (L8) 

said: “The leadership program we are taking, has provided incredibly valuable support. 

Without it, we would have felt a lack of guidance”. However, several participants noted that 

while the programme was valuable, the practical application was experienced to sometimes be 

limited. Given the volume of content in the programme, many leaders found it difficult to 

retain information, noting that only one or two key insights were likely to stick and be applied 

in their leadership practice.  

Furthermore, a recurring topic was the lack of dedicated focus on digital leadership. 

Some leaders expressed a wish for more emphasis on how to lead in a digital setting, 

suggesting that aspects like digital communication, maintaining presence online, what tools to 

use, and managing virtual team dynamics were not sufficiently addressed. Others, however, 

felt that a full programme might not be necessary and emphasised the usefulness of having 

accessible, targeted material to revisit independently.  

A divergence in opinion was further mirrored by the HR professionals. While some 

maintained that digital leadership should not be the main focus, others acknowledged that 

more structured training on digital leadership might be valuable. The HR professionals 

believed that while core leadership tasks, such as motivating, following up, and supporting 

team members remain the same, digital contexts demand greater clarity, structure, and 

communication efforts from leaders. Therefore, digital contexts add complexity in execution 

of leadership. It was also expressed by HR that tailored support and training in digital 

leadership has not yet been fully clarified. Some HR professionals felt that leaders were 

adapting well through experience, while others suggested that additional resources might be 

needed. However, respondents from HR clearly expressed that timing, volume, and relevance 

are key when delivering new training content.  

40 



 

 
It has to be relevant and doable. In a company like ours that moves fast, it easily becomes a stuffing 
exercise with too much material. People can not take it in. So I think it needs to be delivered at the right 
pace, at the right time, and be easy to digest - HR2 

 
In summary, while formal education efforts were broadly appreciated by leaders, expectations 

varied regarding the depth and delivery of content related to remote and digital leadership. 

Across both leaders and HR professionals, there was agreement that leadership development 

overall should be practical, timely, and adaptable to everyday realities.  

 

5.3.3 Ongoing operational support  

Throughout the interviews, the multifaceted picture of HR’s role in supporting leaders was 

evident. Many of the leaders describe HR’s support as valuable and at times crucial, both 

emotionally and practically, and several highlighted the importance of having HR to exchange 

ideas with, get guidance, and receive affirmation within the digital leadership context. When 

functioning well, HR was described by leaders as having created a sense of emotional security 

and safety. One leader (L7) expressed: “HR has been an incredible support. [...] Just knowing 

there is someone behind me in what I do”. However, some leaders raised the concern of not 

getting consistent support, due to reduced HR presence often perceived to be a result of 

organisational changes towards more globalisation, digitalisation, and a more centralised HR 

function. One leader (L8) noted that regular check-ins had faded over time, saying: “I used to 

have monthly check-ins with them. [...] That dialogue has faded. I am quite sure it is related to 

digitalisation. [...] Unfortunately, I think it has worsened”.  

Furthermore, the interviewed HR representatives emphasised that leaders themselves 

are responsible for initiating contact and for seeking support when needed. One HR 

professional explained:  

 
A lot of it lies with the leaders themselves, to take initiative or reach out to HR. [...] I would not say it is 
a top priority. But I also think that is because things are working fairly well. Working with digital teams 
has become a natural part of a daily routine - HR2  
 

This approach was also mentioned to be further shaped by limitations in time and capacity, for 

both HR and leaders, which has reduced one-to-one guidance between them. Moreover, 

formal support to digital leadership was by HR representatives described in a range of 

initiatives, including guidelines and coaching aids for managing remote teams. The HR team 
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has further created other formal support structures like documents, presentations on digital 

work practices, and by building a digitalised infrastructure that reduced the need for in-person 

meetings or handling physical paperwork. All formal documents are available via internal 

platforms, making them accessible for all leaders to engage with at their own pace.  

​ Overall,  it is clear that both leaders and HR recognise the value of attentive and 

present support, especially in an environment where leaders often experience a sense of 

isolation in their roles. The HR support structure was described to combine both HR 

dialogues and formal tools, but its effectiveness often depends on the initiative of leaders 

themselves. When HR support is available and engaged with, it becomes a reliable touchpoint 

that helps leaders navigate the demands of an increasingly digital leadership environment.  
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6. Discussion  

 

This chapter discusses and analyses the findings in relation to previous research and the 

theoretical frameworks to address the study’s two research questions. The first section relates 

to the first research question, exploring how leaders experience the impact of digital work on 

their ability to balance relational and task-related responsibilities. The second section relates 

to the second research question, discussing how HR practices support the development of 

competencies needed for leading digitally, and what implications this has on leaders.  

 

6.1 Balancing Tasks and Responsibilities  
The findings reveal several important aspects on how Swedish leaders within the 

multinational tech organisation experience the balance between different tasks and 

responsibilities in the digital work context, especially in relation to the demands between 

administrative tasks and relationship-oriented efforts. Leaders described that digital tools 

often support task-related efficiency while making leadership responsibilities related to 

building relationships, trust, and creating motivation more demanding. In this section, these 

experiences are explored in more depth. 

 

6.1.1 Formal Task Management  

Leaders frequently described executing administrative and task-oriented responsibilities to 

function well digitally. When speaking of their experiences in leveraging digital tools 

effectively, many reported that structured meetings, performance reviews, goal setting, and 

task coordination were just as effective digitally as physically in-person. Working digitally to 

such a high extent were also said to have benefits such as enhancing efficiency and 

productivity, especially regarding administrative tasks and more hands-on, independent work 

tasks. These findings align with research conducted by Korkeakunnas et al. (2023) who 

highlighted how remote work favoured flexibility, focused independent work, and 

productivity for leaders. Moreover, leaders attributed this to both improvements of the digital 

tools themselves (like Teams, OneNote, and digital dashboards), but also in their own 

competencies using them, which can be related to both user experience and technological 
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developments as subjective factors of rich media (Ishii et al., 2019). Features such as 

screen-sharing, collaborative documents and notes, project-based chats and shared folders 

were described as key enablers for productive, clear and focused professional communication. 

These tools also allowed for asynchronous preparation and follow-ups for structure and 

control, as well as synchronous reactions through its interactive features. Overall, these leader 

experiences support MRT’s idea that leaner media, in this context digital, can be suitable and 

even beneficial for routine, low-ambiguity, task-focused communication (Daft & Lengel, 

1986; Salin & Koponen, 2024).  

Moreover, in relation to the subjective factors for rich media summarised by Ishii et al. 

(2019), the leaders’ communication motives in this sense were primarily task-focused and 

transactional, requiring less emotional nuance and immediacy. Related to user experience, the 

leaders mentioned their confidence and familiarity in using the digital tools in these situations 

which also indicate the media choices to be perceived as richer by the leaders. The social 

influence and contextual factors, in terms of the described traffic rules on when and where to 

initiate contact depending on type of task, as well as norms within the organisation. Lastly, as 

mentioned, enrichment in technology was experienced by the leaders describing the evolved 

tools such as asynchronous message control in shared documents and task process-tools that 

allowed for collaboration needed for these more concrete tasks. All together, the media 

choices of Teams, shared documents and task coordination applications were considered rich 

enough in relation to the task ambiguity of administrative tasks and formal conversations such 

as performance reviews. These results further align with Salin and Koponen (2024) that 

implicated that managers found lower levels of richness channels sufficient for more goal, 

task, and process-oriented conversations which interviewed leaders in this study generally 

also agreed on. As to this general satisfactory view of performing more formal interactive 

tasks, one could also draw the JD-R parallel that the resources, in form of the digital tools and 

subjective factors determining leaders experiencing media as rich, seem to balance the 

cognitive demands of these tasks. In sum, experiences from leaders highlight that structured, 

predictable, more formal parts of leadership and being a manager, such as performance 

reviews or task follow ups, are supported by digital tools which in these cases provide clarity 

and control which thus decreases cognitive load of those tasks. 
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6.1.2 Relational Responsibilities 

In contrast, leaders consistently described relational responsibilities, such as building trust, 

motivating employees, creating team spirit, and sensing well-being, as significantly more 

difficult in digital settings.  While more formal responsibilities and conversations were said to 

work with the help of digital tools, the relational and motivational side of leadership were 

perceived as more constrained, demanding, and less emotionally satisfying. This aligns with 

previous research of digital and remote leadership highlighting managers experiencing social 

limitations (Kowalski & Slebarska, 2022), negative effects on workplace interactions 

(Korkeakunnas et al., 2023), and communicative and motivational challenges (Blaszczyk, 

2023). Furthermore, many of the challenges described in the results chapter align with MRT, 

as relational and emotionally nuanced leader tasks perceivably involve ambiguity and 

emotional sensitivity, thus requiring richer media (Daft & Lengel, 1986; Salin & Koponen, 

2024). The findings suggest that digital media commonly used in remote leadership, such as 

video meetings, chats, and email, lack the richness needed to fully support the relational and 

motivational tasks included in being a leader.  

When describing their challenges of communication barriers and reduced insight in 

the digital work environment, most leaders mentioned the lack of non-verbal cues and body 

language. This negatively affected their ability to determine employee well-being, needs, 

engagement, and expressing themselves in a motivational and inspirational manner. Although 

video meetings were described to mostly support reading non-verbal cues, they were still seen 

as less insightful than in-person meetings due to the restricted visual frame and lack of 

physical presence. Leaders found it harder to interpret signals, especially if cameras were off 

or if participants were multitasking. According to the MRT, the ability to convey and interpret 

multiple cues are essential for a communication medium to be considered rich (Daft & 

Lengel, 1986). In this regard, leaders identified a clear shortcoming of digital tools and even 

video calls were experienced as too lean to replicate the full emotional and relational depth of 

face-to-face meetings. Moreover, these findings support the idea of subjective criteria to rich 

media as argued needed for today’s complex digital tools (Ishii et al., 2019), as 

communication motives in this case impacts whether the leaders found the digital tools to be 

sufficient or not. When having the communication motive of following up tasks or being 

informative, the channels were considered rich as discussed in the previous section, however 

when using the same tools to motivate or be inspirational they were not considered rich. This 
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limitation not only affects communication but also reduces leaders’ impact, mentioned in 

challenges conducting leadership, particularly in emotionally sensitive situations. These 

constraints directly affect the ability to build trust and maintain connection, which are key 

relational aspects of leadership. Darics (2020) argues that trust and relationship-building 

depend on non-verbal communication and informal interactions, which further helps explain 

why many leaders found it particularly challenging to build relationships digitally.  

Furthermore, building trust and relationships was described as both more challenging 

and taking longer than in-person. Other than being a result of lack in non-verbal cues, leaders 

similarly to findings by Kowalski and Slebarska (2022) and Korkeakunnas et al. (2023), 

mentioned an overall lack of informal, spontaneous and physical interactions where values, 

ideas and relationships naturally evolve. Leaders describing chatting by the coffee machine, 

having physical team-building activities, or catching someone feeling down in-between 

meetings are all descriptions of situations where all factors of rich media are fulfilled, as 

in-person meetings are considered the richest of media, and thus conditioning more complex 

messages and situations (Daft & Lengel, 1986). This can further be interpreted as statements 

from leaders that imply that the digital work environment does not have the same ability to 

convey personal focus as in-person, which lowers its richness (ibid). The digital meetings and 

communication were instead described as being more time-bound, agenda-driven and often 

lacking the high emotional focus that is easier to reach face-to-face. 

Digital communication tools can also be considered less rich than in-person meetings 

in regards to how leaders described contextual factors as having an impact on how effective 

relationship building was perceived digitally. For example, onboarding new team members 

digitally was described as particularly difficult without prior relationships. The lack of shared 

history, combined with reduced visibility and limited informal settings (less multiple cues, 

feedback, personal focus, user experience), made it harder for new leaders to introduce and 

support new employees. Leaders further mentioned that they experienced maintaining 

relationships, connections, and trust was easier when they already had an established 

interpersonal relationship with their employees which was another argument to the 

importance of having physical team-building activities. This further supports the idea that 

subjective factors, such as context in the form of interpersonal relationships, shape how rich 

media is perceived, aligning with arguments presented by Ishii et al. (2019).  
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6.1.3 Cognitive Demands of Compensating for Relational Loss 

To address the above described relational limitations, many leaders implemented deliberate 

strategies to maintain or build relationships, trust, engagement, and team spirit. As detailed in 

the result section on strategies, this included scheduled weekly check-ins, one-to-one 

meetings, and expectations of having the camera on in video calls. These structured 

communication initiatives conducted by leaders align with the shift argued by (Darics, 2020), 

who notes that in virtual settings where informal conversations and cues are absent, leaders 

must rely on intentional and structured communication to build trust and foster alignment. 

This was reflected in this study’s findings, where such deliberate strategies became essential 

to compensate for what was naturally present in physical work environments. Leaders also 

made efforts to create informal spaces for relationship building, including informal digital 

meetings or casual video sessions that mimicked spontaneous physical workplace interactions 

to maintain interpersonal openness. In terms of the MRT, these efforts can be seen as 

deliberate strategies to enhance the richness of digital media. In relation to the four objective 

criteria for rich media (Daft & Lengel, 1986), the regular video interactions added immediacy 

of feedback, variety in language and personal focus of otherwise task-heavy communication, 

and encouraging camera use increased multiple cues.  

​ Moreover, the results highlighted further situations and strategies by the leaders that 

points to adaptation through media matching. Many leaders reported becoming more 

intentional in how they used communication tools. For example, in communication strategies, 

the leaders explained adjusting communication channels based on the nature of the 

interaction. This entailed using chat or email for quick task updates and reserving video or 

in-person meetings for complex or emotionally sensitive conversations. This shows a growing 

awareness of communication motives and their alignment with appropriate media richness. 

Media with lower richness for routine-based and informative communication with less 

ambiguity and complexity, and richer channels for more complex discussions and situations 

which goes directly in line with Daft and Lengel’s (1986) recommendation for effective 

communication from managers. Leaders also emphasised the value of physical meetings. 

Both in strategies concerning presence and availability, and also creating informal spaces for 

relationship building, several leaders emphasised that meeting in-person played a vital role in 

establishing trust, strengthening team identity, and enhancing interpersonal connections. 

These meetings functioned as concentrated moments of high media richness, offering access 
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to all cues, immediate reactions, personal focus, and building interpersonal relationships and 

culture that digital tools were said not being able to fully replicate. From a JD-R perspective, 

these moments also acted as opportunities for relational resource recovery, helping to energise 

leaders and their teams in order to handle the demands of the digital work environment.  

​ Despite having strategies to match tasks to communication channels and efforts to 

enhance richness, several leaders described the digital work environment as cognitively and 

emotionally demanding. The challenge to balance tasks and workload was highlighted with 

many leaders noting that increased efficiency and digital availability had led to more 

back-to-back meetings, requiring fast mental transitions between task-oriented and 

relationally complex conversations, aligning with findings from Schwarsmüller et al. (2018) 

and Mikolajczyk et al. (2024). Additionally, the process of creating connection, relationships, 

and effective communication that previously occurred naturally in physical offices, now 

required active and intentional planning by leaders which in itself added to the administrative 

load. This further supports findings by Terkamo-Moisio et al. (2024) who caution that while 

leadership becomes more critical in remote settings, there is a risk of it becoming increasingly 

task-oriented. In the present findings, this was reflected less in a reduced focus on relational 

leadership and more in the heightened administrative demands due to the necessity of 

scheduling and intentionally structuring of all interactions.   

In sum, in this study, leaders reported spending more time on administrative tasks, 

while simultaneously using more energy on relationship-building, which now demanded 

greater consciousness and effort. Finding ways to compensate for the lack of physical 

presence required not only strategic adaptation, but also a constant cognitive balancing act. 

Overall, this increased the mental load on leaders, and the cognitive effort required to switch 

between roles without cues and rhythm of in-person interactions added another layer of strain. 

From the perspective of the JD-R model, this reflects a growing imbalance between increased 

job demands placed on leaders in terms of regulation, communication and relational 

administration, and the resources available to meet these demands. Even with advanced 

digital tools, the mental burden of “performing presence” remained high. Leaders were not 

just navigating platforms, they were actively designing moments of connection, often without 

full confidence in the medium’s ability to convey their intentions. This misalignment between 

the leaders’ intent and communicative capacity may help explain why several leaders 

expressed a feeling that something was missing, and not something that could be explained 
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fully by workload or attributes of digital tools. Instead, it reflects a deeper strain and stress 

that leaders experience when trying to demonstrate emotional presence and build relationships 

through communication channels that are not fully rich enough to support the complexity of 

it. In terms of MRT, the mismatch between the task requirements (emotional nuance, 

trust-building) and the leaner media used (Teams, chats, email) leads to less effective 

communication and thus the feeling expressed by leaders that leadership gets “squeezed in” 

between administrative tasks.  

 

 
6.2 HR Supporting Competencies of Digital Leaders 

Based on the findings of this study, several competency demands related to digital leadership 

have emerged, primarily connected to communication, adaptability, and the use of digital 

tools. In line with the JD-R model, these can be understood as increased job demands which, 

if not balanced with adequate resources, may lead to stress among leaders to reduced 

effectiveness. The role of HR therefore becomes central in ensuring that leaders have the 

necessary resources to meet these demands (Demerouti et al., 2001; Bakker & Demerouti, 

2017). 

 

6.2.1 Evolving Digital Leadership Competencies as Job Demands  

A clear pattern in the study’s findings is that communication in digital work has become more 

complex and difficult to manage for leaders, thereby requiring different skills. This result 

aligns with several previous studies (Oosthuizen, 2022; Bell et al., 2023; Darics, 2020; 

Gohoungodju et al., 2022). Kowalski and Slebarska (2022) also highlighted in their study that 

ineffective communication reduced middle managers’ work effectiveness. Similarly, Darics 

(2020) argued that digital leadership requires new competencies, especially in virtual 

communication, as deficiencies in this area may negatively affect leadership quality. Leaders 

in this study describe increased challenges in interpreting body language, moods, energy 

levels, and subtle signals, as well as ensuring clarity in their communication. This highlights 

the need to strengthen communication skills. The ability to plan, structure, and follow up 

communication in a systematic and continuous manner has become a more strategic and 

time-consuming part of the leadership. Furthermore, being clear, concrete, and more 

confirming when speaking in front of a camera has become essential. Skills that require both 
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practice and self-awareness. Maintaining authenticity in one’s leadership style, even in a 

digital environment is considered a key competence. In line with the JD-R model, these 

developments can be understood as increased job demands, which must be met with adequate 

resources to manage the shift in communication (Demerouti et al., 2001; Bakker & 

Demerouti, 2017). 

​ Additionally, the findings point to the need to adapt leadership to a more trust-based, 

emotionally present, and situationally responsive style. Building relationships, fostering trust, 

and learning from a distance are all described as challenging and require both awareness and 

flexibility. These findings are supported by Yozi and Mbokota (2024), who emphasised that 

digital leaders need to strengthen qualities such as authenticity, trust, and emotional 

intelligence to ensure effective digital leadership. From a JD-R perspective, these capabilities 

also contribute to increased job demands, which must be met in appropriate resources 

(Demerouti et al., 2001; Bakker & Demerouti, 2017), although they also involve personal 

reflection and emotional work from the leaders themselves.  

​ The technical dimension of leadership has also become increasingly important. 

Shahzad (2024) identifies digital tool proficiency as a core competence for today’s digital 

leaders. Similarly, this study’s findings show that leaders are expected to master digital 

platforms, not only for running efficient meetings and facilitating collaboration, but also to 

create psychological safety, structure, and team cohesion. Digital competence is no longer a 

supplementary skill, it is essential to daily leadership practice, especially as leaders are 

expected to model good digital behavior. These capabilities, too, can be interpreted as job 

demands that, according to the JD-R model, must be supported through adequate resources 

(Demerouti et al., 2001; Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). As the organisation operates within the 

IT sector, the study’s findings showed that there was some perception from both HR and the 

leaders themselves that the digital proficiency was generally high. However, the study also 

revealed a perceived need for additional training and support in the use of digital systems and 

tools. While most leaders manage everyday systems well, they expressed a desire to deepen 

their skills in other tools to enhance communication efficiency. This could indicate a potential 

imbalance between leaders’ job demands and the resources provided by HR, which, according 

to the JD-R model, may negatively affect leaders’ health and wellbeing (Schaufeli & Taris, 

2014).  
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6.2.2 HR Support as a Resource 

Chaudhuri et al. (2022) highlighted in their study that HR support is crucial for balancing job 

demands and employee needs, including providing leaders with tools and strategies to manage 

the challenges of remote work. From the perspective of the JD-R model, formal training 

programs and informal networks represent important resources offered by HR to help leaders 

meet the demands of digital leadership (Demerouti et al., 2001; Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). 

The formal training programme Leaders in Gear, described as the main initiative for 

developing leadership competencies within the organisation, is generally perceived by leaders 

as well-structured and useful. However, due to the large volume of content, many leaders 

found it difficult to retain the information. Both HR professionals and leaders also noted that 

the programme takes a broad approach to leadership and only addresses digital aspects in a 

limited way. It lacks a specific focus on digital or remote leadership. While the programme is 

seen as valuable overall, many leaders expressed a need for greater emphasis on leading in 

digital contexts, including digital communication, tools, and dynamics. This was echoed by 

Loyless (2023), who argues that such competencies are essential för managing the dynamics 

of hybrid and remote work settings. This highlights a misalignment between the competencies 

leaders perceive as necessary and support provided by HR, which, according to the JD-R 

model, may negatively affect leaders’ health and wellbeing (Schaufeli & Taris, 2014).  

​ Peer learning and networking, both within internal leadership programmes and in 

more informal contexts, also emerge as important resources for leadership development. 

These settings provide leaders with space to reflect, exchange experiences, and receive 

emotional support, which may help mitigate the isolation often associated with digital 

leadership. From a JD-R perspective, such collegial exchange and networking serves as a 

form of social support, a key resource for promoting leaders well-being and engagement 

(Demerouti et al., 2001; Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). 

​ In addition to training and networking, leaders also have access to formal support in 

the form of guidelines, documentation, coaching materials, and digital platforms, all of which 

may also be interpreted as resources under the JD-R model (Demerouti et al., 2001; Bakker & 

Demerouti, 2017). These tools are generally available and helpful, but they often require 

leaders to take the initiative themselves, which can be problematic when time constraints 

make it difficult to seek support. At the same time, many leaders value HR support as 

essential, particularly because it contributes to a sense of emotional safety and reassurance, 
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also a resource in JD-R terms (Demerouti et al., 2001; Bakker & Demerouti, 2017). However, 

several leaders reported that HR’s presence has become less accessible in recent years, partly 

due to structural changes towards greater globalisation, digitalisation, and a more centralised 

HR function. HR representatives emphasised that it is ultimately the leader’s responsibility to 

reach out and request support when needed. This, however, can be problematic when limited 

time and capacity, on both sides, restrict access to the available resources. Taken together, this 

points to a potential imbalance between the demands placed on leaders and the support 

offered by HR, which, in accordance with the JD-R model, could have negative consequences 

for leaders’ health and well-being (Schaufeli & Taris, 2014). 

​  

6.2.3 Balancing the JD-R model: Perceived Gaps and Opportunities  

In summary, the leaders express which competencies they consider to be essential, 

particularly in relation to clear communication, emotional presence, situational adaptability, 

and digital skills, HR offers various forms of support to assist leaders in their digital work. 

However, overall, there appears to be a gap between what leaders perceive they need and the 

support that is actually provided. This gap is especially evident in the limited digital content 

in formal training initiatives and the perceived lack of present and follow-up oriented HR 

support function. A similar outcome was identified by Widar (2022), who highlighted that 

several Swedish managers reported lacking organisational support to carry out their leadership 

roles remotely. Many of the interviewed managers in that study experienced an imbalance in 

their roles (Widar, 2022), an imbalance echoed in the current findings from this study. 

Shirmohammadi et al. (2022) also point out that several recent studies highlight that leaders 

often receive insufficient training or preparation for managing today’s remote teams. The gap 

identified in this study may stem from differing perspectives among HR professionals. Some 

argued that remote leadership should no longer require special attention, as it is now a natural 

part of modern leadership, while others believed that more targeted, structured input and 

training on digital leadership could be valuable. It may also be linked to challenges HR faces 

in localising the training content. The programme was originally developed in another 

European country with input from their national leaders, global HR professionals, and an 

internal pilot group. It was then rolled out in other countries without significant local 

adaptation, which could pose challenges, particularly if Swedish leaders have not had the 
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opportunity to contribute their perspectives on the digital leadership context. A national view 

of leadership may not necessarily reflect the expectations or realities of Swedish leaders.  

​ From the perspective of the JD-R model, this reflects a potential imbalance between 

the job demands placed on leaders and the resources provided by HR, which may negatively 

affect leaders’ well-being (Schaufeli & Taris, 2014). Similar findings were reported by 

Abdurachman et al. (2023) and Hurmekoski et al. (2023), who emphasised the importance of 

effective HR support to enhance leadership efficiency and well-being. At the same time, the 

results of this study indicate room for improvement. By aligning HR initiatives more closely 

with the demands of digital leadership, organisations can create a more sustainable and 

relevant leadership support system. This does not necessarily require the introduction of more 

resources, but rather ensuring that existing support mechanisms are relevant, accessible, and 

tailored to the competency demands posed by digital work.  

 

 

 

53 



 

7. Conclusion  

 

This final chapter summarises the study’s findings and discussion, offering recommendations 

for organisational practice. Additionally, it outlines the study’s empirical and theoretical 

contributions to understanding leadership in digital contexts, discusses limitations, and 

suggests directions for future research.  

 

This study suggests that digital leadership creates new demands for Swedish leaders in a 

multinational tech organisation, as they navigate emerging challenges and adaptation 

strategies, while existing HR support does not always provide the resources needed to meet 

these demands. When balancing task-oriented and relational responsibilities, it becomes 

evident that while administrative and formal tasks are often managed efficiently with the help 

of digital tools, relational aspects of leadership are experienced as more demanding, 

emotionally complex, and harder to replicate in digital environments. The leaders in this study 

express that their leadership strategies and competencies have evolved, and that many 

responsibilities now function well in digital formats due to technological advancements and 

increased experience. However, a recurring sense of loss is also apparent, tied to interpersonal 

presence, informal conversations, and the intuitive ability to detect team dynamics and 

individuals needs. Thus, leadership in digital settings is not necessarily about doing less, but 

rather about doing more, and doing it differently. Building trust, fostering team cohesion, and 

demonstrating presence now require greater intentionality, planning, and emotional effort.  

​ Despite various adaptation strategies, such as conscious choice of communication 

channels, scheduled check-ins, and attempts to create informal digital interactions, a sense of 

increased cognitive strain remains among leaders. Compensating for the absence of physical 

proximity is not only an organisational but also an emotional task, placing higher demands on 

leaders’ communication skills, situational awareness, and emotional intelligence. Over time, 

this can take a toll on the leaders themselves, as the constant need for presence, planning, and 

relational maintenance risks undermining their own well-being. At the same time, the findings 

from this study also highlight a gap between these rising demands and the support provided 

by HR. While formal support does exist, they are not always perceived as relevant to the 
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practical challenges of digital leadership. Therefore, there is a clear need for more targeted 

and context-sensitive support, particularly in areas such as digital communication, emotional 

presence, and strategies for sustaining organisational and relationships in a digital context. 

Other than tailored competency enhancement efforts, a practical implication drawn from this 

study is the recommendation to create structured forums where leaders can reflect on their 

roles, exchange strategies, and discuss challenges. Such spaces, initiated and facilitated by 

HR, can help reduce cognitive demands by shifting the burden of initiating support away from 

leaders, while also offering HR better insight into leaders’ needs. Incorporating digital 

leadership challenges and strategies into existing training, rather than separating them, and 

creating informal opportunities for relationship building are further ways organisations can 

respond to the evolving demands on today’s digital leaders.  

​ In conclusion, this study shows that digital leadership requires more than technical 

proficiency. It demands a redefinition of what it means to be present, to build relationships, 

and to lead in a setting where physical closeness is no longer a given. To create sustainable 

conditions for leaders in digital environments, organisations must not only provide the right 

tools but also recognise the importance of supporting the emotional and relational dimensions 

of leadership. As the informal touchpoints of everyday work disappear, organisations must 

find new ways to recreate these human interactions. Otherwise, a vital part of leadership’s 

essence risks being lost. Because, unfortunately, there are no coffee machines to gather 

around in the cloud.  

 
 
7.1 Contribution & Future Research 

This thesis contributes both empirically and theoretically to the understanding of leadership in 

digitally mediated environments. Empirically, it addresses a gap in existing literature by 

focusing on leaders’ own experiences and well-being, which are areas often overshadowed by 

studies centred on employee outcomes or organisational performance. By capturing leaders’ 

experiences through qualitative methods, the study offers a nuanced narrative of the demands 

and resources of Swedish leaders practicing digital leadership. Theoretically, the study 

expands the application of the JD-R model by illustrating how it can be used to understand 

leaders’ own work environment. Rather than focusing solely on leaders as a resource for 

employees, the model is used to understand how leaders themselves are subject to job 

demands and resources, and how these shape their well-being and ability to lead. 
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Additionally, the study adds to current research on updating the MRT for today’s advanced 

communication channels, supporting the need for taking subjective factors into account when 

determining a channel’s richness. The findings confirm that leaders’ experiences, relational 

closeness, and advancements of technological tools influence how channels are perceived and 

used. Moreover, practically, the study can provide insights into the daily reality of digital 

leaders, including how digital tools, relational distance and workload are managed. It also 

provides recommendations on how organisations and HR can better support leaders in 

navigating these demands, for instance through structured opportunities for physical 

interaction, adapted communication strategies, and overall continuous HR support that are 

aware of the demands subjected to digital leaders. As leadership becomes more digitally 

mediated, it demands new competencies and, without adequate and targeted support, may 

increase job strain. Leaders risk struggling to compensate for relational loss in digital settings, 

which could undermine the positive outcomes of digital leadership and reduce their role to 

task management. As extended implications, leadership may need redefining and new 

leadership models adjusted for the relational absence, considering that leadership today is less 

about spontaneous influence and more about strategically designing communication and 

planning engagement. Thus, this study highlights a need to reconsider how leadership, by 

nature relational, can thrive in environments where relationship-building is constrained, and 

how this transforms the leader’s role.  

Nevertheless, the study has limitations, as discussed in the methods chapter. In regards 

to these limitations, future research is necessary to explore the subject further, especially 

centered on leaders’ own perspectives and what the digital environment means for leadership. 

For instance, due to the limited context this study was conducted in, future research could 

examine leaders’ experiences in comparative or cross-sectoral contexts, perhaps between 

public and private sectors, or between organisations in different stages of digital 

transformation. A longitudinal or mixed-methods research design would also offer a richer 

picture of how or the perceptions evolve over time as digital tools and familiarity improve, 

which this study did not have resources to conduct due to time constraints. Lastly, future 

studies could investigate whether intersectional or situational factors, such as gender, age, 

leadership level, or digital literacy, affect how leaders experience digital leadership. Such 

studies would add further complexity to the understanding of this field and support the 

development of more tailored strategies for leadership support in a digitalised work context. 
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Appendix 1 - Respondent Table  

 

Table 1. Illustrates the context of conducted interviews, including when, how long, which 

format and which researcher participated.  

Respondent Date Duration 
 

Format & 
Researcher 
Presence 

L1 05-03-2025 37:58 Digital (Both) 

L2 11-03-2025 40:15 Digital (Both) 

L3 11-03-2025 37:40 Digital (Both) 

HR1 12-03-2025 39:39 Digital (Both) 

L4 13-03-2025 29:36 In-person (R1 only) 

L5 19-03-2025 54:24 Digital (Both) 

L6 20-03-2025 44:03 Digital (Both) 

L7 21-03-2025 51:34 Digital (Both) 

L8 25-03-2025 39:22 Digital (Both) 

L9 26-03-2025 50:48 Digital (Both) 

L10 27-03-2025 36:22 Digital (R1 only) 

HR2 01-04-2025 46:27 Digital (Both) 

HR3 04-04-2025 34:37 Digital (R1 only) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

64 



 

Appendix 2 - Information and Consent Form to Participants  

Hi!  

Our names are Elin Andersson and Thyra Svensson, master’s students in the Strategic Human 

Resource Management and Labour Relations program at the University of Gothenburg. As 

part of our final semester, we are conducting research for our master’s thesis on digital 

leadership, under the supervision of Vedran Omanović (Associate Professor in Management 

and Organisation at the School of Business, Economics and Law, University of Gothenburg, 

Sweden). We kindly invite you to participate in our study. Below, you will find detailed 

information regarding our research and what your participation would entail.​

​

About the Project and Why We Want You to Participate 

Our study explores the experiences of leaders in digital leadership, focusing on perceived 

challenges, competencies, and HR support. 

 

Existing research largely focuses on how employees experience digital work, while 

significantly less attention has been given to leaders’ own perspectives within the work 

context shaped by digitalisation and globalisation. Understanding leaders’ experiences not 

only helps fill research gaps but also provides businesses with insights into the leadership 

skills and support needed in today’s workplace. With this in mind, we are reaching out to you 

because we are particularly interested in your experiences of either leading employees in a 

digital environment or providing support to leaders navigating digital leadership. ​

​

How Does the Study Work? 

To collect data for our study, we have chosen to conduct interviews that will take 

approximately 45 minutes. If you choose to participate, you will be interviewed at a 

convenient location, either in person or remotely via phone or platforms like Zoom/Teams. 

 

The project follows the ethical research principles of the Swedish Research Council. This 

means that your name and personal details will remain confidential and will not be disclosed 

in the study. We would like to record the interview to allow us to transcribe it afterward. The 

recorded file will be stored on a password protected computer, and your name will not be 

included in any files and only a code will be used to ensure your anonymity. When the study’s 
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results are presented/published, your identity and all participants’ identities will be protected 

with a pseudonym (including the name of the company). 

 

Handling of collected material  

The collected interview material will be transcribed, and notes will be taken during the 

interview to help us analyse the data. The audio files and notes will be securely stored until 

the thesis is completed. During this period, the information will only be accessible to us. In 

the final thesis, extracts from interviews may be cited and interviewees are given a 

pseudonym, therefore your responses will be anonymised so that unauthorised individuals 

cannot access them. Interview files once transcribed will be erased after the conclusion and 

approval of the project. ​

​

Results and publication 

The results of the study will be published in the form of a Master thesis that is planned to be 

completed on June 9, 2025. Participants will be able to download the essay from GUPEA 

(Gothenburg University’s electronic publication archive) or receive it via email from us. We 

will also present the findings orally to all Swedish leaders within the organisation. ​

​

Participation is Voluntary  

Your participation is voluntary, and consent is given either verbally during the interview or in 

writing. You also have the opportunity to ask questions about the project before agreeing to 

participate. If you change your mind, you can withdraw at any time during the interview 

without providing a reason. You also have the right to request that your data be deleted 

afterward.  

 

Contact Information 

Elin Andersson  

076******* 

**********@student.gu.se 
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Thyra Svensson  

076******* 

*********@student.gu.se 

 

Supervisor - Vedran Omanović  
031******* 

*************@handels.gu.se 

 

Consent to participate 

I have received verbal and/or written information about the study and have had the 

opportunity to ask questions about the project. I have fully understood the scope and 

implications of participating in this student MA project. Any questions I had were answered 

satisfactorily.  

☐​ I agree to participate, and that the interview can be digitally recorded.  

☐​ I agree to my personal details being handled as described above.  

  

Date and place    Name and Signature (participant) 

  

  

  

  

Date and place    Name and Signature (student) 
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Appendix 3 - Interview Guide Leaders  

Interview Guide Leaders  

Present the project​

Our study about digital leadership from the perspective of leaders aims to explore leaders’ 

experiences of leading in a digital context, with a particular focus on perceived challenges, 

competencies, and HR support. That is why it would be incredibly valuable to hear your 

thoughts and experiences, especially since you have hands-on experience leading a team 

digitally. 

As you may have read in the information sheet, both you and the organisation will be fully 

anonymised. In the final thesis, we will only include brief information about the company and 

the industry you operate in. The raw material (i.e., notes and recordings) will only be 

accessible to us and will be permanently deleted once the thesis is completed and approved. 

We also want to emphasise that there are no right or wrong answers. We are simply interested 

in hearing your thoughts, opinions, and experiences. If there are any questions you do not feel 

comfortable answering, or prefer not to respond to, that is absolutely fine. 

Is it okay if we start the recording? 

 

 

Introduction (background questions) 

●​ Could you start by introducing yourself? 

○​ What is your role within the company? (Job title) 

○​ What responsibilities are associated with your role? 

●​ How long have you been working at the company? 

○​ If long employment: Have you always worked this way (digitally), or has there 

been a shift over time? 

○​ If recently employed: Have you had previous experience in a leadership role? 

●​ Can you tell us about your team? (Those you are responsible for e.g., number of team 

members, department, and their geographical location in Sweden, etc.) 
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Main Questions   
Theme 1: Challenges 

●​ What would you say is the biggest challenge of leading remotely or digitally? 

○​ Can you share an example of a situation where you found remote leadership 

particularly difficult? 

○​ On the flip side: What is the greatest advantage or opportunity of digital 

leadership? 

●​ How do you work to maintain team cohesion, motivation, and engagement when 

working remotely? 

●​ Have you experienced situations where digital communication led to 

misunderstandings or made it harder to get your message across as a leader? 

○​ How did you handle that? 

 
Theme 2: Leadership skills and skills gaps  

●​ What competencies or skills do you consider most crucial for being an effective digital 

leader? 

●​ Have you had to develop any new skills or competencies since you started leading 

remotely? If so, which ones? 

●​ How do you perceive that your presence and influence as a leader change in a digital 

environment compared to in-person leadership? 

●​ Do you find that remote leadership requires a different leadership style compared to 

in-person leadership? Why or why not? 

 
Theme 3: Role and job tasks 

●​ Which aspects of your leadership role have been most affected by digital leadership? 

○​ Can you give an example of a time when you had to change your way of 

working? 

●​ How do you experience your workload in a digital work environment? Is there 

anything that affects how you are able to perform your work? 

●​ How do you perceive the balance between administrative tasks and being present for 

your employees? Has anything become more difficult or easier when working 

remotely? 
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●​ What do you do concretely to create a clear vision, shared goals, and a strong team 

identity when working digitally? 

●​ Has remote work affected how you allocate your time between task-oriented and 

relationship-building aspects of your leadership? If so, in what way? 

 
Theme 4: HR support and development 

●​ Have you received any support from HR in developing your leadership skills? If so, in 

what way? (e.g., training, coaching, etc.) 

●​ Has leadership development within the company been adapted to address the specific 

challenges of digital leadership compared to in-person leadership? 

○​ If not, is that something you believe is necessary? 

○​ If yes, how have you experienced it? 

●​ What type of support (e.g., coaching, training, mentoring) would you need to further 

develop as a digital leader? 

 
Theme 5: Improvements and future perspectives  

●​ What strategies or methods have you used to succeed as a digital leader? 

●​ What additional support or resources would you like to have to improve your remote 

leadership? 

●​ If you could suggest one change to improve digital leadership within the company, 

what would it be? 

 

Wrap-Up  

●​ Is there anything else you would like to highlight or add that we have not discussed? 
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Appendix 4 - Interview Guide HR 

Interview Guide HR 

Present the project ​

Our study aims to explore leaders’ experiences of leading in a digital context, with a 

particular focus on perceived challenges, competencies, and HR support. That is why it would 

be incredibly valuable to hear your thoughts and experiences, especially since you have 

hands-on experience leading a team digitally. 

As you may have read in the information sheet, both you and the organisation will be fully 

anonymised. In the final thesis, we will only include brief information about the company and 

the industry you operate in. The raw material (i.e., notes and recordings) will only be 

accessible to us and will be permanently deleted once the thesis is completed and approved. 

We also want to emphasise that there are no right or wrong answers. We are simply interested 

in hearing your thoughts, opinions, and experiences. If there are any questions you do not feel 

comfortable answering, or prefer not to respond to, that is absolutely fine. 

Is it okay if we start the recording? 

 

Introduction (background questions) 

●​ Could you start by introducing yourself? 

○​ How long have you been working at the company? 

○​ What is your role within the company?  

●​ What does the HR function look like within the company? How does cross-functional 

collaboration work? (For example, in areas like competence development or 

leadership support) 
 

Main Questions   
 

Theme 1: The role of HR in supporting digital leadership  

●​ How widespread has digital leadership been at the company? 

●​ How do you support leaders in managing remotely or digitally? 
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●​ What HR initiatives exist to develop competencies in digital leadership? 

○​ How do you measure the effectiveness of HR’s support for digital leadership? 

●​ How do you ensure that leaders have access to relevant training and development in 

digital leadership? 

 
Theme 2: Challenges in supporting digital leadership  

●​ What are the biggest challenges for HR in supporting leaders who have digital teams? 

●​ Have the leaders expressed specific needs or challenges related to digital leadership? 

●​ Do you feel there are any gaps in your current approach to supporting digital 

leadership? 

 
Theme 3: Skills development and education  

●​ What skills do you consider important for successful digital leadership? 

●​ How does HR design and implement training programs for digital leadership? 

●​ Do you feel that the demand for leadership development programs has changed since 

remote work became more common? 

 
Theme 4: Strategies and improvements  

●​ How do you collaborate with the leaders themselves to develop HR’s support for 

remote work? 

●​ What strategies have been most successful in supporting remote leadership? 

●​ Can you think of any additional initiatives or changes that could improve HR’s 

support for leaders in the future? 

●​ How do you think remote leadership will evolve in your organisation going forward? 

○​ How do you think HR’s role in developing digital leadership will change in the 

future? 
 

Wrap-Up   

●​ Is there anything else you would like to highlight or add that we have not discussed? 
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Appendix 5 - Interview Guide HR specialist (L&D) 

Interview Guide HR specialist (L&D)  

Present the project 

Hi, and thank you so much for taking the time to speak with us! 

We are conducting a Master’s thesis on digital leadership from leaders’ perspectives, with a 

particular focus on the challenges they experience and how HR can support the development 

of competencies for leading remotely. 

 

As mentioned in the information sheet, both you and the company will remain fully 

anonymous. Only a short description of the company and industry will be included in the final 

report. The raw material (notes and audio recording) will only be accessible to us and will be 

deleted after the thesis is submitted and approved. 

 

There are no right or wrong answers. We are just interested in your thoughts, experiences, and 

insights. If there is any question you would prefer not to answer, that is totally fine. 

 

Is it okay if we start the recording? 

 
Introduction  

●​ Could you briefly introduce yourself and your role? 

●​ What types of leadership development initiatives are you mainly involved in? 

 

 

Main Questions  
Theme 1: Design of Leadership Development for Remote Leadership 

●​ If you could summarise shortly, how do you generally develop leadership 

programmes? 

●​ How have leadership development programs been adapted to support remote or hybrid 

leadership? 
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○​ Have you created or adjusted any programs specifically to address challenges 

in leading remotely? 

●​ Are there any specific competencies or behaviors you focus on in your leadership 

programs for digital leaders? 

 

Theme 2: Needs, Effectiveness & Collaboration 

●​ How are the learning needs of remote leaders identified? 

●​ How do you evaluate the effectiveness of your leadership development initiatives? 

●​ Do you collaborate with leaders or other functions when designing programs to 

support remote leadership? 

 

Theme 3: Reflections and Future Outlook 

●​ What are the biggest challenges you see in supporting leadership development for 

remote/hybrid contexts? 

●​ Are there any gaps you have identified in how remote leadership is currently 

supported? 

●​ Are there any future improvements or initiatives you think would strengthen your 

support for remote leaders? 

●​ How do you think leadership development will need to evolve as remote/hybrid work 

becomes more permanent? 

 
 

Wrap-Up  

Thank you so much for your insights! Is there anything else you would like to add that we 

have not covered? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

74 



 

Appendix 6 - Coding Scheme  

 
Table 2: Illustrates how main themes and sub-themes emerged through the process of thematic 
analysis and coding.  
 

Respondent Unit of meaning Initial code / 
Simplified unit of 
meaning 

Sub-theme Focus code / 
Main theme 

L2  "I used to pick up on 
people's well-being 
and stress more easily 
in person. [...] Now, if 
they're not feeling 
well, I depend on them 
telling me. Before, I 
could just see it in 
you". 
  

Dependent on clear 
verbal digital 
communication. 
Cannot read body 
language. More 
difficult to catch 
someone 
 

Communication 
Barrier 

Challenges in 
Remote 
Leadership  

L4 “Being in the break 
room and being on 
Teams, it doesn’t work 
the same way.” 
 

More difficult to be 
present and create 
natural contact 
surfaces as a digital 
leader 
 

Building 
Relationships  

Challenges in 
Remote 
Leadership 

L10  “there is really no 
start or stop to the day 
[…] you are 
essentially always 
available.” 
 

The digital way of 
working blurs the 
boundaries 
between work and 
leisure. 

Tasks and 
Workload  

Challenges in 
Remote 
Leadership  

L9  “Situational 
adaptation is harder 
[...] that part suddenly 
fails because it is 
harder to sit next to 
someone digitally”. 
 

More demands on 
leadership today  

Conducting 
Leadership  

Challenges in 
Remote 
Leadership  

L5  “When I shut down 
here, it gets quiet, and 
then I do not know 
what you are doing 

Reduced ability to 
observe informal 
signals remotely  

Reduced Insight at 
a Distance  

Challenges in 
Remote 
Leadership  
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over there. I do not 
know how you have 
reacted. I do not know 
what they are up to”. 
 

L6  “I would say that you 
need to be a bit more 
clear. You need to ask 
if they have 
understood the 
message. You do not 
get the same signals 
back. You can not see 
in the same way”. 
 

Reduced feedback 
and need for clarity 
in digital 
communication  

Communication 
Strategies  

Strategies 

L1  “Currently, we mainly 
use Teams and I have 
set up separate 
channels just for us in 
our inner circle where 
we can talk about 
anything. [...] I want 
my team to feel safe 
and bring up anything 
in those spaces”. 
 

Create different 
customised 
communication 
channels so 
members feel safe 
to talk  

Leveraging Digital 
Tools Effectively  

Strategies 

L3  “We have our 
spontaneous 
check-ins. It is a 
chance to just talk 
freely, maybe chit-chat 
a bit. But it is still not 
quite the same as 
doing something 
together after work.” 
 

Social interaction 
settings is  limited 
of the digital 
formats in creating 
richer social 
dynamics  
 
 

Creating Informal 
Spaces for 
Relationship 
Building  

Strategies 

L8  “The most crucial 
competence as a 
leader is to 
understand people, 
not just the tasks. You 
have to trust your 

The importance of 
understanding 
people and trust 
them  

Evolving 
Leadership 
Practice  

Strategies  
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team and give them 
space to lead 
themselves.” 
 

HR1  “It is not particularly 
specific, instead we 
focus on leadership as 
a whole. Being a 
remote leader is just 
being a leader at a 
distance.”  
 

Focus on 
leadership as a 
whole 

Formal Education 
Programmes  

HR Support  

L8   “The leadership 
program we are taking 
part in has provided 
incredibly valuable 
support. Without it, we 
would have felt a real 
lack of guidance”.  
 

Value of the 
leadership 
programme  

Opinions on 
Formal Education 
Programmes  

HR Support  

L9  “I used to have 
monthly check-ins 
with them. [...] That 
dialogue has faded. I 
am quite sure it is 
related to 
digitalisation. [...] 
Unfortunately, I think 
it has worsened”.  
 

The need for 
increased HR 
support  

Ongoing 
operational support 

HR Support  
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