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ABSTRACT  

Since the last decade, organizations have been exerting pressure on exploring new technologies 

and their impact on their operations to remain competitive, transforming how organizations 

compete and manage their digital transformation operations. Although digital transformation and 

leadership are imperative and timely topics, there is a lack of rigorous research to grasp this 

transformation. Meanwhile, this rapid advancement is changing the nature of leadership 

competencies needed for this digital transformation. We have developed a multi-level model for 

digital leadership and digital transformation. We have built our conceptual foundations on the 4I 

framework to explain the digital leadership role in four phases - intuition, interpretation, 

integration, and institutionalization for successfully implementing digital transformation. We 

present a conceptual model and future research agenda.   
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INTRODUCTION  

Since the last decade, organizations have been pressured to explore new technologies and their 

impact on their operations to remain competitive (Heubeck, 2023, Korherr et al., 2022) hence, has 

transformed how the organizations are competing and managing their operations for digital 

transformation. Digital transformation is the technological-based disruptive change affecting every 

organization's processes (Henderikx and Stoffers, 2022). It requires integrating digital tools and 

technologies, which demand changes in the new leadership characteristics, organizational 

structures, processes, and production (Hess et al., 2016b). Thus, digital transformation requires 

combining technology and people (Nadkarni and Prügl, 2021, Abbu et al., 2022).  

Moreover, digital transformation can offer numerous benefits to firms in terms of cost 

reduction (Chirumalla, 2021), increased security (Colin, 2015), data privacy (Charles, 2015) as 

well as effectiveness and transparency of data (Janssen and Van Der Voort, 2016, Janowski, 2015). 

However, as indicated, such transformation requires human capability, and integrating these 

technologies alone may not help the industries achieve sustainable competitive advantage 

(Blichfeldt and Faullant, 2021). Organizations must also transform their conventional leadership 

styles for successful digital transformation (Erhan et al., 2022) such as towards digital leadership.   

Digital leadership combines their abilities with digital technologies to add value to the firm. 

They adapt multiple leadership approaches (transformational, democratic, etc.) with their digital 

competencies (Sow and Aborbie, 2018, Mihardjo et al., 2019, Erhan et al., 2022). Thus, it involves 

technology and innovation elements and differs from traditional leadership (Erhan et al., 2022). 

Therefore, it is equally essential for firms to have leadership with specific expertise and skills for 

their digital transformation.   

There is fragmented research regarding the multi-level conceptualization of digital 

leadership roles in digital transformation. However, the idea of digital leadership for digital 

transformation is not new, but it is not well-integrated into the literature and is still nascent 

(Bresciani et al., 2021, George et al., 2022, Heubeck, 2023). The extant research has mainly relied 

on leadership skills, and there has been little focus on the skills, characteristics, and processes 

related to digital leadership (Banks et al., 2022, Malodia et al., 2023).   

Extant research has focused on leadership traits such as general mindset, social attitude 

(Klein, 2020), antecedents of effective digital leadership (Klein, 2020), leadership skills, and 

relationship management (Gilli et al., 2023), as well as general characteristics of transformational 

leadership (Li, 2010) and transactional leadership (Porfírio et al., 2021). Moreover, leadership 

effectiveness has been studied with customer orientation (Yopan et al., 2022). Still, this research 

has not leveraged the various aspects of digital leadership, and little is known about this 

phenomenon.   

Similarly, little is known about the influence of digital leadership in digital transformation 

at a multi-level (Trenerry et al., 2021). Existing research on digital leadership and digital 

transformation is fragmented in two ways. First, there is no consensus definition of digital 

leadership (Petry, 2018), and second, as stated earlier, a little focus on the skills, characteristics, 

and processes related to digital leadership (Banks et al., 2022, Malodia et al., 2023). The extant 

literature gives strong evidence of the role of digital leadership in organizational change 

(Matarazzo et al., 2021). However, the macro and micro-level research between managerial 

capabilities and firm-level strategies remains fragmented (George et al., 2022, Heubeck and Meckl, 

2022). Therefore, multi-level research is required to understand digital leadership in the 
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organization's digital transformation journey. The extant literature has failed to address a multilevel 

perspective of digital leadership and digital transformation.   

Digital leadership holds great promise to address these issues in detail. We have addressed 

the research calls such as Banks et al. (2019) for taking a formal view of digital leadership to 

provide more significant insights into leadership behaviors to understand better the digital 

leadership process and digital leadership competencies for digital transformation. Additionally, a 

gap exists in the literature which connects leadership, context, and learning process in one study 

(Berson et al., 2006); this is particularly true in terms of literature on digital leadership and digital 

transformation.   

Similarly, our integrative review differs from existing reviews as our review is the first to 

develop a multi-level model. Hence, a promising way of combining micro, meso-level, and 

macrolevel research as there is a lack of understanding of leadership and digitalization at multiple 

levels of analysis (Trenerry et al., 2021). Second, we propose research propositions based on the 

4I framework (Crossan and Berdrow, 2003). Third, we create an integrated digital leadership 

framework and describe the relationship of digital leadership with different factors (skills, 

characteristics, digital culture, and business model innovation). Fourth, our study is the first to 

study the relationship between business model innovation and digital culture in the context of 

digital leadership and digital transformation in multi-level research.   

To understand digital leadership as an emerging phenomenon, we have chosen an 

integrative review to understand the emergence of new perspectives in digital leadership 

scholarship. Furthermore, an integrative review is vital in advancing the literature and yielding 

new valuable insights (Elsbach and van Knippenberg, 2020). Owing to the absence of a concrete 

connection between the digital leader competencies, 41 frameworks, and digital transformation, 

we have based our research on conceptual structuring in which "the main concepts of the topic 

provide a framework around which the review can be organized" (Torraco, 2016). The integrative 

review was performed using Scopus, Science Direct, and Google Scholar databases.  

Our initial search included 149 articles to identify digital leadership in connection with 

digital transformation, business model innovation, and organizational culture. The titles and 

abstracts of articles were reviewed, and 100 articles were included after removing those that did 

not meet the above criteria. The shortlisted articles were divided into three categories of microlevel 

research (digital leadership skills and styles), meso-level research (team communication and 

collaboration), and macro-level (digital leadership, digital transformation, business model 

innovation, and organizational culture). We also limited our search to "1999 onwards," considering 

empirical and conceptual research. We also restricted our key search to peer-reviewed journal 

articles while eliminating the books and editorials.   

 Our review suggests that digital leadership scholarship has been ignored at multiple levels. 

Similarly, digital leadership research ignores a few aspects, such as in digital transformation 

literature, the role of digital leadership skills, capabilities, and competencies (at the micro level) 

and on team level digital leader skills (team communication and collaboration), contextual support 

and followers' intrinsic motivation. We also focus on macro-level research by examining the role 

of digital leadership in business model innovation and organizational culture. Lastly, we address 

these gaps in digital transformation and leadership scholarship through the organizational learning 

4I framework (Berson et al., 2006, Crossan et al., 1999).   
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 We aim to improve our understanding of scholarship on the process of digital transformation and 

digital leadership at multiple levels. We have based our conceptualization on the 4I framework by 

offering a multi-level view of digital leadership and transformation. We have provided propositions 

and a framework. Our research suggests several contributions.   

 We have built our conceptual foundations on the 4I framework to explain the digital leadership 

role in four phases - intuition, interpretation, integration, and institutionalization for successfully 

implementing digital transformation. For managers, we offer a practical guideline to implement a 

structured and systematic digital change by utilizing their digital competencies in four processes. 

Additionally, we have brought together the bits and pieces of extant literature to make a 

comprehensive multi-level model and have structured the model into the process model. Hence, 

this model can be a first-hand tool and guide for the practitioners on various digital leadership 

competencies required at each phase and how they can innovate their business models and 

organizational culture through these skills.   

Our conceptual framework has integrated the dispersed literature on this subject. 

Theoretically, we have contributed to the leadership scholar by explicitly linking digital leadership 

and digital transformation with the 4I framework. We have also built a multi-level process model 

to implement digital transformation successfully.  

This study contributes to the strategic management literature by bridging the existing 

research gap between micro and macro-level research (Foss and Saebi, 2017, Foss, 2016). This 

research postulates that leadership skills strongly influence digital transformation at the microlevel. 

At the macro level, it links leadership skills with business model innovation and organizational 

culture. At the meso-level, it explains the link of digital leadership with the followers for successful 

digital transformation. Understanding these micro, meso-level, and macro-level foundations is 

significant in achieving successful digital transformation.  

  

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS                                                                                               

Digital Transformation   

Firms today have realized that digital transformation is not just about installing advanced 

technologies (Henriette et al., 2015) but also aligning business strategies, culture, people, and 

leadership styles with this significant technological shift (Goran et al., 2017). It has been realized 

that digital transformation is a continuous process required for the prosperity and survival of 

organizations (Porfírio et al., 2021). It will continue for a long time and benefit the firms that 

innovate and upgrade themselves regularly (Kane et al., 2021).   

These advancements have immensely attracted academia, and researchers have sought to 

give various conceptualizations and definitions of digital transformation (Gong and Ribiere, 2021). 

In doing so, the term digitalization has often been confused with a similar term such as digitization 

which is the conversion of information from analog to digital form - while digitalization is the 

usage of information technology for performing business activities (Verhoef et al., 2021). Gong 

and Ribiere (2021) develop a unified definition of digital transformation, which is stated as: "a 

fundamental change process, enabled by the innovative use of digital technologies accompanied 

by the strategic leverage of key resources and capabilities, aiming to radically improve an entity 

and redefine its value proposition for its stakeholders". In other words, digital transformation can 

be defined as a complete transformation of processes through digital technology involving business 
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model innovation, redefining production processes, and transforming leadership styles. Hence, 

digital transformation redefines business capabilities, products, relationships with partners, and the 

evolutionary path of business models (Hanelt et al., 2021).   

  

  

Digital Transformation and Organizational Levels  

Based on Berson et al. (2006) work on organizational learning and leadership, we have studied 

organizational learning (a strategic change for achieving competitive advantage) and the 4I 

framework with digital transformation, which is also a strategic change for achieving sustainable 

competitive advantage. Therefore, we argue that digital transformation can take place at three 

organizational hierarchy levels – micro (individual), meso-level (team), and macro 

(organizational). At the micro level, new ideas are generated based on organizational goals and 

responses toward the digital transformation journey. While at the meso-level active group 

discussions and inter-group discussions take place to interpret those new ideas for the successful 

implementation of digital transformation. In the last stage, this information is converted into action 

and distributed among the organization's various divisions to implement ideas.   

This idea generation to idea implementation journey continuously takes place rather than a 

bottom-up or top-down approach. This multi-level analysis would provide an opportunity for 

uncovering the digital leadership role in facilitating digital transformation. Literature on digital 

transformation has mainly focused on explaining the phenomenon but has not explained who 

initiates such processes (Annarelli et al., 2021, Vial, 2021). To date, there is limited research on 

directly linking the role of digital leadership and digital transformation at each level of analysis. 

Few studies have used learning variables to measure leadership, such as transformational 

leadership (e.g., Amitay et al., 2005), or have studied leadership roles in specific settings (e.g., 

Edmondson, 1999). However, as said earlier, little is known about the digital leadership role in 

digital transformation at each level of analysis.   

  

4I framework  

Crossan et al. (1999) proposed the 4I framework, which measures the sub-processes within a 

system of an organization learning. Its four significant processes involve intuition, interpretation, 

integration, and institutionalization. Intuition is an individual-level phenomenon where individuals 

recognize the possibilities of patterns of their experiences (Weick, 1995). Interpretation is the 

process of explaining the insights of a phenomenon through actions and words to others. 

Integration is the shared understanding among individuals and teammates. Integrating ideas is 

everyday work that becomes formal when institutional-level discussions occur. Therefore, 

institutionalization is defined as a process when actions are ensured; tasks are defined and 

distributed among the members. Thus, it is an embedded process that ensures jobs are formed at 

the individual and group levels (Crossan et al., 1999).   

These four learning processes occur at three organizational levels because this learning 

process naturally flows from one level to another; hence, one cannot precisely say when one ends 

and the next starts (Crossan et al., 1999). These three levels are individual level, group level, and 

organizational level. As per Crossan et al. (1999) 4I framework, intuition occurs at the individual 
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level. Interpretation acts as a bridge between individual and group levels, while integration links 

the organizational and group level, and institutionalization occurs at the organizational level.   

The flow of information between these processes ( intuition to interpretation to integration) 

uses the creativity and innovation mechanism known as the exploration process (Crossan and 

Berdrow, 2003). Exploration consists of constructs like innovation and creativity (March, 1991). 

Similarly, the flow of information from integration to institutionalization and back to intuition uses 

the knowledge adaptation and transfer mechanism known as the exploitation process (Crossan and 

Berdrow, 2003). Exploitation consists of constructs like transfer of knowledge and adaptation 

(March ,1991).   

  

Digital Leadership   

Leadership is a complex social influence process requiring an interdisciplinary theoretical lens 

(Antonakis et al., 2019). The emerging wave of digital transformation has entered leadership 

scholarship in the digital era (Banks et al., 2019, Banks et al., 2022). This DT requires integrating 

digital tools and technologies, which demands several changes in the new leadership characteristics 

and organizational structures (Hess et al., 2016b).   

For successful digital transformation, firms must update their human resources per market 

demands (Ireland and Hitt, 2005, Jones and Pitelis, 2015). Doing so helps the firms gain a 

competitive advantage and build a thriving, flexible, and updated working environment 

(Eisenhardt et al., 2010). The firm leader plays a significant role in embracing those evolutionary 

trends to keep their firms flexible and updated (Eisenhardt et al., 2010). They do this by obliterating 

ancient structures and business models and bringing in newer flexible models. However, the role 

of leadership in the digital transformation process is unclear, and there is, hence, particular interest 

among researchers in improving understanding on the phenomena.   

Several researchers are calling for studying shifts in leadership behaviors and strategies 

from the traditional ones to those more focused on digitalization (El Sawy et al., 2016, Bharadwaj 

et al., 2013, Anderson et al., 2017). Various scholars have investigated different leadership styles, 

such as ethical leadership (Ahmed Iqbal et al., 2020), transformational leadership (Li, 2010), and 

transactional leadership (Porfírio et al., 2021). They have discussed these leadership styles with 

innovative work behavior. Some researchers have investigated the digital leader's role in teaching 

(Richardson et al., 2012) and in the higher education field (Antonopoulou et al., 2020). However, 

there is still a scarcity of literature on the role of digital leadership in shaping the organization's 

digital transformation (Erhan et al., 2022). There is, hence, a need to explore and examine those 

particular digital leadership characteristics, styles, and skills conducive to and critical for digital 

transformation.  

While most leadership theories focus on the role of leaders and followers, some of these, 

such as transformational leadership, look at transforming team members. However, digital 

leadership requires an equal level of transformation at the leader level, primarily involving 

developing digital skills to lead teams efficiently and effectively. It is argued that, among others, 

technological skills required by leaders are counted as the most prized skills (Groysberg, 2014). 

Similarly, innovating strategies and business models as per customers and market demand (Porfírio 

et al., 2021), as well as coordinating and communicating a culture of digitalization to embark the 
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entire firm towards digital transformation (Singh and Hess, 2017) are some of the critical roles of 

digital leadership.   

Similarly, in the ongoing process of digital transformation, it is of significant importance 

to advance the leadership theory to understand the development process of a leader - an overarching 

theoretical development of the topic is required for the change that digital transformation is 

bringing in the organizations (Day et al., 2021). This is because past research on leadership 

literature focused on aspects such as job satisfaction, employee performance, employerleader 

relationship, and employee commitment (Judge and Piccolo, 2004, Han and Jekel, 2011, Harris et 

al., 2009, Lim et al., 2017). Aspects of digitalization were ignored, and very few management 

scholars knew about it.   

 

Methodology 

The present work addresses the following research question: what are the drivers of digital 

leadership for successful digital transformation? The answer to this question can be achieved by 

addressing these objectives; 1: Identifying skills and characteristics of digital leadership 2: Taking 

a multi-level perspective digital leadership process and digital leadership competencies for digital 

transformation 3: Suggesting propositions based on the literature review 4: propose a future 

research agenda.  

Consistent with the breadth of our research question and to understand digital leadership 

as an emerging phenomenon, we have chosen an integrative review to understand the emergence 

of new perspectives in digital leadership scholarship. Furthermore, an integrative review is vital in 

advancing the literature and yielding new valuable insights (Elsbach & van Knippenberg, 2020). 

Owing to the absence of a concrete connection between the digital leader competencies, 41 

frameworks, and digital transformation, we have based our research on conceptual structuring in 

which "the main concepts of the topic provide a framework around which the review can be 

organized" (Torraco, 2016, p. 12). The integrative review was performed using Scopus, Science 

Direct, and Google Scholar databases. 

Our initial search included 149 articles to identify digital leadership in connection with 

digital transformation, business model innovation, and organizational culture. In the identification 

phase, the combined terms digital transformation, digital leadership, and business model 

innovation were used in the Title-Abstract-Keywords (TITLE-ABS-KEY). The titles and abstracts 

of articles were reviewed. In the screening phase, pre-selected filters of language, document type, 

and source were applied. In the eligibility phase, duplicated articles and those which did not fulfil 

the criteria were removed. 100 articles were included after eliminating those that did not meet the 

requirements (table 1). 
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Table 1: Literature Search Process 
Step Digital Transformation & Digital 

Leadership 

Digital leadership, Business Model 

Innovation,  Organizational 

Culture & 4I framework 

Step 1: Identification 

Search for the grey literature and 

peer-reviewed articles 

from databases of 

Scopus, Google Scholar 

& Science Direct 

Search keywords included: 

"digitalization"” digital 

transformation"” "digital 

leadership"” "e-leadership" 

“innovative leadership" 

Search keywords included: 

"Digital leadership"” "“business 

model"” "“business model 

innovation"” “leadership 

skills,” “digital leader 

skills,” “4I framework” 

Step 2: Inclusion and Exclusion 

criteria used to refine 

results 

1: Articles are written in English 

2: Articles published from 1990 

onwards 

3: At least two keywords from step 1 

appeared in the title or 

abstract  

4: Peer-reviewed articles were 

considered, while books, 

conference papers, and 

editorials were not included 

1: Articles are written in English 

2: Articles published from 1990 

onwards 

3: At least two keywords from step 1 

appeared in the title or 

abstract  

4: Peer-reviewed articles were 

considered, while books, 

conference papers, and 

editorials were not included 

 

 

The shortlisted articles were divided into three categories of micro-level research (digital 

leadership skills and styles), meso-level research (team communication and collaboration), and 

macro-level (digital leadership, digital transformation, business model innovation, and 

organizational culture). We also limited our search to "1999 onwards," considering empirical and 

conceptual research. We also restricted our key search to peer-reviewed journal articles while 

eliminating the books and editorials. 

  

Way Forward for Digital Leadership and Digital Transformation Research at Multiple levels  

The proposed conceptual model of this research connects digital transformation and digital 

leadership with the 4I framework of organizational learning. We argue that digital transformation 

is a continuous process that happens in distinct processes of intuition, interpretation, integration, 

and institutionalization. These processes occur in two types of mechanisms, as explained earlier, 

viz. the exploration process, which consists of innovation and change, and the exploitation process, 

which consists of adaptation, knowledge creation, and transfer (Berson et al., 2006). In the 

following section, we propose propositions on the digital leadership competencies for successful 

digital transformation in the lens of exploration and exploitation processes for each learning 

process.   

  

Micro-Level  

Exploration   

It is a process of new knowledge creation through intuition, interpretation, and integration. This 

process is driven by individuals' innovative and creative capabilities (Berson et al., 2006).  
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Intuition Phase   

In this stage of learning, individuals initiate the learning process by identifying unique and new 

approaches (Behling and Eckel, 1991). The extant literature indicates that leaders have a significant 

and direct role in innovation and creative ideas (e.g., Amabile et al., 1996, Redmond et al., 1993).  

In organizations, the most common form of intuition is where the leaders convert their knowledge 

into shared experiences at the workplace. These leaders seek knowledge through their novel ideas 

for generating new insights (Wenger and Snyder, 2000, Koestler). Hence, the intuition of leaders 

focuses on exploring novel ideas which may lead to innovative changes (Berson et al., 2006).   

Intuition is a future-oriented phase of the learning process in which leaders explore new 

possibilities and goals (Grah et al., 2016) through their competencies. Digital transformation 

requires unique skills for leaders (Santo et al., 2019) to support the innovation process of 

organizations (Ciarli et al., 2021). Digital transformation and the leadership skills required for this 

transformation coevolve together. However, besides understanding digital leadership 

characteristics and styles, digital leaders must also understand the skills needed for digital 

transformation. An MIT Sloan and Deloitte survey showed that 90% of the respondents 

(executives, managers, and analysts) emphasized workforce upskilling for survival in the digital 

era (Kane et al., 2018). According to Guzmán et al. (2020), for digital leaders, cognitive skills, 

social skills, and digital and technological skills are critical for successful digital transformation.  

As digital leadership is a cross-hierarchical and team-oriented process with a strong focus 

on innovation (Oberer and Erkollar, 2018), using participative leadership skills in the decision-

making process encourages the intuition of leaders. It increases the chances of successful digital 

transformation. Similarly, the intuition phase cannot be successful without participative leadership 

and may impact the follower's intuition. For instance, a research study by Oldham and Cummings 

(1996) found that leaders who use their intuition capabilities successfully encourage followers to 

adopt changes.  A leader may help the followers by redirecting their work Sternberg et al. (2003), 

which as a result, will help them embrace the new innovative changes. Thus, digital leaders' 

participative competency will allow their followers to be more committed and highly receptive to 

digital transformation.   

Moreover, the leader brings change and solves organizational problems through technology 

and innovation (Şen and Eren, 2012). In the context of digitalization, the leader possesses the 

ability to work with a mixture of humans and machines (teams of employees, gig workers, and 

artificial intelligence) for a successful digital transformation. Additionally, they create a shared 

vision aligning the values of the workers with those of the organization (Blanchard and Broadwell, 

2018, Sen, 2007). Innovative leadership is, hence, an essential driver for triggering successful 

digital transformation (Ratnasari, 2020) in the micro-level intuition process. Their innovative 

mindset is highly relevant for bringing change (Shaari et al., 2015) and success in such conditions 

(Kremer et al., 2019, Li et al., 2016, Ratnasari, 2020).   

Similarly, transformational leaders use their intellectual simulation to bring innovative 

changes, and several studies have found a positive link between transformational leadership and 

innovation (Howell and Higgins, 1990). Both transformation and democratic leadership styles are 

likely to be more effective in the exploration of ideas (Vera and Crossan, 2004). It is argued that 

digital leadership requires transformational capabilities and a democratic environment (Prince, 

2018) through which their organization may develop a strategic competitive advantage over other 

firms (Sow and Aborbie, 2018). Furthermore, research links transformational leaders' digital skills 
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and capabilities with higher information-sharing and problem-solving orientation (Jansen et al., 

2009, Jung et al., 2003). Thus, a transformational leadership style is ideal for successful digital 

transformation. An appropriate one for the digital work environment that is decentralized and 

requires individuals to be creative and innovative (Oberer and Erkollar, 2018). Hence, a democratic 

leader having digital skills will more likely be able to transform the organization digitally. We 

argue that the democratic and transformational leadership styles mediate the relationship between 

digital leadership skills and digital transformation because the digital leader uses intuition to 

manage the disruptive situation in the intuition process. Such a process is smoother if the leader's 

transformational and democratic styles mediate the transformation process.  

However, in the emerging environment of digital transformation, where quick action is 

needed, leaders often have to rely on their intuition. Such a situation may create uncertainty among 

the teams and leaders. Still, such a situation can be avoided through technological, digital, 

innovative, and participative skills, which are key drivers of digital change. Such a relationship 

may be more robust when transformational and democratic leadership styles mediate the 

relationship. Thus, a digital leader's advanced knowledge is essential in the intuition phase to 

exploit the full benefits of digital transformation. Based on our above discussion, we propose the 

following propositions:    

  

Proposition 1: There is a direct positive relation between the digital leader competencies 

and the exploration process of digital transformation.   

  

Proposition 2: Digital Leaders facilitate intuition of digital transformation ideas by 

utilizing their digital, technological, participative, and innovative skills. Such a relationship 

is stronger when transformative and democratic digital leadership characteristics mediate 

the relationship between leadership skills and intuition of ideas for digital transformation.   

  

Meso- Level  

The Interpretation Stage   

In the interpretation stage, leaders can make sense of their knowledge (Huff, 1990). We argue that 

digital leaders play a vital role in realizing and implementing digital transformation in the 

interpretation phase of process learning, particularly among their followers and team members.  

Leaders frame their experiences and turn them into action (Smircich and Morgan, 1982). Thus, 

leaders help followers in setting the meaningful learning and action domain.   

In the interpretation phase of learning, leaders' communication and listening skills are 

significant in persuading followers to achieve a common goal (Leung, 2005). Similarly, in the 

digital transformation phase, when the followers and other team members face difficulty 

interpreting organizational digital transformational goals, digital leaders, through their 

communication and team collaboration skills, help the team members interpret. Typically, leaders 

use different metaphors, such as telling their personal experiences, to guide the actions of team 

members. As a result, this helps them better understand the organizational goals, and they are more 

able to connect with them (Berson et al., 2006). Hence, using team communication and 

collaboration skills at the meso-level allows leaders to facilitate digital transformation among their 

team members. In this process of information flow from the intuition stage at the micro level to 
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the meso-level at the interpretation phase via exploration, the leader's relationship with their 

employees and followers plays a significant role in successfully interpreting and implementing the 

idea (Clarke, 2010).  

Digital leaders are also open to change and tackle problems with an open mind, enabling 

successful digital transformation. Bringing change and innovation at the strategic level requires 

digital leaders to communicate their innovative ideas across all levels. Furthermore, a digital leader 

must be responsive, open to innovation, learning to create a digital transformation culture 

(Sivathanu and Pillai, 2018), and adaptive to change (Kelly, 2018).  

Furthermore, the extant literature suggests that exploration happens when input is given by 

both leaders and followers, thus hinting at the team collaboration and communication of ideas  

(Pearce and Conger, 2002). Similarly, such relationships are stronger when the team members are 

more open, willing, and adaptive toward change acceptance (Sarin and McDermott, 2003). A study 

conducted by Shin and Zhou (2003) at a group level of Korean firms found that the followers' 

intrinsic motivation positively impacts transformational leadership and innovation. Therefore, we 

argue that communication and collaboration between leaders and followers are more assertive 

when the followers are willing to adopt the changes. Therefore, based on the above discussion, we 

propose that:  

  

Proposition 3: Digital leader facilitates the interpretation of ideas for digital transformation 

through team communication and collaboration. Such a relationship is stronger when the 

intrinsic motivation of the followers mediates the relationship between digital leadership 

competencies (communication and collaboration) and digital transformation.   

  

Mediation by Contextual Support  

Moreover, in the exploration phase, shared context and interactions with others play a significant 

role. (Nonaka et al., 2000). Here again, leaders play an essential role in context formation, which 

helps maximize follower creativity and supports the adoption of organizational innovativeness 

(Ford, 1996, Mumford, 2000, Shalley and Gilson, 2004). The extant research shows the positive 

impact of the role of leaders in the interpretation of ideas in the exploration phase and in creating 

a shared vision at the team level (Amabile et al., 1996, Ford, 1996, Nonaka et al., 2000, Oldham 

and Cummings, 1996, Scott and Bruce, 1994, Shalley and Gilson, 2004). Similarly, Redmond et 

al. (1993) found that leaders can promote the innovativeness of team members by building 

organizational contexts. A research study of Taiwanese firms found a positive impact of leadership 

in supporting innovation in firms (Jung et al., 2003). Leaders keep the organizational changes by 

creating a context that allows team members to grow, learn from mistakes, and develop innovative 

ideas (Ron et al., 2006, Halbesleben et al., 2003). Responding to the call of Berson et al. (2006) to 

study the relationship of organizational context with other mediators, we propose that :   

  

Proposition 4: Digital leaders facilitate the exploration of digital transformation ideas 

among their followers by providing them with contextual support. Such a relationship is 

stronger when contextual support from the leaders mediates the relationship between 

digital leadership and digital transformation.   
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The Integration Phase   

As mentioned earlier, the organizational learning process is continuous, and each process leads to 

the development of others (Berson et al., 2006). In the interpretation phase, the shared 

communication built between the leader and followers takes the next step in the integration phase. 

In this phase, the integration of ideas between the leaders and followers is achieved by a shared 

understanding of goals and ideas (Crossan et al., 1999).  

Various existing models of leadership support the idea of integration. Such as leader 

member exchange (LMX theory) (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995, Scott and Bruce, 1994)  helps us 

understand the dyadic relationship between the leader and followers to facilitate the integration of 

knowledge, ideas, and goals, which later becomes part of the organizational shared vision  

(Waldman et al., 2005). Thus, in the integration phase, the ideas are converted into shared action 

by collective team members action (Grah et al., 2016). Therefore, at the integration phase, we 

propose that digital leaders are entirely responsible for creating shared understanding through their 

shared vision competencies and facilitating digital transformation by utilizing them.    

  

Proposition 5:  Digital leaders facilitate the integration of ideas by utilizing their shared 

understanding competencies. Such a relationship is stronger when at the meso-level, the 

digital leader creates a shared understanding of digital transformation goals among their 

followers, leading to successful digital transformation.   

  

Macro Level  

Exploitation Phase   

This section will discuss the relationship between digital leadership, digital transformation, 

institutionalization, and exploitation. Exploitation consists of constructs like transfer of knowledge 

and adaptation (March, 1991). The flow of information from integration to institutionalization and 

back to intuition uses the knowledge adaptation and transfer mechanism known as the exploitation 

process (Crossan and Berdrow, 2003).   

  

Institutionalization   

In this phase, the newly created knowledge is transferred to organizations' routines, processes, and 

structure (Grah et al., 2016, Argote and Todorova, 2007). There is limited research on the 

leadership role in these processes (Berson et al., 2006). At the organizational level, the real 

implication of knowledge is made realistic by the leadership, and thus leadership plays a significant 

role here. These leaders develop knowledge and strategies within the firm to facilitate the change 

Hackett (2000) and develop new business models and organizational culture. However, these 

leadership roles are still scarce in the literature and need further evaluation, particularly in digital 

leadership and digital transformation. Similarly, as per the Upper Echelon theory, in the 

institutionalization process, a leader's characteristics and styles impact organizational learning 

(Hambrick and Mason, 1984, Finkelstein and Hambrick, 1996).   

Moreover, we argue that in the institutionalization process, digital leaders exploit the 

existing business model for the innovation of organizations. A business model is holistic, 

multidimensional, and complex (Li, 2020). The business model's success depends upon a good fit 

between the product and its successful implementation. Different economic and business 
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conditions require firms to upgrade and revise their business models per the market demands and 

successfully provide customer services (Bohnsack et al., 2021). Likewise, the emerging market 

disruption toward digital transformation creates new value-creation opportunities for firms 

(Lanzolla et al., 2021, Hacklin et al., 2018).   

Digital transformation of business models involves using automation techniques such as 

big data, artificial intelligence, blockchain technology, etc., for value creation and provision of 

services to customers (Schallmo and Daniel, 2018). The objective of digitalization of business 

models is the timely delivery of products and services, cost reduction, product quality, and building 

better customer relationships. In doing so, the digital leader must play a crucial role.  

Building on the role of leadership in the institutionalization process, we argue that digital 

leaders influence the business model innovation for the practical implementation of knowledge 

created in the early phases. Digital leaders must update business models for digital transformation. 

To do this, the digital leader should transform their roles, skills, and styles; develop a culture of 

digitalization, vision, values, and structures; and develop individuals, knowledge, and 

collaboration in the organization (Eberl and Drews, 2021). Thus, a digital leader may develop a 

business model by updating their skills, characteristics, and styles; at the same time, at the 

organizational level, change the organizational culture and strategies, and collaborate and 

communicate digital change at the individual level. Digital leadership, hence, can influence 

innovation and business model innovation (Kreutzer et al., 2017, Wasono and Furinto, 2018). 

Therefore, we propose that:   

  

Proposition 6: There is a direct positive relation between the digital leader competencies 

and the exploitation process of digital transformation.  

  

Proposition 7: Digital leaders facilitate the institutionalization of digital transformation 

ideas through business model innovation by utilizing their competencies. Such a 

relationship is stronger when technological, digital, innovative, and participative skills 

mediate the relationship between digital leadership and digital transformation.   

  

Moderation by Organizational Culture  

Likewise, the role of organizational context in the exploration phase, at the organizational level, 

firms' culture plays a significant role in the institutionalization of ideas and knowledge being 

established in the earlier stages. In traditional firms, there is generally a separation between IT and 

other business functions (Haffke et al., 2017). However, the disruption caused by digital 

transformation requires firms to change their existing culture (Hartl and Hess, 2017) to utilize the 

benefits of digitalization at multiple levels fully.   

Karimi and Walter (2015) suggest that for firms to build capabilities for digital 

transformation, they must create an innovative culture that orients all employees' mindsets toward 

the standard language. Firms must be ready to take the risk of cultural change to successfully 

implement digital transformation and start at a smaller scale for the overall successful digital 

implementation (Fehér et al., 2017, Dremel et al., 2017). In doing so, firms can achieve agility and 

successfully implement digital transformation (Jöhnk et al., 2017). Organizational culture plays a 

significant role in transformation through digitalization (McAffee et al., 2011, Hess et al., 2016a). 
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In all this, a digital leader plays a key role. A digital leader with the required skill set, 

characteristics, and style, hence, can significantly impact changes in organizational culture for the 

successful digital transformation of organizations (Mengü et al., 2020). Building on the role of 

leadership in the institutionalization process, we argue that organizational culture moderates the 

relationship between the digital leader competencies and the exploitation process of digital 

transformation for the practical implementation of knowledge created in the early phases. 

Therefore, we propose that:   

  

Proposition 8: Organizational culture moderates the relationship between the digital leader 

competencies and the exploitation process of digital transformation.   

  

We have provided a graphical representation of the conceptual framework (figure 1).   

  

 

Figure 1: Conceptual Framework  
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Discussion  

In this conceptual paper, we have argued that digital leadership and digital transformation are 

continuous processes that occur at a multi-level. The multi-level structure of digital leadership and 

digital transformation is developed by the integration of the 4I framework. We believe that this 

conceptual framework has the following five prime contributions. First, at multiple levels, we 

suggest how digital leaders use their digital competencies for digital transformation. Second, based 

on the careful review of extant literature, we have identified various constructs such as digital 

leadership competencies, contextual support, intrinsic motivation, business model innovation, and 

organizational culture for successful digital transformation at multiple levels. Third, we have 

offered the propositions which lead toward future avenues. Fourth, we have covered contextual 

support and shared leadership at the meso-level for a successful digital transformation process. 

Fifth, our research has integrated the 4I organizational learning framework in digital leadership 

and digital transformation scholarship by incorporating various multi-level constructs in a single 

study, which is missing in the extant literature. In other words, we have contributed to the extant 

literature by adopting deep-integrative level research to understand the digital leadership role, 

along the various processes of 4I and multi-level, in the success of the digital transformation. Our 

study contributes to the scholarship of leadership and organizational change and may advance 

knowledge.  

  

Limitations and Future Research   

This study focused on the digital leader because of its particularly significant position in the digital 

transformation process of organizations (Erhan et al., 2022). However, during the review process, 

it was evident that most of the literature has focused on the senior management role in digital 

transformation, which has left room for the different managerial levels and at the group level. 

Therefore, we suggest that future research should focus on the role of middle managers in the 

digital transformation process. Additionally, we recommend that future research cover the grey 

literature on the followers' role in the digital transformation process and how the digital leadership 

and follower dyad would play their role in an organization's digital transformation journey.   

We suggest further research on the standalone theory for digital. In the ongoing process of 

transformation, it is of significant importance to advance the leadership literature to understand the 

development process of the leader (Day et al., 2021). An integrated review by Vogel et al. (2020) 

reveals that leadership theories have not been investigated comprehensively. Therefore, an 

overarching theoretical development of the field is required to develop and understand leadership, 

especially concerning the changes digitalization is bringing the organizations. Lastly, we suggest 

empirical testing of our study model in different contexts, especially in emerging economies, 

traditional businesses, new businesses, and various industry sectors (El Sawy et al., 2016, Malik 

and Raziq, 2021, Malik et al., 2021).   
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