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Abstract Digital Transformation (DT) is more than simply integrating a new digital
technology into the organization. Despite a growing volume of research, however,
there is little coverage of the characteristics of DT leadership. Using a grounded
approach, where 16 practitioner voices are central to the theorizing output, we
present 10 DT leadership characteristics. Each characteristic links what action a
DT leader needs to take and how a DT leader enables that action. We also asked
30 DT leaders to evaluate the importance of each of the 10 DT leadership charac-
teristics. Our approach strengthens the relevance for practitioners striving for the
best possible DT initiative outcome. For example, prefacing each DT leadership
characteristic with “Are we.?” Encourages DT leaders to guide conversations with
organizational stakeholders by reflecting on the realities of their DT initiative and
highlighting potential gaps in their organizational thinking.
ª 2024 Kelley School of Business, Indiana University. Published by Elsevier Inc. This
is an open access article under the CC BY license (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/).

1. Digital transformation leadership

Emerging scholarly attention positions Digital
Transformation (DT) as a “leading technology-
related phenomenon” (Wessel et al., 2021,
p. 102). Despite the growing interest in DT, scholars
and practitioners still “struggle to grasp what [DT]
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really is” (Wessel et al., 2021, p. 102), and several
gaps still exist in our understanding of this complex
and multidimensional process (see Carroll, 2020;
Porfı́rio et al., 2021; Tabrizi et al., 2019; Vial, 2019).
Tabrizi et al. (2019) found that “70% of all DT ini-
tiatives do not reach their goals” and of the $1.3
trillion spent on DT in 2018, estimates suggest that
“$900 billion went to waste.” Therefore, leading a
successful DT initiative is a real modern concern for
both business and IT practitioners alike. Howe-
verdirrespective of who leads a DT initiative, as
regards their role or titledit is more important to
appreciate the DT leadership characteristics that
are required to drive DT in organizations. McCarthy
et al. (2021) suggest that, currently, there are
minimal empirical research outputs focusing on DT
leadership, based on their analysis of 87 empirical
studies (from 93 top-ranked information manage-
ment journals and eight major AIS conferences).

There is a broad consensus on the importance
and influence of leadership in DT. Porfı́rio et al.
(2021, p. 610) referred to the “crucial role of lead-
ership,” while Benwell (2020) contended that
“leadership is the elementwithoutwhich the rest of
your transformation efforts will be rendered
meaningless.” However, the role of the DT leader
has “evolved a lot in recent years” (Georgiou,
2022), and expectations of what the DT leader
needs to deliver have also changed radically (Shein,
2021). While changes need to happen across multi-
ple organizational levels to obtain a successful DT
outcome, one such change is adjusting leadership
(Nadkarni & Prügl, 2021, p. 236).

In addition, DT is “fundamentally about re-
lationships” and effective DT “requires strong
leadership” (Shein, 2021), in which “a qualified and
effective [leader] can fast-track business success”
(Georgiou, 2022). Achieving DT success is linked to
having certain digital-savvy leaders in place, and
the emergence of the CDO represents the over-
arching need to appoint a specialist to head the
digital transformation of the business (Haffke et al.,
2016; Singh &Hess, 2017). However, it is still hard to
find comprehensive coverage of the characteristics
of DT leadershipdeven in the trade pressdthat are
linked to what action a DT leader needs to take and
how a DT leader enables that action. In recent
times, there has been a growing volume of trade
press articles that list digital leadership character-
istics/traits (see Benwell, 2020; Benwell, 2020;
Chhabra, 2022; Georgiou, 2022; Guggenberger &
Simon, 2020; Shein, 2021; Ton, 2021). While these
lists are strong signals of the present-day struggles
of information systems (IS) practitioners in the DT
trenches, further theorizing can help unpack the
complexity of DT leadership.

Considering the current situation, the objective
of this research is to explore the characteristics of
DT leadership that impact the outcome of DT ini-
tiatives within a predigital organization. To fulfill
this research objective, we follow a theory-building
research strategy to develop anunderstanding of DT
leadership characteristics from practitioners
currently in the DT trenches (i.e., a data-to-theory
approach). To do this, we embrace an approach
aligned with concept development as opposed to
construct elaboration, in which a concept captures
“qualities that describe or explain a phenomenon of
theoretical interest” (Gioia et al., 2012, p. 16). This
approach allows us to capture the meaning from
those practitioners living the experience (i.e.,
leading a DT initiative) and “theorize about that
experience” (Gioia et al., 2012, p. 26). In Section 2,
we present a detailed description of our research
approach to building theory.

2. Unpacking the DT leaders’ stories

It is reported that importance is the most critical
dimension of relevance for IS practitioners. Similar
to Rosemann and Vessey (2008, p. 3), we view
importance as research that “meets the needs of
practice by addressing a real-world problem in a
timely manner, and in such a way that it can act as
the starting point for providing an eventual solu-
tion.” In this article, to balance rigor and relevance,
we designed a two-stage research study. In Stage
One, we generated 10 DT leadership characteristics
through coding interviews that captured the unique
DT leadership experiences of 16 DT leaders. In Stage
Two, to further elevate the relevance of our work,
we surveyed another 30 DT leaders to evaluate the
importance of each of the 10 DT leadership char-
acteristics using a high, medium, and low rating
scale. Throughout our inductive approach, we
maintained an analytical discipline to produce
“credible interpretations of data” and conclusions
that are both “plausible and defensible” (Gioia
et al., 2012, p. 15). Our conceptual development
and ability to make sense of the organizational
world that practitioners live in helped us produce 10
DT leadership characteristics. It is also worth
mentioning that the 46 DT leaders are/have been
affiliated with organizations “born in the predigital
age,” and they are consciously balancing “tensions
between the ‘old’ and the ‘new’” when trans-
forming (Oberländer et al., 2021, p. 1).

Therefore, being inspired by features of the
Gioia Methodology, which is positioned as a “sys-
tematic inductive approach to concept develop-
ment” and assumes that “the organizational world
is socially constructed” (Gioia et al., 2012, p. 17),
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we aim to conceptualize the practitioners’ voice
and not “substitute practitioners’ understandings
for theory” (Markus & Rowe, 2021, p. 273). As a
result, in data collection, there is a need to “give
extraordinary voice to informants, who are treated
as knowledgeable agents,” while in data analysis,
there is a need to maintain “the integrity of 1st

order (informant-centric) terms” during initial
data coding, and further “organize 1st-order codes
into 2nd-order (theory-centric) themes” (Gioia
et al., 2012, p. 26).

In Stage One, we selected 16 key informants for
interview based on their organizational perspective
(e.g., business or IT) and role (e.g., strategic or
operational). Interviews took place over 16 months
(November 2018eFebruary 2020) and ranged in
duration from 35e75 minutes with an average
interview duration of 60 minutes. These key in-
formants are considered DT leaders within their
respective organizations (e.g., CEO/CIO/CTO,
business transformation director/manager, lead
digital business analyst), and their voices reflect
those of their industry peers. On average, these key
informants have 15þ years of industry experience in
the area of business/IT transformation within single
and multiple DT initiatives in MNC/SME environ-
ments across a variety of sectors (e.g., technology
[6], higher education [4], energy [2], agriculture
[2], and healthcare [1]). This stratified selection of
key informants allows us to “capture the conso-
nance (or dissonance) between plans [strategic]
and their implementation [operational]” (Day
et al., 2009, p. 641) and appreciate the alignment
between IT and business perspectives (see Bendig
et al., 2022; Yeow et al., 2018) because the
impact of DT on the business is technology-enabled
(Porfı́rio et al., 2021). In using the metaphor of a
tapestry and its weavers of the threads, Smith and
Watson (2019, p. 98) explicitly referred to the
business thread and the IT thread of DT (i.e., the
digital tapestry). The literature also reminds us of
the importance of a well-functioning and collabo-
rative strategic partnership between IT and busi-
ness leadership to adapt to change throughout the
DT process (see Bharadwaj et al., 2013; Hess et al.,
2016; Matt et al., 2015; Singh & Hess, 2017).
Therefore, our approach to key informant selection
allows four types (quadrants) of practitioner voices
to be heard: (1) business strategic, (2) business
operational, (3) IT strategic, and (4) IT operational,
as we analyze the characteristics of DT leadership
(see McCarthy et al., 2022).

After preparing each of the 16 key informant
interview transcripts from the 16-month data-
gathering period, we read each transcript
sentence-by-sentence and followed an inductive

open coding approach. According to Corbin and
Strauss (1990), coding represents the operations
by which data are broken down, conceptualized,
and put back together in new ways. During our
inductive open coding, we were initially looking for
two sides of a key informant’s DT leadership expe-
rience (i.e., the what and the how). In other words,
we wanted to determine what action to take and
how it should be carried out in their role as a DT
leader. These actions relate to the key informant
striving for the best possible outcome in a DT
initiative. The output from our inductive open
coding produced 10 categories that emerged from
558 key informant excerpts coded against 165 con-
cepts. Table 1 shows a list of DT leadership char-
acteristics, and Figure 1 shows a sample of our open
coding.

In Stage Two, we evaluated each of the 10 DT
leadership characteristics by engaging with 30 DT
leaders across 10 different organizations using a
short online survey. Online surveys are an effec-
tive way “to elicit feedback from a wide range of
participants in a scalable way.” However, it is
important to ensure these surveys require “as
little effort as possible to complete” (Lo et al.,
2015, p. 416). To achieve this, we designed a
short 10-question survey (one question per char-
acteristic using an ordinal scale of high/medium/
low) to gather practitioner perspectives on the
ranked importance of each of the DT leadership
characteristics. We viewed the short survey as a
data-gathering instrument that would provide
numerical descriptions of the importance of each
DT leadership characteristic (based on experi-
ences to date). In our survey, a respondent was
required to answer all 10 questions to submit a
valid survey response. The survey responses were
gathered over an 11-month period (June
2022eApril 2023).

As with the 16 key informants, the 30 DT leaders
represent the four quadrants of practitioner voices:
business strategic [10], business operational [8], IT
strategic [9], and IT operational [3]. Furthermore,
their years of experience are evenly distributed
across three ranges (<5 years [9], 5e10 years [10],
and >10 years [11]) in business/IT transformation
across a variety of sectors, including financial ser-
vices [12], technology [11], higher education [5],
aviation [1], and brewing [1]. By leveraging the in-
sights from the 30 DT leaders’ responses, we
established the mean score for each DT leadership
characteristic and produced a ranked list of char-
acteristics based on perceived importance (see
Table 2). When we compared this ranked list of the
10 DT leadership characteristics (based on the
evaluation of the 30 DT leaders) to the initial
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prioritized list (based on our coding of the 16 key
informants), we found several interesting observa-
tions that further advance the relevance of ourwork
to practice. These observations are presented in
Section 3 (see also Table 3).

3. 10 digital transformation (DT)
leadership characteristics

In this section, we will present our findings. We
start by presenting each of our 10 DT leadership
characteristics (based on our Stage One theo-
rizing). Naming the DT leadership characteristics is
based on the lexicon of the 16 key informants
involved in Stage One of this study, notwith-
standing the fact that there is an evolution in the
description used as part of the data-to-theory
process. Then, we present a high-level overview
based on some key patterns that emerged from our
analysis (comparing Stage One and Stage Two) and
compare our understanding of these patterns
against the current literature.

3.1. DT leadership characteristics: The what
and the how

In Section 3.1., we present the DT leadership
characteristics in descending order based on total
coded excerpts per category (see Table 1). The
distribution of excerpts across the four practi-
tioner voice quadrants is also highlighted. For
example, the IT strategic practitioner voices are

dominant in shaping C9, the business operational
practitioner voices are dominant in shaping C10,
the IT strategic and operational practitioner voices
are dominant in shaping C5, the IT and business
strategic practitioner voices are dominant in
shaping C8, and C1eC4 & C6eC7 are shaped by a
balanced contribution across the four practitioner
voices. Throughout Section 3.1.1., we present a
brief digest of each of the DT leadership
characteristics.

3.1.1. C1: Communicating and executing a
digital strategy and vision by leveraging
executive management support
Based on our analysis, we determined the impor-
tance of creating a digital strategy and vision that
is transparent to all and communicated from the
strategic level to the operational level. For
example, a business operational key informant
suggests that “those at the operational level need
to understand how the strategy and vision transfer
down to them and what is expected of them.” For
the digital strategy and vision to be effective and
accepted, they must be inspiring, motivating, and
aligned with the organization’s business strategy.
These practitioner voices (DT leaders) suggest that
for a DT initiative to be a success, the digital
strategy and vision must also have the required
level of support throughout the organization.
Leadership must ensure that the digital strategy
and vision will be communicated and executed,
and have the necessary digital and human re-
sources to deliver value for all organizational

Table 1. DT leadership characteristics by practitioner voice quadrant frequency

Note: RAG color represents highest to lowest code frequency
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Figure 1. Sample open coding for the DT leadership characteristics C2, C8, and C10*
*Across the four practitioner voice quadrants
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stakeholders. This is captured by an IT strategic
key informant, who advises being “transparent in
how the strategy will be delivered by the under-
pinning of the digital capabilities available to the
organization.”

3.1.2. C2: Prioritizing the customer value
proposition by implementing an integrated
digital platform
In addition, leadership must make the customer
value proposition a key objective of DT. In other
words, leadership must prioritize putting the
customer at the core of an organization’s digital

strategy to ensure greater value to the customer
via the changes that are implemented. A business
operational key informant suggests that DT leaders
should “concentrate on finding customer data
touchpoints in order to find out customer prior-
ities, understanding and finding the best way to
support them in achieving value is what the
customer wants.” They believe that leadership
needs to focus on enhancing their customer seg-
ments using digitalization. These practitioner voi-
ces also emphasize that digital channels will
improve customer engagement, thereby enhancing
the customer experience.

Table 2. Evaluation of DT leadership characteristics by 30 DT leaders

Note: RAG color represents highest to lowest mean score

Table 3. Comparing the importance of DT leadership characteristics across Stages 1 and 2

Note: RAG color represents high, medium, and low
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3.1.3. C3: Understanding the journey of
organizational change by embracing digital
disruption
Based on our analysis, a broad consensus emerges
that undergoing a digitally enabled organizational
change involves having a clear understanding of
the why, what, and how of DT. As highlighted by an
IT strategic key informant, it is important to
“identify what we are looking to achieve from
transforming, how we go about that process and
making those changes, and why it’s important that
we do so.” Having a complete understanding of the
reasons for DT, or the “why” of digitally trans-
forming, is very important as it affords leadership
the opportunity to assess the risks and rewards of
such a disruptive paradigm shift. For those leading
the organizational change, the what of DT is
necessary, for example, having the emotional in-
telligence, sufficient appetite, and strategic part-
nerships; furthermore, focusing on building
credibility by achieving short-term successes is
also a key aspect of attaining a positive result from
DT. Focusing on the how of DT means leadership
having the competence and ability to assess risks
and rewards from an external (industry-wide) as
well as internal (organizational) perspective. It
also requires leadership to evaluate digital tech-
nologies, investments, and innovations, and be
focused on process improvement and change
management. This is captured by one of the busi-
ness operational key informants, who proposed
“understanding that it’s a transformational shift in
technologies, supported by a workplace and
workforce transformation, that brings about the
organizational change.”

3.1.4. C4: Inspiring the organization to change
by adopting an open culture and digital mindset
Understanding the culture of an organization is
crucial to a successful DT outcome. While
embracing the cultural and behavioral changes
that DT will bring, DT leaders highlight the need to
promote the necessary cultural shift in the orga-
nization to make it culturally fit for DT. Therefore,
culture and mindset are closely aligned to the
digital strategy. As highlighted by a business stra-
tegic key informant: “If your culture is closed and
your mindset follows, your digital transformation
will not flourish, the key is to foster an openness in
both.” These practitioner voices see a digital
mindset as embodying empathy, positivity, and
inclusivitydwhich leadership needs to transfer
from the strategic to the operational level.
Another business strategic key informant recom-
mends that “people must fit the culture of your
organization and must be entertained and excited

by the change.” For these key informants, getting
buy-in from the organization requires leadership
that brings something different (i.e., freshness,
new ideas) and invigorates the entire organization.

3.1.5. C5: Underpinning the organizational
change by using appropriate digital capabilities
Based on our analysis, it emerges that identifying
and incorporating appropriate digital capabilities
is viewed as a critical enabler of an organization’s
DT initiative. According to a business strategic key
informant: “We are diverting our resource base
much more into technology and automation, the
idea of reaping what you sow.” For these practi-
tioner voices (DT leaders), leadership must
acknowledge that creating a well-crafted digital
platform will provide the foundation to deploy
digital services across the organization. Such a
digital platform will involve building a robust and
resilient end-to-end digital backbone, which will
support a well-designed and scalable digital ar-
chitecture comprised of web-based applications
and infrastructure-based services supported by
emergent and emerging technologies. For
example, as an IT strategic key information said:
“We’re building huge capability where we’re
transforming our operational backbone to make
ourselves ‘fit-for-purpose’ in a digital sense.”
These practitioner voices believe that leadership
must focus on aligning digital capabilities to the
strategic business objectives (captured in the
digital strategy).

3.1.6. C6: Collaborating cross-functionally by
adopting a disruptive approach to innovation
Based on our analysis, it emerges that getting or-
ganizations to collaborate, both functionally and
cross-functionally, will enable a more successful
DT initiative. The key informants see that collab-
oration involves using collaborative technologies,
human resources, and innovative methods in their
approach to DT. As highlighted by a business stra-
tegic key informant: “Incorporating the right
methodology, to find the best technology and ap-
plications required to bind those involved in
transforming, to produce the desired outcome.”
Furthermore, they believe that an agile method-
ology should be fostered with regard to the pro-
gram management structure used, which is
inclusive, self-determining, and empowering for
all participants in the DT initiative. These practi-
tioners believe that leadership must foster
collaboration and empowerment to get support
and participation from those at all levels of the
organization. As highlighted by an IT strategic key
informant: “Having that openness and honesty and
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making sure everyone has their say, being collab-
orative with those around you, to foster inclusivity
and extract those good ideas from people that can
be brought to the table.” Finally, they see the
importance of creating a DT roadmap so all
involved can see the milestones that need to be
achieved as part of the DT journey.

3.1.7. C7: Redefining the business model by
optimizing functionally aligned processes
Based on our analysis, the enhancement and
optimization of business processes are essential in
redesigning an organization’s business model. For
example, a business operational key informant
suggested that “understanding the process trans-
formation is important and needs someone to lead
this transformation, someone who is people-
oriented, can put themselves in the shoes of
everyone in the organization to convey the mes-
sage to them.” The practitioners view the chang-
ing operational model of the organization as a
product of leadership advocating for the creation
of an integrated digital platform that meets the
needs of customers and employees. To deliver
such change requires the appropriate expertised
internally and externallydto reconfigure how the
digital business operates at all levels. An IT oper-
ational key informant further illustrated this,
emphasizing the importance of “[convincing]
people that it’s ok to use automation and other
tools to transform the business and that trans-
formation of processes will not lead to employees
losing their jobs.”

3.1.8. C8: Unlocking the value of data-driven
decisions by capturing and analyzing high-quality
data
Our research found that a clear understanding of
the importance of data, why it is an enabler of
organizational change, and why it is critical for DT
decision-making must exist. As highlighted by a
business strategic key informant, “Data is going to
play an important part in the digital trans-
formation process and, therefore, you need it to
be accurate because data is going to help drive
your transformation.” The key informants believe
that leadership must be data-driven and have a
data strategy in place (initially) before deciding on
capturing and analyzing any data. Furthermore,
the practitioners present the importance of data
and its use as a pointer or compass, providing an
indication of how the organization’s DT initiative is
performing (i.e., its direction). Another business
strategic key informant revealed: “We need to
start with the data strategy as the first stage on

the data journey and then examine how it’s being
captured and analyzed, ensuring that it delivers
what is expected from it.”

3.1.9. C9: Realizing value creation by balancing
cost reduction and revenue generation
Based on our analysis, creating value by balancing
cost reduction and revenue generation is a priority
for leadership. The key informants suggest that it
is important for leadership to make the right in-
vestments in digital (technologies and resources),
as it will enable value creation and provide a
meaningful return on investment (ROI). This is
highlighted by an IT operational key informant,
stating that “seeing how to leverage technology to
support value creation, whereby there will be a
meaningful ROI that will come from using the
technology.” In fact, these practitioners believe
that ascertaining where the cost reductions can be
achieveddto offer a value proposition to all
stakeholders, internal and externaldis critical in
gaining acceptance of the DT initiative. As an
example, leadership might look to pinpoint where
the value is via technology-enabled organizational
change (e.g., migration of applications and ser-
vices on-premise to the cloud). This reduces
capital expenditure on technologies and infra-
structure and increases customer and employee
engagement. According to an IT strategic key
informant, it is important that practitioners are
“demonstrating what the result of transforming
will mean to everyone and building the value of it
through quick wins, while also showing them what
other companies are doing.”

3.1.10. C10: Empowering employee experience
by creating a dynamic digital workplace
Finally, encouraging a value proposition for em-
ployees must be outlined as part of a DT initiative,
which can come in various forms (e.g., monetary,
improved working environment, or a greater say in
how the organization operates). Creating that
value proposition can be achieved via digitaliza-
tion by introducing new technologies and tools
that can assist employees in their everyday work
tasks and allow them to upskill and develop new
competencies. For example, a business opera-
tional key informant maintained the importance of
“demonstrating the value to our teams by
empowering them to deliver on the vision of
transforming, by committing technology and the
business together, bringing the digital workplace
forward.” These practitioner voices see positivity
in empowering employees, giving them input into
making the changes, and ensuring that they
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understand why the organization is transforming
and why they should support it. For these IS
practitioners, getting buy-in from the organization
requires that leadership bring something different
that invigorates the entire organization.

3.2. DT leadership characteristics:
Comparative patterns of interest

Via Table 3, we identify several patterns of inter-
est that emerged from a comparison of Stage One
(16 DT leaders) and Stage Two (30 DT leaders).
Overall, the prioritized/ranked order of the DT
leadership characteristics (across Stage One and
Stage Two) is as follows: C1 and C6 are in the same
position; C2 and C9 have a minor difference
(somewhat less important in Stage Two); C4 has a
difference (more important in Stage Two); C5 and
C7 have a difference (less important in Stage Two);
C3 has a major difference (significantly less
important in Stage Two); and C8 and C10 have a
major difference (significantly more important in
Stage Two). Furthermore, looking more granularly
at the comparative patterns between Stage One
and Stage Two (as presented in Table 3), it
emerges that:

� C1, C2, and C4 are the most important DT
leadership characteristics across all four prac-
titioner voice quadrants (in both Stage One and
Stage Two).

� C3 is less important to the 30 DT leaders (Stage
Two). C3 is also consistently viewed across all
four practitioner voice quadrants. However, C3
is also of somewhat greater importance to
business (strategic and operational) DT leaders
(in both Stage One and Stage Two).

� C5 is consistently viewed across all four practi-
tioner voice quadrants but is of greater impor-
tance to IT operational DT leaders (in both Stage
One and Stage Two).

� C6 is consistently viewed across all four practi-
tioner voice quadrants but is of greater impor-
tance to Strategic (business and IT) DT leaders
(in both Stage One and Stage Two).

� C7 is consistently viewed across all four practi-
tioner voice quadrants but is of greater impor-
tance to Strategic (Business and IT) DT leaders
(in both Stage One and Stage Two).

� C8 has a greater importance to the 30 DT leaders
(Stage Two). C8 is also of lesser importance to
business operational DT leaders (in both Stage
One and Stage Two).

� C9 is consistently viewed across all four practi-
tioner voice quadrants but is of greater impor-
tance to IT (and particularly IT operational) DT
leaders (in both Stage One and Stage Two).

� C10 has a greater importance to the 30 DT
leaders (Stage Two). C10 is also consistently
viewed across all four practitioner voice quad-
rants but is of greater importance to Opera-
tional (and particularly business operational) DT
leaders (in both Stage One and Stage Two).

There is strong and balanced coverage across all
practitioner voices for DT leadership characteristics
C1, C2, and C4. This pattern would perhaps confirm
researcher and practitioner expectations as to
where a DT leader needs to focus attention (e.g., on
digital strategy and vision, customer value propo-
sitions, and organizational change). In addition,
there is strong and balanced coverage across all
practitioner voices for DT leadership characteristics
C5, C6, C7, and C9. However, while the DT leader-
ship characteristic C3 (i.e., understanding the
journey of organizational change by embracing
digital disruption) is also consistently viewed across
all four practitioner voice quadrants, it is less
important to the 30 DT leaders (Stage Two) despite
being the third most frequently coded character-
istic in Stage One.

Furthermore, of particular interest in C7 (i.e.,
redefining the business model by optimizing func-
tionally aligned processes), the volume of coded
excerpts relative to those for C1 (i.e., communi-
cating and executing a digital strategy and vision by
leveraging executive management support) is<50%
across the four practitioner voice quadrants (in
Stage One). This pattern may not align with
researcher and practitioner expectations as to
where a strategic (business and IT) DT leader should
focus attention, given the prominent coverage of
business model redesign in the DT literature. For
example, like all types of change programs, DT can
be understood as altering the people, process,
technology, and data components of an organiza-
tion (Matt et al., 2015; Saarikko et al., 2020). The
motivation for introducing a DT program can be
multifaceted, but many DT programs are centered
around changing the organization’s structure and
business model to serve existing customers more

DT leadership characteristics 419



efficiently and reach new customers more effec-
tively (El Sawy et al., 2016; Haffke et al., 2017).
Porfı́rio et al. (2021, p. 611) refer to DT as a
disruptive movement “usually resulting in a trans-
formation of the firm’s business model.”

A similar expected observation can bemade in DT
leadership characteristic C8 (i.e., unlocking the
value of data-driven decisions by capturing and
analyzing high-quality data), in which there is a
strong focuswithin both thebusiness and ITstrategic
practitioner voices (in both Stage One and Stage
Two). However, it is worth noting that C8 has a
greater importance to the 30 DT leaders (in Stage
Two). Notwithstanding this strong strategic focus
around C8, the business operational practitioner
voices are less prominent (in both Stage One and
Stage Two), which could present a challenge for DT
leaders regarding howwell strategic priorities (e.g.,
being more data-informed) will be operationalized
in practice (Saarikkoet al., 2020). This highlights the
potential dissonance between the plans and their
implementation (see Day et al., 2009). Shein (2021)
reminds us that an effective DT leader “will moti-
vate their executive team and their reports to really
transform. They really need to have this motivation;
this ability to translate vision into action.”

DT leadership characteristics C9 and C10
represent the least frequently coded excerpts
across the four practitioner voices (in Stage One).
This focuses attention on two areas that poten-
tially receive lesser focus from DT leaders than
might be expected, and this pattern can present
challenges to the outcome of a DT initiative. For
example, C9 (i.e., realizing value creation by
balancing cost reduction and revenue generation)
shows a strong focus within both the IT strategic
and operational practitioner voices, relative to the
focus of both the business strategic and opera-
tional practitioner voices (in Stage One and Stage
Two). This could present a challenge for a DT
leader if the business narrative is not focusing
enough on value (cost reduction and revenue
generation) relative to the IT narrative. In addi-
tion, this imbalanced focus between the IT and
business narrative also emerges as a pattern within
C5 (i.e., underpinning the organizational change
by using appropriate digital capabilities), in that it
seems like the use of digital capabilities to un-
derpin organizational change is not as frequent a
focus for the business practitioner voices as it is for
the IT practitioner voices (<50%). This has the
potential to present a significant challenge to a DT
leader regarding the outcome of a DT initiative.
Shein (2021) found that effective DT leaders
“know they can only gain board influence if they

can talk the language of the board.” Therefore, IT
leaders need to build more contextual awareness
by “learning to meet business colleagues where
they are and speak their language.” Shein (2021)
continues that “the quickest way to get the busi-
ness to disconnect is to bring them to the table,
and then you lose them if you’re trying to get them
to speak the language of IT.” According to Overby
(2021), the best DT leaders “avoid speaking in
acronyms and never try to flout their tech
lexicon.” Instead, they “democratize tech under-
standing” and “keep it as simple as possible.”

An interesting observation reveals itself when
comparing the focus of practitioner voices between
customer engagement and employee engagement.
There is a very strong and balanced coverage across
all practitioner voices (in Stage One and Stage Two)
for C2 (i.e., prioritizing the customer value propo-
sition by implementing an integrated digital plat-
form). This pattern would perhaps align with
researcher and practitioner expectations as to
where a DT leader should focus attention (e.g., on
the needs of the customer). However, there is very
little support (in Stage One) across the practitioner
voices for C10 (i.e., empowering employee experi-
ence by creating a dynamic digital workplace).
However, it is worth noting that C10 has a greater
importance to the 30 DT Leaders (in Stage Two). C10
is also of greater importance to business operational
DT leadersdspecifically in both StageOne and Stage
Twodwhich is to be expected and aligns with
researcher and practitioner expectations. However,
where C10 receives so little focus from DT leaders
(compared to expectations), this presents a signifi-
cant challenge to the outcome of a DT initiative. For
example, the current changes in the world of work
(accelerated by the COVID-19 global pandemic)
present the need for new ways of thinking and
doingdespecially against the backdrop of TheGreat
Resignation. According to Huffington and Bates
(2022): “Employees and customers alike are
unplugging from companies who refuse to care
about them.”Therefore, it is important to foster the
idea of employees working together, collaborating
effectively, and using a cross-dimensional approach
to DT (Holmström, 2022). It seems appropriate to
conclude this section with a quote from one of the
key informants in this study: “If the people aren’t on
board, it’s not going to happen!”

4. Conclusions and implications

Like the work of Tekic and Koroteev (2019), we aim
to close the gapdgiven the diversity of topics
covered in DT literaturedby providing this
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comprehensive list of 10 DT leadership character-
istics (that pattern the what and the how for a DT
leader). We expect that these DT leadership
characteristics will be of significant value to both
academic and practice-based discourse, seeing
that DT is “an issue that every company must deal
with (or die!)” (Kaplan & Haenlein, 2019, p. 680).
To the best of our knowledge, this list is the first of
its kind that provides insights across four practi-
tioner voice quadrants and “represents our effort
to systematize and bring meaning into the booming
field of digital transformation research and prac-
tice” (Tekic & Koroteev, 2019, p. 692). Our char-
acteristics also broaden the definition of DT: the
strategic enhancement of an organization to be
customer-centric, culturally aware, and innovative
by leveraging emergent and emerging technologies
to improve processes, data, and people to disrupt
business and operational models and deliver value
propositions to all organizational stakeholders.

Reflecting on the role of our four practitioner
voice quadrants, the business strategic DT leaders
find it critical to inspire the organization by
way of a top-down digital strategy and vision that
is embraced by all the organization’s employees.
The business operational DT leaders see the
importance of understanding the digital strategy
and vision so that a value proposition is trans-
parent for all stakeholders (including customers).
Furthermore, the IT strategic DT leaders see
bridging the communication gap between busi-
ness and IT as vitally important in delivering
the appropriate digital strategy and vision.
Although the IT operational DT leaders see the
importance of supporting the digital strategy and
vision via a customer-experience-enhancing digi-
tal platform, future research can further evaluate
this list of DT leadership characteristics (by
practitioner voice quadrant) and examine the
relationships between these characteristics,
thereby advancing our understanding of DT and
DT leadership.

To conclude, “without research outcomes rele-
vant to practice, the very existence of a research
discipline could be questioned because the disci-
pline could well lack impact beyond its own (aca-
demic) community” (Rosemann & Vessey, 2008, p.
3). Per Rosemann and Vessey (2008, p. 3), acces-
sibility is understood as “the research is under-
standable, readable, and focuses on results” and
applicability is understood to be “whether it pro-
vides guidance and/or direction, and whether it
provides concrete recommendations” that are
easy to apply in practice. In addition, as argued by
Holmström (2022, p. 335): “Organizations need

tools and frameworks to enable them to avoid
reinventing the wheel and to steer digital trans-
formation efforts in an appropriate direction.”
Therefore, to further increase the relevance of
this work (around accessibility and applicability),
we recommend prefacing each DT leadership
characteristic with “Are we.?” to encourage DT
leaders to guide conversations with organizational
stakeholders by reflecting on the realities of their
DT initiative(s). For example, posing the question
“Are we empowering employee experience by
creating a dynamic digital workplace?” will allow
DT leaders to build a shared understanding
amongst key organizational stakeholders around
their DT initiative(s) by way of DT leadership
characteristic(s) (e.g., C10).

Via engagement, conversations can, in a small
way, build a greater awareness between organi-
zational employees of the what and the how of DT
leadership. Therefore, these conversations can
also help address the DT leadership succession
planning challenge (see Jackson & Dunn-Jensen,
2021). In effect, organizational employees will
have a greater appreciation of each other’s com-
petencies and perspectives, as well as what it
takes to lead a DT initiative). As suggested by
Jackson and Dunn-Jensen (2021, p. 282): “It is also
vital to consider where the capacity and potential
of the employee are when developing leadership
succession plans.” In other words, “organizational
members need to learn from one another”
(Holmström, 2022, p. 335).

As a final takeaway, our work (across Stage One
and Stage Two) suggests that unless you are
listening to the business operational DT leader
voices, you may not be in a good position to
empower employees to create a dynamic digital
workplace. Furthermore, IT operational DT leaders
need to appreciate the importance of the dynamic
digital workplacedespecially from the business
perspective. Finally, IT strategic DT leaders are
key to value creation and need to engage with
business operational DT leaders to ensure that
there is a shared understanding and alignment
between the plans and actions of business and IT.
However, while technology-enabled change (cen-
tral to DT) is the remit of IT strategic and opera-
tional DT leaders, for a successful DT outcome,
business operational DT leaders need to be more
proactively engaged in the ongoing DT conversa-
tion. Therefore, “to handle digital transformation
effectively, employees must work together in a
new way, breaking down silos and collaboratively
addressing cross-dimensional issues” (Holmström,
2022, p. 335).
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