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The goal of this thesis is to provide a better understanding on how digital transformation affects 

incumbent companies in the energy industry, and what kind of leadership it requires. Digital 

transformation is affecting every company, and it radically changes business models and lead-

ership requirements. For the energy sector, the challenge is even bigger, because the energy 

industry faces the dual challenge of climate and digital transformation. The available literature 

related to leadership in the digital age is highly fragmented and there have been no concerted 

efforts to examine the effects of the digital transformation on leadership in incumbent industrial 

companies. The objective of this thesis is to fill these research gaps and investigate the effects 

of the digital transformation on leadership in incumbent industrial companies. It also describes 

implications of findings for practice and proposes directions for future leadership development. 

This study was a qualitative single case study. The case company operates globally in the en-

ergy sector and has a long history with energy technology solutions but invests also in innova-

tions, digitalization, and future sustainable energy solutions. The empirical data of this study 

were collected through thematic interviews. I used abductive reasoning as the data analysis 

method. As abductive reasoning is a pragmatic approach that enables generating theory initially 

from the data and involves the theory modification, it suited well to my research. 

 

This research shows that digital transformation has a significant impact on both the business 

environment and the work environment in the energy sector. In the business environment, 

changes include a focus shift to digitalization, decentralized energy production, and decarbon-

ization. The findings from the case organization indicate that the work is changing towards 

team-based knowledge work and especially working in global and virtual teams are important.  

Also, it was recognized that new forms of leadership are needed, in order to encourage innova-

tion, collaborations, and accountability. According to this study, future leadership styles and 

competence requirements in incumbent companies are similar to those in digital forerunner 

companies. I have defined a leadership style and competence models for incumbent energy 

industry companies. However, I have used a contingency theory as a starting point and argue 

that there are no universal leadership competencies, but leadership should adopt a style and 

behaviors that match the context. Therefore, the results of this thesis can be used as a starting 

point, but the leadership style and competencies should be adapted to the needs of each organ-

ization. 
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Tämän tutkimuksen tarkoituksena on laajentaa ymmärrystä siitä, miten digitaalinen transfor-

maatio vaikuttaa perinteisiin energia-alan yrityksiin ja minkälaista johtamista niissä tarvitaan 

tulevaisuudessa. Digitaalinen transformaatio vaikuttaa kaikkiin yrityksiin ja se muuttaa radi-

kaalisti sekä liiketoimintamalleja että johtamisvaatimuksia. Energia-alan yrityksille haaste on 

vielä suurempi, koska energia-alan yritykset kohtaavat samanaikaisesti sekä energia-alan mur-

roksen että digitaalisen murroksen. Nykyinen kirjallisuus johtamisesta digitaalisella aikakau-

della on pirstaleista ja erityisesti tutkimusta puuttuu perinteisten yritysten osalta. Tämä tutkimus 

pyrkii täyttämään tätä tutkimusaukkoa tutkimalla, minkälaista johtamista vakiintuneissa yrityk-

sissä tarvitaan digitaalisella aikakaudella. Tutkimus tuo myös esille käytännön suosituksia ja 

ehdottaa aiheita jatkotutkimuskohteiksi. Tutkimus toteutettiin kvalitatiivisena tapaustutkimuk-

sena. Case-yritys on globaali energia-alan yritys, jolla on pitkä historia energiateknologian 

alalla, mutta joka investoi myös innovaatioihin, digitalisaatioon ja kestäviin energiaratkaisui-

hin. Empiirinen data kerättiin teemahaastatteluilla. Empiirinen aineisto analysoitiin abduktiivi-

sella eli teoriaohjaavalla menetelmällä, joka mahdollistaa teorian kehittämisen empiirisen ai-

neiston perusteella.  

 

Tutkimus osoittaa, että digitaalisella murroksella on merkittävä vaikutus sekä liiketoimintaym-

päristöön että työympäristöön energia-alalla. Liiketoimintaympäristössä painopiste siirtyy 

kohti digitalisaatiota, hajautettua energiatuotantoa ja kestäviä energiaratkaisuja. Tutkimuksen 

mukaan työ on muuttumassa entistä enemmän kohti tiimipohjaista tietotyötä ja etenkin työs-

kentely globaaleissa virtuaalitiimeissä tulee yleistymään. Lisäksi tutkimus vahvistaa, että tule-

vaisuudessa tarvitaan uusia johtamismuotoja, jotka tukevat innovaatiokyvykkyyttä, yhdessä te-

kemistä ja vastuunottoa. Tutkimuksen mukaan vakiintuneiden yritysten tulevaisuuden johta-

mistyylit ja johtamiskompetenssit ovat samankaltaisia kuin digitaalisissa edelläkävijäyrityk-

sissä. Tutkimuksen perusteella esitetään malli tulevaisuuden johtamistyyleistä ja johtamiskom-

petensseista vakiintuneille energia-alan yrityksille. Tutkimuksen lähtökohtana on käytetty kon-

tingenssiteoriaa, jonka mukaan universaalia johtamisosaamista ei ole, vaan johtajuuden tulisi 

omaksua tilanteeseen sopiva tyyli ja toimintatapa. Siksi tämän opinnäytetyön tuloksia voidaan 

käyttää lähtökohtana määriteltäessä tulevaisuuden johtamiskompetensseja, mutta johtamistyyli 

ja kompetenssivaatimukset tulee mukauttaa kunkin organisaation tarpeisiin. 
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1 Introduction 
 

The goal of this thesis is to review and investigate leadership in the digital era. For incumbent 

companies to succeed in the future, they will need to transform how work is done and how 

employees are led. The thesis aims to find out what kind of leadership is needed in incumbent 

companies in the digital era. The case company operates globally in the energy sector and 

has a long history with energy technology solutions but invests also in innovations, digitali-

zation, and future sustainable energy solutions.  

 

In the first Chapter I explain the background of the study. I explain why the topic is chosen 

and why it is topical based on research gabs. I also present research questions and define key 

concepts and a theoretical framework. At the end of the Chapter, I outline the structure of 

the thesis.   

 

1.1 Research background  

 

Today, digital transformation is affecting every company, and it radically changes the way 

we work, consume and live. The digital transformation is unprecedented in terms of speed, 

scope and impact. New technologies, such as artificial intelligence, cloud computing, digital 

platforms, collaboration tools, robotics, machine learning, internet of things and big data, 

offer new business possibilities, but digital disruption also brings new challenges, which 

companies have to face.  (Matzler, Friedrich von den Eichen, Anschober and Kohler, 2018, 

13 and Schwarzmüller, Brosi, Duman, Welpe, 2018, 114).  Unfortunately, the disruptors 

very often are new entrants and startups while traditional companies fail in disruptive 

changes. A worldwide Vortex 2019 survey of more than 1200 business leaders across the 

globe found that, 88% of executives believe that digital disruption will have a major or trans-

formative impact on their industries. Four years earlier only 27% agreed with that. There is 

also a widespread belief that more than one-third of the top 10 incumbents in each industry 

will be displaced by digital disruptors in the next five years. (Yokoi, Shan, Wade and Ma-

caulay, 2019, 3-5).  

 

Energy industry companies face also another challenge because, in addition to digital trans-

formation, the energy industry companies face the climate challenge. The transition towards 
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more renewable energy solutions creates new opportunities for innovative business models, 

but energy industry transformation also challenges current businesses.  At the same time 

digital technologies facilitate business model innovations and enable new opportunities for 

value creation e.g. by integrating decentralized units into centrally dominated systems or by 

improving efficiency in existing processes. (Loock, 2020). 

 

Many traditional companies are struggling because they underestimate the speed and dy-

namics of the transformation and are sticking to their existing business models and tradi-

tional ways of working. Organizations are also lacking knowledge, how to execute digital 

transformation, how to make the best of the new business opportunities or what kind of 

capabilities and leadership is needed in the future.  (Schwarzmüller et al., 2018, 132, Fitz-

gerald et al., 2014, 2 & 6).  There is also little research that examines how organizations are 

or should be transformed during the digital era. Most of the previous research have been 

conducted several year ago and the available literature is highly fragmented (Schwartmüller 

et al., 2018, p. 114). 

 

In traditional companies the leadership style has been hierarchic. Managers have ruled by 

command and it has been typical to think that leaders have the power, knowledge and an-

swers to emerging problems while employees just implement what they are directed to do 

(Cascio 1995, 930 and Pearce & Manz, 2005, 136). Such a model has been good when in-

dustrial efficiency has been a key for organizations’ performance. However, in a rapidly 

changing environment, when customer needs change fast and innovations are needed, more 

flexible organization models are beneficial (Dess and Picken, 2000, 19). Work is also chang-

ing towards knowledge-based work where ideas and expertise are the main sources of value 

creation. In knowledge work managers do not have all the expertise needed to solve organi-

zation´s problems. Instead it is important to courage employees to share their knowledge and 

re-allocate the decision-making rights to those who have the most relevant knowledge. (Lee 

and Edmondson, 2007, 36-37).  Regardless of the organization size or industry, companies 

are also converting their workplaces into digital workplaces, where employees work in vir-

tual teams and use many kinds of digital collaboration tools (Haddud and Mcallen, 2018, 1). 

All these changes affect the world of work and require a different kind of leadership.   
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When business leaders are asked about their most difficult challenges in responding to trans-

formation, they often refer to issues, such as managing change, transforming culture and 

ensuring leadership. Business leaders recognize that the solution to the successful transfor-

mation comes from appropriate people-related activities and investing in leadership, organ-

izational capabilities, culture and change management. However, these are also often the 

most difficult aspects of responding to evolving business challenges.  (Ulrich et al., 2017a, 

4-5) Transformations are even more difficult because leaders have not been in the same kind 

of situation before. Digital transformation and also energy industry transformation are 

unique, and they have emerged recently. These transformations are also time-critical pro-

cesses and unprecedented in terms of speed, scope and impact. (Kreutzer et al., 2018, 200, 

Matzler et al., 2018, 13-14) It is also important to keep in mind that although transformations 

accelerate, it takes time for an organization, culture and people to fully embrace such funda-

mental changes in the way they operate. Change management, leadership and culture may 

therefore be bottlenecks to transformation and therefore fundamental changes in leadership 

and talent attributes are critical to success in the journey. (Deloitte, 2017, 2) 

 

1.2 Research objectives and research gaps 

 

During the last decade there has been a growing interest on the topic leadership and digital-

ization. However, most of the previous research has been conducted several year ago and 

the available literature is highly fragmented (Schwartmüller et al., 2018, p. 114). There is 

also no common understanding or consensus on what kind of leadership is needed in the 

digital era (Haddud and Mcallen, 2018, 4). Cortellazzo, Bruni and Zampieri (2019) have 

recently provided a literature review and comprehensive analysis of the role of leadership in 

a digitalized world. They argue that digital transformation is ongoing and digital disruption 

changes business models and leadership requirements so fast that up-to-date and continuous 

research is needed (Cortellazzo, Bruni and Zampieri, 2019, 2).  

 

The growing interest on digital transformation and leadership inspires this research. Earlier 

research has found out that leaders are key actors in the development of digital culture and 

enabling transformation (Cortellazzo, Bruni and Zampieri, 2019, 1). In the digital age, the 

rules of the game are changing rapidly. Workforce shifts towards knowledge workers and 

the most powerful sources of wealth creation are found in information-intensive and 
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innovation-driven companies. The organizations must increasingly rely on the effective uti-

lization of knowledge and human capital resources and leaders must be proactive in encour-

aging positive adaptation to external changes. (Al-Haddad and Kotnour, 2015, 234, Dess 

and Picken, 2000, 18 &31) The case company also recognized leadership as an important 

topic and these findings showed the demand for this kind of study.  

 

Next, I provide an overview of the research gaps which this thesis aims to fill: 

 

Research gap 1: Context of incumbent industrial organizations 

 

The case company operates in the energy industry, which is currently undergoing a major 

transformation related to renewable and sustainable energy solutions, decentralization, de-

carbonation and digitalization. Most of the previous research on leadership in the digital era 

has been conducted in companies operating in the e-business, digital markets, software busi-

ness or which are so called digital forerunner companies or digital disruptors. The impact of 

technology on leadership in the public sector organizations has also been studied. (Schwart-

müller et al., 2018, Cortellazzo et al., 2019, Roman, Van Wart, Wang, Liu, Kim, and Mccar-

thy, 2018). Horner-Long and Schoenberg (2002) have in their study investigated whether 

the leadership characteristics required for e-business differ from those needed by traditional 

organizations. However, there have been no concerted efforts to examine the effects of the 

digital transformation on leadership in incumbent industrial companies. Many so-called tra-

ditional companies operate in industrial sector and have taken their first steps in digital trans-

formation. Warner and Wäger (2019) have studied how incumbent companies in traditional 

industries build dynamic capabilities for digital transformation. There are also research about 

how established companies can succeed in digital business. (Westerman. et al., 2014, Hewlin 

and Snyder, 2019) But up-to-date research is needed on how digital transformation affects 

incumbent industrial companies, and what kind of leadership it requires. Also, in practice 

incumbent companies are struggling with the question what kind of leadership is needed in 

the future. Born-digital companies are adopting new practices like shared leadership style or 

self-organizing teams, but many incumbent companies stick to their existing leadership 

styles and face a different set of challenges that require diverse approaches.  
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Research gap 2: Aspect of leadership 

 

One of the research gaps concerns the broad role played by leaders and difficulty to divide 

the responsibilities of a leader into “traditional leadership”, “e-leadership” or “virtual lead-

ership”, because leaders move continuously between these roles. As Roman et. al (2018) 

argue “Leadership is as much virtual as it is face-to-face today”. Most previous research 

focuses on some aspect of leadership, such as virtual leadership or e-leadership (e.g. Avolio 

and Kahai, 2003, Hoch and Dulebohn, 2017, Lynn Pulley and Sessa, 2001, Roman et al., 

2018). Thus, there is a need for focus shift to the wider context which includes traditional 

leadership, e-leadership and virtual leadership. I attempt to contribute to the leadership re-

search by providing a comprehensive understanding of future leadership styles and skills 

that is fruitful for theory and practitioners. 

 

The objective of this thesis is to fill these research gaps and investigate the effects of the 

digital transformation on leadership in traditional industrial companies. The thesis aims to 

find out what kind of leadership is needed in incumbent companies in the future. It also 

describes implications of findings for practice and proposes directions for future leadership 

development. The case company operates globally in the energy sector and has a long history 

with energy technology solutions but invests also in innovations and future sustainable en-

ergy solutions. Company’s employees are mostly so-called knowledge workers who work 

daily with colleagues and other service providers across the globe, utilizing a variety of dig-

ital tools. The company is at the beginning of digital transformation and innovation capabil-

ity is important in order to succeed in the future.  

 

The goal of the literature review is to examine what kind of changes digital transformation 

will bring to the business and working environment and what kind of leadership is needed 

in the digital era. The literature review provides an analysis of the earlier studies on leader-

ship and digitalization. In traditional companies, the business and working environment are 

so different from digital forerunner companies that the leadership practices of digital fore-

runners cannot be utilized as such. Therefore, the empirical part of the study is needed to 

investigate these earlier findings to the context of incumbent company and also to find out 

what kind of leadership is needed in traditional companies in the future. To understand what 

kind of leadership is needed in incumbent companies, leaders and digital services team 
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members of the company are interviewed as part of the empirical research. The objective of 

the research is also to present suggestions for future leadership and leadership development 

in the case company.  

 

1.3 Research questions 

 

Considering the identified research gaps and research needs, I present the following main 

research question:  

 

How does digital transformation affect incumbent companies in the energy industry, and 

what kind of leadership does it require? 

 

The main research question is divided in four sub-questions.  

 

Sub-question 1: What specific changes are expected to the business environment of incum-

bent companies? 

 

Sub-question 2: What specific changes are expected to the work environment of incumbent 

companies? 

 

Sub-question 3: What kind of leadership style incumbent companies need in the digital era, 

and how does it differ from that in digital forerunner companies? 

 

Sub-question 4: What specific leadership skills and competencies incumbent companies need 

in the digital era, and how do they differ from those in digital forerunner companies? 

 

Research questions and their connections to recognized research gaps, opportunities and lit-

erature are presented in Table 1. A more comprehensive literature review can be found in 

Chapters 2 and 3.  
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Table 1: Research question, gaps, objectives and supportive literature 

 

 

The first and second sub-questions are background questions which are needed to understand 

the context of incumbent companies. In my study I use contingency theory as a starting point 

arguing that leadership should adopt a style and behaviors that match the context (Cor-

tellazzo, Bruni and Zampieri 2019, 4-5). Therefore, the first and second sub-questions are 

needed to understand what kind of changes there will be in the work and business environ-

ment. (Cortellazzo, Bruni and Zampieri 2019, 4-5) 

 

The third sub-question examines if the leadership styles identified to be important in the 

digital forerunner companies are relevant also in incumbent companies. It also tries to pro-

vide a better understanding on what kind of leadership styles are needed in the future. The 

fourth sub-question aims to investigate if the leadership skills and competencies identified 

to be important in the digital forerunner companies are relevant also in incumbent compa-

nies. Furthermore, it provides a better understanding on what kind of leadership skills and 

competencies are needed in the future. 

Research question Research gaps Objectives Supportive literature 

How does digital transformation affect 

incumbent companies in the energy 

industry, and what kind of leadership 

does it require?

Research is lacking from the 

perspective of incumbent  organizations 

and from wider context of leadership 

(comprehensive understanding of future 

leadership styles and competencies)

To provide a better understanding on what 

kind of leadership is needed in the digital 

era in incumbent companies.

Cortellazzo, Bruni and Zampieri (2019), 

Schwarzmüller, Brosi, Duman, Welpe 

(2018), Roman, Van Wart, Wang, Liu, Kim 

and Mccarthy (2018),

Sub-question 1: What specific changes 

are expected to the business 

environment of incumbent companies?

Up to date research is lacking on what 

kind of changes there will be in the 

business  environment in the energy 

industry.

This sub-question is a background 

question  which helps to increase 

understanding on what kind of changes 

there will be in the business environment 

in the energy industry. 

Loock (2020), Vial (2019),  Midttun, 

Piccini (2017), Westerman, Bonnet & 

McAfee (2014), Fitzgerald, Kruschwitz, 

Bonnet, Welch (2014)

Sub-question 2: What specific changes 

are expected to the work environment of 

incumbent companies?

Up to date research is lacking on what 

kind of changes there will be in the 

work environment in the energy 

industry.

This sub-question is a background 

question  which helps to increase 

understanding on what kind of changes 

there will be in the work environment in 

the energy industry. 

Cortellazzo, Bruni & Zampieri (2019), 

Schwarzmüller, Brosi, Duman & Welpe 

(2018), Westerman, Bonnet & McAfee 

(2014)

 Sub-question 3: What kind of leadership 

style incumbent companies need in the 

digital era, and how does it differ from 

that in digital forerunner companies?

Research is lacking from the 

perspective of incumbent organizations 

and from wider context of leadership 

(comprehensive understanding of future 

leadership styles)

To investigate if the leadership styles 

identified to be important in the digital 

forerunner companies are relevant also in 

incumbent companies.To provide a better 

understanding on what kind of leadership 

style is needed in the digital era. 

Cortellazzo, Bruni and Zampieri (2019), 

Avolio, Kahai and Dodge (2000), Avolio 

and Kahai (2003), Jawadi, Daassi, 

Favierand Kalika (2013), Hoch and 

Dulebohn (2017), Bass(1990), Pearce, 

Manz and Sims (2009)

Sub-question 4: What specific leadership 

skills and competencies incumbent 

companies need in the digital era, and 

how do they differ from those in digital 

forerunner companies?

Research is lacking from the 

perspective of traditional organizations 

and from wider context of leadership 

(comprehensive understanding of future 

leadership skills and competencies)

To investigate if the leadership skills and 

competencies identified to be important in 

the digital forerunner companies are 

relevant also in incumbent companies. To 

provide a better understanding on what 

kind of leadership skills and competencies 

are needed in the digital era.

Cortellazzo, Bruni and Zampieri (2019), 

Schwarzmüller, Brosi, Duman, Welpe 

(2018), Roman, Van Wart, Wang, Liu, Kim 

and Mccarthy (2018), Lynn Pulley, M., 

Sessa, V. (2001), Horner-Long and 

Schoenberg (2002), Dess and Picken 

(2000), 
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1.4 Definition of concepts  

 

The key concepts in this study are digital transformation and leadership, which are defined 

here to provide a starting point for a more detailed literature review. Also, the main leader-

ship styles and leadership skills and competencies are presented as a part of the theoretical 

framework.   

 

There are many definitions for digital transformation. Fitzgerald et al., (2014, 2) define 

digital transformation as, “the use of new digital technologies (social media, mobile, analyt-

ics or embedded devices) to enable major business improvements such as enhancing cus-

tomer experience, streamlining operations, or creating new business models.” Liu et al. 

(2011, 1730) argue that digital transformation is “as an organizational transformation that 

integrates digital technologies and business processes in a digital economy.” Schallmo and 

Williams (2018, 3-4) define digital transformation as “a sustainable, company-level trans-

formation via revised or newly created business operations and business models achieved 

through value-added digitization initiatives, ultimately resulting in improved profitability”. 

In my thesis I define digital transformation as “the use of new digital technologies (social 

media, collaboration tools, mobile, analytics or embedded devices) to enable new ways of 

working and major business improvements such as enhancing customer experience, stream-

lining operations, or creating new business models.” The definition is similar to Fitzgerald’s 

definition, but it takes into account, in addition to the business perspective, changes in the 

ways of working.  

 

Leadership is one of the most studied topics, but there is no common understanding of the 

definition of leadership. Kotter defines leadership “as the process of moving a group of peo-

ple in some direction through noncoercive means” (Kotter 1988, 16). According to Kotter 

effective leader is “able to move people in a direction that is genuinely in their real long-

term best interests.” (Kotter 1988, 17). Northouse (2010, p.5) defines leadership as “a pro-

cess whereby an individual influence a group of individuals to achieve a common goal”. 

Northouse’s definition is used in this thesis. Nowadays, many scholars use the term “e-

leader” for leaders who have initiated a massive process of digitalization in their organiza-

tions. Avolio et. al. define e-leadership as a “social influence process mediated by Advanced 

Information Technology (AIT) to produce a change in attitudes, feelings, thinking, behavior, 
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and/or performance with individuals, groups, and/or organizations” (Avolio, Kahai and 

Dodge 2000, 617) The role of the e-leader is to motivate subordinates to achieve the goals 

of the organization, just like leaders in face-to-face teams, but the e-leader utilizes multi-

channel information technology in managerial work. (Jawadi et al., 2013, 200-201) In this 

study, I will only use the term “leadership” because today’s leadership includes many dif-

ferent forms of leadership and a leader has to simultaneously be able to lead traditional face-

to-face teams, virtual teams and utilize multichannel information technology in leadership 

activities. In many companies, including the case company, it is impossible to divide the 

responsibilities of a leader into “traditional leadership” and “e-leadership” because leaders 

move continuously between these roles.  

 

For my thesis purpose leadership style refers to the behavior of a leader and includes learned 

beliefs, values, rules, norms and traditions that make the leadership of the company unique 

(Northouse 2013, 75, 384). Leadership style provides a framework for assessing leadership 

in a broad way. For example, leadership style may refer to leadership theories such as trans-

actional, transformational or shared leadership, but it can also be described with own words.  

 

In my thesis, the competence will be viewed as an integrated mix of skills, knowledge, 

personal characteristics and behaviors that together can lead to effective leadership perfor-

mance. (Lucia and Lepsinger, 1999, 5). Leadership skills may include technical skills (abil-

ity to work with things), human skills (ability to work with people) or conceptual skills (abil-

ity to work with ideas). (Northouse 2013, 44-46). Leadership skills and competence repre-

sent capabilities that can be developed and are understood as a broad concept.  

 

1.5 Theoretical framework 

 

Earlier research has shown that certain leadership styles and theories have been successful 

during last decades and also in the context of digital transformation. Transactional and trans-

formational leadership styles are considered by many scholars as the most popular leadership 

theories (Cortellazzo, Bruni and Zampieri, 2019, 7). Especially transformational leadership 

style, which focus on motivating and inspiring followers to perform above expectations, may 

have positive influence in virtual team performance and also in networked, innovation-

driven and information-intensive organizations (Bass, 1990, 21-27, Cascio 1995, 930, 



17 

 

Cortellazzo, Bruni and Zampieri, 2019, 7). Focusing on leaders’ relationships with their 

teams, the Leader-Member Exchange Theory (LMX) has also been one of the main leader-

ship theories during the digital era. Leader-Member Exchange Theory focuses on the dyadic 

relationship between a leader and team members. (Gerstner and Day, 1997, 827). LMX is 

interested in the quality of the relationship (between a leader and team members) and how 

strong relationships can be built with followers. (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995, 223-225). In 

recent years another popular leadership theory has been shared leadership and leadership as 

a group phenomenon. The shared leadership style emphasizes the distribution of power dy-

namics and the role of teams as potential source of leadership. (Cortellazzo, Bruni, Zampieri, 

2019, 7-8, Pearce and Barkus, 2004, 47). Shared leadership is closely related to the so-called 

emergent leadership, which refers to leadership that is taken over by someone or team mem-

bers without a formal leadership role (Hoch & Dulebohn, 2017, 679).  

 

Defining what skills and competencies characterize leaders in the digital era has been a mat-

ter of interest in the literature. Studies have analyzed several relevant competencies which 

are relevant for future leaders. Earlier studies (Cortellazzo et al. (2019), Schwarzmüller et 

al. (2018), Roman et al. (2018), and Dess and Picken (2000)) have identified following com-

petencies important for future leaders and these competencies are used as a basis for the 

theoretical framework: 

 

• Visionary thinking and using strategic vision to inspire  

• Leadership in the networks  

• Building relationships and managing collaboration  

• Enhancing autonomy and accountability  

• High-speed decision making  

• Communication in the digital era  

• Managing work-life balance and employees well-being  

• Managing disruptive change  

• Facilitating continuous learning 

 

The next figure presents the theoretical background of the study: 
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Figure 1: Theoretical background 

 

1.6 Structure of the study 

 

This thesis consists of a literature review and empirical research. The literature review is an 

overview of the research about the digital transformation in the energy sector (changing work 

and business environment) and leadership (including leadership styles and leadership skills 

and competencies). The empirical study is a qualitative research conducted mainly through 

theme interviews. 

 

This study is divided into six Chapters. The first Chapter is the introduction. I introduce the 

theoretical framework and literature review in the Chapters 2-3. In the second Chapter I 

define the theoretical background related to the digital transformation in the energy sector, 

which includes changes in business and work environments. In chapter 3, I introduce a lit-

erature review on leadership, including leadership styles and leadership skills and compe-

tencies. I explain the methodology used to answer the empirical research questions in Chap-

ter 4. In this Chapter I also present the case company and evaluate the trustworthiness of the 

study. In Chapter 5, I present the results of the study. Finally, I summarize the conclusions 

of the study in Chapter 6. This chapter presents also theoretical and managerial implications, 

limitations and suggestions for future research.  
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2 Digital transformation in the energy sector 
 

This section describes the background for the study, explaining what kind of changes there 

are in the business and work environment related to digital transformation. The Chapter 2.1 

discusses, how digital transformation affects work design and ways of working. Then, in the 

Chapter 2.2 the concept of digital transformation is presented to understand what kind of 

changes the energy industry business face in the future.   

 

2.1 Changing work environment  

 

We live in a world that’s constantly changing and the business environment in which today’s 

businesses operate has become volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA). 

VUCA is a common way to describe all unpredictable changes in the digital era. Volatility 

refers to unstable change, where the change is frequent, turbulent and unpredictable. Uncer-

tainty is manifested in a lack of knowledge, instability and unpredictability, where there is 

no absolute certainty about the causes of the change, and it is difficult to predict the future. 

(Bennett and Lemoine 2014, 313) Complexity means that there are several factors which we 

need to consider, including their variety and the relationships between them. The company’s 

operations and processes should mirror environmental complexities in order to cope with 

complexity (Schoemaker, Heaton and Teece, 2018, 36). Ambiguity refers to a matter or sit-

uation that can be understood in more than one way. (Bennett and Lemoine, 2014, 313) 

VUCA world require a different kind of leadership to keep the organization profitable, agile 

and innovative. The more uncertain the environment, the less likely that the strategy, busi-

ness model or leadership style working today will be valid tomorrow (Schoemaker, Heaton 

and Teece, 2018, 27). VUCA world also affects employee expectations and loyalty, as em-

ployees feel that employers are not committed to them and even a good employee can be 

replaced at any time. Especially millennials are seeking new possibilities and fast promo-

tions. Millennials expect leaders to encourage every employee in a positive way and to find 

opportunities for development as these bring security in the VUCA world. (Rodriguez and 

Rodriguez, 2015, 855).  

 

In traditional companies the leadership style has been hierarchic. Managers have ruled by 

command and it has been typical to think that leaders have the power, knowledge and 



20 

 

answers to emerging problems while employees just implement what they are directed to do 

(Cascio 1995, 930 and Pearce and Manz, 2005, 136). Work is changing towards team-based 

knowledge work and change in work also requires a change in leadership (Pearce and Manz, 

2005, 130). For knowledge work and organizations that need continuous innovation in order 

to offer the best products and services to their customers, traditional leadership forms fail to 

encourage creativity, innovation and knowledge sharing. In this kind of organizations new 

forms of leadership is needed, such as self-managing practices, self-leadership or shared 

leadership. The decision-making rights need to be re-allocated and delegated to those with 

the most relevant knowledge (Grant, 1996, 119), employees are encouraged to take respon-

sibility and solve problems with their peers and identify opportunities for the future (Pearce 

and Manz, 2005, 136, Cascio 1995, 930). Agility and collaboration have become the busi-

ness buzzwords of the decade. It is easy to argue that today’s information technologies ac-

celerate the speed at which organizations make decisions, process information, collaborate 

to solve problems and innovate. In recent years, the literature has also highlighted cross-

functional collaboration as an important element of digital transformation. Organizations use 

more and more agile methods, which are known from information technology companies. 

(Earley, 2014, 58, Vial, 2019, 127) According to the study of Liu et al. (2011) highly au-

thorized teams are one of the critical factors for successful digital project implementation, 

because highly authorized teams, employee empowerment and decentralized decision-mak-

ing increase creativity and enhance business performance in knowledge work.  (Liu, Chen 

and Chou, 2011, 1736). 

 

Earlier research seems to agree that digital disruption, globalization and fast-changing busi-

ness environment require more flexible and flat organizations. Schwarzmüller et al., (2018, 

128 &132) have found out in their study that organizational hierarchies will flatten as em-

ployees gain more autonomy and accountability, which can be facilitated by increased in-

formation transparency. New digital collaboration tools have made it also possible to work 

in different kind of team setups, such as temporary, ad-hoc and virtual teams. Thus, old 

organization structures are likely to be replaced by flat structures, network organizations, 

professional autonomy and teamwork. (Shamir, 1999, 52) Organizations are also moving in 

general towards project-based teams or self-organized teams. (Schwarzmüller et al., 2018, 

126). Shamir (1999) even argues that there is a trend of change from the bureaucratic organ-

izations towards the “boundaryless organizations”. This means that employees and people 
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are connected to the organization virtually and they move more frequently between firms, 

industries and within firms. For boundaryless organizations it is also typical that they have 

less fixed structures and more flexible temporary systems, where employees move from one 

team to another according to the needs of the projects. (Shamir, 1999, 52). Nowadays, or-

ganizations are no longer a hierarchy, but rather networks which operates globally and are 

supported by information technology and different collaboration platforms. (Hunnes 

Blakstad, 2015, 56) Figure 2 shows a network of places where employees can work in several 

different places simultaneously. 

 

 

Figure 2: A network of places for work   

 

Recent advancements in information technology and collaboration tools provide new possi-

bilities for organizations to build and manage team-based ways of working, when team mem-

bers are not located together, or team members are even from other organizations. Existing 

earlier research have dealt with teleworking, which is usually defined as “working outside 

the conventional workplace and communicating with it by ways of telecommunications or 

computer-based technology telework” (Bailey and Kurland, 2002, 384). Teleworking con-

stitutes an early form of virtual work. Teleworking was first used already in 1965 in the US. 

However, in the mid-1990s, virtual work and virtual teams became more common as com-

panies adopted self-managing teams and technology evolved. (Kirkman et al., 2002, 67). In 

recent years, virtual teams have become more and more common globally and the Covid-19 
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epidemic has rapidly forced many employees to work from home (Sull, Sull & Bersin, 2020, 

1). Virtual teams can be defined as “groups of geographically and/or organizationally dis-

persed coworkers that are assembled using a combination of telecommunications and infor-

mation technologies to accomplish an organizational task” (Townsend et al., 1998, 18).  

Townsend argues that members of the virtual team almost never see face-to-face. In many 

companies, including the case company, virtual team members work both face-to-face and 

remotely. Virtual work is therefore only one form of teamwork. Townsend et al. found sev-

eral reasons why virtual teamwork is nowadays so popular. In virtual team-based organiza-

tions it is possible to respond to customer needs fast, which is a requirement to succeed in 

the service industry. Organizations are nowadays focusing more on services and knowledge 

work, instead of production. Increasing importance of globalizations, requirements for inter-

organizational co-operations, strategic partnering and/or outsourcing require also new ways 

of working and collaboration across geographical boundaries. To succeed in this kind of 

networks, it is compulsory to be able to work in global virtual teams. (Townsend et al., 1998, 

17-20).  

 

New ways of working also bring new challenges. Work can be done anywhere and anytime, 

which can eliminate boundaries between work- and private-life. Employees may benefit 

from increased work-life balance, because they may choose the best ways of working taking 

into account the needs of family life. On the other hand, this may lead to increased pressure 

to be constantly available and to respond quickly to work-related messages. (Sull, Sull & 

Bersin, 2020, 7) For some employees it may also be difficult to limit working hours at home, 

even if the supervisor does not require long working days. Because it is difficult for an em-

ployer to control the amount of work done outside the office, leaders need to develop ways 

to support employee health and work-life balance. (Schwartmüller et al., 2018, 123). 

 

Collaboration is highlighted as a critical success factor for digital transformation. (Liu et al., 

2011, 1739) Information and communication technology affect the ways of working, 

knowledge sharing, and new ways of teamwork will emerge. Increased virtual work requires 

different kind of collaboration between team members. Leaders must also have the ability to 

collaborate with team members via information technology to reach common goals. How-

ever, collaboration takes place not only within the organization, but also between organiza-

tions. (Schwartmüller et al., 2018, 126) Collaboration between different organizations grows 
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and requires ability to co-operate with customers and suppliers to create value to customers. 

Being able to offer customized services in short cycle times is also seen as a critical factor 

for digital transformation. (Liu et al., 2011, 1736-1738). Good communication and negotia-

tion skills are required when working with many partners and stakeholders. (Schwartmüller 

et al., 2018, 126).  

 

Existing research has also dealt with the question how digital transformation will change the 

skills required from employees. According to Schwartmüller et al. (2018, 118) problem solv-

ing, creativity, efficiently dealing with large amounts of information, social skills and fast 

decision making are important skills in the future for all employees. The world economic 

forum has defined top skills that are important for 2025. According to that report the most 

important skills for employees in the energy sector are:  

 

 

 

Interestingly, the economic forum report has found out that in the energy sector reskilling of 

employees require more time than in other sectors. (World Economic Forum, 2020, 134) 

Perhaps it is due to the fact, that in the energy industry employees are highly educated 

knowledge workers and the jobs require special knowledge. According to the earlier research 

it is also possible that new technologies, such as artificial intelligence and robotics, may 

substitute employees in the future. (Schwartmüller et al., 2018, 117) On the other hand, there 

will emerge new jobs in the energy industry related to renewable energy solutions and digi-

talization. 
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2.2 Changing business environment 

 

A digital transformation is no longer an option for business leaders, but instead it has become 

an essential part on leadership agendas. For the energy sector, the challenge is even bigger, 

because the energy industry faces the dual challenge of climate and digital transformation.  

(Midttun and Piccini, 2017, p. 330) However, organizations are lacking knowledge, how to 

execute digital transformation or what kind of capabilities transformation requires (Fitzger-

ald et al., 2014, 2 & 6, Schwarzmüller et al., 2018, 115 and Yokoi et al., 2019, 3-4).  There 

is also little research that examines, how organizations are or should be digitally transformed. 

Most of the previous research have been conducted several year ago and the available liter-

ature is highly fragmented (Schwartmüller et al., 2018, p. 114). 

 

Energy industry transformation currently revolves around three key topics: digitalization, 

decentralization supported by energy storage and decarbonization (Di Silvestre, Favuzza, 

Riva Sanseverino, Zizzo, 2018, 483). Decentralization refers to the transformation of an en-

ergy system from centralized systems to more distributed ones. Decentralized power plants 

are usually smaller, situated closer to end-users and supported by energy storage systems 

which can store energy from variable generation sources and discharge at periods of peak 

demand. Decentralization increases also customer participation because it transforms the 

one-way power transmission to decentralized generation and multilane power flow (Loock, 

2020).  Climate change is a serious threat to the planet, and it can be addressed through 

decarbonization of the global energy system. Decarbonization means a transition to low car-

bon energy generation by increasing the use of renewable energy sources, reducing the use 

of fossil energy resources and improving efficiency in power generation. (Di Silvestre, 

Favuzza, Riva Sanseverino, Zizzo, 2018, 483) The transition towards more renewable en-

ergy solutions creates new opportunities for innovative business models, but energy industry 

transformation also challenges current businesses. At the same time digital technologies fa-

cilitate business model innovations and enable new opportunities for value creation e.g. by 

integrating decentralized units into centrally dominated system or by improving efficiency 

in existing processes. (Loock, 2020). 

 

There are many definitions for digital transformation. Fitzgerald et al. (2014, 2) define digital 

transformation as, “the use of new digital technologies (social media, mobile, analytics or 
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embedded devices) to enable major business improvements such as enhancing customer ex-

perience, streamlining operations, or creating new business models.” Liu et al. (2011, 1730) 

argue that digital transformation is “as an organizational transformation that integrates digi-

tal technologies and business processes in a digital economy.” Schallmo and Williams (2018, 

3-4) define digital transformation as “a sustainable, company-level transformation via re-

vised or newly created business operations and business models achieved through value-

added digitization initiatives, ultimately resulting in improved profitability”.  

 

The digital transformation is unprecedented in terms of speed, scope and impact. Many of 

the digital changes are disruptive and new technologies, such as cloud computing, artificial 

intelligence, robotics, IIoT, big data or social media, can reinvent the entire industry. Digital 

transformation can also lead to substituting products and services, create new digital busi-

nesses or change value delivery models. The challenges and possibilities are enormous. 

(Matzler et al., 2018, 13-14, Westerman and Bonnet 2015, 2) A worldwide IMD-CISCO 

survey 2019 of more than 1200 executives across the globe revealed that 88% of executives 

believe that digitalization has a significant impact on their industry. Four years earlier, only 

27% of the executives felt that way. (Tomoko et al., 2019, 5) New business models replace 

traditional ones at accelerating pace. Especially many traditional larger companies are strug-

gling because they underestimate the impact and dynamics of the transformation. For them 

it is tempting to choose a follower strategy and stick to their existing business models. They 

may also react too slowly because they do not understand the velocity of the transformation 

or they are still unaware of the dangers of disruption. That kind of follower strategy may be 

tempting, but it does not bring a sustainable competitive advantage. (Matzler et al., 2018, 

13-14, Westerman and Bonnet, 2015, 2) Executives may also see transformation as an inde-

pendent challenge to be overcome.  The reality, however, is that digital transformation is not 

a singular event, but a continuous cycle, which accelerates in speed and complexity. 

(Tomoko et al., 2019, 6) 

 

According to previous research companies that invest in new digital technologies and are 

forerunners in digital transformation, are more profitable than other companies in the same 

industry.  (Westerman, 2014, 4) Forerunner companies are also able to excel in customer 

experience, streamline operations and provide new business models. Previous studies have 

noted that the digital transformation has the biggest impact on improved customer 
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experience, but significant improvements can also be in operations. On the other hand, some 

companies still struggle to get clear business benefits or create new businesses or business 

models from new technology. (Fitzgerald et al., 2014, 4-6). 

 

It is important to remember that technology itself doesn’t provide value to a business. In-

stead, technology’s value comes from doing business differently because technology makes 

it possible. For example, online shopping is not about the Internet, but online stores allow a 

new way to sell. In analytics the most important issue is not databases and machine learning, 

but analytics make it possible to understand customers better, optimize processes, enhance 

efficiency or improve operations. (Westerman, 2018, 2) Bharadwaj et al. presented the same 

kind of idea with digital strategy. They propose that organizations no longer need an IT 

strategy that must be aligned with the organization´s business strategy.  Instead organizations 

need an organizational strategy which leverage digital resources to create value to customers. 

(Bharadwaj et al., 2013, 472, Bygstad et al., 2017, 2)  

 

Westerman et al. (2014) have surveyed how digital master companies have succeeded in 

digital transformation and why digital master companies make better progress than others. 

They found that digital masters invest in digital tools and abilities (What). The most im-

portant factor in the success of digital transformation was however the leadership capability 

and ability to lead change (How).  In other words, successful transformation requires digital 

capabilities and leadership capability which is shown in the Figure 3 (Westerman et al., 2014, 

13).  
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Figure 3: Leadership capability and digital capability  

 

A company’s digital transformation affects every level of the organization and digitalization 

shapes organizations, work environments and cultures, creating new challenges leaders have 

to face. (Cortellazzo, Bruni, Zampieri, 2019, 1). One of the biggest challenges facing leaders 

today is the need to enable organizations and employees to adapt to changing business needs 

and situations. (Uhl-Bien and Arena, 2018, 89)  

 

3 Leadership  
 

This Chapter presents the discussion of the leadership in the digital age based on earlier 

research. First, I present the definition of leadership in Chapter 3.1 to understand, what does 

the term “leadership” mean.  Then, I provide an overview of leadership theories in Chapter 

3.2 to describe the most important leadership styles in the digital era. Last, I present the 

theoretical background of leadership competencies in Chapter 3.3 to understand what skills 

and competencies characterize leaders in the digital age.   

 

3.1 Definition of leadership  

 

Leadership is one of the most studied topics, but there is no common understanding of the 

definition of leadership. It has also been argued that leadership is the least understood phe-

nomena on earth. Kotter defined leadership “as the process of moving a group of people in 
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some direction through noncoercive means” (Kotter 1988, 16). According to Kotter effective 

leader is “able to move people in a direction that is genuinely in their real long-term best 

interests.” (Kotter 1988, 17). Northouse (2010, p.5) defines leadership as “a process whereby 

an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal”. Northouse’s 

definition is used in this thesis. Barker (2001) argues that leadership is about creating a 

change whereas the objective of management is to maintain stability. Management focuses 

on formal operations, planning, organizing, staffing, directing, and controlling. Leadership 

focuses on inspiring others and a leader is able to create a shared vision that many people 

are truly committed to. There is a famous saying by Warner Bennis that “managers are peo-

ple who do things right, while leaders are people who do the right things”. However, there 

is a consensus among researchers in one topic: the role of the leader is to motivate subordi-

nates to achieve the goals of the organization (Barker, 2001, 473). 

 

Nowadays, many scholars use the term “e-leader” for leaders who have launched digital 

businesses or processes in their organizations. Avolio et. al. define e-leadership as a “social 

influence process mediated by Advanced Information Technology (AIT) to produce a change 

in attitudes, feelings, thinking, behavior, and/or performance with individuals, groups, 

and/or organizations” (Avolio, Kahai and Dodge, 2000, 617) The role of the e-leader is to 

motivate subordinates to achieve the goals of the organization, just like leaders in face-to-

face teams, but the e-leader utilizes multichannel information technology in managerial 

work. (Jawadi et al., 2013, 200-201) Today, one part of the leadership work is to lead virtual 

teams, but digital age leaders face several other challenges. Avolio and Kahai (2003) in their 

study of how technology is affecting leadership,  admit that some fundamentals of leadership 

stay same even in the digital era, but there is also going to be “a fundamental change in the 

way leaders and followers relate to each other within organizations and between organiza-

tions.” In this study, I only use the term “leadership” because today’s leadership includes 

many different forms of leadership and a leader has to simultaneously be able to lead tradi-

tional face-to-face teams, virtual teams and utilize multichannel information technology in 

leadership activities. In many companies, including the case company, it is impossible to 

divide the responsibilities of a leader into “traditional leadership” and “e-leadership” because 

leaders move continuously between these roles.  
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3.2 Leadership styles 

3.2.1 Transactional leadership 

 

Over time, researchers have proposed many different leadership theories, but there is no 

leadership theory that can be considered universal. Transactional and transformational lead-

ership theories are considered by many scholars as the most popular leadership theories 

(Cortellazzo et al., 2019, 7). Transactional leadership guides teamwork through reward, 

feedback, recognition and pay increase if employees perform well.  By contrast, employees 

who do not do good work are penalized. (Bass, 1990, 20) Transactional leaders appeal to 

subordinates’ self-interest by offering transaction: reward for good performance and penalty 

for poor performance. This type of leadership may also include clarifying subordinate re-

sponsibilities and correcting them for failing to meet objectives. (Eagly, Johannesen-

Schmidt and Van Engen, 2003, 571) Transactional leadership has been typical in traditional 

and hierarchical organizations, where ensuring organizational stability, operational effi-

ciency and predictable performance have been a key to succeed. In this kind of organizations 

formal planning, standardized processes, centralized decision making, and control systems 

have been important. However, in a rapidly changing environment, when customer needs 

change fast and innovations are needed, more flexible organization models are beneficial 

and also different kind of leadership is needed.  (Dess and Picken, 2000, 19). Work is also 

changing towards knowledge-based work where managers do not have all the expertise 

needed to solve organizations problems. (Lee and Edmondson, 2007, 36-37).   

 

3.2.2 Transformational leadership 

 

Transformational leadership is one of the so-called modern leadership theories. Transforma-

tional leadership suits well to modern, ever-changing organizational culture and knowledge-

based work. According to Bass, transactional and transformational leadership are not con-

trary to each other and the best leaders have both transactional and transformational leader-

ship traits. (Judge and Piccolo, 2004, 755) The transactional leader works within a given 

organizational culture, while the transformational leader strives to change it. (Bass, 1990, 

23). The transformational leader emphasizes team vision, mental commitment, the signifi-

cance of work, and the need for employees to meet higher professional needs. There are four 

characteristics for transformational leadership: (1) consideration of individual needs, (2) 
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intellectual stimulation, (3) charisma, and (4) inspirational leadership. (Bass, 1990, 21-22)  

In rapidly changing business environment, one of the most important tasks of the leader is 

to brighten the vision and show the future direction to the employees, after which the leader 

should enable the members of the organization to work together to achieve a common vision 

(Adnan and Valliappan 2019, 1042-1043, Cascio 1195, 930).  Organizational leaders must 

also focus on empowering employees, share knowledge, integrate external information and 

challenge the status quo (Dess and Picken 2000, 32).  

 

Many researchers argue that in networked, innovation-driven, and culturally diverse organ-

izations transformational leadership increases performance (Bass, 1990, 21-27, Cascio 1995, 

930). The company's performance improves because transformational leadership increases 

organizational learning, which in turn improves innovation capability and enables compa-

nies to achieve speed and flexibility (Aragón-Correa, García-Morales and Cordón-Pozo, 

2007, 349). Another research showed that transformational leadership had an indirect posi-

tive effect on performance, because transformational leadership increases achievement-ori-

ented culture. The achievement-oriented culture has a strong positive effect on performance. 

This finding indicates the important role of transformational leadership, because transforma-

tional leaders are able to create group expectations for high performance. Transformational 

leaders motivate employees by setting demanding, but achievable, goals, providing feedback 

on employee’s performance and encouraging experimentation (achievement-oriented cul-

ture), which improves company performance. An interesting finding was also that human-

istic orientation had a positive impact on performance via achievement orientation. The con-

clusion is that in addition to transformative leadership, the organization must pay attention 

to the fact that the culture is achievement- and humanistic-oriented.  The latter includes fac-

tors such as collaboration, teamwork, employees’ empowerment, development of people’s 

creative potential, participation in decision making and social support.  (Xenikou and Simosi, 

2006) 

 

3.2.3 Leader-Member Exchange Theory 

 

One of the main leadership theories during the digital era is the Leader-Member Exchange 

Theory (LMX). Leader-Member Exchange Theory focuses on the dyadic relationship be-

tween a leader and team members. (Gerstner and Day, 1997, 827). Transactional and 
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transformational leadership theories adopt a leader-based perspective, but LMX is interested 

in the quality of the relationship (between a leader and team members) and how strong rela-

tionships can be built with followers. LMX is based on the idea that trust, respect, continuous 

learning and mutual obligations generate positive influence between parties. (Graen and Uhl-

Bien, 1995, 223-225). Earlier research has found significant relationships between LMX and 

job performance, satisfaction with supervision, overall satisfaction, commitment, role clarity 

and member competence (Gerstner and Day, 1997, 827). Jawadi et al. (2013) use the concept 

of LMX to explore relationship building in virtual teams. According to their findings, high-

quality relationships require task-related activities (goal and task clarification etc.), but also 

social-related activities. This means that in virtual teams, trust and good relationships can be 

built by motivating team members, showing empathy towards team members, encouraging 

expression of opinions, respecting cultural differences, considering the needs of individuals 

and providing room for feelings. (Jawadi, Daassi, Favier and Kalika, 2013, 206-208) The 

importance of high-quality leader-member exchange in virtual work has also been studied 

and the research found out that individuals who work extensively in a virtual mode and have 

high-quality relationships with their supervisor, demonstrated the highest levels of commit-

ment, job satisfaction and performance. (Golden and Veiga 2008, 77&85) 

 

3.2.4 Shared leadership and emergent leadership 

 

In recent years another popular leadership theory has been shared leadership and leadership 

as a group phenomenon (Cortellazzo et al., 2019, 7-8, Pearce and Barkus, 2004, 47). Today, 

work is more and more team-based knowledge work, and no single employee can know 

everything. Shared leadership can be defined as “a collective leadership process, whereby 

multiple team members step up to take the lead or to participate in team leadership func-

tions.” (Hoch and Dulebohn, 2017, 681). The role of the leader is to interact with the team, 

inspire the team, share leadership responsibilities and create inspiring visions. (Crevali, 

Lindgren and Packendorff, 2010, 78). Studies show that in knowledge work, teams with a 

single-leader are less effective than shared-leadership teams. (Pearce and Barkus, 2004, 47). 

Especially in virtual teams there has been growing interest in shared and distributed leader-

ship. According to earlier research in virtual teams, which are often global and cross-func-

tional, shared leadership improves performance significantly compared to the traditional 

model of hierarchical leadership. (Pearce, Manz and Sims, 2009, 237) Virtual teams usually 
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have a vertical leader, but they often operate in geographically decentralized and autono-

mous teams, where team members can direct their own performance and make independent 

decisions. Thus, it is not only the vertical leader who takes leadership responsibility, but also 

other team members can occasionally take that kind of responsibility. (Hoch and Dulebohn, 

2017, 678-679).  

 

Shared leadership is closely related to the so-called emergent leadership. Emergent leader-

ship refers to leadership that is taken over by someone or team members without a formal 

leadership role. Emergent leadership differs from shared leadership in that shared leadership 

is a group phenomenon, whereas emergent leadership is based on informal leadership taken 

by the individual. In previous studies, emergent leadership has been linked to several differ-

ent team compositions, including virtual teams (e.g. Hoch and Dulebohn, 2017) traditional 

teams (e.g. Judge and Piccolo, 2004) and self-leadership teams (e.g. Manz and Sims, 1987). 

Studies show that emergent leadership increases team effectiveness and performance in co-

located teams and also virtual teams. (Hoch & Dulebohn 2017, 679). Emergent leadership 

has been popular in autonomous work teams, in which team members take responsibility for 

completion of a variety of tasks, including problem solving, work allocation, conflict reso-

lution, giving feedback to team members and even performance evaluation. (Taggar, Hackett 

and Saha,1999, 900)  

 

If shared or emergent leadership methods are used in teams, the role of the leader differs 

from more traditional forms of dyadic leadership. The role of a leader involves facilitating 

team process, such as setting goals, encouraging collaboration between team members, act-

ing as a coach, clarifying team member roles and responsibilities, and finding necessary 

resources to get the job done. (Taggar, Hackett and Saha,1999, 900) 

 

3.3 Leadership skills and competencies  

 

Recent advancements in information technology has raised the question, what kind of lead-

ership is needed in digital workplaces and how does it differ from traditional leadership re-

quirements. Many scholars have been interested to study what kind of leadership skills are 

needed in the digital era. (Cortellazzo et. al., 2019, 11). Universal theories of leadership 

argue that leadership requirements, traits and behavior are universally valid, regardless of 
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the company, business environment, stage of development of the organization or people who 

work in it. (Horner-Long and Schoenberg, 2002, 611). In contrast, contingency theories con-

test this view, arguing that leadership should adopt a style and behaviors that match the 

context. Leadership can be thought as a golf bag with different clubs for different situations. 

Both a golfer and a leader will evaluate the challenges ahead and select the right tools for 

the situation. (Cortellazzo, Bruni and Zampieri 2019, 4-5, Goleman 2000, 78-80) I use con-

tingency theory as a starting point and present that in the digital age the leadership require-

ments may vary from those of traditional businesses. Some leadership characteristics are 

suitable for all organizations, such as leader’s ability to inspire a shared vision and set goals, 

communicate effectively and inspire others (Horner-Long and Schoenberg, 2002, 617). 

However, there are some leadership characteristics that are especially valuable for leaders in 

the digital age. I present in the next chapters the main skills leaders need in the digital era 

that have been highlighted in the literature. 

 

3.3.1 Visionary thinking and using strategic vision to inspire 

 

Many of the traditional leadership skills are still valid in leadership in the digital age. Leaders 

have to be able to set the direction and motivate others towards common goals. Also, com-

munication skills are important.  (Lynn Pulley and Sessa, 2001, 229).  Dess and Picken 

(2000) identify the ability to inspire employees and other stakeholders with a clear vision 

and compelling sense of purpose as one of the challenges of future leaders. They argue that 

a clear vision and sense of purpose are essential to developing an organization that can learn 

and adapt to a rapidly changing environment. (Dess and Picken, 2000, 19-22) Also Deloitte’s 

Human Capital Trends report highlights that it is important to bring purpose and meaning to 

work.  It means that companies should focus not only on profit but also on how they can 

bring good to individuals, customers and society. (Deloitte, 2019, 5-6) In the energy industry 

this can mean for example highlighting that employees can bring sustainable solutions to 

customers. An effective strategic vision shows direction and goals but leaves room for flex-

ibility in the choice of means. Being competitive in the digital world, requires ability to scale 

up innovative business models with focus on customer experience. Therefore, leaders should 

give employees freedom to innovate and encourage experimentation. Leader’s job is to de-

fine goals and provide direction, by removing barriers to progress, but let employees decide 

how to reach goals. (Schwartmüller et al., 2018, 129). The vision requires an in depth 
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understanding of the organization, business environment, stakeholders and changes in the 

competitive environment. It is also important to communicate the vision in a way that moti-

vates and inspires employees at all levels. (Dess and Picken, 2000, 19-22) An inspiring vi-

sion and sense of purpose are necessary but not a sufficient condition for the development 

of an organization that can adapt to changing business environment. The following chapters 

discuss other competencies, which are also important to future leaders and organizations.  

 

3.3.2 Leadership in the networks 

 

In many respects, virtual work and a new business environment require a new kind of lead-

ership and leadership assumptions must evolve. There are several challenges which leaders 

have to face and find solutions. One challenge is that organizations operate more and more 

in networks and are becoming boundaryless between internal and external stakeholders. 

(Cortellazzo et al., 2019, 8-9). In the digital era departmental and hierarchical structures may 

be too inflexible and slow, leading organizations to adopt more project-based organizations, 

self-organizing teams and temporary teams. In this kind of networks, the best experts and 

professionals can work temporarily for a specific task. (Schwartmüller et al., 2018 125). 

These kinds of organizations need different kind of leadership than traditional organizations. 

In addition to the ability to network and lead more flexible organizations, earlier studies have 

shown that leaders must also be more entrepreneurial, risk-taking and less conservative. 

(Horner-Long and Schoenberg 2002, 611)  

 

In order to deal effectively with this phenomenon, leaders of the future need to build, coor-

dinate and manage networks inside and outside the organization. Leaders also have to ensure 

that the best competencies for a given task come together and work together efficiently. Best 

competencies can be found inside or outside the organization. (Schwartmüller et al., 2018, 

130) Furthermore, leaders need to be able to influence across formal and informal teams, 

break down organizational silos and collaborate in new ways in order to bring together cross-

functional teams of people. (Petrucci and Rivera, 2018, 55) This requires organizations to 

move from leader-centered decision-making to organizations that share information and de-

cision-making power to those employees and parties who have the best knowledge of the 

topic.  Digital technologies enable information sharing, discussions and hearing of those 

people who have not been involved in decision-making before. This kind of networked 
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organization requires higher coordination, collaboration, individual responsibility and abil-

ity to decide, when to use control and when not. (Lynn Pulley and Sessa, 2001, 225-226). 

The concept of leadership is also expanding, including the idea that leadership is part of 

every employee’s responsibility. (Lynn Pulley and Sessa, 2001, 228). Cross, Edmondson, 

and Murphy (2020, 38) found out that supervisor’s ability to build networks and a culture of 

collaboration, increases employee engagement and retention.   

 

The network perspective is close to the idea of shared leadership. Lynn Pulley and Sessa 

argue that in the future leadership is no longer the responsibility of one person, but leadership 

can be exercised on many different levels (e.g. leader alone, leader influenced by others, 

team, community). Shared leadership makes it possible to respond quickly to customer needs 

in a changing environment, if it is supported by open information sharing and interaction. 

(Lynn Pulley and Sessa, 2001, 228). Other researchers argue that leader’s job is to enable 

employees to learn, progress and succeed. This is close to the idea of servant leadership in 

which the main goal of the leader is to serve.  A servant leader helps employees to perform 

as highly as possible. In networked organizations leaders are not anymore resource control-

lers, but they have several new roles such as coaches, information providers, decision makers 

or facilitators. The key is to empower employees and other stakeholders to do their best.  

(Dess and Picken 2000, 22-23) 

 

3.3.3 Building relationships and managing collaboration  

 

Cross, Edmondson, and Murphy (2020, 37-39) argue that one of the most important skills of 

today’s leaders is the ability to build networks and create a culture of collaboration. Inter-

personal collaboration is the key to succeed in transformation and enhance employee en-

gagement. Today, more and more employees work in virtual teams and in geographically 

distributed organizations, where employees do not have natural encounters with colleagues 

and managers as they do in the office. Employees may also work in different time zones, 

have different cultural backgrounds and interaction is mediated through digital tools, which 

leave little room to enhance collaboration, trust and social relationships. Virtual working 

environment has implications for several important team processes, including communica-

tion, collaboration, and socialization. According to earlier research many employees feel 
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isolated in virtual work, they have weaker social bonds and are less accountable (Lynn Pulley 

and Sessa, 2001, 226, Pauleen, 2003, 229, Van Wart, Roman, Wang and Liu, 2019, 85-88).  

 

In a virtual working environment, the role of leaders is to build practices that support col-

laboration, trust, accountability, interaction and feeling that everyone is part of the work 

community also in virtual teams.  Previous research has shown that good relationships be-

tween virtual team members increase team performance and knowledge sharing. (Liu and 

Li, 2012) Pauleen (2013, 229) argues that “Building relationships with virtual team members 

is clearly of fundamental importance to a virtual team leader, as people generally rely on 

personal relationships to resolve problems and deal with unusual situations”.  There is also 

evidence that leaders who focus on relationships rather than tasks are seen as smarter, more 

creative and original (Gilson, Maynard, Jones Young, Vartiainen and Hakonen, 2015, 1319).  

 

In a team, a leader can build good relationships through task-related actions, such as setting 

goals, clarifying expectations, setting up communication norms, giving feedback and clari-

fying work rules. (Jarvenpaa, Knoll and Leidner,1998, 56-60) But leaders should not only 

focus on work-related actions, because high quality relationships require also a high degree 

of empathy, psychological safety, trust and socially related activities. Therefore, leaders need 

to consider individual needs of team members, encourage employees to express their opin-

ions and pay attention to cultural differences. (Jawadi et al., 2013, 205-208) Cross, Edmond-

son and Murphy (2020, 37-39) argues that high-level collaboration is increased by leadership 

behavior which foster trust, purpose and energy in interpersonal interactions.   

 

Trust is one of the most studied variables in the virtual team literature and there is consensus 

among scholars that trust positively affects the virtual team’s success (Gilson et al., 2015, 

1321). Trust is even regarded as the most important factor in virtual team settings. Trust is a 

belief that one believes that others’ intentions or behaviors are justified with faith and com-

petence (Liu and Li, 2012, 21). Trust has a positive link to knowledge sharing, knowledge 

transfer and exchange in a team (Liu and Li, 2012, 29). Earlier research also found that as 

virtuality increases, team coordination declines, but this relationship is partially mediated by 

levels of trust (Peñarroja, Orengo, Zornoza and Hernandez, 2013, 967).  
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Earlier studies introduce the construct of team psychological safety as a key factor for build-

ing trust between team members. Team psychological safety is “a shared belief held by 

members of a team that the team is safe for interpersonal risk-taking” (Edmondson, 1999, 

354). Google’s research program found out which are the key characteristics that distinguish 

high-performance teams from average ones. The research concluded that who is on a team 

matters less than how the team members interact, structure their work, and view their con-

tributions. According to the Google research, five key factors distinguished the best teams 

from other teams and psychological safety was the most important factor. (Cauwelier, 

Ribière and Bennet, 2016, 459, Rozovsky, 2015.) Cross, Edmondson and Murphy (2020) 

argue that trust and psychological safety are essential for collaborations, but they cannot 

create high levels of interpersonal collaboration on their own. Leaders need also to promote 

purpose by showing employees why their work is important to the organization and the out-

side world. High-quality collaboration requires also that leaders can energize employees and 

motivate them to do their best towards the common goal. Leaders can generate energy in 

many ways, for example by seeing employees as individuals, showing interest in others, 

maintaining an effective balance between pushing toward a goal and welcoming new ideas 

and making sure employees see how their effort contributes to the common goal. The fol-

lowing Figure 4 shows three steps to productive collaboration. 

 

 

Figure 4: Three steps to productive collaboration 

 

3.3.4 Enhancing autonomy and accountability  

 

Earlier studies have found out that highly authorized teams are a critical success factor for 

digital business initiatives, because autonomous teams can respond to customer needs fast 
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and employee empowerment increases creativity and business performance. (Liu et al., 2011, 

1736 & 1739) Therefore, in the digital age it is important to increase employees’ autonomy 

and accountability, delegate authority and empower employees. This means that employees 

take more responsibility for the quality of their work and have also more freedom to make 

decisions (Horner-Long and Schoenberg, 2002, 612, Schwartmüller et al., 2018, 128). The 

reason for increased autonomy and accountability requirement is that a traditional multilevel 

organization structure with many approval layers is too slow when business environments 

and customer needs are changing quickly. Workforce also shifts towards knowledge workers 

and an important sources of wealth creation rely on the effective utilization of knowledge 

and human capital resources. (Dess and Picken 2000, 31-32) There is so much knowledge 

and information available, that managers do not even have full expertise needed to solve all 

customer problems. (Lee and Edmondson 2007, 37)  

 

According to several studies, the digital transformation increases employees’ possibilities to 

influence in organizations, because digital tools allow real-time involvement of employees, 

knowledge sharing and power distribution within the organization. (Horner-Long and 

Schoenberg, 2002, 612, Schwartmüller et al., 2018, 128). This means that employees can 

participate more in decision making. As described before, organizations have to move from 

leader-centered decision-making to organizations that share information and decision-mak-

ing power to those employees and parties who have the best knowledge of the topic. From 

organization’s point of view this requires enhanced information transparency. (Lynn Pulley 

and Sessa 2001, 225-226). In knowledge work decisions should be based on collective in-

telligence and leaders should distribute decision making power in their team depending on 

requirements and expertise. (Schwartmüller et al., 2018, 128-129) 

 

A successful leader helps others to deal with challenges of greater autonomy and increased 

job demands by setting expectations of high standard performance, giving continuously 

feedback and adopting coaching behaviors (Cortellazzo et al., 2019, 12, Schwartmüller et 

al., 2018, 130).  Organizations should also encourage bottom-up empowerment and replace 

old practices based on control by creating a culture of trust and accountability. (Dess and 

Picken, 2000, 31-32) Some researchers argue that employee’s autonomy and participation 

increase their accountability, which may even reduce the need for earlier used control mech-

anisms. (Schwartmüller et al., 2018, 128). However, it is important to remember that if 
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employees are given more autonomy and decision-making power, they must also be given 

corresponding accountability. This means that employees are encouraged to be accountable 

for results and delivering value to the organization, customers and colleagues. Some com-

panies with self-management teams have created practices which increase accountability. In 

those organizations employees have a lot of authority to make decisions, but they seldom 

make unilateral decision. Instead, before decision making, employees are encouraged to ask 

feedback, opinions or advice from colleagues. Experienced team members may also act as 

coaches to younger colleagues. To increase peer accountability, it is also possible to have 

peer-driven performance evaluation or compensation systems. (Hamer, 2001, Lee and Ed-

mondson, 2007). Company values and shared beliefs may also replace the need for control 

mechanisms (Berman and Korsten, 2014, 40). 

 

3.3.5 High-speed decision making 

 

High-speed decision making is another challenge, which leaders face.  (Lynn Pulley and 

Sessa 2001, 226). In the digital age many companies operate in a highly turbulent environ-

ment where changes in demand, competition and customer demands are fast and continuous. 

Time to market has become more relevant as innovations spread rapidly and the company 

that is slower than competitors, will lose competitive advantage (Schwartmüller et al., 2018 

124). Leaders need to make quick decisions based on insufficient, unavailable or inaccurate 

information. They may also face situations where they may not have enough time to think 

or analyze the available information. Therefore, problem-solving abilities in a fast-changing 

and turbulent environment are extremely relevant for leaders in the digital age. (Horner-

Long and Schoenberg, 2002, 613, Cortellazzo et al., 2019, 12). The requirement for high-

speed decision-making ability is due in part to the speed associated with the digital transfor-

mation, but also to the increase in the amount of information. There are more data available 

than ever before, because of advances in information technology and big data collection. An 

important ability is therefore to be able to distinguish essential information from irrelevant 

information and to make fast decisions based on relevant information. The decision-making 

process can be supported by data analytics and artificial intelligence (Van Knippenberg et 

al., 2015). In this kind of working environment leaders have to be able to tolerate stress, 

because at the same time they have to be efficient, innovative, good decision-makers and 

able to manage a huge amount of information (Schwartmüller et al., 2018, 124). 
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3.3.6 Communication in the digital era 

 

The critical success factor identified in digital transformation is communication and com-

municating through digital media. Communication is one of the most important leadership 

skills even in traditional face-to-face leadership (Bass, 2008, 125) and as an auto industry 

icon Lee Iacocca said that “the ability to communicate is everything” (Iacocca, 1984, 18).  

In the digital age, leaders’ communication skills are even more important, because traditional 

leaders can use many management methods while the effectiveness of a virtual leader de-

pends largely on communication (Carte, Chidambaram and Becker, 2006, 326). Communi-

cation skills are also important because other leadership operations are achieved through 

communication. Communication is needed for example to empower others to achieve the 

shared visions, to set goals, to build trust or to make decisions. Also, in problem-solving or 

team-building the competence of communication is crucial. An effective leader is therefore 

constantly aware of the importance of good communication and communicates via digital 

tools in a manner that is clear, credible and effective. Leaders should also provide adequate 

social interaction and influence others to share opinions and feelings through social chan-

nels. (Roman et al., 2018)  

 

There is more leadership over distance, making the use of diverse communication tools more 

important than before. Today there are several communication tools available and leaders 

need to consider which ones to use, because communication effectiveness depends on the 

chosen communication tool. In some situation, face-to-face meeting is effective because the 

leader can see facial expressions and body language. In another situation, it may be important 

to communicate quickly to a large group of people and group e-mail or virtual meeting may 

be useful. (Avolio et al., 2014, Roman et al., 2018, Schwartmüller et al., 2018 126, Shachaf 

and Noriko 2007). According to earlier studies the chosen media may increase or decrease 

accountability or participation of virtual team members, because some tools encourage par-

ticipation and some other tools make it possible to avoid accountability (Van Wart, Roman, 

Wang and Liu, 2019, 86). The right tool can be selected on different criteria, such as urgency, 

distance (travel demands), complexity of the medium for nonexperts, price of the tool, level 

of formality, richness of the tool, synchronicity (compatibility in using two or more media 

simultaneously) or need for immediate feedback or conversation. (Roman et al., 2018) 
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One of the many challenges managers and their team members now face is communication 

overload. Communication overload is when employees have multiple, simultaneous modes 

of interaction going on, including emails, meetings, virtual meetings, phone calls, instant 

messaging and collaboration tools.  Communication overload is discussed in the next section 

as a part of work well-being. (Roman et al., 2018, Van Wart et al., 2019)  

 

3.3.7 Managing work-life balance and employees well-being 

 

Leaders face nowadays the challenge that employees can work remotely almost anywhere 

and anytime, which can eliminate boundaries between work- and private life. Employees 

may feel increasing pressure to be available 24/7 and to respond quickly to work-related 

messages. This can cause stress and affect the well-being of employees at work. (Maz-

manian, 2013, 1225 and Reyt and Wiesenfeld, 2015, 739) Because it is difficult for an em-

ployer to control the amount of work done outside the office, leaders need to develop ways 

to support employee’s health and work-life balance. For example, leaders can agree with 

team members on policies related to remote work. Team members can also agree to what 

extent emails and messages should be answered in the evenings or at weekends. Team lead-

ers should also set an example, avoid sending emails outside the office hours and encourage 

employees to pursue a healthy work-life balance.  (Schwartmüller et al., 2018 123).  

 

Another challenge is communication overload, which means that employees have multiple, 

simultaneous modes of interaction going on. For example, when an employee is in a virtual 

meeting, she/he receives emails and instant messages, which require an immediate response 

(Roman et. all 2018, Van Wart et al., 2019). Technology consultant and Microsoft researcher 

Linda Stone calls this “Continuous partial attention”. Stone argues that “attention is the most 

powerful tool of the human spirit” and encourages to find ways to manage the always-on 

lifestyle. (Stone 2020). There are several strategies to deal with communication overload. 

First, there can be social solutions, such as organizational practices and policies, group prac-

tices or individual strategies, which leaders can use to guide the use of communication and 

collaboration tools. For example, the team can agree that they shut down computers during 

meetings, important meetings are marked in calendar with different colors and they do not 

send emails at weekends. A team member can also turn the technologies off or mute the 

mobile phone if working tasks require concentration. Second, there are also technical 
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solutions to deal with communication overload. Technological tools may for example filter, 

sort or group messages based on worker’s history with senders, email messages can be trans-

lated into calendar appointments or notifications may be edited or restricted. (Rennecker and 

Daantje, 2012, 29-31) 

 

3.3.8 Managing disruptive change 

 

Today's business environment requires companies to undergo changes almost constantly and 

because of digital transformation the speed of changes is accelerating. In this rapidly chang-

ing world ability to change, flexibility, resilience, agility and responsiveness have become 

the new sources of competitive advantage. In a turbulent and continuously changing envi-

ronment, organizational leaders must learn to manage continuous adaptation to change and 

create a change-positive working environment with an inspiring vision. Resilient organiza-

tions are able to overcome serious challenges and even realize the benefits that changing 

opportunities present. (Dess and Picken, 2000, 18-19 &31, Lengnick-Hall, Beck and Leng-

nick-Hall, 2011, 243-244.). In the digital age, the rules of the game are changing rapidly. 

Workforce shifts towards knowledge workers and the most powerful sources of wealth cre-

ation are found in information-intensive and innovation-driven industries. The organizations 

must increasingly rely on the effective utilization of knowledge and human capital resources 

and leaders must be proactive in encouraging positive adaptation to external changes. (Al-

Haddad and Kotnour, 2015, 234, Dess and Picken, 2000, 18 &31) In a continuously chang-

ing environment, the ability to lead organizational change is one of the most important lead-

ership tasks. (Graetz, 2000, 550). According to several studies less than 30% of change ini-

tiatives succeed (Al-Haddad and Kotnour, 2015, 235, Satell, 2019). In other words, during 

the time of constant change, it is important to find leadership skills and capabilities, which 

will have a positive impact on organizations’ change readiness, and which will contribute to 

successful transformations.  

 

The role of the leader is to motivate subordinates to achieve the goals of the organization 

and set direction (Barker, 2001, 473). This basic role of leaders has not changed in the digital 

age. (Lynn Pulley and Sessa, 2001, 227). However, there is also a need for organizations to 

adapt to changing environments and leaders need to manage uncertainty, complexity and 

ambiguity which are typical in VUCA environment. In this kind of environment, it is 
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challenging to communicate stability and continuity to the organization and promote flexi-

bility, agility, creativity and innovativeness. In order to succeed, leaders need to establish a 

climate for change, reduce barriers and provide support for employees. However, there is a 

high variation between organizations going through change and it is important to define, 

what are the success factors in the current company. There is not one-size-fits-all method to 

succeed in the transformation. (Al-Haddad and Kotnour, 2015, 235, Burnes, 2004, 981) 

 

In the face of continuous change, Weick and Quinn suggest a change model, which is mod-

ified of Lewin’s original change model and has sequences freeze, rebalance and unfreeze.  

In the “freeze” stage it is essential to make a sequence visible, to create a vision and to show 

patterns (through maps and stories) in what is happening. (Weick and Quinn, 1999, 366 and 

379-380, Al-Haddad and Kotnour, 2015 and Burnes 2004) By doing so, leaders are able to 

communicate the need for change, manage uncertainty, and initiate change which are seen 

critical to stay innovative during continuous change (Schwartmüller et al., 2018, 127, Lynn 

Pulley and Sessa, 2001, 227). Change readiness requires also that there is a sense of urgency 

and employees throughout the organizations actively challenge the status quo. (Dess and 

Picken, 2000, 32). The next phase is to “rebalance” which mean reframing issues as oppor-

tunities and reinterpreting the situation so that there are less barriers to change. In rebalanc-

ing it is a question about the logic of attraction. It means that good leaders are able to lead 

change so that employees change to a new position because they are inspired by it, not be-

cause they have to. Therefore, in continuous transformation leadership skills and culture are 

important because they are key elements that improve adaptation, adaptability and attraction. 

(Weick and Quinn,1999, 378 and 380) According to Deloitte’s Human Capital Trends report 

2019 “the paradox of today is that while we live in a world of amazing technology, it is—

and always will be—human potential that moves us forward.” (Deloitte, 2019, p. 5) Finally, 

to “unfreeze” is to continue learning and experimenting in ways that are now more mindful 

in a new situation. (Weick and Quinn, 1999, 366 and 380).  

 

Schein argues that psychological safety is a key element to succeed in the change because 

employees have to feel safe before they can accept new information and be ready to change. 

(Schein, 1999, p. 61) Leaders should also focus to create a “freedom to fail”-culture, because 

failure tolerance is needed to foster innovative thinking during disruptive changes. If 
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employees are afraid of making mistakes, they tend to freeze up, refuse to share knowledge 

and stick to old practices. (Dess and Picken, 2000, 32) 

 

Resilience is also important during constant change. Resilience refers to the ability to re-

bound from unexpected situation or disruption to a stable state. Some researchers see this 

kind of definition too passive and suggest that resilient organizations should actively develop 

capabilities which increases organizations ability to emerge from a challenging situation and 

build successful future.  Resilient organizations are able to overcome serious challenges and 

even realize the benefits that changing opportunities present (Dess and Picken, 2000, 18-19 

&31, Lengnick-Hall, Beck and Lengnick-Hall, 2011, 243-244.).  Lengnick et al. (2011) 

found in their study that there are cognitive, behavioral and contextual elements which are 

important to an organization's capacity for resilience. Typically, highly resilient organiza-

tions have strong values, clear vision and strong sense of purpose. There is also a feeling of 

empowerment, purpose, trust and accountability. Leaders encourage teamwork and use in-

dividual coaching.  

 

3.3.9 Facilitating continuous learning 

 

The digital transformation accelerates in speed and complexity, pressuring employees to 

continuously adapt to new situations. This kind of environment increases the need for agility 

and continuous learning. Life-long and organizational learning is needed, because new busi-

ness models replace traditional ones, job requirements change, and new competencies are 

needed. Nowadays, organizational learning has become essential element of the sustainable 

competitive advantage. According to earlier studies, organizational learning and firm per-

formance relate positively to each other. Organizational learning is “the process by which 

the firm develops new knowledge and insights from the common experiences of people in 

the organization, and has the potential to influence behaviors and improve the firm's capa-

bilities” (Huber 1991, 89-90 and Jiménez-Jiménez  et al., 2011, 409). Leaders have to be 

proactive facilitating continuous learning because learning helps to adapt to a new situation. 

British Petroleum’s CEO John Browne said it that way: 

 

“Learning is at the heart of a company’s ability to adapt to a rapidly changing environment. It is 

the key to being able both to identify opportunities that others might not see and to exploit those 
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opportunities rapidly and fully. This means that in order to generate extraordinary value for 

shareholders, a company has to learn better than its competitors and apply that knowledge 

throughout its businesses faster and more widely than they do. The way we see it, anyone in the 

organization who is not directly accountable for making a profit should be involved in creating 

and distributing knowledge that the company can use to make a profit.” (Dess and Picken, 2000, 

31) 

 

Organizational learning enables firms to maintain long-term competitive advantage, because 

learning organizations are usually more flexible, faster to respond to new challenges than 

competitors and able to sense new trends in the marketplace. Organizational learning also 

enhances firms’ innovation capability. (Jiménez-Jiménez et al., 2011, 408-410). 

 

Digital transformation leads to routine work automatization, confronting employees with 

increased competence requirements. Skilled employees are becoming more important and 

employees are required to have greater cognitive skills, creativity and problem-solving abil-

ity.  In highly turbulent business environment employees need to continuously adapt to new 

situations, which increases their need for agility and adaptability. When leaders facilitate 

continuous learning, they have to be able to support employees with this kind of challenges. 

(Schwartmüller et al., 2018, 118, 126-127). 

 

Especially due to the rapid development of technologies, many researchers highlight the im-

portance of technological skills. Employees and leaders in the future will require 

significantly greater skills in information technology. Leaders need to understand and man-

age the use of various digital technologies and collaboration tools. (Horner-Long and 

Schoenberg 2002, 617-618). Future leaders must be both people-oriented and technology-

oriented, which also highlights the need for continuous learning related to technical and dig-

ital skills. (Cortellazzo et al., 2019, 13)  

 

Nowadays many employees work in virtual and geographically dispersed teams which re-

quire leadership over distance. Therefore, leaders need sufficient intercultural and language 

competencies to succeed in global business environment. (Schwartmüller et al., 2018, 127). 
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4 Research methodology 
 

This Chapter describes the research process and the methodology of the research. I begin by 

giving an overview of the research strategy. Then, I introduce the empirical setting and the 

case company. Next, I present the research process and methodological choices. In this 

phase, I describe also the data collection and data analysis processes.  To conclude, I explain 

the trustworthiness of the study. The actual results of the data analysis are presented in Chap-

ter 5.  

 

4.1 Research strategy 

 

The goal of this research is to provide a better understanding on how digital transformation 

affects incumbent companies in the energy industry, and what kind of leadership it requires. 

A qualitative approach is chosen because it enables the investigation of subjective experi-

ences in context, provides flexibility, and allows for the emergence of unexpected findings. 

(Metsämuuronen, 2008, 14, Puusa and Juuti, 2020, 75-78).  Leadership is one of the most 

studied topics in the world, but there is not up-to-date research about the topic of what kind 

of leadership traditional companies need in the future when digitalization changes ways of 

working and disrupts current businesses. Qualitative method is appropriate for relatively un-

derstudied topics and it enables to see phenomenon in new ways and bring completely new 

ideas.  (Bansal, Smith and Vaara, 2018, 1189-1190)  

 

More precisely, single case study methodology is chosen, because it provides tools to study 

complex phenomenon within their contexts and aims to gain in-depth insights on a topic 

(Baxter and Jack, 2008 and Metsämuuronen, 2008, 16-17). In practice traditional companies 

are struggling with the question, what kind of leadership is needed in the future. The results 

of the case study can be applied in practice (Metsämuuronen, 2008, 17) and therefore case 

study is suitable for my study given that my goal is also to provide implications for practice. 

Because there is only one case company, the single case study is used to address the research 

questions. One rationale for a single case study is when the case represents the typical case 

(Yin, 2003, 41). In this study the case company is believed to be typical among other energy 

industry companies, and the lessons learned are assumed to be relevant also to other compa-

nies in the same industry.   
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This research relies on prior insights on leadership research in the digital era and assesses 

the validity of earlier findings to different empirical settings. The research started with a 

thorough review of the relevant literature, but earlier theories were not intended to restrict 

this research. Usually qualitative and case studies are thought to be linear processes, but this 

study adopted a non-linear and dynamic perspective (Dubois and Gadde, 2002, 555, 

Sinkovics and Alfoldi, 2012, 819). This study uses a research strategy which has elements 

from progressive focusing method and systematic combining. According to them qualitative 

findings evolve continuously via iterative interaction between theory and data.  Progressive 

focusing and systematic combining are generally viewed as abductive approaches where a 

research starts with a focus derived from the literature but remains strongly open to expand 

understanding of the phenomenon and introduces new insights that can bring theory in com-

pletely new directions (Sinkovics and Alfoldi, 2012, Dubois and Gadde, 2002).  

 

In qualitative study it is typical that the empirical observations and the initial theoretical 

framework do not match. As Glaser (1978, 4) argues, data should not be forced into pre-

defined categories, but instead categories should be formed from data. Therefore, the re-

searcher has to go back and forth between the existing theory and the empirical world and 

gradually shift the focus on relevant issues. Dubois and Gadde (2002) call this kind of fit 

between theory and reality as “matching”. The systematic combining includes also another 

process which deals with direction and redirection affected by multiple data sources (theory, 

empirical world, framework and case analysis). In my study I used the research method 

which included non-linear progressing, iteration of data and theory, gradually refining the 

focus and emergence of unexpected findings. This kind of process is typical in systematic 

combining, but also in progressive focusing model (Sinkovics and Alfoldi, 2012). The next 

figure presents the systematic combining process which is modified from the original model 

of Dubois and Gadde (2002).  
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Figure 5: Systematic combining 

 

4.2 Empirical setting and case company 

 

The energy sector was chosen as an empirical context, because it provides an interesting 

field to study future leadership requirements. The energy sector is currently transforming, 

and the transformation revolves around three key topics: digitalization, decentralization sup-

ported by energy storage and decarbonization (Di Silvestre et al., 2018, 483). Decentraliza-

tion refers to the transformation of an energy system from centralized systems to more dis-

tributed ones, requiring new energy storage systems and enabling two-way power flow 

(Loock, 2020).  Climate change is a serious threat to the planet, and it can be addressed 

through decarbonization of the global energy system. Decarbonization means a transition to 

low carbon energy generation by increasing the use of renewable energy sources, reducing 

the use of fossil energy resources and improving efficiency in power generation. (Di Silves-

tre et al., 2018, 483) At the same time digital technologies facilitate business model innova-

tion and enable new opportunity for value creation e.g. by integrating decentralized units 

into centrally dominated systems or by improving efficiency in existing processes. (Loock, 

2020). In order to succeed in this kind of transformation, energy industry companies need to 
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focus on leadership and also the case company has recognized the need for new kind of 

leadership. These findings validated the need for this kind of research. 

 

The case company is a global, innovative provider of energy and environmental technologies 

and services focusing on high efficiency and flexible generation of energy.  The company’s 

solutions expand from boiler technology, to long duration energy storage solutions, fuel gas 

cleaning, gasification, waste heat boilers and a full spectrum of services for the global power 

and industrial markets. The case company has a long history with energy technology solu-

tions but invests also in innovations, services, and future sustainable energy solutions. The 

company operates globally in several countries and has about 1500 employees. The company 

introduced global functions in 2019 and nowadays most employees work daily in global 

virtual teams or in international projects. The research was conducted in 2020, when the 

Covid-19 epidemic quickly affected ways of working. During spring and summer 2020, most 

of the employees started to work remotely, which highlighted the need for new kind of lead-

ership competencies.  

 

4.3 Research process and methodological choices  

 

I started my research in the summer of 2019. The research process has been anything but 

straight forward, because events in my working life have influenced my research process. 

First, I was interested in how digitalization is changing work life and I wanted to explore 

how human resource professionals can support digital transformation. In November 2019, I 

started working for an energy industry company as an HR Director. In my new job I realized 

that it is important to explore what kind of leadership is needed in incumbent companies in 

the future and what is the role of leadership in digital transformation, but also in energy 

industry transformation. Therefore, I redefined a purpose for my study and modified my 

research topic. Also, my thesis instructor was changed in January 2020. Next, I will explain 

the research process in more detail from this stage. 

 

In my study I used a research process which was a dynamic, progressive, and non-linear 

process in qualitative research. The next figure illustrates the different phases of the research 

and in the following paragraphs I will describe the different phases in more detail.  
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Figure 6: Research Phases 

 

Phase 1: Theoretical basis 

The first task in my research project was to choose a topic and define a purpose for my study.  

After that I conducted a thorough literature review to build the theoretical foundation for my 

research. As I was reviewing the literature related to the digital transformation and leader-

ship, I realized that there is quite little research about the topic, especially in the context of 

traditional industrial organizations. There are some articles of the topic, but many of them 

are written e.g. by consulting companies and are not peer-reviewed or scientifically valid. 

The literature review provides an analysis of the earlier studies on leadership and digitaliza-

tion, especially in digital forerunner companies. My literature review is comprehensive be-

cause I wanted to broaden my understanding of what previous studies have found out about 

future leadership requirements, although the leadership practices of digital forerunners can-

not be utilized as such in incumbent companies. I also formulated the first versions of re-

search questions during this phase.  

 

Phase 2: Research design and preparations 

In phase 2, I tried to be strongly open to the possibility of significant modifications to my 

initial research questions or other assumptions of the study. I received feedback from my 

thesis instructor who encouraged to challenge some of the research questions and other parts 

of the study. This feedback and my own observations triggered the reformulation of the orig-

inal research questions and guided me forward with my research. I made choices of the re-

search design and methods. I also built my interview template. This phase included also 

sampling, defining a research context and contacting my first interviewees. From the begin-

ning I knew that the case company is my own workplace and I want to interview CEO and 

other leadership team members and some of their subordinates. One interviewee suggested 
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that I could also interview digital services team members, because they could provide infor-

mation of digital transformation and future leadership requirements.  

 

Phase 3: Fieldwork and data collection 

In phase 3, I collected empirical data through 10 theme interviews. I interviewed 7 leaders 

and 3 members of the digital services team. As my theoretical interest centered on the lead-

ership and digital transformation in the energy sector, I selected for interviews business lead-

ers who were involved in the transformation and exhibited different approaches in this re-

gard. All the most relevant leaders in this respect were Finnish and therefore I limited the 

research to Finnish interviewees, which was also recommended by the company. To protect 

the anonymity of interviewees, I analyzed all responses as a one group, because in the digital 

services team there is only three members. The interview template was similar to both 

groups. The only difference was that leaders were asked more broadly about the energy in-

dustry transformation, while the digital services team was asked only about the digital trans-

formation in the energy sector. Leadership questions were similar to both groups (Appendix 

1 and 2). 

 

I collected the empirical data through one-on-one interviews with the case company´s lead-

ers and digital services team members. I work for the case company and therefore various 

interactions with the case company leaders were also used as part of the research data. These 

included workshops with leaders of the company and discussions with employees and man-

agers. I also received some material from leadership team’s meeting where they had dis-

cussed about future leadership requirements. This additional data made it possible to create 

a broader picture of the situation and explore the findings of the main data from different 

perspective. However, the interviews were the primary way of validating the research find-

ings. Additional data was analyzed in connection to the interview data, because it was just 

complementary to the interview data.  

 

Theme interviews were chosen as the main data collection method. I finished my interview 

template and contacted my first interviewees. The interview template was in English and the 

template was sent to interviewees in advance. Interviews were held in Finnish. In the begin-

ning of the interview I gave a short introduction into the study, explained the anonymity of 

the research, and asked permission for recording. I also asked some background questions 
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about the interviewee’s current role and working history. After this, the themes were dis-

cussed in the interview sessions. Being thematic interviews, the question template only 

guided the interviews and other questions were also asked based on the interviewees’ an-

swers. The themes were:  

 

1. Digital transformation in the energy sector: 

a. Changing business environment 

b. Changing work environment 

2. Leadership style  

3. Leadership skills and competencies  

 

I used mostly open-ended questions, but I also presented some targeted questions about the 

predetermined categories based on the theoretical framework. Those targeted question were 

related to earlier finding on leadership style and leadership competencies and they helped 

me to assess the validity of earlier findings to different empirical settings. 

 

All interviews were conducted via Teams-meetings, with only the researcher and the inter-

viewee present. The interviews varied in length from 55 minutes to 75 minutes. The focus 

in the research was strategic and therefore the important specification for the participants 

was that they had a leadership role in the case company. The only exception was that in a 

digital services team there were also respondents who were not in a leadership position, but 

they were important experts in the field of digitalization. Five out of the 10 participants were 

leadership team members, and 3 were leaders who reported to leadership team members and 

two were in the next level of the organization. Although the interviews were recorded, I 

made also notes during the interview about some important topics related to main themes. 

During the data collection process, I also started to focus on emerging issues and began 

analyzing the data. 

 

Phase 4: Data analysis 

The data analysis in this study can be described as a qualitative content analysis. The aim of 

the content analysis is to obtain a concise and general description of the phenomenon under 

study in order to draw conclusions. (Tuomi and Sarajärvi, 2018, 117). Progressive focusing 

and systematic combining are generally viewed as abductive methods and therefore I used 
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abductive reasoning as the data analysis approach. As abductive reasoning is a pragmatic 

approach that enables generating theory initially from the data and involves the theory mod-

ification, it suited well to my research. (Sinkovics and Alfoldi, 2012, 824).  

 

The data collection and analysis occurred concurrently. I started the data analysis already 

during the interviews by making observations about the phenomenon based on their occur-

rence, frequency, and descriptions. During the interviews I asked some further questions if 

I wanted to get more information about the phenomenon and ensure some observation. I also 

summarized and interpreted the interviewees’ descriptions during the interviews and shared 

some observations with the interviewees as well. In this way, the interviewees had the op-

portunity to correct if the interpretation or observations was not correct. This kind of inter-

view method can be called self-correcting interview (Hirsjärvi and Hurme, 2015, 137). 

 

However, main part of the data analysis was made after the interviews. According to Tuomi 

and Sarajärvi (2018, p.104), there are four steps of data analysis in qualitative research:  

 

1. Making a strong decision about what interests you in the material. 

2. Reviewing the material by transcripting and coding. 

3. Identifying themes, categories and relationships.  

4. Summarizing the data. 

 

The same steps were followed in the data analysis of this study, although the steps progressed 

non-linear. First, I recorded and transcribed the interviews. I reviewed the transcribed mate-

rial several times, because it allowed a detailed examination of what is said and stimulated 

a data analysis process forward. Second, I started to code the material. I used an excel tem-

plate to keep track of codes and marked different codes with different colors. I also simpli-

fied expressions and sentences. I started with initial coding, which was based on the initial 

theoretical framework, but I tried to remain open and formulate codes that best fit the data. 

This phase involved moving forward and back through the transcripts, revising of previous 

codes, returning to research questions, and continuation of coding. 

 

Next step was to identify themes and categories, which included searching for similarities in 

simplified expressions, interpreting expressions, grouping simplified expressions, and 
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forming categories of them. Thematizing emphasizes what has been said about each theme 

and it does not necessarily matter how many times a theme has occurred (Tuomi and Sa-

rajärvi, 2018, 105). Because I had used thematic interviews, the main themes of the inter-

views formed main themes for the data analysis.  

 

After theme recognition, I continued to categorization which is an integral part of the anal-

ysis. Categorization helps to create a basis on which the interview material can later be in-

terpreted (Hirsjärvi and Hurme, 2015, 146-147). Initially I used the components of the the-

oretical framework as a basis for categories, because theoretical model forms a good basis 

for them. In this phase, I sorted the collected data into categories based on how different 

codes were related and linked. Any text and data which I could not code and categorize to 

existing categories, were identified and analyzed, if they represent a new category to an ex-

isting categorization. At this stage I notices that the empirical data challenged my initial 

theoretical framework in some respect by emphasizing different aspects. 

 

As Hirsijärvi and Hurme (2015, 149) point out, often at this stage the success of the catego-

rization has to be reconsidered and the categorization may have to be changed. In my re-

search, I had to add sub-themes and modify categories to the theme “leadership style”, be-

cause interviewees had pointed out leadership styles which were not included in the original 

theoretical framework. Original sub-themes and categories related to “leadership skills and 

competencies” had to be revised because original sub-themes and categories were not ap-

propriate, there were overlaps in sub-themes and the weights of the sub-themes varied. For 

example, communication in the digital era was not mentioned as a future leadership compe-

tence as such, but it was mentioned as a part of team builder competence.  Because of these 

findings, I created new sub-themes and categories which are shown in the following tables 

2-4.  
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Table 2: Themes and categories/ Digital transformation in the energy sector 

 

 

Table 3: Themes and categories/ Leadership styles 
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Table 4: Themes and categories/ Leadership skills and competencies 

 

 

Using theory as a basis for original thematization and categorization has some inherent lim-

itations, because the researcher may interpret the data with strong bias (Hsieh and Shannon, 

2016, 1283). However, abductive reasoning enables the theory modification, and it enables 

to refine, extend or enrich the earlier theory, which I did by creating new sub-themes and 

categories. (Sinkovics and Alfoldi, 2012, 824). These newly identified sub-themes and cat-

egories helped to build a comprehensive understanding about the findings and how they were 

linked to each other. They also helped to develop and refine a theory. After this the findings 

were reflected in the research questions to see which findings were significant for answering 

the research questions and which, in the end, were unrelated to them. 
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Phase 5: Findings and writing-up the thesis 

I completed the analysis of the data in October 2020. Based on the empirical data, I finalized 

the theoretical part of the research, interpreted my findings, wrote conclusions and a sum-

mary during October and November. I also defined limitations of the study. After that I sent 

the dissertation to my supervisor for comments and the study was completed in its final form 

in December 2020. 

 

The different phases of the research process are shown in Figure 7. The research process 

proceeded from the initial problem definition based on existing theory towards developing 

a refined theory through deep engagement with data, but the research progressed non-linear, 

iteratively and progressively. Sometimes I returned to previous phases when, for example, 

there was a need to combine later collected information with earlier research data or refine 

my earlier assumptions.  

 

Figure 7: Research Process  

 

4.4 Trustworthiness 

 

In research, it is important to evaluate the quality of the study. For quantitative studies, it is 

referred to as validity and reliability, but in qualitative studies it has been more difficult to 

determine how the quality and trustworthiness of the study can be assessed. Reliability refers 

to the stability of findings and to the extent to which the same answers can be obtained using 
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the same research methods more than one time. Validity of research means the degree to 

which the research method measures exactly what it is intended to measure. (Hirsjärvi, 

Remes and Sajavaara 2009, 231). In qualitative research it is important to assess the relia-

bility of the research process and data analysis, so that the research outcomes are results of 

a systematic process and can be trusted. Lincoln and Guba (1985) have presented four crite-

ria to assess the trustworthiness in qualitative research: credibility, dependability, confirma-

bility, and transferability. I use these criteria to evaluate the trustworthiness of this research.   

 

Credibility is the most important when evaluating trustworthiness of the research.  Credi-

bility refers to whether findings represent the data and the experiences of the participants in 

a believable way (Cope, 2014, 89, Tuomi and Sarajärvi, 2018, 162).  As I told in the sub-

chapter 4.3, I used a so-called self-correcting interview method (Hirsjärvi and Hurme, 2015, 

137). It means that during the interviews I shared some observations with the interviewees, 

and I summarized some descriptions as well. In this way, the interviewees had the oppor-

tunity to correct if the interpretation or observations was not correct and this method in-

creased the credibility of the study.  

 

Triangulation is an important strategy to enhance credibility of qualitative research. Trian-

gulation means that the researcher uses several methods of data collection to get a compre-

hensive view of the phenomenon (Cope, 2014, 90). As I told in the subchapter 4.3, the inter-

views were the primary way of validating the research findings, but I used also various in-

teractions with the case company leaders as an additional data. These included observations, 

discussions and material from workshops.  

 

Credibility is enhanced also by verifying the research findings with the participants and seek-

ing their assessment for comprehensiveness and accuracy (Moustakas, 1990, 15 and Cope, 

2014, 89). My research is a single case study, and the results of the study is used to design a 

leadership model for the case company. A few members of the leadership team have already 

commented the findings of the study and they have indicated that the conclusion of the study 

has captured their experience accurately, and that nothing further need to be added. 

 

Dependability refers to reliability and it establishes whether the research findings are con-

sistent and repeatable (Cope, 2014, 89, Tuomi and Sarajärvi, 2018, 162). It requires that the 
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findings and research outcomes are results of a systematic process and can be trusted. I have 

described the research process, data collection and data analysis in detail in Chapter 4 and 

the interview template is available as an attachment. To increase dependability, I have also 

examined all interpretations and conclusions with a few members of the leadership team of 

the case company to confirm the accuracy of the findings. 

 

Confirmability refers to objectivity and to the researcher’s ability to demonstrate that the 

data represent the interviewees’ description and not the researcher’s biases or viewpoints 

(Cope, 2014, 89, Tuomi and Sarajärvi, 2018, 162). The use of quotations and description of 

the research process can demonstrate confirmability of the research. Therefore, I have de-

scribed how conclusion have been made and provided rich quotes to the report.  

 

Transferability refers to external validity and extent to which findings can be applied to 

other settings or groups. A qualitative study has met this criterion if the research findings 

can be applicable to other contexts, situations, times, and organizations. (Cope, 2014, 89, 

Tuomi and Sarajärvi, 2018, 162) My study is a single case study and therefore transferability 

can be a challenge. However, one rationale for a single case study is that the case represents 

the typical case. In this study the case company is believed to be typical among other energy 

industry companies and the lessons learned are assumed to be relevant also to other compa-

nies in the same industry.  I have also shown the findings of the study to employees in other 

industrial companies and they have indicated that the findings of the study are valid in their 

companies.  

 

5 Results 
 

This chapter presents the key findings of the analysis of the research interviews. The review 

of the results is divided into three different main themes: 1) digital transformation in the 

energy sector, 2) leadership style and 3) leadership skills and competencies. The results are 

presented according to the new themes and categories which were presented in the subchap-

ter 4.3. 

 

The quotes in this chapter are from interviews from several different persons. Quotes have 

been translated from Finnish into English and some of them have been compacted, but the 
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meaning of the quotes has been kept to the best of the researcher’s ability. To protect ano-

nymity of interviews there are not any sources of citation. The results are further discussed 

in Chapter 6. 

 

5.1 Digital transformation in the energy sector 

 

Changing business environment: All interviewees described changes in business environ-

ment similarly, especially related to the energy industry transformation. Everybody told that 

coal burning, and other traditional forms of energy production will be replaced by new ones 

and the transformation will have a huge effect on the case company. The energy industry in 

general is undergoing a rapid transformation from a static and conventional system towards 

more dynamic and renewable energy solutions. Several interviewees described energy in-

dustry transformation as follows:  

“The energy industry transforms from fossil to more sustainable solutions, 

and the transformation has already begun. We have to be able to change.” 

“The impact of energy industry transformation is huge because we have been 

a 100 % fossil-linked company. In the past we have relied on coal, but in the 

future coal burning will end.” 

Interviewees told that the solid fuel market is shrinking and therefore the company has to 

invest in innovations, partner with new vendors and seek for efficiency by streamlining or-

ganization set up. Many brought up that it is important to broaden portfolio of products and 

services through innovative solutions for decarbonization, decentralization and digitaliza-

tion. Because of the transformation, energy industry companies will face significant chal-

lenges, including changing customer expectations, new regulations and requirements for sus-

tainability. Interviewees told that these changes have also affected the company’s strategy:  

“Strategically, the focus is on growing energy segments, however, so that the 

new business is based on the expertise and experience that our employees 

have.” 

“The strategy has been updated to shift the focus to the growing markets, such 

as energy storage, waste to energy, digital products and service-related 
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investments. However, we are consciously applying for growth areas so that 

we can utilize our old know-how.” 

“Decarbonization, decentralization ja digitalization are important in the fu-

ture. These are also part of our new strategy.” 

Interviewees perceptions varied regarding digitalization and its impact on the energy indus-

try. Some respondents argued that digitalization has a limited impact on the energy sector or 

digitalization was seen only as a tool. Some of them pointed out that in boiler business it is 

difficult to see business opportunities related to digitalization. On the contrary, several in-

terviewees argued that digitalization has a significant impact on the energy industry, because 

technology can reduce costs, enhance efficiency and bring competitive advantage. The fol-

lowing comments are examples of this viewpoint: 

“There is a significant business opportunity in technologies related to data 

analytics, artificial intelligence and cloud services. Digitization can improve 

the customer's profitability and efficiency.” 

Digitalization is crucial for our company. If we are not involved in developing 

new digital products and services, the future will not be bright. We have to be 

able to change, be innovative and find solutions that help our customers.” 

“Energy industry transformation and digitalization are megatrends which are 

impacting our industry and those megatrends interact with each other. It is 

impossible to think energy industry without digitalization.”  

Many energy industry companies have just started their digital journey and therefore it can 

be difficult to see all the business opportunities which digitalization can bring. Also, the term 

"digitalization" may be understood narrowly. Those who agreed that digitalization will have 

a significant impact on energy industry companies, understood the concept of digitalization 

wider, including the importance of data flows between machines, devices and systems. One 

interviewee said: 

“You may have a good physical and mechanical product, but without digital-

ization it can’t be integrated into a system. It is essential to be involved in 

digitalization.” 
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The case company has already launched the first digital cloud-based analytic service, which 

has been co-created with the customer. Some interviewees pointed out that the digital service 

delivers tangible benefits in the form of reduced fossil-fuel consumption, efficiency and car-

bon dioxide emissions. The success of this co-creation initiative has been made possible 

through close collaboration and by pooling the deep expertise from both organizations. One 

interviewee explained it this way: 

“We can provide huge benefits to customers by providing new digital solu-

tions which uses analytics, data, machine learning, and artificial intelligence. 

Our digital solutions, which have been co-created with a customer, improve 

reliability, economy, and environmental performance of their plants.” 

Despite these successful experiences, for some respondents it was easier to see what kind of 

opportunities digitalization can bring to the energy sector, but more difficult to see concrete 

opportunities for the case company or current business.  

 

Changing work environment: Global teams and virtual working were seen as the most 

important changes in working environment lately. Interviews were held during the Covid 

19-epidemic when all white-collar employees started to work remotely either part-time or 

whole-time. The case company started also a restructuring process during the interview pe-

riod and as a result of the restructuring the company moved to a global functional organiza-

tion with global teams. Typical answers to the question related to changes in working envi-

ronment were as follows:  

“There has been a big change in ways of working. In the past, many leaders 

have been against remote work and employees have not been used to remote 

work. Covid-19 has changed ways of working and many employees have 

started to work remotely. This will have permanent effects to ways of working 

and remote work will probably increase in the future.” 

“The biggest change is seen in the transition to a global working model, so 

that it is possible to work remotely in global virtual teams. It brings new chal-

lenges because team members are in different countries and with different cul-

tural backgrounds”. 
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Also, networking and networked organizations were seen as a normal way of working in the 

future.  

“Networking will increase in the future and even nowadays we use subcon-

tracting more effectively than before. It doesn’t matter whether you are an 

employee, a subcontractor, a vendor or a customer, because you can work 

together using remote work tools.” 

One significant change in working practices was co-creation with customers aiming to find 

valuable and data driven solutions to improve customers’ businesses. This kind of way of 

working is used in digital services and innovation teams. One respondent argued that in the 

future co-creation does not mean only co-creation with customers, but co-creation with the 

ecosystem: 

“We should invest in bringing our area of expertise into the energy industry 

ecosystem. Mostly, digitalization requires only courage to go out and co-cre-

ate in ecosystems.  We have a tremendous amount of competence, but it should 

be integrated into the energy ecosystem.” 

Agile and iterative methods were seen as a new way of working, especially in innovation 

team. The innovation team had created a new way of working with more freedom and less 

control. Innovation team uses decision points, or “gates” to evaluate readiness of a business 

concept to move towards next stage, typically meaning that after each gate there is more 

resource placed on a business concept than before. One interviewee described the way of 

working as follows: 

“There is a specific gate process, which is kind of a controlled decision-mak-

ing method. Prior to the gate process, team members have a significant 

amount of freedom that allows for innovative thinking. The innovation team 

does not have a controlled way of working, but a controlled decision-making, 

gate process. This kind of working method is good, when innovations or busi-

ness development is needed.” 
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5.2 Leadership style 

 

In general, all interviewees recognized elements from transactional leadership as typical for 

the case company especially in the past.  Transactional leaders appeal to subordinates’ self-

interest by offering transaction: reward for good performance and penalty for poor perfor-

mance. This type of leadership may also include clarifying subordinate responsibilities and 

correcting them for failing to meet objectives. (Bass, 1990) Many respondents told that in 

the past energy industry has been highly regulated and it has also affected to companies so 

that control mechanisms have been important and decision making centralized. Transac-

tional leadership has been typical in that kind of organizations, where ensuring organiza-

tional stability, formal planning, standardized processes and predictable performance have 

been a key to succeed. Many interviewees described the earlier leadership culture with words 

like traditional or leader-centered, but also expert leadership was highlighted. 

 

Respondents highlighted that it is important for a leader to have a deep understanding of the 

core business, technical expertise, and industry experience. One interviewee said it that way: 

 “In our company, the most important aspect of the leadership culture is that 

leadership is based on personal competence, expertise and ability to create 

organizational capabilities.” 

This kind of expert leadership was seen important also in the future and therefore many 

interviewees said that it should be maintained. The emphasis on expertise is probably due to 

the fact that the energy sector requires special knowledge, technical skills and most employ-

ees are highly educated. However, several respondents noted that in the future, expertise 

may not be such an integral part of leadership: 

“In the future, a technically average but a good human inspirer may be the 

best leader.” 

All interviewees recognized that business environment is constantly changing and acceler-

ating, which will require new kind of leadership. However, respondents had different view-

points on what kind of leadership style would be needed in the future. 
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The importance of trust and high-quality leader-member exchange (LMX) were emphasized 

in many interviews. LMX is interested in the quality of the relationship between a leader and 

team members and how strong relationships can be built with followers. LMX is based on 

the idea that trust, respect, continuous learning and mutual obligations generate positive in-

fluence between parties. (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995). One interviewee said it that way: 

“Building trust between a leader and employees is important in the future. A 

tough goal, but people do miracles when they are trusted.” 

Trust was seen very important also in remote work: 

“Remote work requires trust. In remote work, leadership skills are empha-

sized. In traditional work, leaders can succeed with less leadership skills. Re-

mote work requires more.” 

LMX is based on the idea of mutual obligation and dyadic relationship which was also seen 

in following comments: 

“The team needs to know the goals and the significant role of the leader is to 

help his subordinates succeed. The leader should also understand that differ-

ent people need different support. The leader should think what he or she has 

done to help a team member to succeed.” 

“The leader should build a good relationship with a team and be able to in-

spire by purpose and be a meaning maker.” 

Digital transformation requires continuous learning, which is also one aspect of trust based 

and LMX leadership styles. The concept of continuous learning includes the idea that em-

ployees expand their knowledge and leaders encourage employees to continuously learn by 

providing them with the tools that facilitate learning. Continuous learning was highlighted 

in the following comment: 

“It is important to develop a culture of continuous learning, which also in-

cludes accepting failures and learning from them.” 

Another viewpoint about the future leadership style was that the role of the leader is to share 

leadership responsibilities, interact with the team, inspire the team and create inspiring vi-

sions. Some interviewees told that in a leadership team, responsibility is shared in some 
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projects among leadership team members and similar shared leadership style could be ben-

eficial also in other teams. This idea is also related to taking responsibility and it is important 

to increase employees’ accountability and empower employees. This means that employees 

take more responsibility for the quality of their work and have also more freedom to make 

decisions (Horner-Long and Schoenberg, 2002, 612, Schwartmüller et al., 2018, 128). The 

idea of shared leadership and accountability was expressed by several interviewees: 

“Employees can take responsibility if they know the goals of the company. 

General culture of accountability is needed. It requires that employees know 

what they are expected and what good performance looks like. Then they can 

take accountability.” 

“Perhaps the responsibility has gone too up to the function leader. The entire 

organization should take responsibility and all employees should be account-

able.” 

“Shared leadership is important in the future; it requires ownership and com-

mitment. Transactional leadership is a good base, but the future direction is 

towards shared leadership.” 

Decision-making was also seen as an opportunity to share responsibilities more widely in 

the organization: 

 “In the future I would like that business decision-making is based more on 

equitable collegial decision-making.” 

On the other hand, it was also seen that shared leadership can only proceed step by step 

because it is such a big change in the leadership style. Many respondents argued that shared 

leadership can be a goal, but first, strong leadership such as transformational leadership is 

needed. 

 

Respondents had different perceptions of transformational leadership. Some argued that 

transformational leadership is the most important leadership style in the future, or an inter-

mediate step towards shared leadership. However, some did not see transformational lead-

ership so important. There are four characteristics for transformational leadership: 1) con-

sideration of individual needs, 2) intellectual stimulation, 3) charisma, and 4) inspirational 
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leadership. (Bass 1990). Perhaps in a high technology organization intellectual stimulation 

is seen as a basic element and the words like “charisma” or “inspirational” do not fit into 

that environment. Those interviewees who considered transformational leadership to be 

good responded in this way: 

“Transformational leadership could be the number one option in the future 

because the leaders need to be strong and show the direction. Furthermore, 

leaders should challenge the subordinates on an intellectual level and create 

group expectations for high performance. In addition, there could be elements 

of shared leadership.” 

Although some interviewees did not recognize transformational leadership important as 

such, many of them described future leadership requirement similarly to transformational 

leadership. The transformational leader emphasizes team vision, mental commitment and 

significance of work which was seen in these comments: 

“Leaders should show direction and create opportunities.” 

“Employees should have enthusiasm and passion for doing. The company 

needs to change with the market and do things that employees can be proud 

of. It is then the leader’s job to ensure that the operating environment is mo-

tivating and that employees have a chance to succeed.” 

There were also some other aspects of leadership which were highlighted. Achievement ori-

ented leadership was brought up by several interviewees, highlighting that a company needs 

dedicated and committed leaders who have a high sense of accountability and focus on exe-

cution. Achievement-oriented leader sets challenging goals for the employees and expects 

continues improvement. On the other hand, the leader demonstrates high confidence on the 

employees.  (Northouse, 2013, p. 140). Achievement oriented leadership was brought up by 

several interviewees. 

“In our organization we need strong, dedicated, committed leaders who have 

a high sense of accountability.” 

“In the future we need to focus on leadership, and everybody should take ac-

countability. It requires that goals and objectives should be clear throughout 

the organization.” 
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Some respondents brought up value-based leadership meaning that in a case company values 

are embedded in an organization culture and reflected in the behaviors of leaders. The case 

company has following values: 1) Respect for people, 2) Committed to customers, 3) Safety, 

integrity and teamwork, 4) Ownership of results and 5) Passion to innovate and grow. It was 

recognized that value-based leadership is needed because it supports the future strategy and 

drives performance during times of change. The following quotation expresses the im-

portance of value-based leadership:   

“In our company values are strong and they are visible every day at the work-

place, also in leadership.” 

Interviews were conducted while the case company was undergoing a restructuring process. 

Due to the restructuring, more and more employees started to work in global teams. Earlier 

the case company had had strong country organizations, but nowadays the organization 

structure is based on global functions. Therefore, many interviewees mentioned the im-

portance of global leadership. Global leadership was seen challenging because there are dif-

ferences in leadership expectations across cultures and it is more difficult to lead remotely 

due to language, geography, and cultural barriers: 

“The country company thinking has shifted to global models, which include 

global leadership. Nowadays there are more dialogue between different func-

tions, agile methods and iteration. In global organizations managerial work 

is a big challenge. It is more difficult to lead employees who are in a different 

country.” 

The case company had recently started to use agile working methods in the innovation and 

digital services teams and therefore agile leadership was also highlighted as a future of lead-

ership style. Agile is not just a methodology that can be implemented as part of the existing 

management system, but it requires a whole new kind of leadership perspective and a differ-

ent way of thinking. (Denning, 2018, 6). One interviewee described agile leadership style 

this way: 

 “Innovation team has started to use agile and iterative methods. There would 

be a wider use of Innovation Team’s work styles elsewhere in the organiza-

tion. From a leadership’s perspective it means that a leader should support 

collaboration, build trust and encourage iterative working methods.” 
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The Figure 8 presents the summary of the leadership styles which were seen important. 

 

 

 

 

5.3 Leadership skills and competence 

 

Several interviewees brought up that the most important skill of a leader is to show the di-

rection and create a shared goal. This idea included also that leaders should not only set 

goals, but also motivate others towards common goals and create a shared commitment 

around the strategy. This means that a leader should have strategic skills and be able to use 

strategic vision to inspire employees. However, many interviewees saw that it is not enough 

that a leader uses strategic vision to inspire employees, but a leader should also translate 

strategy into actions and make things happen.  One interviewee described the leader’s exec-

utor role this way: 

“Leaders should show direction and create opportunities. As a leader, you 

are also responsible that your team members will achieve results.” 

For achieving results, the leader must be able to improve ownership within the team and 

enhance accountability, which was one of the most mentioned leadership qualities. Many 

respondents mentioned the importance of two-way accountability, meaning that leaders 

should let employees to take responsibility and employees should take ownership: 

Figure 8: Future leadership styles 
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“Employees want to take responsibility and the management wants to give 

responsibility, but in between, we need relentless focus on execution.” 

“Leadership is not commanding, but leaders should build motivation and 

ownership of results by supporting and discussing with employees.” 

Accountability was mentioned also in the context of remote work: 

“Remote work will certainly require a new perspective on leadership. Remote 

work requires dedication, commitment and high sense of accountability from 

both sides.” 

Even though the interviewees underlined the executor role of a leader, several interviewees 

pointed out that a leader should be a team builder, who supports and empowers employees 

by making sure that employees have a change to succeed. It was also recognized that the 

leader does not have to know everything, and a leader should build the team on the basis that 

the team members are better than the leader himself. Team builder competence includes also 

that the leader is able to encourage collaboration and acts as a coach. This kind of role was 

seen in the following comments:  

 “Once the team knows the goals, the leader’s important role is to help her 

subordinates succeed, different people need different support.” 

“The most important task of a leader is to enable the team to succeed and 

achieve goals. The leader is the enabler and the leader also leads by his own 

example.”  

“The leader should think how I have helped employees to succeed and encour-

age collaboration. The same challenge is for the rest of the team, meaning that 

team members must also support colleagues. This is teamwork and a team can 

achieve results.” 

“Leaders should trust, coach, and help the subordinates to figure out how to 

solve problems.” 

The leader must also take care of the well-being of the team members so that the team can 

achieve its goals. Managing well-being was not brought up by interviewees as such, but 

indirectly it was mentioned in interviews. Several interviewees mentioned the importance of 
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fairness in leadership. Also, leader’s role was seen important in creating a good work atmos-

phere, team spirit and a sense of justice. These are important parts of creating and managing 

employee well-being.  

“Leaders should create a relaxed and good working environment. The envi-

ronment must be fair and equitable. There are different tools in the toolkit: 

communication, open feedback, everyday support, involvement and creation 

of team spirit.” 

Communication was also highlighted as an important leadership skill in general, but espe-

cially in remote work and in team context. It was noted that communication is needed to 

achieve common goals, but also to build relationships with team members. It was also 

pointed out that remote work requires different leadership skills. Many leaders noticed the 

importance of being connected with remote workers, because in remote work it is not possi-

ble to spontaneously walk to a team member’s room and discuss an issue. 

“It is a challenge for the manager to keep in touch with the remote workers. 

The leader needs to be more active in communicating and keeping in touch 

with the remote workers. It is important to know what the remote worker is 

doing.” 

“Remote work will certainly require a new perspective on leadership. Remote 

work requires dedication, communication, commitment, high sense of ac-

countability from both sides.” 

Some interviewees pointed out that leaders should identify and nurture new talents who can 

be future leaders or experts. It includes the idea that the leader should encourage continuous 

learning, but in addition, the leader should develop and motivate talented employees at all 

levels and build leadership capability throughout the organization and generate next gener-

ation of leaders. One interviewee mentioned that leaders are multipliers who bring out the 

best in people and help the employees to grow.  Multipliers are leaders who use their intel-

ligence to strengthen the capabilities of their team members by inspiring them and encour-

aging them to surpass expectations (Wiseman, 2011, p.53). Following comments express the 

idea that a leader has to be able to develop human capital: 
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“Important leadership skills include self-reflection (know yourself), daily tal-

ent management, and growing new talents or leaders.” 

“An important competence of a leader is that he or she is able to discuss, 

coach, support, develop and motivate his or her subordinates. He should also 

inspire by purpose and be a multiplier who nurtures new talents and leaders.” 

When asked if there are some skills which have been important in the past, but are not seen 

critical in the future, risk avoidance was mostly mentioned. This is due to the fact that the 

energy industry is facing a huge transformation which will require new innovations. Many 

interviewees recognized that failure acceptance is crucial to create a culture of experimenta-

tion and innovations. In the case company, innovation team had already started to use agile 

and iterative methods. Agile working methods require that leaders encourage collaboration, 

continuous learning and getting feedback from customers or other stakeholders. Innovation 

team’s new way of working includes also more freedom and less control. Therefore, leaders 

have to be able to increase employees’ accountability, delegate authority and empower em-

ployees. This means that employees take more responsibility for the quality of their work 

and have also more freedom to make decisions (Horner-Long and Schoenberg, 2002, 612, 

Schwartmüller et al., 2018, 128). One interviewee described it this way: 

“Innovation team has started to use agile and iterative methods. There would 

be a wider use of Innovation Team’s work styles elsewhere in the organiza-

tion. From a leadership’s perspective it means that a leader should support 

collaboration, build trust and encourage iterative working methods.” 

To be able to innovate, it is important to encourage outside-in thinking with customers and 

other stakeholders through co-creation and working in networks. Also, in the case company, 

leadership in the networks was mentioned by several interviewees. It was pointed out that 

leaders of the future need to build, coordinate and manage networks inside and outside the 

organization. In the case company, new products and business opportunities have been de-

veloped in co-operation with customers and other stakeholders. Leadership in the networks 

was seen important related to customer relationship, partnering and subcontracting.  

“Personal networking with customers, partners and other stakeholders is im-

portant. Leaders also have to be able to create new networks continuously.” 
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“Leadership in the network is quite new to us, except through subcontracting 

networks. The partner model is quite different. It’s going to be a new thing to 

learn.” 

“Network leadership is important in the future. We have to accept that there 

is important expertise also outside our company and our partner companies 

have different ways of working. Perhaps we can learn also from them.” 

 

In industrial companies, leaders face a paradox, that there are still operations or functions 

where organizational stability, operational efficiency and predictable performance are keys 

to succeed, but at the same time they should encourage experimenting, innovating, flexibility 

and new ways of working. In the case company this kind of contradiction was seen also in 

other context, such as managing tension between global and local business environments, 

the need for change and stability or the tension between control and empowerment. Also 

high-speed decision making was seen important related to digital services and new business 

opportunities, but on the other hand traditional projects last for many years and therefore 

high-speed decision making is not a top priority. Based on the empirical data, it can be con-

cluded that paradox navigator is one of the leadership skills required for the transformation. 

According to Ulrich (2017b, 55), “a paradox is a situation comprised of two opposites whose 

coexistence seems impossible.” Ulrich (2017b) argues that in the rapidly changing environ-

ment, an organization’s success comes from its ability to adapt to change and organizational 

adaptability comes from navigating paradox. Leaders navigate paradox by creating the right 

organizational approach to paradox and developing the personal skills of a paradox naviga-

tor. 

 

Most of the interviewees mentioned change leadership as one of the most important leader-

ship competencies in the future. The biggest challenges are related to the changing business 

environment. At the same time, leaders should identify new business opportunities and mo-

tivate employees to change. Also working in global virtual teams is a new challenge, which 

one interviewee mentioned: 

“Change management is a big challenge when moving from local to global 

teams and teams work mostly remotely.” 
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Interestingly, one interviewee pointed out that it is not only question about the ability to lead 

change but also ability to adjust leadership style to the changing environment: 

“The leader needs to keep an eye on how the world and leadership are chang-

ing. The leader should also change his or her leadership style as the world 

around him or her changes. Subordinates are more demanding knowledge 

workers, and they require more from the leader.” 

 

Several interviewees highlighted also leadership competencies such as enhancing accounta-

bility, empowering, motivating with purpose, building trust and encouraging continuous 

learning, which are also important in order to succeed in transformation and increase organ-

izational resiliency (Lengnick et al., 2011, 243-244 and Dess and Picken, 2000, 31-32). 

 

Furthermore, it was recognized that leaders must help employees to find meaning in their 

work and create conditions under which employees will work towards common goals be-

cause they want to, not because they have. It means that leaders have to be able to reframe 

issues as opportunities and reinterpret the situation so that there are less barriers to change. 

(Weick and Quinn,1999, 378 and 380) This kind of meaning maker is role was seen in the 

following comment: 

“The role of the leaders is to create an operating environment that is encour-

aging. The operating environment includes a whole journey from strategy and 

rapid market change to growing markets. If we are able to offer an exciting 

vision of the future and implement it well, then employees will be motivated 

and enthusiastic about their work.” 

“It is then the leader’s job to ensure that the operating environment is moti-

vating, and employees have a chance to succeed.” 

The Chapter 6.1.3 presents the conclusion and main findings concerning the question what 

kind of leadership skills and competencies were seen important in the future.  
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6 Discussion and conclusion 
 

The purpose of this thesis was to develop a comprehensive view of leadership in the digital 

era and come up with suggestions as to what kind of leadership incumbent companies need 

in the future. The topic of the thesis serves both academic and managerial interests. In this 

Chapter I summarize the key findings of the analysis combining the results of a literature 

review and empirical research. I also make practical suggestions based on findings. Finally, 

I present the limitations of the study along with suggestions for future research in the area 

of leadership in the digital age. 

 

6.1 Summary 

 

The study aimed to answer the research questions presented in Chapter 1.3. The main re-

search question is: 

 

How does digital transformation affect incumbent companies in the energy industry, and 

what kind of leadership does it require? 

 

The sub-questions that support the core enquiry are: 

 

Sub-question 1: What specific changes are expected to the business environment of incum-

bent companies? 

 

Sub-question 2: What specific changes are expected to the work environment of incumbent 

companies? 

 

 Sub-question 3: What kind of leadership style incumbent companies need in the digital era, 

and how does it differ from that in digital forerunner companies? 

 

Sub-question 4: What specific leadership skills and competencies incumbent companies need 

in the digital era, and how do they differ from those in digital forerunner companies? 
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6.1.1 Digital transformation in the energy sector 

 

This chapter answers to the following research questions: 

 

Sub-question 1: What specific changes are expected to the business environment of incum-

bent companies? 

 

Sub-question 2: What specific changes are expected to the work environment of incumbent 

companies? 

 

Changing business environment: It can be concluded that the energy industry is undergo-

ing a rapid transformation from a static and conventional systems towards more dynamic 

and renewable energy solutions. Energy industry transformation currently revolves around 

three key topics: digitalization, decentralization supported by energy storage and decarbon-

ization (Di Silvestre et al., 2018, 483). In the case company interviewees described that coal 

burning, and other traditional forms of energy production will be replaced by new ones and 

the transformation will have a huge effect on the energy industry companies. Interviewees 

brought up that it is important to broaden portfolio of products and services through innova-

tive solutions for decarbonization, decentralization and digitalization. Because of the trans-

formation, the energy industry companies will face significant challenges, including chang-

ing customer expectations, new regulations and requirements for sustainability. Interviewees 

told that these changes have also affected the company’s strategy so that the focus is on 

growing energy segments, such as energy storage, digitalization and waste to energy-solu-

tions. The transition towards more renewable energy solutions creates new opportunities for 

innovative business models, but energy industry transformation also challenges current busi-

nesses. At the same time digital technologies facilitate business model innovations and ena-

ble new opportunities for value creation e.g. by integrating decentralized units into centrally 

dominated system or by improving efficiency in existing processes. (Loock, 2020). 

 

The interviewees' perceptions of the impact of digitalization on the energy sector varied. The 

case company has already launched first digital cloud-based analytic service, which has been 

co-created with the customer. Some felt that digitalization will have a significant impact on 

the energy sector and the case company. They also pointed out that the digital services 



77 

 

deliver tangible benefits in the form of reduced fossil-fuel consumption, efficiency and car-

bon dioxide emissions. The success of this co-creation initiative had been made possible 

through close collaboration with the customer and by pooling the deep expertise from both 

organizations. Despite these successful experiences, some respondents argued that digitali-

zation is only a tool and it has a limited impact on the energy sector or the case company. 

For some respondents, it was easier to see what kind of opportunities digitalization can bring 

to the energy sector, but more difficult to see concrete opportunities for the case company or 

current business. This kind of thinking is understandable because digital business models in 

the energy sector have not been successful in all respects and the adoption of new technolo-

gies have occasionally been even overhyped (Booth, Patel and Smith, 2020). 

 

As told in the chapter 2.2., many traditional companies struggle because they underestimate 

the impact of the digital transformation and may also react too slowly because they do not 

understand the velocity of the transformation. That kind of follower strategy may be tempt-

ing, but it does not bring a sustainable competitive advantage, because the digital transfor-

mation requires rethinking the entire business model. (Matzler et al., 2018, 13-14, Wester-

man and Bonnet, 2015, 2) Therefore, energy industry companies should clarify what the 

digital transformation means for them, what kind of opportunities it may bring and what kind 

of strategy it requires. As Mazler et al. (2018, 14) argues there has never before been so 

many opportunities for innovation, new services, and business models as now. Digital tools 

also enable global collaboration with customers, partners and other companies to create new 

business opportunities. In the energy industry there are especially many possibilities for in-

novations, because there are two different transformation drivers: energy industry transfor-

mation and digitalization. Digitalization can be a critical enabler of positive change, for more 

efficiency and sustainability in the energy sector.  

 

To succeed in digital transformation, energy industry companies should focus on business 

cases instead of technology, be customer centric, adopt agile ways of working (quick trials, 

failing fast and learning fast), and understand that leading change is as important as technol-

ogy (Booth, Patel and Smith, 2020). One recent research related to energy industry transfor-

mation divided digitalization-based business model innovations in four types: value extend-

ing, empowering, disruptive and market creating business models (Loock, 2020, 6-7). This 

kind of framework could be good to determine new digital business cases for the case 
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company and other energy industry companies. It may be also beneficial to acknowledge 

that the earlier research has found out that the most promising new emerging digital business 

models are linked to distributed energy systems, customer centric-models and smart grids 

(Midttun and Piccini, 2017, 338). 

 

Changing work environment: In traditional companies the leadership style has been hier-

archic. Managers have ruled by command and it has been typical to think that leaders have 

the power, knowledge and answers to emerging problems while employees just implement 

what they are directed to do (Cascio, 1995, 930 and Pearce and Manz, 2005, 136). The results 

from the case organization support this idea. Many respondents told that in the past energy 

industry has been highly regulated and it has also affected to companies so that control mech-

anisms have been important and decision making centralized. In the past, ensuring organi-

zational stability, formal planning, standardized processes and predictable performance have 

been a key to succeed, but nowadays energy industry companies need to be more flexible 

and innovative. The findings from the case organization also indicate that the work is chang-

ing towards team-based knowledge work (Pearce and Manz, 2005, 130) and especially work-

ing in global and virtual teams are important.  For knowledge work and organizations that 

need continuous innovation in order to offer the best products and services to their custom-

ers, traditional leadership forms fail to encourage creativity, innovation and knowledge shar-

ing. Also, in the case company it was recognized that new forms of leadership is needed, the 

decision-making rights need to be re-allocated and employees should be encouraged to take 

responsibility (Grant, 1996, 119, Pearce and Manz, 2005, 136, Cascio,1995, 930).  

 

According to earlier studies organizations are moving towards flexible and flat organization 

forms, network organizations, temporary and virtual teams and project-based teams (Cascio, 

1995, 929-930, Shamir, 1999, 52 and Schwarzmüller et al., 2018, 126). In the case company, 

it was also noted that organization is moving towards network organization where it is im-

portant to be able to create networks inside the company, but also with customers, partners, 

subcontractors and other stakeholders. The earlier literature has also highlighted agility and 

collaboration as an important element of digital transformation. Organizations use more and 

more agile methods, which are known from information technology companies. (Earley 

2014, 58, Vial 2019, 127) The case company has also started to use agile and iterative meth-

ods especially in innovation and digital services teams. This includes also co-creation with 
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customers aiming to find valuable and data driven solutions to improve customers business.  

Perhaps in the future co-creation does not mean only co-creation with customers, but co-

creation with the ecosystem. One respondent argued that the digitalization requires courage 

to co-create in ecosystems and integrate the competence of the case company into the benefit 

of the energy industry ecosystem.  Cross-functional and global collaboration was also seen 

important in the future. In a global organization a leader has to simultaneously be able to 

lead traditional face-to-face teams, virtual teams and utilize multichannel information tech-

nology in leadership activities. 

 

6.1.2 Leadership style 

 

This chapter answers to the following research question: 

 

Sub question 3: What kind of leadership style incumbent companies need in the digital era, 

and how does it differ from that in digital forerunner companies? 

 

For my thesis purpose leadership style refers to the behavior of a leader and includes learned 

beliefs, values, rules, norms and traditions that make the leadership of the company unique 

(Northouse, 2013, 75, 384). Leadership style provides a framework for assessing leadership 

in a broad way and in my study interviewees could describe leadership style with existing 

leadership theories, but also with other words. Theoretical framework of the study based on 

the findings of previous studies on which leadership theories are important in the digital age.  

 

Transactional and transformational leadership theories are considered by many scholars as 

the most popular leadership theories (Cortellazzo, Bruni and Zampieri, 2019, 7). In general, 

all interviewees recognized elements from transactional leadership as typical for the case 

company especially in the past.  Transactional leaders appeal to subordinates’ self-interest 

by offering transaction: reward for good performance and penalty for poor performance. 

This type of leadership may also include clarifying subordinate’s responsibilities and cor-

recting them for failing to meet objectives. (Bass, 1990, 20, Eagly et al., 2003, 571) Many 

respondents told that in the past energy industry has been highly regulated and it has also 

affected to companies so that control mechanisms have been important and decision making 

centralized. Transactional leadership has been typical in that kind of organizations, where 
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ensuring organizational stability, formal planning, standardized processes and predictable 

performance have been a key to succeed. Many interviewees described the earlier leadership 

culture with words like traditional or leader-centered, but also expert leadership was high-

lighted. 

 

In a rapidly changing environment, when customer needs change fast and innovations are 

needed, transactional leadership fails to encourage creativity, innovation and flexibility. 

(Dess and Picken, 2000, 19). According to several studies, transformational leadership suits 

well to modern, ever-changing organizational culture and knowledge-based work. (Cor-

tellazzo, Bruni and Zampieri, 2019, 7).  The transformational leader emphasizes team vision, 

mental commitment, the significance of work, and the need for employees to meet higher 

professional needs. There are four characteristics for transformational leadership: (1) con-

sideration of individual needs, (2) intellectual stimulation, (3) charisma, and (4) inspirational 

leadership. (Bass, 1990, 21-22) Based on the results on the case organization, some inter-

viewees preferred transformational leadership as the best leadership style in the future. They 

argued that the company needs strong leaders who are able to show the direction, challenge 

the subordinates on an intellectual level and create group expectations for high performance. 

Although some interviewees did not recognize transformational leadership important as 

such, they also described future leadership requirement similarly to transformational leader-

ship (e.g. showing the direction, motivating and inspiring employees and creating opportu-

nities).  Transformational leadership was also seen as an intermediate step towards shared 

leadership. 

 

In the case organization, the importance of trust and high-quality leader-member exchange 

(LMX) was emphasized. For my thesis purpose I use the term trust-based leadership which 

also includes elements of the LMX leadership style. Leader-Member Exchange Theory fo-

cuses on the dyadic relationship between a leader and team members. (Gerstner and Day, 

1997, 827). LMX is interested in the quality of the relationship between a leader and team 

members and how strong relationships can be built with followers. LMX is based on the idea 

that trust, respect, continuous learning and mutual obligations generate positive influence 

between parties. (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995). There are several studies which have investi-

gated the importance of trust and high-quality leader-member exchange in virtual work. Ac-

cording to Jawadi et al. (2013, p. 206-208) high-quality relationships require task-related 
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activities (goal and task clarification etc.), but also social-related activities (e.g. motivating 

team members, building trust, showing empathy, encouraging expression of opinions, re-

specting cultural differences). Golden and Veiga (2008, p. 77 &85) found out that individu-

als who work extensively in a virtual mode and have high-quality relationships with their 

supervisor, demonstrated the highest levels of commitment, job satisfaction and perfor-

mance. Because the case company has started to work more in global virtual teams and re-

motely, the trust-based leadership can bring good tools to improve leadership and teamwork 

in the organization. For example, it could be beneficial for leaders to focus both task-related 

and social-related activities in remote work.  

 

Shared leadership was seen as the most important leadership style in the case organization. 

Shared leadership can be defined as “a collective leadership process, whereby multiple team 

members step up to take the lead or to participate in team leadership functions.” The role of 

the leader is to interact with the team, inspire the team, share leadership responsibilities and 

create inspiring visions. (Hoch and Dulebohn, 2017, p.679-681) Especially, the importance 

of increasing employees’ accountability and empowering employees was highlighted by in-

terviewees. This means that employees take more responsibility for the quality of their work 

and have also more freedom to make decisions (Horner-Long and Schoenberg, 2002, 612, 

Schwartmüller et al., 2018, 128). Based on the results of the case company, a shared leader-

ship can be a goal, but it requires proceeding step by step because it is such a big change in 

the leadership style. Also, other leadership styles, especially transformational leadership and 

trust-based leadership, can support shared leadership.  

 

Interviewees also highlighted leadership styles that were not a part of the initial theoretical 

framework. These were expert leadership, value-based leadership, global leadership and ag-

ile leadership. Expert leadership highlights that a successful leader has a deep understanding 

of the core business, technical expertise and industry experience (Goodall and Pogrebna, 

2015, 124). Expert leadership has been very important in the past and many interviewees 

said that it should be maintained. The emphasis on expertise is probably due to the fact that 

the energy sector requires special knowledge, technical skills and most employees are highly 

educated. However, several respondents noted that in the future, the best leaders can be tech-

nically average, if they have good leadership capabilities. Achievement oriented leadership 

was brought up by several interviewees, highlighting that a company needs dedicated and 
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committed leaders who have a high sense of accountability and focus on execution. Achieve-

ment-oriented leader sets challenging goals for the employees and expects continues im-

provement. On the other hand, the leader demonstrates high confidence on the employees.  

(Northouse, 2013, 140).  Some responses also highlighted value-based leadership meaning 

that in a case company values are strong, and they are visible every day at the work, also in 

leadership. Value-based leadership emphasizes that values are embedded in an organization 

culture and reflected in the behaviors of leaders. (Snyder et al., 2017, 484-485). Interviews 

were conducted while the case company was undergoing a restructuring process. Due to the 

restructuring, more and more employees started to work in global teams. Therefore, many 

interviewees also mentioned the importance of global leadership. Global leadership was seen 

challenging because there are differences in leadership expectations across cultures and it is 

more difficult to lead remotely due to language, geography and cultural barriers. The case 

company had recently started to use agile working methods in the innovation team and there-

fore agile leadership was also highlighted as a future of leadership style. Agile is not just a 

methodology that can be implemented as part of the existing management system, but it 

requires a whole new kind of leadership perspective and a different way of thinking. (Den-

ning, 2018, 6).  

 

To conclude, the research revealed that there are several leadership styles which the case 

company and other incumbent companies need in the digital era. Earlier research has shown 

that certain leadership styles (LMX, transactional, transformational, shared) have been suc-

cessful during last decades in digital forerunner companies and also in the context of digital 

transformation. The research revealed that these are also important in incumbent energy in-

dustry companies. Especially shared leadership was considered very useful in the case com-

pany. As Pearce and Barkus (2004) argue, certain leadership styles may well complement 

the shared leadership style, and according to this study transformational leadership is espe-

cially needed to support shared leadership. In addition, trust-based leadership and transac-

tional leadership are also important in the future. Depending on a situation other comple-

mentary leadership styles may be used such as global, expert, value-based, achievement ori-

ented and agile leadership. This confirms the earlier findings that the most effective leaders 

use several different leadership styles. They choose the best leadership style according to the 

situation, just as a golfer chooses a different racket based on the demands of the shot 

(Goleman, 2000, p.78-79).  
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The Figure 9 presents the summary of the leadership styles which were seen important. The 

figure highlights that a leader can support shared leadership by facilitating team processes 

such as setting goals, encouraging collaboration and acting as a coach.  The picture also 

presents that reward and cultural systems can be used to promote shared leadership. (Pearce 

and Barkus, 2004) 

 

 

Figure 9: The summary of the leadership styles (Leadership style model) 

 

6.1.3 Leadership skills and competencies  

 

This chapter answers to the following research question: 

 

Sub question 4: What specific leadership skills and competencies incumbent companies need 

in the digital era, and how do they differ from those in digital forerunner companies? 

 

In this study, leadership skills and competencies represent capabilities that can be developed 

and are understood as broad concepts. Leadership competencies will be viewed as an inte-

grated mix of skills, knowledge, personal characteristics and behaviors that together can lead 

to effective leadership performance. (Lucia and Lepsinger, 1999, 5). Leadership skills may 
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include technical skills (ability to work with things), human skills (ability to work with peo-

ple) or conceptual skills (ability to work with ideas). (Northouse, 2013, 44-46). Theoretical 

framework of the study based on the findings of previous studies on which leadership skills 

and competencies are important in the digital age.  

 

In the case organization, several interviewees brought up that the most important skill of a 

leader is to show the direction and create a shared goal. This idea included also that leaders 

should not only set goals, but also motivate others towards common goals and create a shared 

commitment around the strategy. This means that a leader should have strategic skills and 

be able to use strategic vision to inspire employees. Furthermore, many interviewees saw 

that it is not enough that a leader uses strategic vision to inspire employees, but a leader 

should also translate strategy into actions and make things happen. In other words, the leader 

must have the ability to execute.  

 

Dess and Picken (2000) identify the ability to inspire employees and other stakeholders with 

a clear vision and compelling sense of purpose as one of the challenges of future leaders. 

They argue that a clear vision and sense of purpose are essential for developing an organi-

zation that can learn and adapt to a rapidly changing environment. (Dess and Picken, 2000, 

19-22) It was also recognized in the case company that leaders must help employees to find 

meaning in their work and create conditions under which employees will work towards com-

mon goals because they want to, not because they have to. Especially it was seen important 

that the operating environment is encouraging (a whole journey from strategy and rapid mar-

ket change to growing markets), and employees have a chance to succeed.  

 

Even though the interviewees underlined the strategist, the executor and the meaning maker 

role of a leader, several interviewees pointed out that the leader should be a team builder 

who enables the team members to succeed.  This includes supporting and empowering em-

ployees, encouraging collaborations and acting as a coach. In a recent research by Cross, 

Edmondson and Murphy (2020) leadership behaviors that nurture interpersonal collabora-

tion were seen as the driver of change and the most important factor in employee engage-

ment. According to their study high-quality collaboration requires building trust, promoting 

purpose by showing employees why their work is important to the organization and energiz-

ing employees to do their best towards the common goals. Thus, in the case organization the 
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meaning maker role of a leader is a good basis, but it requires also that leaders are able to 

empower and coach employees to collaborate and share knowledge in team setups. In addi-

tion to collaboration, earlier studies have found out that highly authorized teams are a critical 

success factor for digital business initiatives, because autonomous teams can respond to cus-

tomer needs fast and employee empowerment increases creativity and business performance. 

(Liu et al., 2011, 1736 & 1739) Therefore, in the digital age it is important to increase em-

ployees’ accountability and delegate authority. This means that employees take more re-

sponsibility for the quality of their work and have also more freedom to make decisions 

(Horner-Long and Schoenberg, 2002, 612, Schwartmüller et al., 2018, 128). 

 

In the case organization enhancing accountability was one of the most mentioned leadership 

qualities. Many respondents mentioned the importance of two-way accountability, meaning 

that leaders should let employees to take responsibility and employees should take owner-

ship. Accountability was also seen very important in the context of remote work. A success-

ful leader helps others to deal with challenges of greater autonomy and accountability by 

setting expectations of high standard performance, giving continuously feedback and adopt-

ing coaching behaviors. (Cortellazzo et al., 2019, 12, Schwartmüller et al., 2018, 130).  Or-

ganization culture and values can also support bottom-up empowerment and replace old 

practices based on control by creating a culture of trust and accountability. (Dess and Picken, 

2000, 31-32)  

 

The results of this study highlight the importance of innovations and leadership skills that 

encourage innovation. The results show that to be innovative, leaders have to be able to 

promote collaboration and increase accountability, but they are not alone enough. In the case 

organization, it was recognized that also a culture of experimentation and failure acceptance 

are required in order to be able to find innovative solutions to customer problems. Leaders 

ability to encourage continuous learning and iterative working processes are also important, 

if the company wants to deliver new products, services, business models or ways of working.  

Furthermore, earlier studies have found out that organizational continuous learning enhances 

firm’s innovation capability, because learning organizations are usually more flexible, faster 

to respond to new challenges than competitors and able to sense new trends is the market-

place. (Jiménez-Jiménez et al., 2011, 408-410). 
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According to the results, paradox navigator was one of the future leadership competencies. 

In industrial companies leaders face a paradox, that there are still operations or functions 

where organizational stability, operational efficiency and predictable performance are keys 

to succeed, but at the same time they should encourage experimenting, innovating, flexibility 

and new ways of working. In the case company this kind of contradictions were seen also in 

other contexts, such as managing tension between global and local business environments, 

the need for change and stability or the tension between control and empowerment. Paradox 

navigator was not included in the original theoretical framework, but according to Ulrich 

(2017b, 55) “a paradox is a situation comprised of two opposites whose coexistence seems 

impossible.” Ulrich (2017b, 2017c) argues that in the rapidly changing environment, an or-

ganization’s success comes from its ability to adapt to change and organizational adaptability 

comes from navigating paradox. Leaders navigate paradox by creating the right organiza-

tional approach to paradox and developing the personal skills of a paradox navigator. 

 

Earlier studies highlight that organizations must increasingly be proactive in encouraging 

positive adaptation to external changes. (Al-Haddad. and Kotnour, 2015, 234, Dess and 

Picken, 2000, 18 &31) This was also noticed in the case organization as the results show that 

change leadership is one of the most important leadership competences in the future. The 

biggest challenges are related to the changing business environment. At the same time, lead-

ers should identify new business opportunities and motivate employees to change. Also 

working in global virtual teams is a new challenge. Change leadership does not only include 

ability to lead change but also ability to adjust leadership style to the changing environment.  

 

Finally, the human capital developer was considered as an important leadership skill in the 

future. It includes the fact that the leader should encourage continuous learning, but in addi-

tion, the leader should develop and motivate talented employees at all levels and build lead-

ership capability throughout the organization and generate next generation of leaders. This 

requires that leaders are multipliers who bring out the best in people and help the employees 

to grow.  Multipliers are leaders who use their intelligence to strengthen the capabilities of 

their team members by inspiring them and encouraging them to surpass expectations (Wise-

man, 2011, p.53) 
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The theoretical framework of the thesis assumed that high-speed decision making is one of 

the future leadership competencies. In the case organization, high-speed decision making 

was seen important related to digital business opportunities. However, in the energy industry 

and especially in boiler business the projects last for several years. Therefore, high-speed 

decision making was not seen as a key leadership competence as such, but it can be seen as 

one part of the paradox navigator competence (fast changing digital business vs. long pro-

jects). Perhaps as the digital and energy industry transformation progresses, high-speed de-

cision-making will become an important leadership competence as such. Managing work-

life balance was also in the original theoretical framework, but it did not emerge in the em-

pirical study. Perhaps it is due to the fact, that in the case company remote work has not been 

so common before Covid-19 epidemic and therefore, there has not been so many challenges 

with work-life balance. As remote work will become new normal, leaders have to take care 

of employees’ well-being at home and their work-life balance.  

 

Empirical research also highlighted leadership skills and competencies that were not in the 

initial theoretical framework. According to the empirical study this kind of leadership com-

petencies are meaning maker, innovator and paradox navigator. These competencies had not 

been identified in the theoretical framework as separate leadership competencies in digital 

forerunner companies, but they have been highlighted as important leadership competencies 

in other studies (Ulrich, 2017b and Schoemaker et al., 2018).  

 

As mentioned in the Chapter 3.3, I have used contingency theory as a starting point and 

argued that there are no universal leadership skills, but leadership should adopt a style and 

behaviors that match the context. (Horner-Long and Schoenberg, 2002, 611, Cortellazzo et 

al., 2019, 4-5, Goleman 2000, 78-80) Therefore, it is natural that the outcome of my research 

is that leadership skills and competencies must be adapted to the case company and the orig-

inal theoretical framework must be revised.  

 

To conclude, according to my study there were several leadership skills and competencies, 

which are important in incumbent companies in the digital era and competence requirements 

are similar to those in digital forerunner companies.  However, my research showed that 

leadership competencies should be determined by the current context and therefore I have 

grouped the competencies mentioned in this chapter to new sub-themes and categories which 
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better meet the requirements of an incumbent energy industry company. These key leader-

ship competencies are: strategists, executor, meaning maker, team builder, innovator, human 

capital developer, paradox navigator and change leader. The Figure 10 presents the summary 

of the leadership skills and competencies which were seen important. 

 

 

Figure 10: The summary of the leadership skills and competencies (Leadership competence model) 

 

6.2 Theoretical and managerial implications 

 

As noted earlier in the Chapter 1.2, research on leadership in the digital age is fragmented 

and mostly conducted in digital forerunner companies. Thus, there is not up-to-date research 

about the topic of what kind of leadership incumbent companies need in the digital era. The 

objective of this thesis has been to fill this research gap and investigate the effects of the 

digital transformation on leadership in incumbent industrial companies. Furthermore, most 

previous research focuses on some aspect of leadership, such as virtual leadership or e-lead-

ership (e.g. Avolio and Kahai, 2003, Hoch and Dulebohn, 2017, Lynn Pulley and Sessa, 

2001, Roman et al., 2018). Thus, there is a need for focus shifts to the wider context which 

includes traditional leadership, e-leadership and virtual leadership. In this thesis, I have at-

tempted to contribute to the leadership research by providing a comprehensive understand-

ing of future leadership styles and competencies which are valid in all types of leadership 

roles.  
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I have chosen a case study as my research method, because the results of the case study can 

be applied in practice (Metsämuuronen, 2008, 17). This is important because traditional 

companies are struggling with the question what kind of leadership is needed in the future.  

My study is a single case study, and the results of this study is used to develop a leadership 

model for the case company. The case company will start a leadership training in December 

2020 and the findings of this study will be utilized in the leadership training. Therefore, this 

study will have a major managerial impact and Figure 10 will be used as a basis for leader-

ship competence model in the case company. The leaders of the company will define which 

of the leadership competencies are their strengths as a leader. They also identify their per-

sonal leadership development areas among leadership competencies. Furthermore, the lead-

ership competence model will be used as a basis for the future talent management activities 

and leadership development needs.  

 

The case company is believed to be typical among other energy industry companies and the 

lessons learned are assumed to be relevant also to other companies in the same industry.  

(Yin, 2003, 39-43) It is important to validate if the findings related to changing business and 

work environment, leadership style and leadership competencies are valid in other compa-

nies and represent requirements of the organization. According to the contingency theory 

leadership style, skills and competencies should be adopted to match the context. (Horner-

Long and Schoenberg, 2002, 611, Cortellazzo et al., 2019, 4-5, Goleman, 2000, 78-80). 

Therefore, the results of this thesis can be used as a starting point, but the leadership style 

and competencies should be adapted to the needs of the organization. 

 

6.3 Limitations and future research 

 

The main limitation of this study is related to its research method, as findings of single case 

studies are difficult to generalize. Although the case company is believed to be a representa-

tive energy industry company and the findings are assumed to be informative for other en-

ergy industry companies, there are still limitations related to generalization (Yin, 2003, 38-

42). Future research could investigate future leadership requirements as a multiple case study 

to generalize the results. Also, research carried out using a different research method (e.g. 

quantitative research) could provide a broader view of the topic. In addition, future research 
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could investigate whether the results of this study are valid in incumbent companies in other 

industries. 

 

One limitation of this study is that I work for the case company and therefore, my own per-

ceptions might have influenced the data analysis. On the other hand, it has helped to under-

stand the overall picture and establish a confidential relationship with the interviewees, but 

the researcher's own attitudes can also distort the research results (Vissak, 2010, 379). I have 

tried to reduce this limitation by following the research process described in the Chapter 4 

and by doing a comprehensive analysis of the collected data.  

 

This thesis carries also limitation related to the lack of experience of the researcher. The 

researcher had earlier conducted a master’s thesis in law, but the research methodology in 

legal research is very different. The researcher participated in a research method course, but 

the course was a quantitative research method course and therefore, the researcher had not 

knowledge about qualitative research methodology. This problem was mainly tackled by 

self-study and getting help in planning the research from the thesis instructor. However, it 

should be remembered that the most important goal of a master’s thesis is to learn how to 

conduct a research, not the research results.  
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Appendixes 

 

Appendix 1. Questions of the semi-structured interviews/ Leaders 

 

Background and introduction 

• Can the interview be recorded? 

• The aim of this interview is to find out what kind of leadership is needed in the dig-

ital era. Some questions may feel self-explanatory to you, but please answer them 

anyway. 

• The data from these interviews will be used anonymously. 

• What is your current role in the organization?  

• How long have you been in the organization? 

 

Changing business or working environment 

• Organizations strategy/vision/goals 

• Business environment changes lately or in the near future 

• Energy sector transformation 

o How does it affect your company and company´s strategy/vision? 

• Opportunities for innovation, new services, and business development in your com-

pany  

• Risks or threats in business environment 

• Disruptive technologies for the energy sector (Disruption means something that can 

change the logic of how the energy sector works. Disruption can make existing 

business unprofitable and create completely new business models)  

• The role of digitalization for energy sector and company’s business 

o What new services have become available due to it or will be created in the 

future?  

• Working environment changes lately or in the near future  

• New technologies, have they changed ways of working? 

 

Leadership style 

• Leadership culture or leadership style of the company, describe with your own 

words 

• Leadership culture or style in the future,  

o What would you keep from current leadership culture/style? 

o What would you like to change from current leadership culture or leader-

ship style? 

• The biggest leadership challenges nowadays and in the future 

• The role of the leader in different situations 

o Who defines goals for employees? 

o Who is responsible for the results of the team? 

o How decision-making takes place in a team level or company level? 

o Who is involved in employee performance evaluation? Do you ask feedback 

from teammates, other managers or other stakeholders? 



 

 

 

Leadership skills and competencies 

• The most important tasks (3-5) of a leader  

o How do the leaders of the company succeed in those? 

• Competence requirements in the past, nowadays and in the future 

o Which are the key skills or competencies of a leader today and why? 

o What leadership skills or competencies were considered effective in your 

organization in the past but are now considered less important and why? 

o What skills or competencies are important for a leader in the future and 

why? 

• Competence requirements in different positions/levels 

• Improvement needs 

o Where leaders/ managers need most improvement? 

• Strengths  

o Where leaders/ managers are good at? 

• Has new organization model brought new requirements for leadership skills and 

competencies? If yes, explain what and why. 

• Have new businesses brought new requirements for leadership skills and competen-

cies? If yes, explain what and why. 

• Has remote work brought new requirements for leadership? 

• Earlier studies have found out that some leadership styles that are important for the 

future leaders in the digital forerunner companies. Which one of these do you find 

important for your company in the future? Do any of these describe your current 

leadership culture?  

 
Leadership styles/ theories 

Transactional leadership  

• Transactional leaders appeal to subordi-

nates’ self-interest by offering transaction: 

reward for good performance and penalty 

for poor performance. This type of leader-

ship may also include clarifying subordi-

nate responsibilities and correcting them 

for failing to meet objectives. (Bass 1990)   

 

Transformational leadership 

• The transformational leader emphasizes 

team vision, mental commitment, the sig-

nificance of work, and the need for em-

ployees to meet higher professional needs. 

There are four characteristics for transfor-

mational leadership:  

(1) consideration of individual needs, (2) 

intellectual stimulation,  

(3) charisma, and  

(4) inspirational leadership. (Bass 1990)   

Leader-Member Exchange Theory 

• Leader-Member Exchange Theory focuses 

on the dyadic relationship between a leader 

and team members. LMX is interested in 

the quality of the relationship (between a 

leader and team members) and how strong 

relationships can be built with followers. 

LMX is based on the idea that trust, re-

spect, continuous learning and mutual obli-

gations generate positive influence be-

tween parties. (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995).

  

 

Shared leadership and emergent leadership 

• Shared leadership is defined as “a collec-

tive leadership process, whereby multiple 

team members step up to take the lead or 

to participate in team leadership func-

tions.” The role of the leader is to interact 

with the team, inspire the team, share 

leadership responsibilities and create in-

spiring visions. Emergent leadership dif-

fers from shared leadership in that shared 

leadership is a group phenomenon, 

whereas emergent leadership is based on 

informal leadership taken by the individ-

ual. (Hoch & Dulebohn 2017) 

 



 

 

Definitions: 

• Digital transformation is defined as “the use of new digital technologies (e.g. so-

cial media, collaboration tools, mobile, analytics or embedded devices) to enable 

new ways of working and major business improvements such as enhancing cus-

tomer experience, streamlining operations, or creating new business models.” 

• Leadership is defined “as the process of moving a group of people in some direc-

tion through noncoercive means” (Kotter 1988) According to Kotter effective 

leader is “able to move people in a direction that is genuinely in their real long-term 

best interests.” (Kotter 1988, 17). The term leadership is used in wide context 

which includes traditional face-to-face leadership, e-leadership and virtual leader-

ship. 

• Leadership style/culture  

For my thesis purpose leadership style refers to the behavior of a leader and in-

cludes learned beliefs, values, rules, norms and traditions that make the leadership 

of the company unique (Northouse 2013, 75, 384). Leadership style provides a 

framework for assessing leadership in a broad way. For example, leadership style 

may refer to leadership theories such as transactional, transformational or shared 

leadership, but it can also be described with own words.  

• Leadership skills and competence: 

In my thesis, the competence will be viewed as an integrated mix of skills, 

knowledge, personal characteristics and behaviors that together can lead to effec-

tive leadership performance. (Lucia and Lepsinger, 1999, 5). Leadership skills may 

include technical skills (ability to work with things), human skills (ability to work 

with people) or conceptual skills (ability to work with ideas). (Northouse 2013, 44-

46). Leadership skills and competence represent capabilities that can be developed 

and are understood as a broad concept.  

For example: 

o Visionary thinking and using strategic vision to inspire 

o Enhancing autonomy and accountability 

o Managing work-life balance and employees well-being 

o Leadership in the networks 

o High-speed decision making 

o Managing disruptive change 

o Building relationships and managing collaboration 

o Communication in the digital era 

o Facilitating continuous learning 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Appendix 2. Questions of the semi-structured interviews/ Digital Services Team 

 

Background and introduction 

• Can the interview be recorded? 

• The aim of this interview is to find out what kind of leadership is needed in the dig-

ital era. Some questions may feel self-explanatory to you, but please answer them 

anyway. 

• The data from these interviews will be used anonymously. 

• What is your current role in the organization?  

• How long have you been in the organization? 

 

Changing business or working environment 

• The role of digitalization for energy sector and company’s business 

o What new services have become available due to digitalization or will be 

created in the future?  

o Opportunities for innovation, new services, and business development in 

your company? 

o Disruptive technologies for the energy sector (Disruption means something 

that can change the logic of how the energy sector works. Disruption can 

make existing business unprofitable and create completely new business 

models)  

• Risks or threats in business environment related to digitalization 

• Working environment changes lately or in the near future  

• New technologies, have they changed ways of working? 

 

Leadership style/culture 

• Leadership culture or leadership style of the company, describe with your own 

words 

• Leadership culture or style in the future,  

o What would you keep from current leadership culture/style? 

o What would you like to change from current leadership culture or leader-

ship style? 

• The biggest leadership challenges nowadays and in the future? 

• What kind of leadership style would be beneficial in the digital era and in 

knowledge work?  

• What kind of leadership style would promote digital transformation, new innova-

tions or new business opportunities? 

 

Leadership skills and competencies 

• The most important tasks (3-5) of a leader  

o How do the leaders of the company succeed in those? 

• Competence requirements in the past, nowadays and in the future 

o Which are the key skills or competencies of a leader today and why? 

o What leadership skills or competencies were considered effective in your 

organization in the past but are now considered less important and why? 



 

 

o What skills or competencies are important for a leader in the future and 

why? 

• Improvement needs 

o Where leaders/ managers need most improvement in order to succeed in the 

digital transformation? 

• Strengths  

o Where leaders/ managers are good at? 

• Have new businesses brought new requirements for leadership skills and competen-

cies? If yes, explain what and why. 

• Has remote work brought new requirements for leadership? If yes, explain what 

and why. 

• Earlier studies have found out that some leadership styles are important for the fu-

ture leaders in the digital forerunner companies. Which one of these do you find 

important for your company in the future? Or are there some other leadership styles 

which would be better in the future? Do any of these describe your current leader-

ship culture?  

•  

Leadership styles/ theories 

Transactional leadership  

• Transactional leaders appeal to subordi-

nates’ self-interest by offering transaction: 

reward for good performance and penalty 

for poor performance. This type of leader-

ship may also include clarifying subordi-

nate responsibilities and correcting them 

for failing to meet objectives. (Bass 1990)   

 

Transformational leadership 

• The transformational leader emphasizes 

team vision, mental commitment, the sig-

nificance of work, and the need for em-

ployees to meet higher professional needs. 

There are four characteristics for transfor-

mational leadership:  

(1) consideration of individual needs, (2) 

intellectual stimulation,  

(3) charisma, and  

(4) inspirational leadership. (Bass 1990)   

Leader-Member Exchange Theory 

• Leader-Member Exchange Theory focuses 

on the dyadic relationship between a leader 

and team members. LMX is interested in 

the quality of the relationship (between a 

leader and team members) and how strong 

relationships can be built with followers. 

LMX is based on the idea that trust, re-

spect, continuous learning and mutual obli-

gations generate positive influence be-

tween parties. (Graen and Uhl-Bien, 1995).

  

 

Shared leadership and emergent leadership 

• Shared leadership is defined as “a collec-

tive leadership process, whereby multiple 

team members step up to take the lead or 

to participate in team leadership func-

tions.” The role of the leader is to interact 

with the team, inspire the team, share 

leadership responsibilities and create in-

spiring visions. Emergent leadership dif-

fers from shared leadership in that shared 

leadership is a group phenomenon, 

whereas emergent leadership is based on 

informal leadership taken by the individ-

ual. (Hoch & Dulebohn 2017) 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Definitions: 

• Digital transformation is defined as “the use of new digital technologies (e.g. so-

cial media, collaboration tools, mobile, analytics or embedded devices) to enable 

new ways of working and major business improvements such as enhancing cus-

tomer experience, streamlining operations, or creating new business models.” 

• Leadership is defined as “a process whereby an individual influences a group of 

individuals to achieve a common goal” (Northouse 2010, p.5). According to Kotter 

effective leader is “able to move people in a direction that is genuinely in their real 

long-term best interests.” (Kotter 1988, 17). The term leadership is used in wide 

context which includes traditional face-to-face leadership, e-leadership and virtual 

leadership. 

• Leadership style/culture  

For my thesis purpose leadership style refers to the behavior of a leader and includes 

learned beliefs, values, rules, norms and traditions that make the leadership of the 

company unique (Northouse 2013, 75, 384). Leadership style provides a framework 

for assessing leadership in a broad way. For example, leadership style may refer to 

leadership theories such as transactional, transformational or shared leadership, but 

it can also be described with own words.  

• Leadership skills and competence: 

In my thesis, the competence will be viewed as an integrated mix of skills, 

knowledge, personal characteristics and behaviors that together can lead to effective 

leadership performance. (Lucia and Lepsinger, 1999, 5). Leadership skills may in-

clude technical skills (ability to work with things), human skills (ability to work with 

people) or conceptual skills (ability to work with ideas). (Northouse 2013, 44-46). 

Leadership skills and competence represent capabilities that can be developed and 

are understood as a broad concept.  

For example: 

o Visionary thinking and using strategic vision to inspire 

o Enhancing autonomy and accountability 

o Managing work-life balance and employees well-being 

o Leadership in the networks 

o High-speed decision making 

o Managing disruptive change 

o Building relationships and managing collaboration 

o Communication in the digital era 

o Facilitating continuous learning 

 

 

 

 

 


