Open Questions and Tensions in Digital
Leadership Research: Why it is time to rethink
leadership again

Stefan Giildenberg, Jan G. Langhof and Karin S. Moser

Keywords: Digital leadership, e-leadership, virtual leadership, re-
mote leadership, open questions, future research avenues

Abstract: The current leadership literature seems to be characterized
by many open questions and tensions. The art and practice of
leadership involves successfully navigating between these sometimes
contradicting or opposing poles and finding the right balance be-
tween various interests. Therefore, our objective for this lead essay
is to relate these open questions and tensions to the opportunities
and challenges of digitalization that leaders face and to derive key
learnings for digital leadership research. This lead essay concludes
with a proposal for a future research agenda in digital leadership
research.

Offene Fragen und Spannungsfelder in der digitalen Fiithrungsfor-
schung: Warum es an der Zeit ist, Fithrung neu zu denken

Zusammenfassung: Die aktuelle Fiihrungsliteratur scheint von vie-
len offenen Fragen und Spannungen gepriagt zu sein. Die Kunst
und Praxis der Fuhrung besteht darin, erfolgreich zwischen diesen
manchmal widerspriichlichen oder gegensitzlichen Polen zu navi-
gieren und das richtige Gleichgewicht zwischen den verschiedenen
Interessen zu finden. Ziel dieses Leitartikels ist es daher, diese offe-
nen Fragen und Spannungsfelder mit den Chancen und Herausfor-
derungen der Digitalisierung fiir Fithrungskrifte in Beziehung zu
setzen und zentrale Erkenntnisse fur die digitale Fihrungforschung
abgeleitet. Dieser Leitartikel schliesst mit einem Vorschlag fur eine
zukiinftige Forschungsagenda im Bereich der digitalen Fihrungsfor-
schung.

Stichworte: Digitale Fuhrung, E-Leadership, virtuelle Fihrung, Re-
mote Leadership, offene Fragen, kiinftige Forschungsansitze

The current leadership literature seems to be characterized by many open questions and
tensions. On the one hand leaders are confronted with the expectations and directives of
their own superiors and the organization as a whole (Alvesson, 2017), on the other hand
leaders are faced with the needs and demands of their subordinates and work unions. The
art and practice of leadership involves successfully navigating between these sometimes
contradicting or opposing poles and finding the right balance between various interests.
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Thus, leadership scholars commonly refer to “leadership dichotomies” (Collinson, 2014)
to highlight not only different interests but also different leadership styles, competencies,
or influences.

In fact, looking into the leadership literature of the last decades, we may notice, as
Collinson (2014: 38) says, a “tendency in the leadership literature to dichotomize power
and influence.” The tendency, however, to view leadership styles, like transformational and
transactional leadership, as opposing poles is highly controversial and is widely seen as
a simplified reflection of reality (Collinson, 2014). Even James MacGregor Burns (1978:
19), an important voice in leadership studies, originally considered transformational and
transactional leadership to be “two fundamentally different forms” but decades later
acknowledged that his conceptualization was “over-dichotomized” (Burns, 2007).

But, beyond any debates about conceptual dichotomies, we cannot ignore that tensions,
dilemmas, and contradictions are an inherent part of leadership roles (Manz et al., 2008;
Putnam et al. 2016). Digitalization is currently intensifying existing tensions which are
becoming more relevant and more widespread due to new technological advancements (cf.
Neufeld & Fang, 2005) as well as creating entirely new challenges which leaders have
to address (Banks et al., 2022; Klus & Miiller, 2021; Kvalnes, 2020). These increased
and new challenges are generally subsumed under terms like ‘digital leadership’ (Giilden-
berg & Langhof, 2021), ‘e-leadership’ (Aviolo et al., 2000), ‘virtual leadership’ (Ziek &
Smulowitz, 2014) or ‘remote leadership’ (Krehl & Biittgen, 2022), indicating that digital
technologies have changed leadership practices in profound ways. This change has been
further accelerated by the Covid-19 pandemic and the necessity to work from home
(Rivkin, Moser, Diestel & Alshaik, 2020 & 2023). Differences between face-to-face and
digital leadership have become much more visible, which led to a new research agenda in
the field of digital leadership (Cortellazzo et al., 2019; Jameson et al., 2022). Therefore,
our objective for this lead essay is to relate these dichotomies and tensions to the opportu-
nities and challenges of digitalization that leaders face and to derive recommendations for
future research on digital leadership.

1. Off-site vs. On-site vs. Hybrid Leadership

One of the most obvious tensions is the one in between face-to-face and remote leader-
ship: While everything to do with remote leadership has become increasingly important
due to new technological possibilities, and particularly since the Covid-19 pandemic (Ben-
itez et al., 2023), it’s important to keep in mind that it is nothing new. Even in the
1970s and 1980s, telework and telecommuting and differences between distributed and
co-located teams were already intensively studied (Culnan & Markus, 1987; Nilles, 1975
&1988; Sproull & Kiesler, 1986). For example, remote supervision via telephone has been
practiced successfully in travelling sales and service provision for many decades, as well
as remote oversight over different locations within the same business or organization.
Remote leadership alongside face-to-face supervision has now spread across all public
and private sector organizations in the past two decades, largely due to the advancement
of technological innovation and capabilities, from the ubiquitous availability of wireless
connections and high-speed data transmissions to sophisticated video and texting software
and interactive multimedia online platforms (Moser, 2013; Moser & Axtell, 2013). Lead-
ing teams that are distributed across the globe can have several benefits for companies
and their leaders, ranging from lower costs for travel, relocation, and office space to
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global access to skilled workers (Acosta & Moreno, 2005). There are, however, many less
obvious costs of remote leading and working, ranging from increased communication and
coordination requirements, and ensuring both leaders and employees have the correspond-
ing competencies to setting appropriate norms and expectations for online collaborations
and leadership (Moser & Axtell, 2013; Moser, 2013).

Remote teams and employees also need to be able to self-lead to a higher degree,
which includes being able to coordinate and organize daily work tasks to self-regulate
emotional and behavioral reactions without the opportunity to check in with both peers
and supervisors as easily as this is done in physical co-located work environments (Rivkin,
Moser, Diestel & Alshaik, 2020 & 2023). These higher self-regulation requirements pro-
vide increased autonomy on the plus side, but it is undeniably an additional cognitive and
social load of remote working and leading that is often underestimated. We also know
from long-standing research over the past 25 years that the increased leanness, higher
anonymity, and the loss of context and social cues of digitally mediated work interactions
can lead to increased aggression, less politeness, and a diffusion of responsibility (Cram-
ton, 2001; Postmes et al, 2000; Spears, Postmes, Lea, & Watt, 2001).

Moreover, our biases and information processing shift significantly in remote work
environments and means that we generally underestimate the effect of our own actions
and words but overestimate the words and actions of others we interact with, without
consciously realising that this happens (Axtell, Moser & McGoldrick, 2019). These effects
are directly connected to the increased asynchronicity of virtual work processes and the
loss of context and social cues and the reduced complexity in virtual communication,
namely fewer or no non-verbal and paraverbal signals, even in video conferences.

If these important changes in the switch from a face to face to a virtual work envi-
ronment are not appropriately managed and supported from the start, with adequate
resources for training and time for the additional communication and coordination needs
of remote leading and working and appropriate norm setting for virtual work, then
there is a risk of increased counter productive work behaviours, such as social loafing,
increased conflicts, mistakes, and misunderstandings which in turn can negatively impact
collaboration, work motivation and performance (Bosch-Sijtsema, 2007; Hinds & Bailey,
2003). Often, these new and/or increased requirements of remote leadership and collabo-
rations are still neglected today and not given appropriate attention until they become a
problem (Moser, 2013). More research as well as training and awareness are required on
all organizational levels, from leadership training to teamwork and individual employee
self-management to ensure that the opportunities and benefits of remote leadership and
virtual work can be fully harvested, and the negative impacts avoided. This is even more
true in the ‘new normal’ of hybrid work models in many organizations today where
employees and leaders constantly switch between onsite and offsite working.

2. Control vs. trust: Monitoring performance in virtual work environments

According to Luhmann (1979), trust is a way to reduce social complexity to a level at
which the individual remains capable of acting within society. Luhmann's definition can
be interpreted as trust being a way to reduce transaction costs in the economic sense
(Shionoya, 2004). Following Luhmann's view, we can conclude that this gap may be com-
pensated by more trust or increased transaction costs (e.g., in the form of new monitoring
tools) in virtual work environments. Developing trust within a team and particularly
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between leaders and followers is therefore more important than ever in remote leadership.
This is confirmed by an ever-increasing body of research on how trust can be developed
and maintained in virtual work (Jarvenpaa, Shaw & Staples, 2004; Crisp & Jarvenpaa,
2013).

While the trend towards remote work is eroding the traditional means of monitoring
employees on-site, we can also witness that leaders can increasingly draw on new tools
to monitor and control their remote employees (Jeske, 2021). The debate about the new
tools of digital surveillance opens up multiple ethical and legal issues (e.g. Tursunbayeva
et al. 2021), yet unresolved and often still unregulated as new legislation and ethical
guidelines need to be developed.

While digitalization opens new ways of remote monitoring of employees (Giacosa et
al., 2023), electronic surveillance is limited, and it is not possible — or desirable! — to
monitor every activity of an employee (Charbonneau & Doberstein, 2020). As mentioned
above, one of the advantages of virtual work is that it increases autonomy for employees
in organizing their tasks and work routines which for many has great motivational as well
as performance benefits (Ewers & Kangmennaang, 2023).

Leaders can no longer easily execute subtle checks and coordinate implicitly by being
present and showing interest and encouragement. Non-verbal communication (Bonaccio
et al., 2016), such as eye contact, facial expressions and spontaneous doorstep interactions
with as well as between team members are no longer as feasible (Hinds & Mortensen,
2005). In other words, virtual work requires leaders to have greater trust (Yao et al.,
2022) that their subordinates are productive even without ‘seeing’ them at work and
monitoring their presence. For leaders, remote work means leading more by persuasion
and less by demands or instructions (cf. Moser, 2013; Langhof & Giildenberg, 2019).
Maintaining an authoritarian leadership style may, thus, become increasingly difficult. At
the same time, the absence of the leader's and other team members’ physical presence
requires employees to engage in more self-leadership (Castellano et al., 2021). To support
employee self-leadership, new tools may be helpful, such as analytics software and teach-
ing or coaching software, which provide employees with guidance for work (Durnali,
2020; Huang et al., 2023; Rosett & Hagerty, 2022).

3. Narcissistic Leadership vs. Servant Leadership

A third important tension arises between narcissistic leadership (Rosenthal & Pittinsky,
2006), alongside increasing narcissism in society more generally on the one hand (Vater et
al., 2018; Young et al., 2015), and a trend to promote more servant leadership and a fol-
lower-centric leadership philosophy on the other hand (Finley, 2012). Among leadership
researchers, servant leadership is currently considered one of the most effective leadership
styles because it allows the leader to create and foster a culture of trust (Sendjaya &
Pekerti, 2010).

A narcissistic leadership style is characterized by putting the needs of the leader first, at
the expense of the followers (Carnevale et al., 2018; Rosenthal & Pittinsky, 2006). Due
to a narcissistic need for control, the leadership style is often described as authoritarian
or even dictatorial (Rovelli, & Curnis, 2021). It is thus in a stark contrast to servant
leadership, which prioritizes the needs of the followers (Langhof & Giildenberg, 2020).
Grandiose narcissists are often found in leadership positions and sometimes even consid-
ered ‘born leaders’ due to their charisma and ability to draw others in (Schyns et al., 2022,
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2023; Steyrer, 2013). Research by Brunell et al. (2008) suggests that in groups without
hierarchical structures, narcissists happily take control. They are often very ambitious and
strive for leadership positions (Braun, 2017).

Recent research suggests that the proportion of narcissists in the population may have
increased overall in recent decades (Twenge & Campbell, 2010), with some researchers
even referring to a “narcissism epidemic” (Twenge & Campbell, 2013; Vater et al., 2018:
2). The reasons for this increase in narcissism are disputed with several studies suggesting
that modern demands of society and work may promote or facilitate narcissism. For
example, Vater et al. (2018) found a significant higher occurrence of grandiose narcissism
for people who grew up in West Germany compared to those that grew up in East Ger-
many. However, in reunified Germany, which is now capitalist as a whole, this difference
can no longer be observed today (Vater et al., 2018).

Chamorro-Premuzic (2023) postulates in his recent summary of psychological studies
that the rise in narcissism may be due to the prominence of social media. Twenge &
Campbell (2010) for example, found in their longitudinal studies that narcissism increased
by 30 % in the U.S. between the late 1970s and the mid-2000s. One of the main state-
ments in their clinical analysis was: ‘I am important and famous.’ In the 60s, around 12 %
of young people endorsed this statement. By the 90s, that number had increased to
80 %. At the same time, we are witnessing a trend toward more servant leadership in
business (Lemoine et al., 2021; Wong et al., 2023), which may seem paradoxical, given
the postulated increase in narcissism. With servant leadership focusing on the needs of
the followers, some scholars argue that it should be impossible for narcissists to even
practice servant leadership (Brouns et al., 2020; Langhof & Giildenberg, 2019; Waddell
& Patterson, 2018). The characteristics and behavior of typical narcissists fundamentally
contradict the philosophy of servant leadership. For example, the narcissists' dominant
demeanor, self-centeredness, and desire for control stands in stark contrast to the idea
of more empowerment for employees and to putting the needs of the subordinates first
(Liden et al., 2014).

Although the basic principle of servant leadership is not new, it has become increasingly
popular, especially in recent decades (Finley, 2012; Langhof & Giildenberg, 2019; Prosser,
2010). An increasing number of companies have implemented servant leadership as their
philosophy (Dierendonck & Patterson, 2010; Eva et al., 2019; Spears & Lawrence, 2002).
Especially in the IT sector, servant leadership has become more and more popular (Guil-
laume et al., 2012).

The trend towards remote and hybrid work models calls for more participative leader-
ship styles and thus increases the importance and prevalence of servant leadership (Brown
& Hardaway, 2023; Chakraborty et al., 2023). Some scholars and leadership experts
even argue that virtual teams and the challenges of digitalization actually require servant
leadership (Tagscherer & Carbon, 2023). With recent developments in Al supported
technologies even more leadership and administrative tasks can be automated and thus,
quintessentially human abilities, such as empathy, are becoming increasingly important
(Kolbjornsrud et al., 2016). In a recent study, Ludwikowska & Tworek (2022) examined
the role of IT dynamic capabilities in the context of servant leadership. Their results
show “that IT dynamic capabilities indeed strengthen the positive influence of servant
leadership on organizational performance, boosting the positive role of servant leadership
in contemporary organizations.” (Ludwikowska & Tworek, 2022).
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4. Social Identity and the need to belong vs. the lone warriors

A fourth important tension arises around the area of social identity and the need to
belong. As we know from motivation and management control theories, the need to
belong (Baumeister, 2012) is one of the strongest drivers of motivation, performance, and
alignment with others. Human beings are social animals with an inherent need for social
interactions and identity.

When employees work together in the same physical space, they share many experi-
ences and memories that occur ‘naturally’, often informally and unintentionally, alongside
working together. They may literally go through ‘thick and thin’ together when they
strife to meet deadlines and complete demanding tasks and projects, which can also
lead to forming and forging friendships (Flood, 2019). These social bonds are important
because employees feel part of a community that they belong to, which in turn may
lead to greater loyalty and higher identification with the employer or the team (Fiol &
O’Connor, 2005; Todorova, Argote & Reagans, 2008) and reduce turnover (Akgunduz
& Bardakoglu, 2015). Leaders of virtual teams face the challenge that this sense of
community and belonging no longer evolves ‘naturally’ through physical proximity and
the informal interactions that are part of face to face working environments. They have to
invest considerable effort into nurturing and developing this sense of community in new
ways for their distributed, remote team members (Newman & Ford, 2021; Flood, 2019).

5. Short-term vs long-term focus

A fifth important tension is the one in between the need of focusing attention on the
long-term goals of leadership such as developing a nurturing, collaborative culture vs. the
seemingly simple short-term gains of technological solutions, associated with a myopic
leadership focus.

Leaders are constantly struggling with where to focus their attention and under im-
mense pressure to deliver results. By necessity, their focus is often short-term, and problem
driven. Many leaders struggle to step back from their operational routines and quick win
perspective and tend to lose sight of the bigger picture and their mid- to long-term goals.
But this is exactly what is needed in a crisis-driven world.

The introduction of new technology at work still far too often ‘just happens to us’,
driven by what is technologically possible and without strategic planning and introduction
as part of longer-term business goals (Moser, 2013). As technological developments are
accelerating even more, with Al-based technology taking over more and more leadership
support functions (Guldenberg & Langhof, 2021; Langhof & Giildenberg, 2022), leaders
run the risk to stay busy following the fast-paced rhythm of algorithm developments
instead of proactively delegating selected leadership task to Al generated technologies
in order to free up their — to date still — irreplaceable human capabilities of empathy,
anticipation, and complex problem solving for more long-term strategic planning, decision
making, and leadership.
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6. Key learnings and future research avenues
Key learnings

Alongside the rise of artificial intelligence and digitalization, leadership research and prac-
tice experience fundamental questions and tensions. In this essay we have identified five
major issues that need addressing: Off-site vs. on-site vs. hybrid leadership, control vs.
trust in virtual work, narcissistic vs servant leadership, social identity, and the need to
belong vs. the lone warriors, and short term vs. long term focus in leadership. In order to
resolve these open questions and tensions, we argue that it is time to rethink leadership
again as traditional models and concepts are often contradictory and/or no longer fit for
purpose:

Firstly, following on from the classical studies of Mintzberg (1973), it is time to again
pay attention to not only the time spent, but most of all the way in which leaders manage
people face-to-face and online. To be effective, remote leaders need to adapt their commu-
nication, collaboration and leadership style to the virtual world of work, with its fewer
social cues and context information, much higher asyncronicity in work processes, and its
shift of cognitive biases and information processing that lead to an underestimation of the
effects one’s own actions and an overestimation of others’ actions (Moser, 2013; Axtell,
Moser & McGoldrick, 2019).

A second important issue is the tension between control and trust when aiming for
high performance, which is an old debate but poses new problems in virtual work. While
there are new technological possibilities via digital surveillance tools, they raise many yet
unresolved ethical and legal questions and can have diametral effects of increased stress
and demotivation of employees, with potentially negative impacts on both performance
and mental health of remote workers. Developing trust in a virtual work setting on the
other hand requires support, frequent communication, time, and a confident leader who
can bring employees alongside via persuasion and alignment to the shared goals. In a
work environment governed by trust between leaders and subordinates, tech-based tools
are simply more support for shared goals that work for people, and not autonomous
means of control of people (Weibel, Schafheitle & van der Werff, 2023).

Thirdly, possibly one of the tensions more present than ever is the one in between an
overconfident leader vs increased autonomy and empowerment of workers, exemplified
in the contrast between narcissistic and servant leadership. Recent research shows that
the rise of social media may have contributed to an increase in the number of narcissists
and narcissistic leaders while at the same time businesses and leaders increasingly call
for models of servant and shared leadership and the empowerment of the workforce.
Following Argyris & Schon (1974) there seems to be an ever-larger gap between the
espoused theory and the theory-in-use in leadership research.

A fourth important tension arises around the area of social identity and the need to
belong vs. the lone warriors. The need to belong (Baumeister, 2012) is one of the strongest
drivers of motivation and performance for human beings as social animals. Leaders of
virtual teams face the challenge that this sense of community and belonging no longer
evolves ‘naturally’ through physical proximity and the informal interactions that are part
of face to face working environments. They have to invest considerable effort into nurtur-

ing and developing this sense of community in new ways for their distributed, remote
team members (Newman & Ford, 2021; Flood, 2019).

238 Die Unternehmung, 77.Jg., 3/2023

73217112, am 25.06.2026, 02:33:04. @ Urheberrechtlich geschitzter Inhal L
mit, 10r oder In KI-Systemen, KI-Modellen oder Generativen Sprachmodellen.



https://doi.org/10.5771%2F0042-059X-2023-3-232

Giildenberg/Langhof/Moser | Open Questions and Tensions in Digital Leadership Research

A fifth important tension is the one between short vs. long-term focus in planning,
decision-making, and leadership. Digitalization and technology at work often ust hap-
pen to us’, driven by what is technologically possible and without strategic planning
and introduction as part of longer-term business goals (Moser, 2013). As technological
developments are accelerating even more (Giildenberg & Langhof, 2021; Langhof &
Gildenberg, 2022), leaders run the risk to stay busy following the fast-paced rhythm
of algorithm developments instead of proactively delegating selected leadership task to
Al generated technologies in order to free up their — to date still — irreplaceable human
capabilities of empathy, anticipation, and complex problem solving for more long-term
strategic planning, decision making, and leadership. This requires a purposeful, confident
leadership, with at the same time enough well-founded tech knowledge or advice to make
well informed decisions for the future.

Based on these key learnings and current challenges, we would like to propose in the
following paragraphs six points for an agenda for future (digital) leadership research.

Future research avenues

1. Defining digital leadership capabilities: Online leadership and work require new capa-
bilities on both sides, the leader as well as the employee side, that yet need to be
defined. Leaders need to have a good understanding of how digital and Al powered
technology can support them but at the same time know its limits and possible pitfalls.
Both employees and leaders need to increase their understanding of the core differ-
ences between face to face and online work and the increased need for self-leadership
and time management that the greater work autonomy associated with virtual work
requires. Both sides need to understand that online work requires more and more
frequent communication and feedback giving and seeking from both sides compared
to co-located work. This leads by necessity to a more participative and collegial leader-
ship style. Further research is needed in order to better understand and support HR in
defining the future digital skillsets needed for leaders and the workforce as a whole to
maintain productivity in the digital age.

2. Balancing control and trust: With increasing technological possibilities we see also a
growing trend of digital surveillance. This comes potentially at a high price if applied
thoughtlessly, without the necessary transparency and knowledge, and without the
involvement of the employees that are electronically supervised. Future research must
understand better under which conditions digital controls facilitate or hinder employ-
ees’ productivity and their trust in a digital working environment. At the same time, we
need more research on how trust is developed and maintained in virtual teams and and
more research insights into the best balance of onsite vs online work when it comes to
trust building and work productivity.

3. Analyzing the risky side of digital leadership: In their systematic literature review,
Jameson et al. (2022) show that the majority of digital leadership studies see technol-
ogy as a mostly positive and unproblematic enabler. This needs to be balanced with
more research that takes a constructively critical perspective, including studies on the
macro level (leadership and organization, leadership and digital tools, technology and
ethics, social and societal implications) as well as on the micro level (the role and
behavior of leaders, leaders’ digital skills, leadership practices for leading virtual teams
and organizations).
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4. Similar issues arise from the contradictions between narcissistic and servant leadership.
On the one hand, there seems to be an increasing number of narcissists in our societies.
On the other hand, there seem to be more and more businesses call for servant leader-
ship models as their philosophy. Future research can hopefully shed more light on the
reasons for these seemingly paradoxical developments.

5. Understanding the role of work motivation in the digital age: Human beings are
social animals and organizations are social organisms, which fulfil important needs to
belong and for social identification of its members. This poses new challenges in virtual
work environments where people work far apart in their separate home offices and
have far less direct and as well less informal work interactions with their bosses and
peers. While the home office provides opportunities for many other meaningful social
connections with family, partners, and friends, there is the danger of social isolation
and loneliness in the workplace. Working from home also means that there is a greater
blurring of lines between the private and work domains that need to be managed to
avoid exploitation and exhaustion. How and in what ways does digitalization change
the role of organizations, of leadership and how will it impact quality of life are still
open questions that need to be much more researched.

6. Managing attention and reducing distractions: One of the biggest challenges of digital
technology is the increasing density of the work as well as the tendency to multitask
and workflow interruptions. These need to be proactively managed as technology
tempts us again and again to follow its algorithmic logic which may not be what is
beneficial for productivity and wellbeing at work. Chat pop-up windows and messag-
ing need to be actively managed, and we need more empirical evidence to understand
the potentially negative outcomes of these technology driven workflows. The objective
of this lead essay was to bring together a comprehensive summary of currently open
core questions and tensions in leadership research and debates and to relate them
to the opportunities and challenges of digitalization for leaders. With this, we hope
to derive key learnings as well as recommendations for future research on digital
leadership thatwill hopefully provoke further thoughts and debate, as well as inspire
future research on digital leadership.
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