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This paper attempts to address and critically examine a current concept
of leadership in business studies: digital leadership. Researchers often say
that this is a new leadership style and that there is a necessity for such a
new style because the entrepreneurial environment has changed consider-
ably with digitisation, but also with Industry 4.0, which to a certain extent
coincides with digitisation, and the concept of a so-called vuca (Volatile,
Uncertain, Com-plex and Ambiguous) world. The conclusion drawn here
could be summarised as follows: a changed business environment forces
companies to react, namely with a new way of leading – digital leadership.
This study will show that such a concept is by no means new, as research
claims, but rather has been in existence formore than 150 years.Whatmany
researchers understand by digital leadership, apart from the demand for
driving forward digitisation, coincides with the leadership principle intro-
duced by Prussian General Moltke, known as ‘mission-type tactics.’ One
of the aims of this paper is to demonstrate this. It will also be shown that
digital leadership, in contrast to transformational leadership, can be ac-
quired and that digital leadership cannot be classified in the opposition to
transformational or transactional leadership, but is rather to be held and
understood as a third variant. Only a prescriptivemethod based on under-
standing seems to be a suitable method.
Key Words: digital leadership, industry 4.0, smart factory, digitisation,
vuca, transactional leadership, transformational leadership,
mission-type tactic, ambidexterity, competence
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Introduction

Rapid technological progress that has taken place in recent years and
decades, and above all the accompanying change in the economic world,
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has left its mark on economic research. Due to the constant increase
in the degree of digitisation, new possibilities are arising in production
today; this is being discussed in research under the heading ‘Industry
4.0’ (Deckert 2019). The emergence of this new type of industry is cor-
related with a world that has become more uncertain and volatile; this
phenomenon is being discussed in research under the keyword ‘vuca
(Volatile, Uncertain, Complex and Ambiguous) world’ (Mack and Khare
2016). From the perspective of a company, this means that the external
world is not only in a constant state of flux, but that economic activity as
a whole has becomemore risky, and at the same time the internal world is
changing, insofar as digitisation not only opens up newproductionmeth-
ods, but virtually demands them.
Both factors, Industry 4.0 and a vuca world, require a new way of

leading. This new way of leadership is being discussed in research under
the keyword ‘digital leadership’ (Wagner 2018). This study aims to show
that digital leadership is by no means as new as most people claim; what
is also congruent with this is the fact that a vuca world is also by no
means as new as it is claimed. Only Industry 4.0 seems to open up new
perspectives, but here, too, we should not speak of a truly new industrial
revolution.

Method
Economics in general and business studies in particular must be under-
stood as a social science or part of the humanities, since its object is the or-
der, processing and interpretation of a sphere of life and thus differs from
the natural sciences, whose objects of study are physical objects (Bard-
mann 2019, 85). To a certain extent, all humanities are interdisciplinary in
orientation, but business studies in particular is interdisciplinary, which
can be seen in its proximity to psychology (Kahneman 2012) or even the
social sciences (Bardmann 2019, 86); likewise, the term ‘economic so-
ciology’ indicates a general proximity of these two sciences. Questions
about what leadership is, for example, can be treated scientifically in nei-
ther economic nor psychological terms, but can nevertheless be looked at
from a sociological point of view, because sociology does look – though
not only – at the foundations of human coexistence. Therefore, it should
not come as a surprise that works dedicated to this topic, whether explic-
itly or implicitly, always return to sociology.
In German sociology, the early 1960s saw the so-called ‘positivism dis-

pute,’ led mainly by Adorno on the one side and Popper on the other
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(Adorno, Habermas, and Popper 1972). Popper gave preference to an
empirical method, drawing on Hempel and Oppenheim’s research: to
grasp a fact scientifically means to deduct it from scientific laws, taking
conditions of application into account (Hempel and Oppenheim 1948),
which is also understood as ‘explaining.’ An explaining interpreted in this
way was rejected by Popper’s antagonists, since this was a ‘positivistically
halved rationalism’ (Habermas 1972, 235). Now it seems that, according
to what has been said, Popper’s antagonist, Adorno, should provide the
methodology to be brought into play here. However, it quickly becomes
clear to those who study Adorno more closely that the dialectics of the
Frankfurt School can hardly solve the issues to be discussed here. This
work does not intend to take a position on the positivism dispute; nev-
ertheless, it should be noted that this dispute has never been resolved.
This suggests that both empirical and non-empirical methods, i.e. tra-
ditional methods in humanities, certainly have a right in sociology and
thus also in economics. And indeed, the question of what leadership is
cannot be answered, either by economic science or empirically. It cannot
be deduced from scientific laws what leadership is. As a consequence, it
cannot be explained exactly what leadership is.
Explaining something therefore means establishing a causal connec-

tion, which at the end will lead to a proper explanation. However, expla-
nations always presuppose that what is to be explained has already been
understood and is thus prior to explaining. The art of understanding has
a long historical tradition, beginning with Dilthey (1959) and extending
through Heidegger (1993), Gadamer (1965) and finally Hösle (2018) to
the present. While the early representatives of the art of understanding,
or hermeneutics, related it primarily to texts, with Heidegger at the lat-
est, understanding also and above all relates to the world. Hermeneutics
is not only the art of understanding texts or works of art; it is not only
the foundation of the humanities (which it certainly is, too), it also refers
to understanding the world and what people encounter in the world. It
becomes clear: people are and have always been capable of understand-
ing the world. Nevertheless, there are different degrees of understanding.
Hermeneutics is the attempt to make clear what is to be understood and,
precisely through this, to arrive at a better understanding of what is to be
understood. As such, it can also be made fruitful for non-philosophical
areas, such as business administration.
In addition to the positivism dispute, reference must also be made to

the ‘value judgement controversy’ that broke out in the early 1900s. On
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the one side there is the position that no recommendations for action
can be derived from a constant expansion of knowledge about causal re-
lationships. The other side claimed exactly this (Bardmann 2019, 75). This
dispute can ultimately be reduced to the following question: should eco-
nomics be descriptive or prescriptive? (Bardmann 2019, 76). What be-
comes clear is that this dispute, too, is at its core a methodological dis-
pute, and like the value judgement controversy, it has by no means been
resolved to this date. This suggests that both prescriptive and descriptive
methods can be quite scientific, depending on what the question is.
Especially in German research on business administration, there has

been an approximation to the methods of the humanities in recent
decades (Julmi 2020, 96); this is by no means to be seen as a devalua-
tion of a method based on the natural sciences, but rather as a necessary
complement to them. German business studies in particular, in contrast
to Anglo-American business studies, seeks a uniform foundation for its
discipline. Anglo-Saxon business studies, on the other hand, is so frag-
mented into its sub-areas (e.g.marketing,management ormaterialsman-
agement) precisely because it does not seek such a foundation that it is
hardly possible to speak of a systematic connection between these sub-
areas (Julmi 2020, 97). This work, insofar as it understands itself to be
in the German tradition, attempts to methodically join the humanities,
more precisely hermeneutics, in order to understand what constitutes
leadership in general and digital leadership in particular. Hermeneu-
tics in the context of business management cannot therefore consist of
gaining cognitive goals and hypotheses or suggesting explanatory expli-
cations of facts; rather, it attempts to consider facts in their relationship
to higher-level systems (Julmi 2020, 109).
The following work is thus dedicated to the concept of leadership; it

follows fromwhat has been said that themethod is one of understanding.
Furthermore, it cannot be the task to approach leadership in a purely de-
scriptive way. Against the background of Industry 4.0, as well as a vuca
world, it is by no means sufficient to merely describe leadership tech-
niques and styles. In this respect, it is prescriptive in the broadest sense.
The methodology of the present work is therefore prescriptive and based
on understanding.

Industry 4.0, Smart Factory and vuca
The question of leadership and the accompanying question of a new lead-
ership style is connected with changes that not only the business world
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has experienced in recent years and decades. These changes can be de-
scribed by using the following three terms: Industry 4.0, Smart Factory
and vuca. These terms will be briefly explained first.

industry 4.0
With the onset of digitisation in the 1970s, a profound change in theworld
of work began. In this respect, it is not surprising that this is often also
viewed as another industrial revolution. Open-plan offices, for example,
are the exception today, but they used to be the rule, at least in large com-
panies. Industry 4.0 is often referred to as the fourth industrial revolution
(for example, in Pistorius 2020, 5). It is the logical continuation of a previ-
ous digitisation, which began with the advent of computers and the sec-
ond step of which was the Internet. ‘By digitising classic industrial com-
panies, the aim is to increase automation and networking in production’
(Pistorius 2020, 5). In other words, while digitisation has so far mainly
taken place in the office and then in sales, in the course of Industry 4.0
production will also be digitised. The aim, as Schuh et al. (2020, 469) say,
in the context of the vision of an ‘Internet of Production’ (IoP) developed
at rwth Aachen University, is ‘to reach a new level of cross-domain col-
laboration that, by means of semantically correct, context-aware data is
not just unique, but is achieved continuously and highly iteratively in real
time with the appropriate granuality.’
According to industry associations such as Bitkom, vdma and zvei,

Industry 4.0 can be described as follows (Pistorius 2020, 6):
The term Industry 4.0 stands for the fourth industrial revolution, a
new level of organisation and control of the entire value chain over
the life cycle of products. This cycle is based on the increasingly in-
dividualised customer requirements and extends from the idea, the
order, through the development and production, the delivery of a
product to the end customer [. . .], including the associated services.

smart factory
In addition to Industry 4.0, the term ‘Smart Factory’ is often used. Al-
though this term appears frequently in research, it has different connota-
tions; thus, it can be understood as a ‘ubiquitous factory,’ a smart factory
of the future, a technological approach or a paradigm (Radziwon et al.
2014, 1185). Radziwon et al. (2014, 1187) give the following definition:
A Smart Factory is a manufacturing solution that provides such flexi-

ble and adaptive production processes that will solve problems arising on
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a production facility with dynamic and rapidly changing boundary con-
ditions in a world of increasing complexity. This special solution could
on the one hand be related to automation, understood as a combination
of software, hardware and/or mechanics, which should lead to optimiza-
tion of manufacturing resulting in reduction of unnecessary labour and
waste of resources. On the other hand, it could be seen in a perspective
of collaboration between different industrial and nonindustrial partners,
where the smartness comes from forming a dynamic organization.
On the one hand, this definition makes it clear that there is a connec-

tion between Industry 4.0 and Smart Factory. On the other hand, this
definition establishes the connection to the vuca term in the following
sub-chapter, which characterises today’s world in more detail.

vuca

vuca is an abbreviation meant to characterise today’s world, which is
mainly defined by four factors (Unkrig 2020, 6; Mack and Khare 2016, 5):

• Volatility – indicates the rapid rate of change in the pattern of dy-
namics observed in socio-economic systems. This also includes the
strong fluctuations in macro-economic conditions, the financial
markets and raw material prices. In this context, it is not insignifi-
cant that volatility develops unexpectedly.

• Uncertainty – the effects of uncertainty manifest themselves primar-
ily in unpredictability, uncontrollable developments, and a lack of
understanding of relationships. In particular, the uncertainty and
feedback and interactions that are inherent in social systems are par-
ticularly evident. There are several factors that act as a further reason
for the uncertainty or at least as a catalyst: past mistakes, rejection,
social fears and finally perfectionism.

• Complexity – is fundamentally dependent on the number of factors,
the type and number of interrelationships, the number of unknowns
and, finally, the degree of uncertainty. Complexity often relates to
network structures and the dynamic connections between the com-
ponents of the system.

• Ambiguity – is the blurring of reality and the potential for misin-
terpretation. This is often incomprehensible and can no longer be
planned. What could be relevant in the future is uncertain, ambigu-
ous and hardly predictable. It becomes clear that the various points
mentioned are interdependent: uncertainty also results from volatil-
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ity and complexity, and these two points also have an impact on
ambiguity. At the same time, there should be a connection between
volatility and ambiguity. If one wanted to summarise vuca accord-
ingly, one would have to say that a vuca world does not offer ab-
solute certainties, which represents a fundamental risk for all eco-
nomic activities.

With Industry 4.0 and vuca, problems and challenges that modern
executives are faced with become clear. The changes in production pro-
cesses, which in the near future every bigger company will have to carry
out before the horizon of a vuca world, seem to require different types
of management.
vuca and Industry 4.0 are not systematically related, but it is clear

that these two terms indicate supposedly new challenges that managers
are faced with. Roughly speaking, one could say that vuca names the
environment of a modern company; Industry 4.0, on the other hand, af-
fects the (coming) inner world of modern companies.

A NewWay of Leading People: Digital Leadership
Against the backdrop of Industry 4.0, vuca or Smart Factory, the ques-
tion of a new way of leading seems almost necessary: due to the changed
internal and external environment of companies, it is no longer possible
to lead in the same way as before. Changed environments require dif-
ferent ways of leading. Leadership must adapt to this. But what is lead-
ership? Kauffeld (2011, 68) elucidates: ‘Leadership serves to individually
and purposefully influence, motivate and/or enable others to contribute
to the achievement of collective goals in organisations.’ Bea (2011, 2) also
defines the term in this sense: ‘Leadership is a goal-oriented shaping of
companies (= corporate management) or goal-oriented influencing of
people.’
In the classic literature on leadership, two leadership styles are dis-

tinguished from each other: the transactional and the transformational
leadership style. The transactional leadership style understands leader-
ship as an exchange relationship. The leader rewards performance on the
basis of a contract, in the form ofmoney, promotion, praise, appreciation,
etc. Themanager rewards performance or punishes when predetermined
performance is not met. Burns (1978, 19), who introduced the term, de-
fines it in these terms. One can speak of transactional leadership ‘when
a person takes the initiative in making contact with others for the pur-
pose of an exchange of valued things. This exchange can be economic,
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political or psychological in nature.’ This is to be distinguished from the
transformational leadership style. This style attempts to increase perfor-
mance through transformations of values, attitudes, etc. Leaders who use
this style try to control the behaviour of their subordinates through vi-
sion. They possess charisma and exude great self-confidence. The imple-
mentation of their vision is at the centre of their activities. They are able
to create an atmosphere of trust and confidence, which is necessary to
achieve high goals. Subordinates can be characterised by a high degree of
loyalty and personal dedication. It should be emphasised, however, that
the success of charismatic leaders depends to a large extent on whether
the lofty goals can actually be achieved (Dems 2015).
There are therefore two points at which leadership starts: (a) Leader-

ship is understood according to the do ut des principle (Latin for: ‘I give
in order that you may give’). One could also say that the leader does not
want to reach the core of the subordinates, but only proceeds externally:
achieving predetermined goals is rewarded, if employees fail to achieve
these goals they are punished. (b) Leadership wants to do exactly that: to
influence the person being led in such a way that their motivation is not
primarily fed by expected reciprocity. One could also say that the moti-
vation of the person led in the first case is extrinsic, while in the second
case it is intrinsically fed.
Digital leadership is to be distinguished from these classic leadership

principles. First of all, however, it should be noted that a completely dif-
ferent style of leadership seems to be necessary: with the digitisation of
the world of work and life, the two principles mentioned above are prov-
ing to be outdated. In this sense, Kollmann (2020, 34), for example, says
that the digital leader ‘is now characterised by wanting a digital transfor-
mation (digital mindset), mastering the use of digital technologies (dig-
ital skills) as well as consistently implementing the resulting measures
within the framework of the digital transformation.’ Digital leadership
thus includes a focus on new technologies; in this sense, it should be em-
phasised that digital leaders anticipate technical developments and com-
municate this internally as well as externally through a meaningful vi-
sion. Digital leaders can integrate phenomena that relate to society as
a whole into their business model (Kreutzer, Neugebauer, and Pattloch
2017, 46).
Doyé (2020, 211) believes that digital companies should not be led tra-

ditionally, but instead need a different style of leadership, one that in-
volves more cooperation, understanding, inclusion, and mediation, i.e.
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collaborative leadership. For digital leaders, the rule is: ‘Give up control,
but retain leadership’ (Doyé 2020, 212).
As Doyé and many other authors emphasise, digital leadership means

giving employees responsibility and not only maintaining freedom, but
also creating it if necessary. Digital leaders rely on employees and no
longer on a top-down structure (Doyé 2020, 213). They want to be in-
volved when it comes to important decisions. Furthermore, it is about
making the performance of individual team members more transparent
and introducing a more results-oriented remuneration. For Generation
Y and also Z, work-life balance has a completely different meaning than
for the generations before (Doyé 2020, 214).
Creusen, Gall, and Hackl (2017, 210) take a somewhat different view.

They also emphasise that it is no longer possible to lead transactionally
and that changes are imminent due to digitisation.However, in their view,
change comes from the leader. They further point out that the success of
the group as well as the whole company ultimately depends on the atti-
tudes and values of the members. Therefore, for them, digital leadership
is linked to the values and culture that are lived in the company. Above
all, the question of power and how leaders deal with it comes up in this
context (Creusen, Gall, and Hackl 2017, 210).
Overall, it becomes clear that digital leadership differs above all from

transactional leadership. Following this, two aspects can be identified that
distinguish digital leadership from other types of leadership.

1. Digital leadership means that the digital transformation is driven
forward. New technologies are introduced into the company. This
first point is directed, if one wants to use a metaphor that is certainly
not misleading in this context, at the hardware of the company.

2. Digital leadership also means that subordinates must be given more
freedom. This metaphorically refers to the company’s software.

Digital leadership, therefore, focuses on the entire company and not
just on the expansion of the digital infrastructure. While the first point
refers to Industry 4.0 and Smart Factory, the last point is directed at a
vuca world. Only companies whose employees are not managed trans-
actionally can be successful in such aworld in the long term. It now seems
obvious that digital leadership would have to fall back on transforma-
tional leadership. However, it must be stressed here that this depends on
the personality of the leader. Charisma, the central aspect of a transfor-
mational leadership, is something that cannot be learned.

Volume 19 · Number 3 · 2021



218 Christoph Bach and Rozália Sulíková

A Truly NewWay of Leadership?
What is it that distinguishes leaders from their subordinates? First of all,
one might think of the hierarchy in companies. Leaders are on a higher
level in the hierarchy than their subordinates. It should be noted here that
the hierarchy is a hierarchy within the company. Sociologically speaking,
a company is an organisation. First of all, this is a special form of social
entity that differs from other social entities such as families, groups, net-
works, protest movements or even the nation state (Kühl 2011, 13). Abra-
ham and Büschges come up not only with a negative, but also a positive
definition. They call organisations associations of people that have three
characteristics in common: they have given themselves the tasks of real-
ising specific purposes, they are structured according to the division of
labour, and they are equipped with a governing body that is responsi-
ble for representing the organisation internally and externally (Abraham
and Büschges 2009, 21). The crucial point here is that hierarchies belong
to every organisation and thus also to the enterprise, which the authors
call a management authority. Accordingly, to have a leadership function
in a company means also to have a leadership function within an organ-
isation.
Leaders, however, can only act as leaders because they possess cer-

tain characteristics that enable them to do so, at least in an ideal sce-
nario. These characteristics are usually called competencies. First of all,
it should be noted here that every employee must of course have certain
competences, because only those who have them can also fulfil the tasks
imposed on them. Therefore, the focus here is on the so-called leader-
ship competences. The general characteristic of competences is that they
enable action, which distinguishes them from skills and abilities, among
other things (Heyse, Erpenbeck, and Ortmann 2015, 13).
Inasmuch as leadership is always related to action, ultimately leader-

ship alwaysmeans acting; leadership competencies can be discovered that
are clearly different from employee competencies. Hardegger, Boss, and
Siano (2018) list a total of 13 competencies, which they divide into four di-
mensions. These are: values, thinking, acting and interacting.1 They then

1. It should be noted here that action as a competence dimension and the ability to act
must be distinguished: Action as a dimension does not so much refer to the ability to act,
but to the way in which action takes place. Acting at all is therefore not yet a leadership
competence; acting in the sense of the company requires specific competences that are
defined in the dimension of acting and determine the manner of this action.
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place these dimensions in the context of the most well-known types of
leadership in economics, namely a transactional and a transformational
one.
A look at these competence dimensions now reveals that one – inmany

ways important – dimension seems to be missing: in times of vuca and
above all of Industry 4.0, should not the aforementioned competence cat-
alogue be expanded to include the dimension of ‘digital competence’? In
any case, it is obvious that digitisation will change the world of work.
For example, one prediction is that the external framework conditions
of companies will change, as markets or even the relationship with cus-
tomers change. More importantly, however, the internal framework con-
ditions will also change; a flexibilisation of the working world, both in
terms of location and time, will increase, which will have an impact on
corporate culture (Fleig 2020, 7).
The concrete competences are of less interest in this context; however,

it can hardly be denied that the general handling of pcs, mobile devices
or data protection and security will become even more important than
they already are today. Therefore, digital competences will play a major
role within future companies. More important in this context, however,
is whether this will be accompanied by a fundamental change inmanage-
ment culture. In other words: will fundamentally different competences
have to prevail amongmanagement personnel due to a foreseeable inten-
sification of digitisation? Furthermore: will a completely different leader-
ship style have to be established due to the predicted vuca world, which
is definitely related to Industry 4.0?
When it was said above that digital leadership means that digital

change is driven forward and that employees give their subordinates
more freedom, from the perspective of leadership competences digital
change is a comparatively minor problem. Allowing employees greater
freedom, however, seems to point to a much bigger problem. In a certain
sense, one could say that competencies of leaders consist of not acting
themselves in a narrower sense, but rather letting them act. One could
also put this differently: the task of leaders is to set goals that the subor-
dinates have to achieve with the resources allocated to them. How they
achieve these goals, however, is not specified by the leaders. The only
thing that is important is that they are actually achieved.
In the context of a vuca world, companies are facingmajor problems.

On the one hand, they must continue to focus on their core business,
but on the other hand, it is equally necessary for them to be or become
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competitive in terms of new business areas. In concrete terms, this means
that on the one hand they must be able to efficiently manage and main-
tain the current existing business (exploitation) and on the other hand
maintain an agile approach to changes in the innovation business, if not
even become a player in this field themselves (exploration). Kollmann
calls this double task, which companies already have to face today, ‘digital
ambidexterity’ (Latin for ‘using both hands’) (Kollmann 2020, 33). This
ambidexterity must go hand in hand with different leadership styles. The
current core business might require different leadership methods than
driving digital innovations and their marketing. What Kollmann diag-
noses here is that at least larger companies cannot be managed with just
one leadership style, since every company is always already faced with
two tasks: on the one hand, to continue to expand the existing and core
business and, on the other hand, to react to change or to drive it forward.
These two aspects of entrepreneurial activity are not, or only with diffi-
culty, compatible in the leadership style of one person, because this would
mean that the same person would apply different standards to their sub-
ordinates, depending on whether they drive innovation or the core busi-
ness.
Kollmann, who has also recognised this problem, names transactional,

directive and expert-oriented leadership styles that have proven them-
selves in the area of existing business, while transformational, ethical,
strategic and ultimately digital leadership styles are necessary for the in-
novation business.
After what has been said, it can first be stated that digital leadership

cannot be used to manage the entire company. Digital leadership makes
a company fit for the future. It is the answer to a vuca world, or one
could also say that digital leadership is required in the context of what
Schumpeter understands by ‘creative destruction.’ Digital leadership is
thus the answer to a dynamic market in which companies try to establish
themselves on the market with new products or new production meth-
ods. However, in a market that is less dynamic and more static, where
products meet consumer demands, digital leadership could be detrimen-
tal because, as should be mentioned here, the introduction of new prod-
ucts and new production methods is always associated with a risk.
This, however, should not be discussed here in any more detail. There

is no question that at least larger companies must face up to the digital
transformation. But what exactly is digital leadership? Is it really about
driving forward the digital transformation? The distinction has just been
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made between two leadership styles, with transformational leadership
and digital leadership sorted into one class and transactional leadership
into the other, which ultimately leads to the question as to why trans-
actional leaders should not be able to drive digital change. It turns out
that digital leadership actually means more than that. As already said
above, digital leadership involves a completely different style of leader-
ship. Digital leadership also means leading collaboratively, handing over
responsibility, etc., as mentioned before. Digital leadership is therefore
by no means necessarily associated only with the digitisation of compa-
nies. Rather, it is a way of leading that is practised above all – at least
it seems so – in companies based in Silicon Valley. This way of leading,
however, does not necessarily require a digital background. Digitisation
is therefore a necessary but by no means sufficient condition for digital
leadership.
What can be considered a necessary condition for digital leadership,

i.e. what makes a digital leader, will now be briefly considered. Leading is
always about leading people. This also applies to leaders who see them-
selves as digital leaders, who also lead people. This is also illustrated by the
fact that companies are organisations. According to the above, an organ-
isation is an association of people that want to achieve specific purposes.
However, purposes are not set by computers, but by people. In this sense,
the desired digital transformation of a company is a purpose; this also
shows that digital leadership cannot be reduced to implementing digi-
tisation in a company. This has already been said above. It was empha-
sised that digital leadership alsomeans giving up control and yet retaining
leadership.
In that respect, a way of leading seems to become apparent that can by

nomeans be described as new; on the contrary, it is quite familiar, even if
this was introduced in a completely different field, namely in the military.
The Prussian General Moltke, who contributed significantly to Prussia’s
success in the German wars of unification (the German-Danish War of
1864, the Prussian-Austrian War of 1866 and finally the German-French
War of 1870-1) by his way of leading troops, writes in the Verordnungen
für die höheren Truppenführer (ordinances for senior troop leaders): ‘In
general, one will not give any more orders than is absolutely necessary, not
to plan beyond any circumstances, which can be overlooked, for these
change quickly in war and rarely will orders that go far ahead and into
detail be fully carried out in time’ (Moltke 1993, 443; original emphasis).
In the context of interest here, it is above all decisive that Moltke urges
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his subordinates to order only what is necessary, since in a war the situ-
ation can change quickly. War is certainly an example of a vuca world,
although this is not to say that every vuca world is in a state of war. Nev-
ertheless, the reference that only what is absolutely necessary should be
ordered, since one can never view everything that is essential, is also quite
important in a business context, because at least for larger companies it
is also true that the leaders can never view everything that is important
and therefore it can also be assumed here that orders that go into great
detail will either not be carried out fully or, if they are, the risk that they
are rather disadvantageous for the company is extremely high.
Moltke (1993, 443) continues: ‘It shakes the confidence of the subor-

dinate leaders and gives the troops a feeling of insecurity when things
turn out quite differently from what the higher command had foreseen.’
Moltke thus draws attention to psychological consequences when direc-
tives and orders seem pointless because they do not correspond to the
situation. Again, this can be applied to companies: trust in management
is also likely to be shaken if orders do not fit the current situation and
thus appear to be meaningless. Moltke goes on to say, ‘Moreover, it must
not go unnoticed that when one gives a lot of orders, it is very easy for
the important things, the things that must absolutely be carried out, to be
obscured by the mass of secondary things and things that are only valid
under certain circumstances, and to be carried out only incidentally or
not at all’ (Moltke 1993, 443). Themore orders are given, especially if they
obviously refer to secondary matters, the higher the probability that the
orders will not be carried out at all or will be carried out inadequately. In-
stead, the leader of a military unit must focus on what is important. This,
too, can easily be transferred to the leadership of companies.
Following Moltke, it can be said that leadership consists of concen-

trating on what is essential. Leaders are encouraged to order only what is
absolutely necessary. As a result, orders are general and do not go into de-
tail. This way of leading is known as ‘leading bymission’ (ormission-type
tactics) and is different from ‘leading by orders’ (order tactics). Leading
by mission means that the subordinates understand the meaning of an
order and are therefore not only able to act on their own authority if the
situation changes, but are actually encouraged to do so. Leading by orders
is in complete opposition to this. Here the subordinate has to carry out
the order literally.
It becomes clear that mission-type tactics means giving subordinates

an order and then having confidence in them that the goal will be
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achieved. Mission-type tactics therefore mean relinquishing control and
yet leading. However, this was stated above as one of the definitions of
digital leadership. According to what has been said so far, digital lead-
ership – especially in the context of a vuca world – seems to be the
right way of leadership, because it can be used to react flexibly to new
challenges, even and especially those that had not been foreseen. If, how-
ever, the thesis is accepted that in the end there is no difference in the
decisive aspects between digital leadership and leading by mission, then
it has been made clear that these two ways of leading are one and the
same. And thus digital leadership is by no means as new as many authors
believe.
The fact that digital leadership, as explained here, and transformational

leadership overlap in large areas, has become obvious. The question re-
mains whether digital leadership can also be transactional. As said, trans-
actional leadership is based on the do ut des principle, i.e. on the princi-
ple of performance and return. As a matter of fact, there is no reason why
transactional leadership and digital leadership should exclude each other,
because transactional leadership in fact does not mean giving instruc-
tions down to the smallest detail, which then have to be implemented
by the subordinates. The concept of digital leadership is actually at odds
with the distinction between transactional and transformational leader-
ship.
When we come back to digital ambidexterity, it now becomes clear

what is meant by this: digital leadership can be used both in the existing
business and in the innovation business. This means not only – and this
should be emphasised once again – that digitisation is driven forward, but
also that leadership hands over power and responsibility to subordinates
in order to benefit in return from their creativity, flexibility and sense of
responsibility. It makes no difference whether the subordinates’ motiva-
tion is primarily a material one or primarily driven by the visions of their
superior.
Finally, something else should be pointed out. It was said above that

transformational leadership cannot be learned because it depends on the
charisma of the leader. Although digital leadership and transformational
leadership overlap, they are not identical. Digital leadership does not re-
quire a charismatic leader. Rather, it requires specific competencies; but
these can be learned. In other words, while only a relatively small number
of leaders can actually lead in a transformational way, in principle anyone
can lead in a digital way, albeit under certain conditions.
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Conclusion and Prospects
This paper shows that digital leadership and leading by mission are one
and the same. So when scientists talk about the need for a new way of
leading in the context of a vuca world or Industry 4.0, they disregard
the fact that the required new way of leading is by no means new, be-
cause it coincides withmission-type tactics. The only new aspect that can
be mentioned is the advancement of digitisation. But ultimately, this can
only be described as something new from a material point of view, not
from a formal one; after all, this illustrates exactly what Schumpeter tried
to capture under the term ‘creative destruction’ (Schumpeter 2018, 113).
Digital leadership and leading bymission are the same thing; that is one

result of what has been examined in this paper. The other result, even if
it is just a secondary result, is that digital leadership, unlike transforma-
tional leadership, can be learned. Insofar as leadership is always linked to
competences, the question naturally arises as to which competences are
decisive here and should therefore have to be acquired. This question, as
important as it is, cannot be answered at this point and must therefore be
postponed to a later date.
Another result of this work is that the two categories with which lead-

ership styles are usually characterised, i.e. transformational and transac-
tional leadership, are perhaps too simplistic to capture the phenomenon
of leadership scientifically. It should be noted here that research natu-
rally knows far more leadership styles; however, as was the case in this
work, these are often assigned to one of the two styles mentioned. The
term digital leadership, on the other hand, introduces a style that defies
such categorisation. Both transactional and transformational leadership
are compatible with digital leadership.
Finally, it should be pointed out that digital leadership, understood as

leading by mission, does have certain similarities with ‘management by
objectives’ introduced by Drucker (1954). Nevertheless, attention should
be drawn here to an important difference: Drucker’s management con-
cept is clearly to be assigned to the transactional style. In this respect,
this management concept and digital leadership are not the same. The
perhaps only small but nevertheless decisive differences between these
two styles, however, cannot be discussed here in any more detail.
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