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Abstract

:

Enterprises aimed at acquiring a sustainable competitive advantage in the Digital Era are challenged to develop a Transformative Digital Leadership marked by a set of abilities. The paper introduces the Digital Transformative Leadership Compass as an innovative framework to assess wise leaders’ characteristics driving organisational digital transformation in today’s complex business landscape. It identifies the critical abilities, attitudes, and behaviours distinguishing the profile of a transformative digital leader leading an organisation to continuously innovate and digitally evolve in the same way as the business landscape. This paper contributes to theory building by proposing an interpretative framework of critical abilities distinguishing a transformative digital leader of a transformative digital company. Furthermore, the paper provides practitioners with valuable insights and theoretical evidence on leadership practices in the digital era.
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1. Introduction


Today, companies live in a complex business landscape that requires them to be more resilient, imaginative, intuitive, and flexible. Organisations are called to face the increasing complexity, turbulence, unpredictability, and pace of change of the competitive environment [1,2,3]. Therefore, the key to the survival of organisations competing in the Digital Era is evolving and adapting businesses and routines to the evolution of the business landscape, identifying challenges, and transforming them into opportunities for development and growth. In this context, according to Nonaka and Takeuchi [4], tacit and explicit knowledge that was considered the distinguishing features of the knowledge-creating company are no longer enough. Companies and managers require practical knowledge and wisdom to make the right decisions under uncertainty. Therefore, the “experimental knowledge that enables people to make ethically sound judgements” [5] is revealed as a critical attitude for organisations aiming at staying competitive and protagonists in evolutionary contexts. It allows fostering a continuous innovation paradigm and enabling continuous learning and improvement dynamics.



However, nowadays, in the Digital Era, technology’s progress enables the configuration of new products and services that might better increase companies’ productiveness and customers’ needs satisfaction. Moreover, digital innovation contributes to the generation of a high amount of data, information, and knowledge, that if codified and exploited might produce valuable insights for companies, addressing decisions and aligning the produced outputs to the market demand.



Thus, new technology and digital innovation become a relevant and essential development driver for organisations’ competitiveness. In this vein, the concept of Digital Darwinism arose [6,7]. It is defined as a natural selection that excludes organisations that fail to embracing digital and are unable to keep up with society and technologies. Digital Darwinism is a relevant approach but sparked a vigorous debate between Hodgson and Witt [8]. Hodgson [9] explains the evolution of any complex system, and he is closer to Digital Darwinism. In contrast, according to Witt [10,11], the evolution process is enacted by individuals, groups, and organisations and is continually modified through actions.



Therefore, organisations are continually challenged to change and reconfigure internal processes and review products and services provided, implementing even new technologies and digital solutions.



However, the fast development of digital technologies and solutions raises efficiency standards, increases market dynamics speed, and decreases product lifecycle [2,3]. Thus, innovation rapidly and easily becomes common and replaced by new emergent digital innovative solutions. It follows that for a company, continuous investments in implementing emerging digital solutions are not always profitable. It becomes more essential to encourage a change of mindset and develop an organisational digital innovation capacity to understand and analyse the potential impact of applying new technologies in the company and aligning the entire organisation with this new strategic vision. Indeed, digital innovation is not only about technology innovation. It is more about the innovation of knowledge and cultural attitudes [12]. In this vein, organisations are called to embrace continuous Digital Transformation journeys rather than finite change management processes.



Digital Transformation is different from the change management concept: it involves adopting new organisational approaches and new or revised business models for a new perceived vision of the future [13].



Nurturing an organisational culture and a set of abilities fostering continuous digital transformation will become essential for competitiveness in the Digital Era. However, this topic is relevant; the path is not easy to manage and exploit [14]. In this regard, organisations require new kind of leaders, who are, according to Nonaka and Takeuchi [4], wise and able to make the right decisions in times of uncertainty and continuous changes but who are moreover also digital-oriented and possess a set of abilities for leading an organisation capable of continuously digitally transforming.



Defining the set of abilities distinguishing leaders in the Digital Era is raising interest among academics and practitioners [15]. Continuous debates are taking place to define limits within which traditional abilities are no longer suitable for transformative digital organisations or how they should be re-aligned to the current landscape. In this vein, the paper draws on a theoretical review in transformative and wise leadership and digital transformation to investigate the leaders’ critical abilities required to face the digital landscape’s challenges and foster enterprises’ sustainable growth. Furthermore, the paper proposes and discusses the Abilities Leadership Compass, which is a strategic model for future leaders. It identifies the critical abilities, attitudes, and behaviours distinguishing the profile of a transformative digital leader, leading an organisation to continuously innovate and digitally evolve in the same way as the business landscape.



The paper is structured as follows. Section 2 illustrates the transformation process linked to technology and digital innovation, highlighting Digital Transformation leadership’s critical role. The main features of two leadership styles, namely transformative and wise, are considered and described. Section 3 presents a strategic model for the future leaders who have to navigate digital transformation: The Abilities Leadership Compass. The section discusses the model and its six specific abilities. Section 4 discusses the original contributions of the study and presents limitations and possible future research.




2. Leadership Abilities to Drive Digital Transformation


There are many reasons why an organisation should embrace Digital Transformation, such as the “need to respond to a newly emerging competition or changing customer preferences, the need to play catch-up as they see their market share dwindling, or to seek proactively create novel value propositions for new customer profiles.” [16]. Digital Transformation is today’s business strong need [1,3,17].



Moreover, Digital Transformation is crucial to embrace because the most relevant socio-economic and labour-market arising impacts are innovating the business models through the transformation of work, processes, services, products, and the paradigm of the whole economy [18]. At the centre of this impact, digital technology (e.g., Big Data, Analytics, Artificial Intelligence, etc.) contributes to the improvement of workers’ abilities and companies’ effectiveness. The integration of emergent technology in the company’s routines alongside the employees should contribute to increased knowledge creation and management dynamics. This allows workers to dedicate more time to added value processes rather than consuming and alienating ones. It follows that technology is even more resulting as a driving force of today’s competitive landscape. Therefore, Digital Transformation, Business Model Innovation, and the processes to implement technology in the right way to produce innovation are current almost mandatory topics for enterprises’ competitiveness and survival. Thus, today’s fast-changing and complex business landscape requires any enterprise to be transformative [16].



The organisations that accept and nurture transformation are ready to embrace a new set of cultural principles. Transformation is not only about executing a well-defined shift in the way things work. It is not only about implementing finite proposals, but it is much more. Transformation is a process to reinvent the enterprises and discover a new or revised business model based on a new vision for the future [13]. It is unpredictable, iterative, and experimental because it can also revise the performance management approach. Today, in the Digital Age, technology and digital innovation are fundamental factors for digital transformation. It can be viewed as a holistic approach of shifting organisations towards implementing new methods for raising organisational performances by boosting organisational capabilities and competitiveness. This means that digital transformation is not about technology but people [19]. The technological revolution impacts all of an organisation’s levels, including organisational, managerial, product development, and process engineering, including management decisions and new skills development. It follows that enterprises aiming to keep the pace of change and evolve must necessarily encourage organisational and individual behaviours necessary to acquire new skills. In this regard, the transformation process is much more likely driving from the top, not because of a prevailing autocratic or hierarchical style of leadership, but because durable changes are encouraged by leaders and top managers [20]. The role of leadership in Digital Transformation is critical to carry and support an organisation through a Digital Transformation journey.



In the Digital Era, enterprises require a leadership style allowing making decisions in an-complex context and fostering Digital Transformation and continuous digital innovation, promoting and spreading a transformative digital culture within the entire organisation. Several studies agree that Digital Transformations’ factors impact work organisation, work roles and capabilities, and labour management [21,22].



Defining skills distinguishing leaders in the Digital Era has become a matter of interest in the academic literature. Extensive leadership research has been undertaken, and different studies analyse the relevant skills leaders should have to be effective, and there is still a lot of confusion [23]. Digital leadership is an actual burning topic [24]. El Sawy et al. [25] define digital leadership as the capacity of doing the right things for the strategic success of digitalisation for the enterprise and its business ecosystem. According to research, leadership abilities are essential to managing all of the mechanisms trigged by the turbulent business environment and because of it, leaders can make significant changes to the strategy-making process and organisational culture [26] A leader is tasked to lead in a state of constant change into an unknown digitalised future considering that also individuals and businesses are constantly changing [27].



Westerman et al. [28] assert that one of the most critical leadership capabilities is developing a transformative digital vision and inspiring people by engagement. The authors identify five vital abilities that help a leader to impact the organisation’s success positively:




	
Devolved decision making: the capacity to share power and teach people to make the rights decisions;



	
Collaborative achievement: the ability to create an environment where people work as a team;



	
Agility: the capacity of adaptation to change;



	
Purpose and direction: the ability to communicate the right direction;



	
Authenticity: the capacity to build reputation and trust.








Moreover, leaders’ role has been widely debated in the literature over the years, and the concept of leadership has evolved. Nowadays, several leadership styles have been identified: i.e., relational and situational. All managers need to adapt their leadership style. From the relational approach perspective, leadership has been viewed as a two-way influencing relationship between a leader and a follower aimed primarily by attaining mutual goals [29]. According to situational leadership, situational factors play in determining individual leaders’ effectiveness [30]. According to the considered perspectives, the figure of a leader can be conceived in different ways. This study set its sights on transformational and wise leadership approaches and reviewed them to identify the critical abilities distinguishing a transformative digital leader. These two approaches are considered because there is a continuous debate on universal and contingency theories. Specialists ask to what extent leaders’ skills to lead transformational companies differ from those required in traditional organisations [31]. This has indicated the need for a new approach to leadership in a world that seemingly lacks a moral compass [32,33].



A wise leadership approach helps a leader find wisdom, and a transformative leadership approach can support leaders managing transformative digital enterprises.



According to the Transformational Leadership Theory, transformational leaders use intellectual stimulation and challenge employees to accept innovative solutions to problems and challenge the status quo [34,35].



The Transformative Leadership Theory has been defined as a “values-based critical theory, focused both on beliefs and actions that challenge inequity, and that promote more equity and inclusive participation” [36]. Transformative leadership also incorporates transformational factors [37] to consider a transformative leader who embraces knowledge generation and digital transformation to shape a sustainable value-oriented organisation.




3. Shaping a Wise Company through Wise Leadership


Regarding the recent concept of the wise leader, this study considers [4,5], according to the authors, that the leader figure requires an alignment to today’s volatile business environments and unstable social context. In particular, many leaders find it difficult to reinvent their corporations rapidly enough to cope with new technologies, economic changes, and other crises. Organisations, to survive in this unstable context, require leaders who pursue the common good by striving to create social and economic value and pair micromanagement with big-picture aspirations about the future. The authors think that leaders must acquire practical wisdom, or what Aristotle called phronesis. Wise leaders must act as thinking agents. They make judgments knowing some factors as reality is contextual; decisions are made known; everything is in a continuous flux of change; actions are taken knowing that it is essential to do so in a timely fashion; decisions must be made knowing that it is necessary to consider at the same time micromanagement and the big picture. Wise leaders must see what is good and right for society and the company and shape sustainability. Nonaka and Takeuchi [4,5] stressed these factors claiming that wise leaders demonstrate six abilities.



The first ability is the so-called ‘Judging goodness’. In this regard, wise leaders make decisions based on what is good for the organisation and society. Leaders have to act critically and responsibly, always having a big picture of value creation on time. They do what is good not only for the organisation but for the society at large and humankind because the goal of an organisation is to contribute to a better community. Leaders can develop the ability to make judgments and decision about goodness, cultivating four practices: (i) Choosing experiences, particularly those gained through facing adversity and failure; (ii) Writing down principles related to personal values and ethics and sharing them (the principles are based on moral and ethical guidelines); (iii) Searching relentlessly to pursuit excellence; and (iv) Becoming well versed in the liberal arts.



The second ability is called ‘grasping the essence’. This ability is about revealing what is really behind products and organisational behaviour. Wise leaders do not simply focus on what they do but on the essence of what they do. Grasping the essence is about revealing what is really behind products and organisational behaviour. There are three leading practices linked to this ability: (i) exercising critical thinking, understanding the idea behind the object of observation and the specifications; (ii) seeing the “trees” and the “forest” at the same time. The ability to observe and identify both the details and the big picture is crucial for leaders who want to grasp reality and be fully aware of a problem or situation; and (iii) constructing and testing hypotheses, following a scientific method.



The third ability is defined as ‘creating shared context’. In this vein, creating a space, place, or field in which relationships are forged and human interactions create a practice knowledge is fundamental for each organisation. The shared context can be physical (face-to-face) or virtual, small or large, internal or external. It is a learning context that can be formal or informal to create knowledge and embedding knowledge. According to Nonaka and Takeuchi [5] the following practices are essential to developing a context for interactions: (i) Keep the doors open, encouraging openness; (ii) Capitalise on timing; (iii) Facilitate collisions sparking creativity and innovation; (iv) Be brutally honest; (v) Establish a shared sense of purpose; (vi) Demonstrate commitment.



The fourth ability is ‘communicate the essence’. In this perspective, leaders should practice communicating through the universal language that everyone can understand. For this reason, wise leaders can translate and express complex situations and problems through metaphors, stories, and another figurative language that help to communicate to people extensively and effectively. Metaphors help to quickly grasp reality and the conveyed messages because they are grounded on people’s common everyday life experiences. Stories can create an empathetic cognitive context facilitating the understanding of messages by leveraging someone else’s experiences. The use of figurative and inspirational language enables people from different cultural backgrounds to grasp messages more effectively. The communication of the essence also requires mastering rhetoric to motivate people by envisioning possible futures and creating aspirations or visions. In this context, rhetoric is understood as an effective way to communicate and inspire people rather than human communication to aim for purposeful and strategic manipulation. Wise leaders understand how people will perceive the messages and the reactions they will have. For this reason, messages should be built not just from his or her perspective but essentially from the messages’ receivers. Some ways to develop this ability are (i) Reading Novels; (ii) Engaging in open and direct conversation; (iii) Making effective use of historical imagination to create a new concept for the future; and (iv) Learning Rhetoric from memorable speeches.



The fifth ability is ‘exercising political power’. In this regard, wise leaders know how to exercise political power, that is, the ability to bring people together and get them to act. Political power is about mobilising people with different, even conflicting goals/interests to combine their knowledge and efforts towards a single target. It involves the leader’s ability to understand their people’s viewpoints and emotions and spur them to action. It is about embracing and synthesising contradictions because today’s complex and fluid environment is increasingly distinguished by raising weak problems and contradictions. In such a context, rather than seeking an optimal balance between inequalities, a wise leader should engage in dialectical thinking. It is about thinking in terms of “both/and” rather than “and”—so it is about pursuing both change and stability, disruption and continuity at the same time. In the age of uncertainty, dialectical thinking matters more and more. It is an essential feature of a wise leader’s ability to hold two opposed ideas in mind at the same time and still retain the capacity to function and make decisions without losing sight of the greater good. A further practice that helps wise leaders exercise political power is encouraging positive disobedience or disobedience with a consciousness. Encouraging disobedience rather than compliance push creativity and inspire excellence. Each person is expected to act according to what (s)he thinks is right and not take for granted what a boss says, with the scope of making the overall organisation critical regarding the problems and solutions to adopt.



The sixth ability is defined as ‘fostering practical wisdom in others’. Wise leaders should distribute practical wisdom as much as possible through the organisation to train employees in its use at all levels. This way will enable organisations to respond flexibly and creatively to any situation. The leader should be an example for others because people can often learn about practical wisdom by observing an exemplar’s behaviour. A formal apprenticeship system can be used to foster practical wisdom, which allows mentors to share experiences, contexts, and time.



Analysing Nonaka and Takeuchi’s study, leaders need to foster practical wisdom to encourage the wise company’s development as entities that cultivate wisdom in their people to achieve sustainability and longevity. Wise companies have some peculiar characteristics that enable them to survive, as:




	
Create a future that rivals can not;



	
Offer superior value to customers and stakeholders;



	
Operate in harmony with society;



	
Have a moral purpose;



	
Purse common good as a way of life.








Why does this study talk about wise companies? Today, to be a knowledge-creating company is no longer sufficient. The reason is that many leaders use knowledge improperly and do not cultivate the right things. They should be idealistic–pragmatic leaders to promote wisdom as a new form of knowledge. This higher-order tacit knowledge enables companies to cope with the fast-changing world, grasping the essence [4]. Wise companies know that wise people are vital resources because they create and practice knowledge and innovate.



According to the literature, in the Digital Age, companies that aimed at staying competitive and gaining a sustainable advantage cannot avoid embracing Digital Transformation journeys and developing an organisational culture allowing for evolving and continuously adapting to the business landscape and market demand. However, this topic is relevant; the path is not easy to manage and exploit [14]. In this regard, organisations require transformative digital leaders, who are, according to Nonaka and Takeuchi [4], wise and able to make the right decisions in times of uncertainty and continuous changes, but who are moreover also transformative and digital-oriented and possess a set of abilities for leading an organisation that is capable of continuously digitally transforming.



In the next section, the distinguishing abilities are discussed and proposed within an Abilities Leadership Compass.




4. The Digital Transformative Leadership Compass


The Abilities Leadership Compass (Figure 1) is a strategic model for the leaders of the future. It identifies the critical abilities, attitudes, and behaviours distinguishing the profile of a transformative digital leader leading an organisation to continuously innovate and digitally evolve in the same way as the business landscape. The model has been developed by drawing from the literature on leadership and Digital Transformation. In particular, the model originates from the combination of theoretical insights on transformative and wise leadership theories. The model identifies six abilities linked to Nonaka and Takeuchi’s model’s capabilities, considering the idealistic and pragmatic wise leader.



Each ability is also drawn up by considering the leadership perspectives of the transformative leadership studies, particularly the Caldwell contribution [37]. Each capability is also proposed as a personal trait of the transformative digital leader and an inspirational question that could lead the leader’s compass. Therefore, the Abilities Leadership Compass offered six abilities that a leader could develop to be wise and transformative, connecting idealistic and pragmatics elements. This model is suggested to meet the need for a new approach to leadership in a world that seemingly lacks a moral compass [32,33].




5. Values and Ethic Orientation


Wise leadership is about shaping a better future, acknowledging the past and managing the present towards sustainability. For this reason, it is essential to nurture idealism and hopefulness. Being idealistic opens the possibility to create new and different futures. A transformative wise leader’s actions should have a higher purpose: the only goal of a leader is to make money and make a difference. The key question for him is: What is my goal as a leader? The ultimate goal of an organisation is to contribute to a better society. This equals developing a new idea or an alternative view of capitalism, which in its traditional shareholders’ value orientation prevents business organisations from fully meeting the challenges society is dealing with. The creation of profits is essential for the survival of an organisation, but it does not mean that profitability is everything and that all actions should aim to pursue profitability [4].



A transformative digital leader should let himself be guided by healthy values and a strong sense of ethics. Following instinct means that the opinions and the choices are guided by what people feel, to distinguish what is good from what is not. Leaders must adhere to the values and principles proclaimed to be considered as virtuous and credible. It is essential to elevate principles and values that benefit society, sacrificing short-term goals favouring long-term purposes [38]. A transformative digital leader works on his empowerment and is Righteous, tending to motivate one’s self and others to have a sense of spiritual well-being through calling and membership, to create value congruence across the strategic, empowered team, and individual levels to, ultimately, foster higher levels of employee positive human health, psychological and spiritual well-being, organisational commitment, productivity and, ultimately organisational performance [39]. This is because spiritual work is more productive and may also be a source of sustainable growth and competitive advantage [40].




6. Vision and Well-Being Orientation


Wise leaders use their intuition to grasp the essence. Grasping the essence is about revealing what is really behind products and organisational behaviour. The critical value driver behind grasping the essence is defining a vision (What is our dream?) and quickly grasping situations, tending to a common purpose. The wise leader promotes the enterprise’s mission (Why do we exist?) and takes care of people. A transformative digital leader believes that continuous innovation is essential for survival and thinks that everyone in the organisation must be committed to putting into practice the principles of continuous transformation. He asks himself: What kind of future do we want to create? The leader knows that to survive, the organisation has to create a new future. The future cannot be simply an extension of the past; it must be a leap of faith. For this reason, an enterprise has to make jumps moved by its ideals and dreams and cannot be content with analysing empirical data and deductive thinking.



The critical value driver behind grasping the essence understands features affecting people’s happiness about what the organisation is doing. A digital transformative company’s deep mission should be defined on the principles of making people happier because if you make people happy, everything else will follow up, as demonstrated by studies [41]. A transformative digital leader knows that making people happy boosts people’s performance at work, which raises the possibility of creating self-sustaining spirals between human productivity and human well-being, depending on a greater purpose of improving life. The key to creating a common goal and making people happy is to work on yourself, nurturing emotional intelligence, intuition, and creativity because digital transformation is about talent and soft skills [19]. Creativity and leadership are intimately connected [42], and when leaders connect the rational with the intuitive dimension, they capture the essence.



A transformative digital leader works on his creativity and instinct; he is idealistic and a Dreamer, a captain who leads his ship towards destinations, overcoming the difficulties of the “innovation sea” and achieving greatness by adhering to moral principles and values that benefit society in the pursuit of excellence.




7. Solution and Cohesion Orientation


A wise transformational leader should be idealistic to create a new future. However, idealism is not enough: it is also necessary to be pragmatic. Pragmatism requires looking reality in the eye, grasping the essence of the situation, and envisioning how it relates and can be connected to the larger context. Pragmatism means thinking but not for the sake of thinking, but to drive actions and to do. In an increasingly unstable business environment, leaders are forced to make decisions quickly and without complete information [31,43]. They must learn to use their intuition and concretely act towards a direction: decisiveness and problem-solving abilities keep being highly relevant to leaders who navigate the digital landscape and may become even more prominent in the future [15]. Information systems can provide enormous amounts of real-time data, so a wise transformational leader should process a high volume of fast-paced incoming and outgoing data, summarise them, and make sense of the relevant information. Alternatively, urgency would put leaders in situations to decide without having all information or thinking and analysing the problem, providing habitual answers instead of creating innovative solutions and new ideas. To learn to manage these situations, leaders have to strike the right balance between rationality and instinct. A leader should ask himself: What exactly I am building?



Another critical aspect of pragmatism is that wise transformational leaders should feed networks, develop social interactions, and promote real or virtual spaces to encourage connections and comparison. Studies explain that creating room for emotional and thinking sharing alongside affirming the diverse emotional and thinking landscape fuel relationships, team-building ability, and people’s innovative spirit [44]. Today, the hyper-connected environment, characterised by social media and other digital platforms, provides new networking opportunities and the possibility to establish connections with colleagues and stakeholders through more immediate communication. Indeed, sharing common space allows people to recognise those relationships that lead to tangible benefits and create and maintain social relationships with various stakeholders.



A transformative digital leader who is solution and cohesion oriented can be considered a Builder, a pragmatic guide able to achieve the objectives, make decisions to resolve problems, and create comparison and growth spaces.




8. Imagination and Inspiration Orientation


Transformative leaders focused on wisdom should communicate mission, vision, and values in which they believe. They should inspire people via a storytelling tool using metaphors, stories, and rhetoric. These techniques help the leader explain his ideas to his constituents, share his knowledge with them, build a shared vision, and settle conflicts peacefully. Metaphors and stories have the potential to overcome barriers people build to protect themselves against the external world and new ideas. A story can be defined differently, give sense to things and events, and represent norms, experiences, and explanations of reality. Towards storytelling, a leader can inspire people who become followers [37] spontaneously. A wise transformational leader can influence the quality of organisational learning through storytelling.



For this reason, imagination is one of the central meanings of being a mentor for nursing leadership. A leader who inspires, creates living memories of organisations and keeps them alive. They form the corporate culture, influence, and co-create the basic principles of individuals and groups. Usually, organisational elements such as teams, communities, and departments create their own stories that describe management style, relationships among employees, values, problems, usual activities, and lessons learned. In a transformative company, the ability to narrate and inspire nurtures the birth of a new tacit knowledge that will constitute the enterprise’s future know-how. Tacit knowledge is difficult to codify; more complex tacit knowledge cannot be codified at all. Fables, parables, legends, and folk tales can also be used, with protagonists as animals representing people or myths that describe heroic acts of good and famous heroes. Therefore, a wise transformational leader could use stories and storytelling to create scenarios and visions, codify tacit knowledge, explain ideas, smooth the implementation of change, and overcome mental barriers people build against new knowledge [45]. Indeed, in the digital era, a wise transformational leader must use a new way of communication and interaction, inspiring social media and internet tools [15]. Carte et al. [46] confirm: “while leadership in the more traditional face-to-face context may emerge using a variety of mechanisms, in the virtual context, it likely relies largely on the communication effectiveness of the leader.” A leader who cultivates imagination and inspiration asks himself: Do I have an inspirational role in creating new knowledge? He is a Charismatic digital transformative leader who creates a leader–follower relationship through a strong personal bond with followers. He solidifies personal connection, forges an identity between members and the organisation, and inspires high personal commitment levels.




9. Critical Thinking and Empathy Orientation


Wise leaders exercise political power to foster cooperation between people and encourage them to reach goals. Different abilities can express the capacity to exercise political power, and most importantly, it is about embracing and synthesising contradictions towards dialectical thinking, as explained before. Analytic thinking ability can be closely linked to critical thinking, which is defined as “the intellectually disciplined process of actively and skillfully conceptualising, applying, analysing, synthesising, and evaluating information gathered from, or generated by, observation, experience, reflection, reasoning, or communication, as a guide to belief and action” [47].



A wise transformational leader is navigating complex environments. He should nurture critical thinking for making decisions that are best suited to a situation without losing sight of the goodness to be achieved. This ability enables leaders to deal effectively with social, scientific, and practical problems that characterise the complex society in which we live. It is a learned skill that must be developed, practised, and continually integrated, and it is a crucial ability to be open-minded in the pursuit of knowledge. Typically, four barriers often impede the integration of critical thinking in the learning process and education: lack of training, lack of information, preconceptions, and time constraints [48]. A leader who tries to overcome the barriers and nurture critical thinking promotes problem-based learning environments to increase people’s thinking skills and knowledge acquisition. He creates a culture of inquiry where people can discuss their thinking processes and practice logical constructs. People will become more willing to reconsider and revise their thinking. The focus will be not as receivers of information but as users of information. Critical thinking requires training, practice, and patience because people have to ask themselves: Should it be viewed differently? What is my knowledge based upon? Finally, the reward is that people can critically think for themselves and solve real-world problems.



A leader who wants to integrate critical thinking in the learning process must also train his abilities to understand people’s empathy and listening. Indeed, empathy enables the leader to know if the people he is trying to reach are reached. It allows him to predict the effect his decisions and actions will have on core audiences and strategise accordingly. Without empathy, a leader cannot build a team or nurture a new generation of leaders. He will not inspire followers or elicit loyalty.



Salovey and Mayer [49] define empathy as “the ability to comprehend another’s feelings and to re-experience them oneself”, claiming that it may be a central characteristic of emotionally intelligent behaviour. It is commonly described as the ability to put yourself in another person’s shoes. Empathy is more than an intellectual exercise. It requires personal involvement and imagination. An individual who is fortunate enough to encounter an empathic listener feels reassured, recognised, and accepted [50]. This soft skill is considered an effective leadership behaviour in an organisational setting [51,52,53]. Developing empathy also means nurturing listening ability and involving other people in the organisation process to create knowledge. A transformational digital leader asks himself: Am I overcoming the barriers? He is Bright because he shows how forward-thinking he is in the complex digital landscape by using reasoning, analytical skills, and closeness.




10. People and Empower Orientation


According to Nonaka and Takeuchi, wise leaders should foster practical wisdom in others and distribute it as much as possible. We think that a leader who believes in people provides others with opportunities to experiment and constantly improve. He diffuses energy and strength in the organisation, inspiring people to reach the collective purpose. A transformative wise leader desires to create new meaning and insights by selfless commitment, continual learning, empowering others, and personal example. He is people-oriented: his behaviours regard mutual trust in interpersonal relationships, communication, and respect for the opinions of and caring about the emotions of subordinates. Leaders with these behaviours show more interest in followers’ needs and desires and act in this direction [54]. Navigating a digital landscape requires a combination of both people-oriented and task-oriented leadership behaviours because organisations are complex systems in a complex contest. A leader is responsible for establishing a friendly atmosphere in a team to encourage all members to work together without feeling intimidated, frightened, or insecure [55].



Moreover, a future leader should take care of people and grow towards personal and professional learning programs and trust. He should be not afraid to assign them a challenging task that presumes responsibility and a sense of risk. It is essential to promote empowerment in the organisation, which aims to support the acquisition of power to increase individuals and groups’ ability to control their own lives [56] actively. Organisational empowerment includes all processes and organisational structures that increase member participation and improve its effectiveness in achieving its goals. An organisation that allows its members to enhance control over their existence is called an “empowering” organisation: it makes it possible to realise the potential of the individual who feels an internal desire for change. A leader that enhances empowerment also encourages a social process through which people, organisations, and communities acquire competence over their own lives to change their social and political environment to improve equity and the quality of life [57].



A transformative wise leader, to nurture an empowering organisation, shows trust in employees by encouraging them to activate talent, propose ideas, and take initiatives and solve problems. The reason is that perceived trust often stimulates people to offer performances that exceed their expectations. The critical question of a leader is people and empower oriented: Am I encouraging people’s growth? He is Generous, tending to encourage people to nurture leadership skills and support talented people’s professional development, even if they are different from him.




11. Conclusions


The paper addresses the emergent need of enterprises for developing behaviour and mindset prone to Digital Transformation. Combining insights and evidence gathered from a literature review on leadership and Digital Transformation led to the emergence of the need to nurture a transformative digital leadership, allowing enterprises to stay competitive and change and adapt to the scenario evolution. Furthermore, the paper proposes a strategic model, the Abilities Leadership Compass, that stands out for six critical abilities that entrepreneurs, managers, and more general leaders should develop to lead the company towards an effective and continuous Digital Transformation journey transformative digital company.



The proposed model draws on Nonaka and Takeuchi’s approach [4,5], considering the relevance of companies competing in the Digital Era to develop wisdom and practical knowledge to make decisions in hyper-complex landscapes. However, the Abilities Leadership Compass is conceived looking at the above-mentioned approach from a digital transformative perspective. From the review, it emerged that enterprises in the Digital Era require transformative digital leaders more than wise leaders [37]. Therefore, wisdom is a critical attitude that leaders must have. Leaders should also nurture transformative and digital-oriented abilities and mindset to embrace Digital Transformation paradigms and enable transformative digital behaviours effectively. Thus, the Abilities Leadership Compass is a holistic model that offers new cues of reflection, new research perspectives, and orientation thoughts.



This model offers important managerial implications. It can be considered a practical guide to understanding the fundamental abilities to nurture transformative digital leadership. Our study suggests that the context is rapidly changing, and the rapid development of new capacities linked to innovation is critical to surviving under these new circumstances. The HR Departments of organisations that navigate digital transformation could use the Abilities Model to measure specific behaviours that leaders should demonstrate.



It is proposed as a helpful model for scholars and practitioners to deepen studies on leadership practices, identify the critical abilities distinguishing a leader in the Digital Era, and gather insights and suggestions about the key questions and essential steps to follow to develop the required capabilities.



This study’s limitations indicate some directions for future research. First, we proposed a conceptual paper that feeds on a literature review devoid of empirical evidence. Our research proposed a new theoretical model, the Abilities Leadership Compass, that could provide fresh ideas and encourage new spaces of broadening linked to leadership abilities to nurture transformative enterprises in a complex digital context. Furthermore, future studies could deepen this area towards the support of new survey perspectives, quantitative research, and targeted analysis. The Abilities Leadership Model could evolve and become a reference tool, supported by assessment instruments, to create a competencies model for future leaders measuring critical transformative abilities.
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Figure 1. The Digital Transformative Leadership Compass. Source: own illustration of the authors. 
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