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ABSTRACT
Objective: this study analyzes the theory of digital leadership, comparing it with other 

related theories in the field. This work results from 15 years of reflections by a group of 

researchers who have been studying leadership in Brazil. The question that guided this 

study was: Are new leadership attributes necessary, or will individuals capable of leading 

in the 4.0 Revolution combine existing attributes found in the literature? Methods: this 

is a theoretical study that provides a critical and comparative review of some theories in 

the field of leadership. Results: digital leadership reinforces several attributes highlight-

ed in previous theories, whether in behavioral approach, by emphasizing the leader’s 

importance in creating conditions for people’s development; in relational theory, by 

establishing trust relationships with people, creating multilateral relational networks; 

in transformational theory, by articulating a collective vision legitimized by followers; 

or in situational theory, by being able to adapt to rapidly changing contexts. Therefore, 

the theory of digital leadership does not add anything really new. Conclusions: ‘digital 

leadership’ is a combination of behavioral, transformational, relational, and situ-

ational attributes with the addition of contextual variables from the 4.0 Revolution.
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INTRODUCTION
Klaus Schwab (2016), one of the pioneers of the debate 

around Industry 4.0, emphasizes that this revolution will 

significantly alter not only the business world but also 

how society lives, works, and relates. This new system 

is unlike anything humanity has experienced before 

and will generate both benefits and challenges (Herder-

Wynne et al., 2017; Schwab, 2016). Conceptualized as a 

new technological system that adopts digital technolo-

gies, artificial intelligence, and advanced robotics, it in-

duces intense integration and digitalization of the pro-

duction/distribution of goods and services (Israel, 2021; 

Sant’Anna et al., 2022; Sartori et al., 2018).

Statistics highlight some transformations brought 

about by the latest technological revolution. A Deloitte 

(2018) study reveals that 71% of Brazilian executives par-

ticipating in the research understand that Brazilian lead-

ers and companies still lack the necessary skills to com-

pete in this environment, and that their employees need 

to be trained to acquire these new characteristics.

Although Industry 4.0 is a global movement, dis-

parities are observed among countries regarding the 

level of adoption of the technologies brought by this 

recent technological revolution. A KPMG Brazil (2022) 

study indicates that, although Brazilian executives par-

ticipating in the study understand the concept of the 

Fourth Industrial Revolution, the organizations they are 

part of are still adapting to the stage called 3.0, which 

includes machine automation and process digitization. 

Executives also acknowledge that the evolution toward 

Industry 4.0 is an irreversible path and that developed 

countries are well ahead in this movement.

In the field of leadership, the movement around 

Industry 4.0 (Schwab, 2016) raises several research ques-

tions that have not yet been properly addressed. One 

of the current prominent questions in this field revolves 

around the attributes required of leaders in this context. 

Various research questions emerge: Does the so-called 

digital leadership (Erhan et al., 2022; Khaw et al., 2022) 

imply the creation of a new theory or the combination 

of different leadership theories? What attributes are re-

quired of leaders capable of leading in the context of 

the 4.0 Revolution? Based on this last question, we con-

ducted an empirical study with 14 Brazilian researchers 

specializing in leadership and 77 executives associat-

ed with professional master’s degrees and leadership 

training courses from four renowned business schools 

in Southeast Brazil. Initially, we proposed a theoretical 

model based on extensive literature review, which iden-

tified four dimensions required of individuals capable of 

leading in the context of the 4.0 Revolution, namely: (a) 

relational; (b) people-centered; (c) digital; (d) innovation 

and adaptability. Taking these dimensions as a starting 

point, the research findings reveal, firstly, a high percep-

tion of importance for all these dimensions in the view 

of the Brazilian executives and researchers interviewed.

Therefore, according to the literature on digital lead-

ership, individuals capable of leading in the context of 

the 4.0 Revolution should possess and/or develop attri-

butes related to these four dimensions (relational, hu-

man, digital, and innovation). However, when comparing 

the perceptions of executives and Brazilian researchers 

about these four dimensions, it was observed that, in 

closed questions, they attributed greater importance 

to the human dimension, followed by the relational di-

mension; thirdly, the innovation dimension and the dig-

ital dimension were considered the least important. For 

the open questions, the order of importance is reversed 

between the first two: the relational dimension appears 

as the most relevant, followed by the human dimension 

(people-centered).

Therefore, although in reverse order in open and 

closed questions, the two most relevant dimensions for 

leadership in the digital age in the view of Brazilian ex-

ecutives and researchers are the relational and human 

dimensions already emphasized in leadership theories 

that emerged long before Industry 4.0.

It is noteworthy that in this era of Industry 4.0, char-

acterized by intensive use of digital and intelligent tech-

nologies, characteristics most related to technology 

occupied the least important position in the view of 

researchers and executives. This finding raises ques-

tions related to the recent discussion about the need 

for a new leadership theory for the context of the 4.0 

Revolution. Are new leadership attributes really neces-

sary? Or will the digital leader capable of leading in this 

new environment combine old attributes in the face of 

a new technological context?

Due to the contemporary nature of the topic, there is 

still no consensus on this question, a gap in the literature 

that motivated this study, whose objective is to analyze 

the theory of digital leadership compared to previous 

theories in the field of leadership, particularly the behav-

ioral approach, situational theory, transformational theo-

ry, and relational theory.

The choice of these four leadership theories was be-

cause the theoretical model of the digital leader iden-

tified four relevant dimensions for the leader in the 

context of the 4.0 Revolution, among them the human 

dimension (behavioral), the relational dimension, and 

the situational dimension (understood here as a con-

textual variable associated with the digital transforma-

tion movement). Transformational leadership was also 

included in this study because it deals with the human 

dimension and it is one of the dominant theories in the 
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mainstream originated in the USA and widely used in 

the field of leadership (Carvalho Neto et al., 2012).

From a historical perspective, in a synthesis, the hun-

dred years of studies in the field of leadership can be 

visualized from some major theoretical currents. Among 

the most discussed are: (a) the behavioral approach (be-

tween 1950 and 1960); (b) the situational and contin-

gency theories (between 1960 and 1970); (c) the new 

leadership approach (after the 1970s), which includes 

a wide variety of theories, among them transactional 

leadership (Bass, 1985; Bass & Avolio, 1990); transforma-

tional leadership (Bass & Avolio, 1990; Carvalho Neto et 

al., 2012; Gomes & Cruz, 2007; Vizeu, 2011); and, more 

recently, relational leadership (Sant’Anna et al., 2015), 

in addition to digital leadership (Guzmán et al., 2020; 

Kwiotkowska et al., 2021; Petry, 2018; Puhovichová & 

Jankelová, 2021). The focus of this study is on behavior-

al, situational, transformational, and relational theories, 

comparing them with the recent phenomenon of digital 

leadership.

To delimit these five theories, which are complex and 

comprehensive, the criterion used for delineation was 

the discussion around ‘attributes required of the leader.’ 

In other words, what each theory considers important 

for the leader to possess or develop for the exercise of 

their leadership. It is also emphasized that within each 

theory, four central aspects were discussed: (a) how the 

theory originated; (b) which studies/classic authors are 

associated with each theory; (c) attributes required of 

the leader; (d) criticisms of the theory.

In addition to this introduction, we present in this 

study the concept and attributes of the digital leader. 

Subsequently, we discuss the assumptions of behavior-

al, situational, transformational, and relational theories, 

comparing them with the theory of digital leadership 

and highlighting convergences and divergences be-

tween them. We conclude the article by reflecting on 

whether there is a need for a theory of digital leadership, 

or if this would be a (not so) innovative combination of 

previously widely studied and used theories, some of 

them for about half a century. We also bring forth alter-

native avenues for future research.

DIGITAL LEADERSHIP: CONCEPT AND 
ATTRIBUTES OF THE DIGITAL LEADER
While there are several definitions of digital leadership in 

the literature, such as Narbona’s (2016) concept, which 

emphasizes the human aspect of leadership by adopting 

digital tools in the virtual world, or Sasmoko et al.’s (2019) 

definition, which describes digital leadership as a com-

bination of leadership capabilities and digital technolo-

gy to support the decision-making process (Sasmoko et 

al., 2019), many aspects of this literature remain obscure 

(Tigre et al., 2023). According to Erhan et al. (2022) and 

Khaw et al. (2022), digital leaders are those who man-

age digital transformation processes of companies and 

adapt multiple leadership theories. In this direction, Abbu 

et al. (2022) emphasize that digital leadership is multidi-

mensional, comprising attributes of different leadership 

styles.

Before presenting the results of the studies addressing 

the attributes of digital leaders, it is worth explaining how 

the literature mapping process around the topic of digi-

tal leadership was conducted. Firstly, the largest interna-

tional database of peer-reviewed literature abstracts and 

citations, Scopus, was consulted. Data collection was 

conducted on 04/27/2023 using Scopus’s search engine 

with two keywords (‘digital leadership’ or ‘leadership 4.0’) 

in the document title, without temporal limitation, result-

ing in 47 publications within the business, management, 

and accounting area. Secondly, a search was conducted 

in the main Brazilian national database, Coordenação de 

Aperfeiçoamento de Pessoal de Nível Superior (CAPES), 

where only one executive letter with the words ‘digital 

leadership’ in the title, by Figueiredo (2021), was identi-

fied. Thus, the literature mapping primarily focused on 

international publications. 

The methodological approach for the literature map-

ping around the topic of digital leadership is summarized 

in Table 1.

Phases Description

Choosing the database and identifying keywords
Scopus Base, in the search for publications that contain one of the two expressions in English in the 
title: ‘digital leadership’ or ‘leadership 4.0’.
Search code: (TITLE (‘leadership 4.0’) OR TITLE (‘digital leadership’)) AND (LIMIT-TO ( SUBJAREA , ‘BUSI’ ))

Definition of selection criteria
No temporal delimitation, as it is a contemporary topic.
Publications limited to the area of business, management, and accounting: 47 documents.

Data collection, organization, and analysis

Import of publications into Mendley software to organize references.
- Number of publications found: 47.
- Number of publications removed due to duplicity: 7.
- Number of publications tracked (title and abstract reading): 40.
- Number of publications removed due to little proximity to the central theme (skills required of the 
digital leader): 13.
- Number of publications read in full and included in the sample: 27.
- Identification of the most cited works.

Table 1. Description of the methodological path.

Note. Developed by the authors based on the study by Moreira, J. F. A., & Rua, O. M. M. M. L. (2023). Linking emotional intelligence and transformational 
leadership: An application to technology sector firms’ leaders. Revista de Gestão e Secretariado, 14(1), 1024-1048. https://doi.org/10.7769/gesec.v13i4.1569

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Therefore, this section presents the results of the 

most cited studies identified in the literature mapping, 

respecting the chronological order of the works.

Herder-Wynne et al. (2017), in an executive report 

from Oxford that deals with Leadership 4.0, highlight 

the need for leaders to be capable of “… navigating 

complexity, tolerating uncertainty & ambiguity, har-

nessing inner (re)sources of creativity and wisdom, 

connecting with a higher purpose, and ultimately cre-

ating the conditions for self and others to flourish.” (p. 

10) Additionally, leaders should be capable of tran-

scending organizational boundaries and developing 

collaborative networks with external partners, over-

coming cultural differences in pursuit of common and 

collective objectives. The authors also mention the ne-

cessity of replacing the command and control-based 

leadership model with a shared leadership theory that 

promotes collaboration, autonomy, trust, and transpar-

ency (Herder-Wynne et al., 2017).

Mdluli and Makhupe (2017) conducted research out-

side the African continent, involving industry leaders, 

aiming to understand how leadership competencies 

have changed in the context of the Revolution 4.0. The 

authors proposed six key characteristics of Leadership 

4.0, showed in Table 2.

Characteristics Description

Intelligence Quotient (IQ) The leader’s ability to think and reason; enables leaders to learn and understand new business concepts and models.

Emotional Quotient (EQ)
The ability to understand and use emotions to promote higher levels of collaboration. Leaders with emotional 
intelligence exhibit traits such as self-awareness, self-regulation, empathy, and social skills.

Digital Quotient (DQ)
The ability to drive rapid adaptation and transformation by creating and implementing a digital mindset within the 
organization.

Agility and Adaptability Quotient (AAQ) The ability to be flexible and agile, adapting to the rapidly changing global context.

Sociocultural Quotient (SCQ) The ability to operate in different cross-cultural environments.

Creativity and Innovation Quotient (CIQ)
The ability to create creative and learning environments, implementing a culture of innovation at different levels of 
the organization.

Table 2. Characteristics of Leadership 4.0.

Note. Developed by the authors based on Mdluli, S., & Makhupe, O. (2017). Defining leadership competencies needed for the fourth industrialrevolution: 
leadership competencies 4.0. Africa Expansion Project. Bank Seta South Africa. https://www.bankseta.org.za/wp-content/uploads/2018/08/Bankseta_Defining-
Leadership_Siboniso-Mdluli-Olebile-Makhupe.pdf

In 2018, Oberer and Erkollar (2018) conducted a 

theoretical study aiming to outline an image of what 

a leader should be like in the context of Industry 

4.0. Leadership 4.0, from the authors’ perspective, 

signifies:

Digital leadership (leadership 4.0) is a fast, cross-hi-

erarchical, team-oriented, and cooperative ap-

proach, with a strong focus on innovation. The 

personal competence of the leader, their mindset 

as well as their ability to apply new methods and 

instruments such as design thinking, are critical 

dimensions for 4.0 leaders. Design thinking is a 

methodology used by designers to solve complex 

problems and find desirable solutions. A design 

mindset is a solution focused and action-orient-

ed toward creating a preferred future (Oberer & 

Erkollar, 2018, p. 6).

Oberer and Erkollar (2018) developed a matrix of 

Leadership 4.0 considering two axes: (a) concern for 

innovation/technology; (b) concern for people. In 

each quadrant, there is a leadership style most suit-

able for the leader. For example, an individual highly 

skilled in technology is likely to prefer a technolo-

gy-oriented leadership style, such as the technolo-

gy leader 4.0. An individual seeking the involvement 

of followers in the decision-making process is more 

likely to prefer a follower-centric leadership style, 

such as the social leader 4.0. The freshmen leader pri-

marily focuses on the product with little orientation 

toward people and technologies. On the other hand, 

the social leader prioritizes relationships with people 

and generally possesses the ability to create a friendly 

environment for employees, regardless of innovation 

and technology. The technology leader 4.0 focuses 

on determining how new technologies can be lev-

eraged to create value in organizations. In this case, 

orientation toward innovation and low concern for 

the human dimension prevail. Finally, the digital lead-

er focuses on understanding how technology affects 

people and how the organizational model can com-

bine technological and human aspects to create val-

ue. These are considered essential characteristics in 

the literature on digital leadership and therefore this 

would be the style considered most productive in the 

context of the 4.0 Revolution (Oberer & Erkollar, 2018).

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Sartori et al. (2018), in a literature review-based 

study, concluded that seven competencies are fun-

damental for leaders in Industry 4.0: (a) vision and 

building the future: developing new solutions in new 

fields of knowledge, based on a long-term logic and 

digital technologies; (b) boldness and creativity; (c) 

tolerance for risk and error; (d) ability to build a trans-

formative purpose that inspires individuals; (e) ability 

to establish valuable relational networks; (f) system-

atic interaction with the customer; (g) ability to ask 

relevant questions.

The book chapter written by Petry (2018) men-

tions the main characteristics of digital leadership that 

should be considered in environments of high vola-

tility, uncertainty, complexity, and ambiguity (VUCA), 

namely: agile leadership (thinking in different scenar-

ios and considering different options); participative 

leadership (valuing the autonomy of followers); net-

work leadership (developing relational connections); 

open leadership (communicating well, giving and re-

ceiving feedback); confident leadership (demonstrat-

ing trust in followers).

Kelly’s (2018) book presents leadership styles more 

suited to each phase of the industrial revolutions (IR). 

For the first IR, charismatic leadership is related to 

how the leader acts and mobilizes an organization 

through personal characteristics. The second IR was 

strongly shaped by scientific management, in which 

leaders take on a more top-down management style. 

In the third IR, leadership has a more relational and 

transformational nature, in the sense of encourag-

ing followers’ autonomy to innovate and collaborate. 

Finally, the fourth IR requires a combination of some 

characteristics from the previous phase plus new 

attributes, going beyond transformational and rela-

tional leadership. Among others, there is a need for 

a more specific focus on creating environments for 

experimentation, learning, and innovation.

The theoretical study by Suyanto et al. (2019) an-

alyzes how the characteristics of transformational 

leadership reflect the character of the millennial gen-

eration in the Fourth Industrial Revolution. The au-

thors point out that transformational leadership can 

help the millennial generation perform their roles 

optimally within an organization, as it is a leadership 

style based on inspiring principles and supporting in-

dividual development. These characteristics are very 

useful in facilitating individuals’ adaptation to the 

constant changes resulting from the technological 

advancements of Industry 4.0. Additionally, transfor-

mational leadership is suitable for organizations op-

erating in dynamic environments that demand high 

levels of creativity and innovation (Suyanto et al., 

2019).

However, Suyanto et al. (2019) reveal that the ex-

pected outcomes of transformational leadership can 

only be achieved when the leader inspires employ-

ees to be more aware of the importance of common 

goals and collective interests, paying attention to 

employees’ self-esteem and self-actualization, pro-

viding constant challenges, and stimulating creativity. 

Moreover, a transformational leader must develop the 

ability to identify the different needs, capabilities, and 

aspirations of individuals, which may not be a simple 

task.

Guzmán et al. (2020) conducted a literature review 

of international literature on the key characteristics of 

leadership in the context of Industry 4.0, resulting in 

a model with four groups of skills: (a) cognitive, (b) 

interpersonal, (c) business, and (d) strategic. The au-

thors conceptualize the skills as follows: (a) cognitive 

ability, including focus, attention, creative thinking, 

decision-making ability, and strategic problem-solv-

ing; (b) interpersonal skills, related to communication 

and relationship-building ability; (c) business skills, 

including the ability to organize, negotiate, and coor-

dinate resources of different kinds; (e) strategic skills, 

associated with the ability to build the mission, vision, 

and business strategies.

Guzmán et al.’s (2020) analysis indicates that the 

skills that best suit the context of the 4.0 Revolution 

are cognitive, interpersonal, and strategic, with the 

exception of business skills, which showed the weak-

est relationship with the characteristics of the 4.0 

Revolution. For the group of cognitive skills, the main 

characteristics identified were the leader’s commu-

nication ability and active listening, encouraging col-

laboration, and building a culture of feedback and 

openness. In the group of interpersonal skills, the 

main ones are: negotiation, being able to establish 

agreements that favor collective objectives; persua-

sion, being able to inspire people to adopt an open 

and digital mindset; social perception, being able to 

understand how to develop people and ensure a cli-

mate of trust and collaboration. For strategic leader-

ship, the most highlighted skills were: a leader ca-

pable of building a future vision collaboratively; and 

the ability to encourage problem-solving through 

experimentation.

Kwiotkowska et al. (2021) conducted a study in the 

energy industry to examine the relationship between 

leadership competencies (intellectual, managerial, 

emotional) and the effectiveness of Leadership 4.0. 

The authors used the following dimensions of lead-

ership as reference: intellectual competencies (criti-

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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cal analysis, self-vision, strategic perspective); man-

agerial competencies (communication, resource and 

result management, team development and empow-

erment); socio-emotional competencies (self-aware-

ness, sensitivity, ability to influence and motivate).

The study results indicate that leaders can com-

bine different leadership attributes. In the studied 

sector, the combination of these two groups of com-

petencies seems to be especially relevant: manage-

rial competencies with intellectual competencies or 

managerial competencies with emotional compe-

tencies. That is, managerial competencies are very 

important in the conditions of Industry 4.0, but alone 

they are not sufficient and should be combined 

with intellectual or socio-emotional competencies 

(Kwiotkowska et al., 2021).

The theoretical research by Puhovichová and 

Jankelová (2021) discusses the leadership charac-

teristics most aligned with the context of Revolution 

4.0. The authors stated that the main attributes of 

Leadership 4.0 are: the ability to communicate and 

understand changes; defining methods aligned with 

corporate culture; mentoring and coaching ability; 

orientation toward collective interests; ability to cre-

ate a culture of openness, learning, transparency, and 

trust; people orientation.

Karippur and Balaramachandran’s (2022) study an-

alyzed the effectiveness of some attributes of digital 

leadership through an applied study with a sample 

of leaders and senior managers from the Asia-Pacific 

region. Creating a clear digital vision, having a high 

focus on creating innovation environments, aligning 

digitalization strategy with corporate strategy, and 

having the ability to formulate a digital strategy were 

the four attributes that had the greatest impact on 

leadership effectiveness, according to these authors.

Abbu et al. (2022) interviewed leaders in USA and 

German organizations to verify which qualities en-

hance the performance of digital leaders. The authors 

assumed that digital leadership is multidimensional, 

comprising elements of different leadership styles, 

and developed a scale of 15 attributes required of 

digital leaders, namely: honesty; humility; courage to 

change; ethical behavior; growth mindset; transpar-

ent agenda; data focus; ability to inspire individuals 

and teams; digital capabilities; storytelling; positive 

attitude; knowledge sharing; participative leadership 

style; skills acquisition; and ability to achieve results.

The empirical study by Erhan et al. (2022) con-

ducted with 320 managers from the Turkish textile 

industry sought to demonstrate the relationship be-

tween digital leadership and innovative work behav-

ior. The results showed that employees’ perceptions 

of digital leadership have a positive and significant 

effect on all dimensions of an employee’s innovative 

work behavior. Additionally, leaders with high digital 

skills were perceived positively by employees, who 

tend to adopt innovative behaviors when they have 

digitally proficient leaders.

A bibliometric study by Tigre et al. (2023) pointed 

out that although many essential leadership capabili-

ties remain the same, the unique characteristics of the 

ongoing digital transformation also require new ca-

pabilities. The main change concerns the weight that 

innovation and adaptability issues have gained in the 

context of digital transformation. The authors pointed 

out as being central to the digital leader the following 

capabilities: (a) focus on people and interpersonal re-

lationships (communication, transparency, trust); (b) 

personal aspects (ability to manage one’s ‘inner self,’ 

deal with one’s own emotions); (c) long-term vision 

(innovation, ability to provide a vision and direction); 

(d) task achievement, i.e., the ability to achieve the 

desired result through experience and digital skills.

It is worth noting, finally, that some studies had 

already introduced the notion of e-leadership before 

the rise of the Fourth Industrial Revolution, defining 

it as a leader who coordinates individuals and teams 

virtually (Avolio et al., 2014; DasGupta, 2011). Both 

leadership styles (e-leadership and digital leadership) 

face common challenges: how to overcome the 

physical distance from subordinates; how to com-

municate effectively with geographically dispersed 

teams; how to inspire followers electronically; how to 

build trust with someone the leader has never seen 

in person; and so on (DasGupta, 2011). Therefore, the 

growth of virtual work has reshaped how leaders in-

teract with their followers (Bell et al., 2023). However, 

as seen throughout this section, the characteristics of 

a digital leader are more varied, encompassing other 

attributes beyond those required by a leader who co-

ordinates teams virtually.

Based on the literature review, a table was pre-

pared synthesizing the main attributes around the 

digital leader (Table 3).

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
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Table 3. Attributes of the digital leader.

Dimension No. Attributes Authors

1. Relational (focus 
on the collective)

1.1
Shared leadership that promotes high levels of collab-
oration

Mdluli and Makhupe (2017); Herder-Wynne et al. (2017); Oberer and Erkollar 
(2018); Kelly (2018); Abbu et al. (2022); Erhan et al. (2022); Tigre et al. (2023)

1.2
Ability to develop transparent and trustworthy rela-
tionships

Herder-Wynne et al. (2017); Guzmán et al. (2020); Puhovichová and Janke-
lová (2021); Abbu et al. (2022); Erhan et al. (2022); Tigre et al. (2023)

1.3 Capacity for communication and active listening
Petry (2018); Guzmán et al. (2020); Kwiotkowska et al. (2021); Puhovichová 
and Jankelová (2021); Tigre et al. (2023)

1.4 Ability to establish relational networks Petry (2018); Sartori et al. (2018); Erhan et al. (2022)

2. People-centered 
focus

2.1
Ability to create conditions for the development of 
individuals

Herder-Wynne et al. (2017); Oberer and Erkollar (2018); Guzmán et al. 
(2020); Kwiotkowska et al. (2021); Puhovichová and Jankelová (2021)

2.2 Ability to mobilize people toward objectives
Oberer and Erkollar (2018); Sartori et al. (2018); Suyanto et al. (2019); Abbu 
et al. (2022)

2.3 Dealing with and accepting diversity
Herder-Wynne et al. (2017); Mdluli and Makhupe (2017); Črešnar and 
Nedelko (2020); Karippur & Balaramachandran (2022)

2.4
Ability to understand and manage both others’ and 
one’s own emotions

Mdluli and Makhupe (2017); Kwiotkowska et al. (2021); Puhovichová and 
Jankelová (2021)

3. Digital

3.1 Capacity to learn and apply new digital technologies
Oberer and Erkollar (2018); Sartori et al. (2018); Abbu et al. (2022); Tigre 
et al. (2023)

3.2 Ability to lead teams in virtual environments Avolio et al. (2014); Tigre et al. (2023)

3.3
Capacity to implement a digital mindset within the or-
ganization

Mdluli and Makhupe (2017); Oberer and Erkollar (2018); Karippur & Balara-
machandran (2022)

4. Innovation and 
adaptability

4.1 Ability to create a culture of learning
Mdluli and Makhupe (2017); Kelly (2018); Sartori et al. (2018); Herder-Wyn-
ne et al. (2017); Puhovichová and Jankelová (2021); Abbu et al. (2022); Kar-
ippur & Balaramachandran (2022); Erhan et al. (2022).

4.2 Adaptability to rapidly changing contexts
Mdluli and Makhupe (2017); Petry (2018); Puhovichová and Jankelová 
(2021); Erhan et al. (2022); Tigre et al. (2023)

4.3 Creative and innovative thinking
Mdluli and Makhupe (2017); Herder-Wynne et al. (2017); Sartori et al. (2018); 
Guzmán et al. (2020)

4.4 Vision for the future Oberer and Erkollar (2018); Sartori et al. (2018); Tigre et al. (2023)

4.5
Acceptance and management of complexity and un-
certainty

Herder-Wynne et al. (2017); Petry (2018); Karippur & Balaramachandran 
(2022)

Note. Developed by the authors.

Next, we will discuss the four chosen theories (be-

havioral, situational, transformational, and relational), 

comparing them with digital leadership and highlight-

ing similarities and differences. Within each theory, four 

central aspects were discussed: how the theory origi-

nated; which studies/authors are considered classic for 

each theory; attributes required of the leader; and crit-

icisms of the theory.

THE BEHAVIORAL APPROACH OF 
LEADERSHIP
The behavioral approach of leadership originated in the 

1950s and emerged as an attempt to understand the 

best behaviors adopted by successful managers. This 

set of theories postulate that leadership can be devel-

oped/learned and the leaders can modify and adapt 

their behaviors to achieve better performance in the 

organization, usually balancing the dyad of people-ori-

ented and task-oriented behaviors (Blake & Mouton, 

1978; Carvalho Neto et al., 2012). 

The theories of the behavioral approach sought 

to compare behaviors of leaders considered effective 

versus ineffective, as well as to study the correlation 

between leader behavior and organizational perfor-

mance. It was possible, therefore, to identify the most 

recommended behaviors and develop managers to 

achieve the desired results (Blake & Mouton, 1978; 

Carvalho Neto et al., 2012). 

One of the several classic theories of this approach 

is Likert’s (1961), which proposes four leadership styles 

with different behaviors regarding relationships with 

people and decision-making processes. The style 

called ‘coercive authoritarian’ is considered very inap-

propriate because these leaders are authoritarian, cen-

tralized figures who adopt coercion mechanisms to 

obtain desired behaviors from subordinates. Even the 

‘benevolent authoritarian’ style is also considered in-

appropriate because these paternalistic leaders reward 

goal achievement but still punish undesired behavior 

and centralize the decision-making process (Likert, 

1961). 

On the other hand, in the ‘consultative participa-

tive’ style, considered appropriate, followers are heard, 

although leaders continue to make decisions. Finally, 

in the ‘total participation’ style, considered very appro-

priate, decisions are made collectively based on team 

consensus. For Likert (1961), the latter would be the 

most effective style to achieve high levels of productiv-

ity and job satisfaction. 

Another classic study of the behavioral approach is 

Blake and Mouton’s (1964), which propose a manageri-

al training program based on the Managerial Grid. The 

authors seek to explain people’s behavior through two 
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orientations: production and/or people, which crossed 

and, varying in intensity levels, can generate combina-

tions of up to 81 different leadership styles that impact 

the degrees of satisfaction and productivity of followers. 

The people-oriented orientation relates to the lead-

er’s attention to the needs, interests, and well-being of 

followers. Generally, high people-oriented leaders are 

concerned about creating a positive work environment, 

developing healthy relationships, and supporting the 

development of their followers. On the other hand, pro-

duction-oriented leaders are much more concerned 

about tasks, efficiency, and results. Leaders strongly 

oriented toward production are focused on achieving 

goals and maximizing productivity (Blake et al., 1964). 

The most effective leadership style here is one that can 

balance attributes of both orientations. Therefore, lead-

ership styles are not fixed and can change over time, for 

example, through leadership development programs. 

Theories within the behavioral approach of leader-

ship have contributed to the creation of widely adopt-

ed leadership development instruments and programs 

by consulting firms until today. A common criticism 

addressed to the behavioral approach is the excessive 

emphasis on behavior, ignoring environmental and 

contextual factors that affect the exercise of leadership 

(Carvalho Neto et al., 2012; Fiedler, 1981). Moreover, to 

what extent is people’s behavior a predictive variable? 

(Fiedler, 1981; Hersey & Blanchard, 1986). Questions 

like these have been widely addressed by subsequent 

studies.

THE BEHAVIORAL APPROACH 
VERSUS THE DIGITAL LEADERSHIP
Drawing comparisons between the assumptions of 

the theories within the behavioral approach and digital 

leadership, some common and some divergent points 

emerge. Firstly, it is worth noting that one of the con-

stant dimensions in the digital leadership model is the 

focus on people, a central aspect of the behavioral the-

ories of leadership. Thus, digital leadership reinforces 

important leader attributes already mentioned by the 

authors of behavioral theories, such as: creating con-

ditions for people’s development; mobilizing people 

toward goals; understanding and dealing with people’s 

and their own emotions. 

Another common point is that behavioral theories 

seek to identify desirable behaviors for managers to 

achieve desired results (Blake & Mouton, 1978; Carvalho 

Neto et al., 2012). In digital leadership, there is also this 

concern to identify desirable behaviors for leadership to 

deal with the intended objectives of digital transforma-

tion of organizations.

In the managerial grid of Blake and Mouton (1964), 

the people-oriented leaders pay much attention to the 

needs, interests, and well-being of followers, aspects 

closed related to the ‘people focus’ dimension of digital 

leadership theory.

In the leadership style called ‘total participation’ in 

Likert’s (1961) model, decisions are made collectively 

based on team consensus, contributing to high levels 

of job satisfaction. In this direction, according to the 

theory of digital leadership, people’s involvement in the 

decision-making process is considered an important 

factor, as evidenced in item “1.1 — Shared leadership 

that promotes high levels of collaboration.”

A divergent point between the behavioral approach 

and the digital leader lies in the former’s excessive em-

phasis on leader behavior, neglecting environmental 

and contingent factors that affect the exercise of lead-

ership (Carvalho Neto et al., 2012; Fiedler, 1981). On the 

other hand, the digital leadership theory strongly con-

siders contextual and contingent elements, visualized 

from three items in particular: 4.2 — Ability to adapt to 

rapidly changing contexts; 4.3 — Creative and innova-

tive thinking; 4.5 — Accepting and dealing with com-

plexity and uncertainty.

THE SITUATIONAL THEORY 
OF LEADERSHIP
As a counterpart to the internal emphasis given by be-

havioral theory, situational theory emerged in the late 

1960s, highlighting the contextual and ever-changing 

nature of leadership, where not only the leader but also 

the followers and the situation (internal or external) 

are changing variables that determine the leadership 

process (Fiedler, 1967; Hersey & Blanchard, 1969). Here 

there is no best way as in the behavior approach.

Team performance is moderated by the leadership 

style, the level of acceptance of the leader’s authori-

ty by followers, the degree of task structuring, and the 

leader’s formal authority. The more leaders adapt their 

behavior style to meet the specific situation and the 

needs of their followers, the more effective they will be 

in achieving personal and organizational goals (Hersey 

& Blanchard, 1969). Situational theory thus posits the 

nonexistence of an ideal leadership style as opposed 

to the behavior approach. Therefore, there are no uni-

versally accepted leadership attributes, depending on 

variables such as the leader’s style, the maturity of the 

follower, and the situation/context.

A classic work is that of Fiedler (1967), which pro-

poses the contingency model. According to the author, 

group effectiveness depends on the interaction between 

leadership styles and the degree to which situations 

allow leaders to exert influence. page 15highlights 
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an important variable in the process called ‘favorability,’ 

associated with the degree to which a given situation 

allows the leader to exert influence over the group. In 

this direction, a task-oriented style will be the most ap-

propriate in favorable leadership situations; a relation-

ship-oriented style will be better in intermediate situa-

tions; and a task-oriented style will be more effective in 

unfavorable group situations.

Regarding the effectiveness of leadership styles, 

Hersey and Blanchard (1986) developed the situational 

leadership model, which is based on the premise that 

effective leadership is a function of three variables: the 

leader’s style, the maturity of the follower, and the sit-

uation/context. Three aspects determine whether a sit-

uation is favorable to leaders: (a) personal relationships 

between the leader and group members (positive, such 

as loyalty and friendship, or negative, such as lack of 

trust and openness); (b) power position, related to the 

leader’s hierarchical position and his ability to confer re-

wards or punishments; (c) the nature of the task, which 

can be structured or unstructured. 

Situational leadership theory is criticized for its ex-

cessive simplicity and lack of consideration of other 

important factors that influence leadership effective-

ness, given its emphasis on how the environment can 

strongly influence the leadership process. Furthermore, 

situational theory focuses on the leader-follower rela-

tionship and the environment in which they operate, 

neglecting the multilateral relationships among differ-

ent agents, an aspect emphasized by relational leader-

ship theory.

THE SITUATIONAL THEORY VERSUS 
THE DIGITAL LEADERSHIP
When drawing comparisons between the assumptions 

of situational theory and those of digital leadership, 

both commonalities and divergences emerge. One 

of the consistent dimensions in the digital leadership 

model is the ability to adapt to rapidly changing con-

texts (Mdluli & Makhupe, 2017; Petry, 2018; Puhovichová 

& Jankelová, 2021), which is aligned with the assump-

tion of situational theory that highlights the contingent 

and evolving nature of leadership (Hersey & Blanchard, 

1969). Both theories recognize that the leader must 

deal with uncertainties in the internal and external en-

vironments of the organization and that these contex-

tual variables interfere with the exercise of leadership. 

Another common point is the recognition of social rela-

tions between leaders and followers as relevant in lead-

ing, emphasizing aspects such as trust and openness.

One point of divergence between situational and 

digital theories is the notion of the leader’s hierarchi-

cal position and their ability to confer rewards or pun-

ishments to followers, an aspect emphasized by sit-

uational theory. On the other hand, digital leadership 

acknowledges that the leader does not necessarily oc-

cupy a formal hierarchical position in the organization 

and may emerge at any level. Additionally, it emphasiz-

es a shared leadership nature that promotes high levels 

of collaboration (Abbu et al., 2022; Erhan et al., 2022; 

Oberer & Erkollar, 2018).

THE TRANSFORMATIONAL 
THEORY OF LEADERSHIP
The theory of transformational leadership, one of the 

dominant theories in the mainstream of the USA, was 

introduced by Burns (1978) and refined by Bass (1985). 

Since its inception, different theories have been linked to 

this perception, such as charismatic leadership (House, 

1977) and visionary leadership (Vizeu, 2011). Although 

each of these theories presents peculiarities, they all 

have in common the investigation of characteristics as-

sociated with the transformational theory of leadership, 

such as charisma, the ability to articulate a collective vi-

sion, and the importance attributed to collective values 

(Gomes & Cruz, 2007; Moreira & Rua, 2023; Podsakoff 

et al., 1996). 

However, none of these mentioned theories, includ-

ing the transformational theory, surpasses later theo-

ries regarding the focus on the relationship with people 

(such as relational leadership theory, which will be ad-

dressed later), and they ended up focusing on leader 

behaviors, neglecting the role of followers in this rela-

tionship (Vizeu, 2011), not considering the follower as 

an actor but as a supporting character. 

A pioneer in this line of research, Burns (1978) pro-

posed a transformational leadership that involves the 

transformation of attitudes, motivations, and behav-

iors of both leaders and followers. The transformational 

leader prepares followers to perform tasks beyond their 

expectations (Gomes & Cruz, 2007; McDowelle, 2009; 

Soardo et al., 2020; Vizeu, 2011). 

Another classic work is that of Bass (1985), who was 

a critic of transactional theory. The author believed that 

if the goal was achieved, the follower does not feel en-

couraged to perform tasks that exceed the agreed-upon 

expectations because the agreement regarding what 

they expect to receive has already been met. Hence, the 

emergence of the new transformational theory, where 

the leader is seen as an agent of change (Bass, 1985), 

capable of transforming situations, environments, and 

behaviors. Thus, the transformational leader seeks po-

tential motives in followers to satisfy higher-level needs.

Transformational leadership goes beyond the ex-

change of incentives and presupposes self-develop-

ment and intellectual stimulation of followers so that 
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they transcend their individual interests in favor of 

collective objectives (Carvalho Neto et al., 2012). The 

leader seeks to influence followers through shared val-

ues and an articulated vision that is recognized as le-

gitimate (Gomes & Cruz, 2007; Howell & Avolio, 1993; 

Vizeu, 2011). The influence capacity of the transforma-

tional leader comes more from shared values than from 

the formal power derived from the position occupied. 

The performance of the transformational leader largely 

stems from the ability to influence followers and ac-

cept their influence. As a result, these leaders are able to 

achieve higher levels of performance and commitment 

from their teams, allowing followers to perform beyond 

expectations (Burns, 1978; Vizeu, 2011). 

Bass (1985) suggests that the transformational lead-

er possesses four main characteristics that distinguish 

them. Firstly, idealized influence represents the leader’s 

ability to influence followers through an ideal recog-

nized as legitimate by followers and shared values, sur-

passing individual interests (Carvalho Neto et al., 2012). 

This attribute was originally presented by Bass (1985)

under the term ‘charisma.’ It is from this aspect that the 

transcendence of selfish interests emerges, which is an 

important condition for the transformational leadership 

(Vizeu, 2011). 

Inspirational motivation, on the other hand, is un-

derstood as the transformational leader’s ability to build 

a vision and communicate it enthusiastically to follow-

ers, inspiring them to find new possibilities and inducing 

them to make efforts beyond expectations (Avolio et al., 

1991; Carvalho Neto et al., 2012).  Intellectual stimulation 

relates to the leader’s ability to provoke reflection, help-

ing the follower to question their thoughts. According 

to Vizeu (2011), this aspect relates to the leader’s argu-

mentative ability to make the followers go beyond their 

own view of things. Individualized consideration, finally, 

concerns attention to the needs of each follower, seek-

ing to guide and support followers so that they develop 

within the organization. To do so, leaders seek to know 

each follower well, listen to their individual expectations 

and concerns, recognize differences among them, and 

provide systematic feedback (Carvalho Neto et al., 2012; 

McDowelle, 2009). 

The theory of transformational leadership has been 

a relevant part of the leadership literature since the ear-

ly 1980s. However, critics point out that such studies 

have focused on examining the effects of the leader on 

individual and organizational performance as well as 

focusing on internal factors of the organization. Thus, 

they have devoted little attention to investigating ex-

ternal variables that impact the exercise of leadership 

(Howell & Avolio, 1993). According to Carvalho Neto et 

al. (2012), transformational theory combines character-

istics of several previous theories, “… arriving at a naive 

characterization of the leader as a superman, with all 

possible and imaginary qualities for a world of ‘perfect’ 

organizations.” (p. 36).

THE TRANSFORMATIONAL 
THEORY VERSUS THE DIGITAL 
LEADERSHIP THEORY
When drawing comparisons between the transfor-

mational and digital leadership theories, several com-

mon points and some divergent ones emerge. Firstly, 

both theories stem from a deified view of leadership 

(Carvalho Neto et al., 2012), as if the leader had a diverse 

and immense set of competencies capable of mobiliz-

ing individuals toward results. Moreover, both consider 

that the leader combines different leadership attributes 

(Abbu et al., 2022). It is also observed that several as-

pects highlighted in the transformational theory of 

leadership reappear in digital theory. Table 4 illustrates 

such similarities.

Table 4. Transformational versus digital leadership theories.

Transformacional Digital

Capacity to articulate a collective vision (Gomes & Cruz, 2007; Podsakoff et 
al., 1996)

Vision for the future (Oberer & Erkollar, 2018; Sartori et al., 2018);
Ability to mobilize people toward goals (Oberer & Erkollar, 2018; Sartori et al., 
2018; Suyanto et al., 2019)

Importance attributed to collective values (Gomes & Cruz, 2007; Podsakoff et 
al., 1996)

Relational dimension: focus on the collective (Erhan et al., 2022; Tigre et al., 
2023)

Emphasize the emotional side of the leader-follower relationship (Vizeu, 2011)
Ability to understand and deal with the emotions of people and their own 
(Kwiotkowska et al., 2021; Mdluli & Makhupe, 2017)

Goes beyond the exchange of incentives and presupposes the self-development 
and intellectual stimulation of followers (Carvalho Neto et al., 2012)

Create conditions for the development of people (Guzmán et al., 2020; 
Puhovichová & Jankelová, 2021)

Individualized consideration: leaders seek to know each follower well, listen 
to their expectations, recognizing the differences between them (Bass, 1985; 
Carvalho Neto et al., 2012; McDowelle, 2009; Vizeu, 2011)

Dealing with and accepting diversity (Črešnar & Nedelko, 2020; Herder-Wynne 
et al., 2017; Mdluli & Makhupe, 2017);
Ability to understand and deal with people’s emotions and one’s own 
(Kwiotkowska et al., 2021; Mdluli & Makhupe, 2017)

Intellectual stimulation refers to the leader’s ability to provoke reflection, 
helping the followers to question their thoughts (Bass, 1985; Vizeu, 2011)

Ability to create a learning culture (Abbu et al., 2022; Erhan et al., 2022; Karippur 
& Balaramachandran, 2022)

Providing systematic feedback (Bass, 1985; Carvalho Neto et al., 2012; 
McDowelle, 2009; Vizeu, 2011)

Communication and active listening skills (Guzmán et al., 2020; Kwiotkowska 
et al., 2021; Petry, 2018; Puhovichová & Jankelová, 2021)

Note. Developed by the authors.
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Regarding the differences, it is observed that the 

transformational theory focuses on internal orga-

nizational factors, dedicating little attention to in-

vestigating external and environmental variables 

that impact the leadership phenomenon (Howell & 

Avolio, 1993). On the other hand, the digital lead-

ership theory recognizes the strong influence of 

context on leadership exercise in the dimension 

of innovation and adaptability, particularly in the 

following items: ability to adapt to rapidly chang-

ing contexts (Mdluli & Makhupe, 2017; Petry, 2018; 

Puhovichová & Jankelová, 2021); accept and deal 

with complexity and uncertainty (Herder-Wynne et 

al., 2017; Karippur & Balaramachandran, 2022; Petry, 

2018). Furthermore, the theory of digital leadership 

arises precisely as a reflection of the environmental 

transformations brought about by Industry 4.0, be-

ing therefore a construct strongly associated with 

the external context.

THE RELATIONAL LEADERSHIP THEORY
The relational theory of leadership places multilater-

al relationships at the center of analysis, not only the 

leader-follower dyadic relationship proposed in the 

LMX theory (leader-member-exchange), but a set of 

dynamic interactions between individuals in specific 

contexts. It involves, therefore, analyses in different 

directions: leader-follower, follower-follower, lead-

er-organization, leader-society, follower-society, 

follower-other leaders within and outside the or-

ganization, etc. (Ospina et al., 2014; Uhl-Bien, 2006; 

Uhl-Bien & Arena, 2018).

Although the concept of relationship-oriented 

behavior has existed since behavioral leadership 

classic theories, the relational theory is contempo-

rary, encompassing studies after the 2000s (Akram 

et al., 2016; D’Ávila et al., 2020). The relational theory 

advances by overcoming the notion of leadership 

as an individual process, in which the leader exerts 

influence top down, while followers, the process, 

other individuals involved, and the context appear to 

be secondary variables (Fairhurst & Uhl-Bien, 2012).

Along this line, relational leadership is understood 

in a more real way when also capturing the perspec-

tive of followers and the multiple, multilateral rela-

tionships, provoked by the context and the several 

layers of a myriad of human relationships, not only 

between leaders and followers (Versiani et al., 2017).

Uhl-Bien (2006), the main proponent of relational 

theory, defines leadership as a process of social in-

fluence resulting from the links between the individ-

ual, the organization, and the environment in which 

they are inserted. Therefore, leader and follower do 

not exist independently, but in a complex and dy-

namic process of socially constructed multilateral 

interactions (Akram et al., 2016; Mendes et al., 2021; 

Soela et al., 2024; Turano & Cavazotte, 2016).

Uhl-Bien (2003) proposes four foundations of re-

lational leadership: (a) leadership occurs when in-

dividuals use their influence to create change; (b) 

leadership is a behavior and not a formal position; 

(c) leadership generates change through effective 

relationships; (d) leadership effectiveness is en-

hanced by the individual’s ability to build effective 

relationships with others.

The second foundation of relational leadership 

is widely discussed in leadership literature. Several 

studies start from the premise that leadership is not 

linked to the individual’s formal position in the orga-

nization. People with the ability to build and main-

tain effective relationships can influence others, re-

gardless of the position they hold (Soela et al., 2024; 

Uhl-Bien, 2003). Thus, leadership is a behavior that 

can manifest independently of the position (Schyns 

& Meindl, 2005). A manager is not necessarily a 

leader. 

The relational dimension of leadership, then, can 

be characterized by interest and concern for peo-

ple and the numerous relationships that build this 

leadership (Cunliffe & Eriksen, 2011; Mendes et al., 

2021; Uhl-Bien, 2006). Relational leaders seek to es-

tablish trusting relationships in the networks they 

build within and outside organizations, contributing 

positively to individual job satisfaction and strength-

ening their identification with the organization (Uhl-

Bien, 2006).

Sant’Anna et al. (2015), seeking to characterize the 

relational leader more objectively, identify some at-

tributes associated with these leaders: (a) they have 

the ability to deal with dynamic and uncertain en-

vironments; (b) they build effective social ties with 

people; (c) they perceive that relationships have an 

affective and supportive dimension; (d) they build 

teams with complementary and synergistic compe-

tencies; (e) they have the ability to inspire and mobi-

lize individuals’ competencies in their relationships; 

(f) they stimulate the creation of an organizational 

context conducive to the emergence of high-per-

formance teams; (g) they are able to deal in different 

environments with different stakeholders.

Along this line, Sant’Anna et al. (2015) are based 

on the notion that the leader is located in the center 

of three dimensions: individual-organization-soci-

ety. The individual dimension is understood as the 

leader’s ability to inspire and mobilize individuals’ 

competencies in their multiple relationships. The 
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organizational dimension is related to the leader’s 

ability to stimulate the creation of an organizational 

context conducive to the emergence of high-per-

formance teams. Finally, the societal dimension is 

associated with the leader’s ability to navigate in 

different environments with different stakeholders 

(D’Ávila et al., 2020; Mendes et al., 2021; Sant’Anna 

et al., 2015).

Uhl-Bien and Arena (2018) also emphasize the 

importance of the role of relationship networks in 

the innovation process. In this study, the authors 

present two leadership styles: the adapter, who 

presents fewer original ideas but is more able to find 

implementable solutions; and the innovator, who is 

able to recombine apparently unrelated perspectives 

and information.

Regarding the limitations of relational theory, critics 

point out that it is strongly theoretical and complex, not 

presenting elements for its implementation in practice. 

Furthermore, there is an excessive focus on relation-

ships, putting aspects such as effectiveness and goal 

achievement in the background.

THE RELATIONAL LEADERSHIP 
THEORY VERSUS THE DIGITAL 
LEADERSHIP THEORY
One of the dimensions present in the theory of dig-

ital leadership is the focus on relationships, a cen-

tral aspect of relational leadership theory. Therefore, 

digital leadership reinforces important attributes of 

the leader already mentioned by the authors of re-

lational theory, including shared leadership that pro-

motes high levels of collaboration (Herder-Wynne et 

al., 2017; Mdluli & Makhupe, 2017) the ability to de-

velop trust relationships (Abbu et al., 2022; Guzmán 

et al., 2020; Puhovichová & Jankelová, 2021); com-

munication and active listening skills (Petry, 2018; 

Tigre et al., 2023); and the ability to establish rela-

tional networks within and outside the organization 

(Erhan et al., 2022; Sartori et al., 2018).

Referring to the different directions in which 

leadership is exercised in relational theory (lead-

er-follower, follower-follower, leader-organization, 

leader-society, follower-society), it is observed that 

in the leader-follower relationship, digital leadership 

theory reinforces the importance of developing trust 

relationships, communication with followers, and 

active listening (Puhovichová & Jankelová, 2021; 

Tigre et al., 2023).

The leader-organization relationship emphasized 

by relational theory can be understood as the lead-

er’s ability to create favorable organizational condi-

tions for individual, team, and organizational devel-

opment. In this sense, it can be observed that the 

following items of digital leadership are associated 

with this leader-organization dimension, specifical-

ly: the leader’s ability to implement a digital mind-

set in the organization and their ability to create a 

culture of learning (Karippur & Balaramachandran, 

2022; Mdluli & Makhupe, 2017); and even the lead-

er’s ability to create conditions for people’s devel-

opment (Puhovichová & Jankelová, 2021), as well as 

mobilizing people toward goals (Abbu et al., 2022).

In the leader-society relationship emphasized by 

relational theory, understanding society as the envi-

ronmental context in which the organization is in-

serted, common items with digital leadership theory 

can also be observed, particularly: the leader’s abil-

ity to adapt to rapidly changing contexts (Mdluli & 

Makhupe, 2017; Petry, 2018); accepting and dealing 

with complexity and uncertainty (Herder-Wynne et 

al., 2017; Petry, 2018); dealing with the 4.0 Revolution; 

and even the leader’s ability to establish relational 

networks with actors external to the organization.

Regarding differences, while relational theo-

ry places multilateral relationships at the center of 

analysis, digital leadership does not emphasize this 

aspect significantly. Furthermore, when observing 

the follower-follower relationship emphasized by 

relational theory, it is noted that digital theory does 

not emphasize the follower-follower relationship.

COMPARATIVE ANALYSIS BETWEEN 
BEHAVIORAL, TRANSFORMATIONAL, 
SITUATIONAL, AND RELATIONAL 
LEADERSHIP THEORIES
Table 5 presents a comparative analysis of the fun-

damentals and criticisms of the leadership theories 

investigated in this study. It is worth noting that all 

theories share the idea that leadership is behavior 

and/or relationship and not a formal position of 

the individual in the organization (Schyns & Meindl, 

2005).
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Table 5. Comparative analysis between leadership theories.
Behavioral Transformational Situational Relational Digital

Referenced 
authors 

Likert (1961); Blake & 
Mouton (1978) 

Burns (1978); Bass (1985); 
Bass and Avolio (1990); 
Gomes and Cruz (2007); 
McDowelle (2009); Vizeu 
(2011); Carvalho Neto et 
al. (2012)

Fiedler (1967); Hersey & 
Blanchard (1969)

Uhl-Bien (2003, 2006); 
Ospina et al. (2014); 
Sant’Anna et al. (2015); 
Uhl-Bien and Arena 
(2018); Mendes et al. 
(2021)

Mdluli and Makhupe 
(2017); Herder-Wynne 
et al. (2017); Oberer and 
Erkollar (2018); Kelly 
(2018); Abbu et al. (2022); 
Erhan et al. (2022); Tigre 
et al. (2023)

Concept of 
leadership

Leadership is behavior 
and therefore is not a 
personality trait.
The goal is to understand 
the behaviors adopted by 
effective leaders.

Leadership is the ability 
to influence and mobilize 
followers through an ideal 
recognized as legitimate 
by the followers and 
shared values.

Leading is an adaptive 
and dynamic process, 
influenced by: the 
followers profile, behavior 
and relationship, the 
situation and the context 
(internal and external to 
the organization).

Leadership is a process 
of social influence 
resulting from the links 
between the individual, 
the organization, and the 
environment, occurring 
in different directions. 
It places multilateral 
relations at the center of 
the analysis.

It refers to the 
combination of leadership 
attributes with digital 
technologies that support 
the decision-making 
process.
Leaders manage the 
digital transformation 
processes of 
organizations and adapt 
multiple leadership 
theories.

Leadership 
attributes

They vary on a 
continuum: concern 
for people and concern 
for production (tasks, 
efficiency, and goals).
The effective leader 
generally has a high 
orientation toward 
people, paying attention 
to the needs, interests, 
and well-being of 
subordinates.

The leader’s ability to 
articulate a collective 
vision and communicate 
it enthusiastically.

Importance that the 
leader gives to collective 
values, surpassing 
individual interests.

The attributes of an 
effective leader depend 
on both internal and 
external variables. 
Therefore, there is no 
universally accepted 
leadership model, 
as situational theory 
highlights the contingent 
and changing nature of 
leadership.

Ability to build and 
maintain relationships 
with people within and 
outside the organization. 
Ability to communicate 
and build bonds of trust 
with people.

It involves social 
relationship skills; 
human skills (focus on 
people); digital and 
technological capabilities; 
and adaptability and 
innovation skills.

Criticism

Excessive focus on the 
figure of the leader and 
their behaviors.
Places contextual and 
situational variables in the 
background.
Little emphasis on vision 
and values to inspire 
individuals.

Excessive focus on 
internal factors of the 
organization.
Little dedication 
to investigating 
environmental variables 
that impact leadership. 
Naive characterization of 
the leader as a superman, 
possessing all possible 
qualities.

It is criticized for its 
excessive simplicity and 
lack of consideration 
for other factors that 
influence leadership 
effectiveness.
Focuses on the leader-
follower relationship 
and the environment 
in which they operate, 
neglecting the multilateral 
relationships among 
different agents.

It is a complex and 
somehow abstract theory, 
lacking elements for its 
practical implementation.
Excessive focus 
on relationships, 
overshadowing aspects 
such as effectiveness 
and goal attainment. 
Leaders who focus on 
pleasing everyone can be 
negatively influenced.

Excessive emphasis 
on the technological 
dimension.
Isn’t it more of the 
same? In other words, 
competencies already 
emphasized in previous 
theories?
Naive characterization 
of the leader with all 
possible qualities.

Note. Developed by the authors.

FINAL REMARKS
We can explicitly point out the direct relationship 

between each attribute of digital leadership with 

the attributes of behavioral, relational, transfor-

mational, and/or situational leadership, returning 

to Table 6:

Table 6. Digital leadership attributes related to previous theories.
Dimension Digital leadership attributes related to previous theories

Relational

Shared leadership that promotes high levels of collaboration as well as in the relational theory

Ability to develop transparent and trustworthy relationships as well as in the relational theory

Capacity for communication and active listening as well as in the transformational theory

Ability to establish relational networks as well as in the relational theory

 People-centered focus

Ability to create conditions for the development of individuals as well as in the relational, behavioral, transformational, and 
situational theories

Ability to mobilize people toward objectives as well as in the relational, behavioral, transformational, and situational theories

Dealing with and accepting diversity as well as in the relational theory

Ability to understand and manage both others’ and one’s own emotions as well as in the relational theory

Digital

Capacity to learn and apply new digital technologies as well as in the situational theory

Ability to lead teams in virtual environments as well as in the situational theory

Capacity to implement a digital mindset within the organization as well as in the situational theory

Innovation and adaptability

Ability to create a culture of learning as well as in the relational theory

Adaptability to rapidly changing contexts as well as in the situational theory

Creative and innovative thinking as well as in the transformational theory

Vision for the future as well as in the transformational theory

Acceptance and management of complexity and uncertainty as well as in the situational theory

Note. Developed by the authors.
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In summary, the comparative analysis between the 

digital leadership theory and the behavioral, situation-

al, transformational, and relational theories reveals, first 

and foremost, that digital leadership reinforces various 

attributes already highlighted in these previous theo-

ries. The behavioral dimension also emphasizes the 

leader’s importance in creating conditions for individ-

ual development, addressing the needs, expectations, 

and well-being of each individual as well as the digital 

leadership. The relational dimension of the digital lead-

ership establishes transparent and trusting relationships 

with people, creating internal and external relational 

networks within the organization; these are attributes 

of the relational leadership theory as in Uhl-Bien (2006), 

being also the attributes of transformational leadership, 

by articulating a collective vision legitimized by follow-

ers. In digital leadership, the context is as important as 

in the situational leadership, recognizing the need to 

adapt to internal and external changes (4.0 Revolution).

Therefore, digital leadership, concerning behavior-

al, situational, relational, and transformational theories, 

does not add anything new. In fact, it builds upon pre-

vious leadership theories that are certainly much more 

robust than the digital one (behavioral theory has exist-

ed since the 1950s). It is also worth noting that the abil-

ity to lead teams in virtual environments had already 

been addressed in studies around e-leadership, under-

stood as leaders who coordinate individuals and teams 

virtually (Avolio et al., 2014).

Given the above, are new digital attributes truly nec-

essary, or is the digital leader capable of leading in this 

new environment by combining a set of attributes pro-

posed by previous theories? The main change refers 

to the emphasis that ‘digital’ and ‘innovation’ themes 

have gained in the context of digital transformation. 

Obviously, in previous theories there was no such em-

phasis, as this scenario came later. However, when tra-

ditional theories like situational leadership have long 

focused on context, the fact that this context is now 

the Fourth Industrial Revolution certainly fits within the 

situational theory.

Therefore, what has changed is the emphasis giv-

en to the digital context and the consequent innova-

tion. Hence, it can be inferred that the so-called digital 

leadership is a combination of very current compe-

tencies established from behavioral, transformational, 

relational, and situational theories with the addition 

of contextual variables stemming from the Fourth 

Industrial Revolution, highlighting digital and innova-

tive capabilities.

It can be affirmed, then, that the digital leadership 

model does not constitute a new theory but rather a 

combination of previous leadership theories. 

Regarding its relevance, this study mainly contrib-

utes in two directions. Firstly, several studies have point-

ed out that the global discussion on leadership and the 

Fourth Industrial Revolution together is contemporary, 

important, and necessary. That is, it is a current top-

ic with many open research questions. Therefore, this 

study portrays the competencies required of leaders in 

the digital age from the perspective of various authors 

in the field, providing clear indications of which attri-

butes matter for a leader to act in the context of the 

Fourth Industrial Revolution.

Secondly, no national/international study has artic-

ulated and compared the digital leadership theory with 

previous theories, bringing this critique of whether it is 

indeed something new or a combination of traditional 

and new characteristics. Therefore, this research con-

stitutes a unique contribution to national and interna-

tional studies in the field of leadership.

Regarding limitations, when considering five differ-

ent theories from the field of leadership, the article may 

have lacked in terms of depth of discussion. In addition, 

the study provided a critical review of some important 

theories in the field of leadership, but did not advance in 

proposing a theoretical framework nor did it empirically 

test the theoretical discussion carried out, based on the 

application of the study in an organization or a group 

of leaders. Furthermore, the study compared four lead-

ership theories (behavioral, situational, relational, and 

transformational) with the so-called digital leadership 

theory. Other leadership theories could be compared 

in future studies, such as ethical leadership, understood 

as the process of influencing people and groups to 

achieve goals in a socially responsible way (Den Hartog 

& De Hoogh, 2009). In this sense, the digital leadership 

model did not consider the attribute of sustainability, 

which is a very significant topic in the context of ESG 

(environmental, social, and governance). One can also 

compare the digital leadership theory with the com-

plexity leadership theory by Uhl-Bien and Arena (2017), 

which brings the notion of adaptive space.

Practical suggestions for future research could be 

to explore how specific attributes of digital leadership 

(intelligence, emotional, digital, agility and adaptabili-

ty, sociocultural, creativity, and innovation quotients), 

as a whole or separately, impact organizational perfor-

mance in companies in the service sector and in indus-

tries. We also suggest, as research methods for these 

future studies, longitudinal studies, qualitative, quanti-

tative, and mixed methods, which can address the lim-

itations of current studies.
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