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Digital leadership in
meta-organizations? Emergence
of a renewed relevance of
leadership in the context of
digitization

Tamara Freis and Andreas Schröer*

Department of Education, Trier University, Trier, Germany

In the face of uncontrollable complexity, the concept of a rational design
of the organization is being replaced by the notion of an open future that
is inherently unpredictable and unplanable. In rapidly changing environments,
organizations and leaders are confronted with a constant stream of irritations
and unexpected developments, that require ongoing attention. This prompts
the question of whether the conceptualization of digital transformation as
a paradigm shift also implies the need for new forms of leadership. The
article analyzes the discourse on digital leadership and assesses the extent to
which this concept relativizes leadership in the context of the evolution of
leadership theory, which is characterized by a persistent process of modification
and relativization of preceding concepts. Leadership concepts are not only
responsive to general needs, but also vary according to specific contexts, such
as non-profit leadership or leadership in social welfare organizations and meta-
organizations. Results of a discourse analysis, which underscore the significance
of adopting a complexity theory perspective on digital leadership, will therefore
be contrasted with the initial findings of an empirical study on digitization in
such meta-organizations. This allows for a discussion of the general findings
on the revitalization of leadership, which will serve as a paradigmatic example
of the previously developed context. The article concludes with implications for
further theory development with the aim of making a specific contribution to
organization-sensitive digitization research. The findings of the empirical study
indicate the significance of employing informal structures and a heightened
emphasis on subjectivity within meta-organizations, as opposed to the formal
structures of organizations. The concept of digital leadership does not signify
the obsolescence of traditional leadership; rather, it can be conceptualized as
an advanced form of unheroic leadership within the context of external and
internal complexity.
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1 Introduction

The traditional image of organizations is increasingly challenged in digital societies

(Manhart and Wendt, 2022; Manhart, 2024; Lichtenstein et al., 2006). The idea of a

rational design of the organization is being replaced by the idea of an open future. In

rapidly changing environments, irritations and surprises emerge, that organizations and

leaders must constantly manage. Theoretical emphases that focus on traits, skills, styles,
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or situations as the main component and determinant of modern

leadership are becoming increasingly obsolete (Weber et al., 2011,

p. 12, 13), even if heroic aspects are currently being normalized or

functionalized in principle (Baecker, 2015; Wendt, 2023). From a

discourse analytic perspective, this can be described as an evolution

from “behavioral and transformational leadership concepts toward

communication and system-oriented approaches” (Gebhardt et al.,

2015, p. 22, o.t.), suggesting a relativization of leadership in

the development of the theory itself (Northouse, 2013). If the

stable organization is a thing of the past, increasingly in need of

legitimation in the face of the digital present (Manhart and Wendt,

2022), then leadership in fact may also just be a loose shell to save

an outdated semantics.

This article emphasizes that leadership only remains a

sustainable concept if it aligns the system with an open future,

recognizes change as the only constant, and deals productively with

ignorance. Management is constantly reinventing organizational

structures to meet current social and economic demands. This

supposed facilitation of the new actually means that leadership,

as work on changing subjects instead of transforming structure

(Wendt, 2021b), has to reinvent itself, or more precisely, has

to find a new socially acceptable formulation, e.g., to be digital

and complex at the same time. Historically, organizational

environments have not become complex only recently. Complexity

cannot be attributed to digitality as a single factor and therefore is

not the only qualitative difference of digital leadership. However,

complex situations and contexts pose significant challenges for

leadership and require new self-images. New categories of self-

description can respond to changing external demands.

Organizations in the field of social welfare are traditionally

described as operating in complex environments shaped by

interdependence and unpredictability, dealing with complex tasks

and requiring a high degree of self-organization of its members

(Jolles et al., 2022). Their objective is to provide social aid,
they are non-profit oriented and they represent the interests of

socially disadvantaged groups in providing social services for this

purpose (Boeßenecker and Vilain, 2013). In order to respond

to complex environmental requirements, such as changing social
needs, they must constantly create new opportunities (Schröer,

2019; Lackas and Freis, 2023). In the German social welfare

sector, this complexity is increased by the predominant role of

social welfare associations, which organized most of the social
service delivery. We understand these types of organizations

as multi-layered organizations or meta-organizations (Ahrne

and Brunsson, 2005, 2008), which can be distinguished from
“individual-based organizations” (Ahrne and Brunsson, 2005, p.

429) and are characterized by a high degree of internal complexity.

In recent years, the use of big data and algorithms in the

field of child protection (Coulthard et al., 2020; Gillingham,
2016), or experiments to use AI in anamnesis for therapy and

counseling (Wittke, 2023) reconfigure the professional scope of

social workers in German social welfare organizations (Kutscher

and Seelmeyer, 2017; Kutscher et al., 2020; Helbig et al., 2021). The

observable increase in the use of AI in areas that were previously

exclusive domains for creative and unpredictable interactions

between professionals and clients, might result in the replacement

of professional interaction with formal organizational structures,

which reflect the decidable decision premises (Luhmann, 2000,

p. 222) that could also be replaced by algorithms. The question

arises as to whether digitization will lead to the replacement of the

inner core of organizations (management and decision making) or

whether it will even strengthen standardization and organizational

structure over autonomy, creativity and informality. To what extent

do these developments affect the leadership of an organization

(Kirchner, 2019) whose reference point are subjective changes?

Should the success of informational structural automation result

in the establishment of a “subtle [social service] organization”

(Manhart and Wendt, 2022, p. 21) which renders the organization

as a stable social form increasingly superfluous (Manhart, 2019), it

would be reasonable to conclude that the social form of (digital)

leadership would become obsolete.

This paper addresses the question of whether the

conceptualization of digital transformation as a paradigm

shift also implies the need for new forms of leadership. The

second chapter of the article delineates the discourse on digital

leadership and examines the extent to which this concept relativizes

leadership in the context of the evolution of leadership theory,

which is characterized by a persistent process of modification

and relativization of preceding concepts (Wendt, 2023). Different

(theoretical) leadership concepts not only respond to general

needs, but also differ according to specific contexts, such as

non-profit leadership (Schröer, 2009, 2011) or leadership in

social welfare organizations (Boeßenecker and Vilain, 2013) and

meta-organizations. The third chapter therefore contrasts the

results of the discourse analysis with the initial findings of an

empirical study on digitization in such meta-organizations. This

facilitates a discussion of the general findings on the revitalization

of leadership, which will serve as a paradigmatic example of

the previously developed context. The article concludes with

implications for further theory development in an outlook to

make a specific contribution to organization-sensitive digitization

research.

2 From obsolence to relevance: the
concept of leadership in the digital
leadership discourse

Digital information and communication technologies and their

transformation over time shape modern everyday life (Muster

and Büchner, 2018). This digital transformation is the context

in which organizations operate. Characteristics used to describe

the new environment of organizations are volatility, uncertainty,

complexity and ambiguity, abbreviated as “VUCA” environment

(Dörr et al., 2018). From this perspective, digital transformation

requires new leadership logics. The discourse on digital leadership

suggests a paradigm shift. In the new paradigm, leadership is

expected to address contemporary challenges. The hierarchical

image of organizations as stable social entities with a predictable

future is being increasingly challenged (Lichtenstein et al., 2006).

This is because the concept of a rational organizational design

seems incongruous in the context of uncontrollable complexity

(Kauffman, 1995) and the notion of an open future (Luhmann,

1990a,b). More recent organization theories imply ideas of

the future that are neither predictable nor plannable, as well
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as emergence, which represents a constant confrontation of

organizations and leadership with irritations and surprises arising

from an ever more rapidly changing (environmental) world.

Debates about digital phenomena seem to be the “central

mirrors [...] through which society currently [...] observes,

problematizes and reflects itself ” (Süssenguth, 2015, p. 8, o.t.).

The way society observes itself also changes the way organizations

observe and present themselves. In this discourse, the term

digitization is understood as the process of transforming analog

values into digital forms that can be processed by information

technology and in a broader sense refers to the trend toward the

proliferation of digital technologies in society, with an increasing

penetration into areas of individual life (Süssenguth, 2015, p.

7). Considering this observation, we differentiate between the

process of digitization, which entails a transformation from analog

to digital structures and the concept digitality as a fact. The

term digitality is used to describe the current state of everyday

culture and established practices that are already shaped by

digital technology. In the extant discourse, the term digitality is

predominantly employed to denote a transformation in social and

cultural practices: Based on his observations regarding the diffusion

of the internet, Stalder (2016) argues that upon the widespread

adoption of digital technology as medium for communication

and publication of information, a cultural shift occurs, whereby a

culture of digitality emerges. The culture of digitality is founded

upon three fundamental categories of referentiality (i.e., the

attribution of meaning to objects through sharing with other

individuals), communality (i.e., the functioning of social networks)

and algorithmicity (i.e., the sorting and filtering of information

by machines and programs). Conversely, the term digitization

is employed to delineate technological transformations and

developments. Upon reconsidering this distinction, we understand

digitization to signify the process of an organization’s adoption and

implementation of digital technology, like software, algorithms,

AI, and big data technologies (a concept also referred to as

digital transformation by certain authors, e.g., Kretschmer and

Khashabi, 2020). In contrast, the term digitality pertains to the

organizational state that has already been influenced by digital

technology. The application of codes, memories and algorithms is

likely to alter not only an organization’s culture and routines, but

also organizational decision-making processes and consequently

organizational structures (Schröer, 2023).

In the context of this electronic age, it is possible to propose

the existence of a novel form of media change. This assertion is

consistent with the seminal observation made by McLuhan, who

posited that “the medium is the message” (McLuhan, 1994, p.

7). It can be argued that the prevailing type of media has the

potential to influence the way individuals perceive and interact

with their surroundings. McLuhan (1953) posits that the medium

is not a neutral transmitter, but rather a producer of cognitive

reality. In this sense, digital technologies are also to be regarded as

introducing newmodes of perception and communication, thereby

fundamentally altering social realities and social relations as well as

people’s lives and cognition.

However, the effects of digitization extend beyond individual

actors to encompass organizational actors as well. These

organizational actors in their capacity as “societal data drivers”

(Wendt, 2021a, p. 301, o.t.) play a pivotal role in shaping the

scale at which digitization occurs. Büchner (2018a) analyzes

the relationship between organization and digitization from the

perspective of sociological systems theory. She challenges the

notion of organizational neutrality with regard to digitization,

demonstrating how organizations and digitization mutually

influence one another. As social systems, organizations exert

influence over the process of digitization in a non-uniform

manner and have an impact on relevant structural specifics.

Concurrently, digitization exerts influence on organizations with

respect to their foundational regulatory frameworks, especially

with regard to the formal structure of the organization (ibid.).

However, in the context of digital transformation, the prevailing

discourse on digital leadership underscores the necessity for a shift

in the classical understanding of organizational leadership and

management (Krug et al., 2018; Preusser and Bruch, 2014; Dörr

et al., 2018; Gebhardt et al., 2015).

As early as 1990, Nachreiner and Strasmann inquired whether

“intelligent technology [would] render leadership obsolete”

(Nachreiner and Strasmann, 1990, p. 257, o.t.). They concluded

that the answer to this question is contingent upon the “manner

in which it is used” (Nachreiner and Strasmann, 1990, p. 267,

o.t.) in the organization. They reject the notion of technological

determinism and acknowledge the potential for flexibility in the

organizational and managerial handling of technology. In the

present era, when digitization and the utilization of intelligent

technologies have progressed at a remarkable pace, the significance

of this topic remains undiminished. Conversely, the question

of what leadership might entail in the context of the digital

transformation of organizations and society is receiving increasing

attention (Tigre et al., 2023; Reeves and Whitaker, 2021; Franco,

2020; Schwarzmüller et al., 2018; Gebhardt et al., 2015; Hofmann,

2013). The discourse on digital leadership addresses the extent

to which leadership in the digital modern age can facilitate and

implement necessary changes in organizations. In many cases,

an active approach in the sense of co-designing digital change

processes is emphasized (Krug et al., 2018). This implies changes

in strategies and processes on the one hand, and cultural change

on the other. However, the primary goal seems to be to maintain

the competitiveness of the organization (Krug et al., 2018), which

is to be achieved not only on a structural level, but also through

informal social forms of competitiveness.

Digital leadership is defined as leadership that focuses on

participation, trust, openness and agility, i.e., leadership that

promotes partnership and the involvement of employees. At the

same time, digital leaders assume the “role of strategist, initiator

and visionary” (Krug et al., 2018, p. 51, o.t.), to provide appropriate

environments, spaces and frameworks for the new forms of media

and communication and the associated changes in employees’

cognitive realities. This suggests that it is primarily about changes

in informal aspects and subjective sensitivities and perceptions.

For example, Schwarzmüller et al. (2018) identify important

issues related to the requisite changes in the face of digitization

trends that organizations and their leadership must address in

the areas of work and health, the use of changing technologies,

or in relation to hierarchical structures. Similarly, Tigre et al.

(2023) portray digitization and new technologies as a disruption for
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organizational structures that shifts existing boundaries, establishes

new networks, automates complex decision-making processes and

increasingly replaces human activities (Schwarzmüller et al., 2018,

p. 115), it also changes communication structures and forms of

collaboration. In this sense, Reeves and Whitaker (2021) describe

“the company of the future” (Reeves andWhitaker, 2021, p. 51) that

must not be average, but must develop an exceptional state of mind.

Regarding the “autonomization” (Reeves and Whitaker, 2021, p.

14) of the organization and the design of “effective human-machine

interfaces” (Reeves and Whitaker, 2021, p. 18), it is imperative for

companies of the future to cultivate a culture of continuous learning

and simultaneous development at various levels.

In examining the discourse on digital leadership, a number

of points emerge as key areas of convergence: First, the majority

of authors argue that a transformation in the conceptualization

and the understanding of leadership is imperative in light of

the ongoing shifts in societal dynamics. The increased use of

technology and the increasingly networked world are seen as linked

to changing forms of interaction and communication in which

predictability and control are of less and less value. The central

leadership challenge in organizations where the importance of

social media and digital technology is increasing is the growing

complexity (Preusser and Bruch, 2014). In addition to the emphasis

on agility and flexibility, participation, dialogue, collaboration and

the establishment of direct feedback cultures emerge as central

requirements for organization and leadership in the digital modern

age (Preusser and Bruch, 2014). Today, leadership continues to play

a pivotal role within organizations. However, the advent of digital

structural automation has necessitated a transformation in the way

leaders perceive and approach their role. They must now embody

a new self-image characterized by attributes such as driving force,

inspiration, mediation, or change agentry. This shift in leadership

identity demands for enhanced individual skills, e.g., to promote

trust. These tasks entail working on subjective elements that are

pivotal in shaping the organizational culture of an organization,

particularly in the context of relativizing and distributing control

claims (Preusser and Bruch, 2014, p. 46). These roles and functions

may involve promoting the responsible use of AI or new media.

However, their overarching objective is to prevent humans from

becoming further alienated in the face of the contingencies of their

existence (Rustemeyer, 2020).

The development of leadership theory is increasingly

relativized, as are the leadership processes themselves. A growing

skepticism toward the concept of leadership is becoming evident.

The emphasis on leaders as persons or individuals is gradually

being superseded, rendering an exclusively trait-theoretical

approach obsolete (Weber et al., 2011, p. 12). A complexity theory

of leadership represents an attempt to overcome the limitations

of traditional leadership models (e.g., Bandte, 2007; Zippel,

2005; Anderson, 1999; Waldrop, 1992; Stacey, 1995, 1997). By

characterizing organizations and leadership as complex entities

with an open future, leadership assumes a systemic quality and

is no longer confined to individuals, but rather expanded. The

focus is on the inherent dynamics of systems, which present a

challenge to direct controllability (Ashby, 1958). A complexity

theory perspective on leadership elucidates the dynamics of

complex adaptive systems (Schneider and Somers, 2006) within

organizations, thereby facilitating framework conditions that

enable emergence. Complexity theory provides a theoretical

framework for understanding leadership as a crucial factor in the

process of self-organization (Knowles, 2001; von Foerster, 1993).

According to this perspective, leaders serve as context setters

and designers of learning experiences (Brown and Eisenhardt,

1997; Pascale, 1999). Patterns of behavior in complex systems

are not constant, because when a system’s environment changes,

so does the behavior of its agents, and, as a result, so does the

behavior of the system as a whole. But although the system is

constantly adapting to the conditions around it, complex systems

also demonstrate elements of self-similarity, as they exhibit

invariance under a change of scale (Morel and Ramanujam, 1999;

Manhart, 2018). This requires the application of a non-linear logic

in decision-making. Overall, the application of complexity theory

to organizations stresses that understanding the emergence of new

configurations helps organizations to identify new opportunities

(Mitleton-Kelly, 2003, p. 7). Leadership is supposed to keep the

complexity of the organization in view at all levels, but at the

same time, it becomes visible as an emergent dynamic and thus

incomprehensible in its entirety (and thus unassailable). It thus

ventures the balancing act between the different organizational

sides (structure vs. subject; formal vs. informal structures; or the

use of what already exists as opposed to exploring something new;

Weibler and Keller, 2015), disposing between self-logical systems

(and here mainly: communication and technology) in terms of the

overall system.

Accordingly, the complexity theory perspective appears to

offer a suitable descriptive framework for the concept of digital

leadership: One connection between the complexity theory

perspective and the phenomenon of digital leadership lies in the

fact that digitization and datafication create significant differences

for individuals and organizations: Descriptions of organization

and leadership as complex generally resonate with a certain

skepticism about control, because a context is described as complex

precisely when it is neither transparent nor controllable from

the outside. Under this premise, autopoietic systems come into

view, which generate their self-components through the unity of

the system itself. Direct controllability of the system becomes

impossible under the conditions of the autopoietic figure of

thought. In this model, complex leadership can only guide a

complex organization, of which it is itself a part, through contextual

control to enable self-organization (Maturana and Varela, 2015).

It can work to bring the system into an in-between of order

and chaos, to facilitate the making of connections (Levy, 1994),

and to create diversity for the system rather than discourse.

The goal is to emphasize the importance of complexity in

enabling creativity, innovation, and learning (Geer-Frazier, 2014,

p. 113). But it is precisely this possibility that is important,

because causal relationships must remain unclear if the complex

theoretical figures are to be taken seriously. At the same time,

a description of how to deal with complexity can also be an

illusion of competence; the external presentation can be used

as a facade strategy (Kühl, 2020), which also offers insights

into the functioning of leadership. According to Baecker, this

requires self-presentation competencies in the transition from

heroic to post-heroic leadership (Baecker, 2005, 2015, 2018). For
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the individual, the use of social media and novel technologies

within organizations can result in the formation of novel cognitive

realities, which may be characterized as complex in accordance

with the conceptualization proposed by McLuhan (1994). For

the organization, too, the current changes are mainly based on

digitization and datafication trends. Nevertheless, organizations

themselves are also pivotal data generators within society (Wendt,

2020), and the emerging form of leadership must be capable of

reflecting this. Concurrently, in the context of digital modernity,

organizations are compelled to enhance their competitiveness. This

necessitates strategic action and structural changes. This is achieved

by monitoring what the actions of competitors and by adapting

to societal demands, including structural change (management)

and changes in the social form of the organization (leadership).

This entails, for instance, establishing role models in regard to the

responsible use of new technologies and providing a stimulus for

changing cognitive realities and perceptions.

In the description of digital leadership, the concept of

ambidextrous leadership (Buhse, 2012, 2014) and the term

“collective intelligence of the company” (Dörr et al., 2018, p.

41, o.t.) are invoked. In this sense, the new mental model of

leadership posits a shift in focus from a hierarchical approach to

one that is more oriented toward mediating positions. Emphasized

elements as a source of inspiration, emotional intelligence or

establishing a culture of failure represent a changing self-image of

leadership (Dörr et al., 2018, p. 57). A significant distinction can be

drawn between this approach and complexity theory (Lichtenstein

et al., 2006), with the former placing greater emphasis on the

systemic nature of leadership and organization. In their interaction

dynamics and collaborative movement, as well as in the description

of organizations and leadership as complex, leadership, or at

least its theory, becomes aware of the limitations of its control.

Such claims of control are therefore limited to the framework

conditions of evolutionary processes. Furthermore, leadership is

conceptualized as a mediating structure that bridges disparate

complexities, exemplified by the interplay between communicative

and technological inherent logics (Uhl-Bien et al., 2007). In

accordance with the tenets of complexity theory, leadership cannot

be regarded as a visionary in the sense of anticipating the future if it

is to be regarded as a viable concept in its capacity for openness.

Visionary power may pertain to the visualization of alternative

scenarios, but not to the prediction of actual situations. This implies

a method of addressing the mounting intricacy that appears to

accompany the advent of digitization. It entails the visualization of

prospective scenarios and the formulation of alternative, enhanced

future scenarios, which in turn inform the present. From a neo-

institutionalist perspective (Walgenbach, 2014), it can be argued

that the vocabulary of the digital leadership concept provides new

legitimacy formulas that enable organizations and leadership to

be prepared from the outside in in a manner that allows them to

withstand the demands of a changing society. But achieving this

would also constitute successful leadership.

Leadership can be a sustainable concept if it aligns the system

with an open future. This requires recognition of change as the only

constant and the cultivation of a productive approach to ignorance.

The enabling of the new is typically already accomplished

when the organization is seemingly constantly reinvented by

leadership in terms of current societal demands. In essence,

this implies a reinvention of leadership (Schumacher, 2013), or

more specifically, the identification of a new socially acceptable

formulation. This link is developed and discussed in greater detail

below using an empirical case study from the welfare sector. The

case study describes such elements in meta-organizations (Ahrne

and Brunsson, 2005), which, due to their internal and external

complexity, are particularly suitable from a complexity-theoretical

perspective and can consequently be regarded as paradigmatic for

this purpose.

3 Digital (meta-)organizations. Digital
transformation in welfare
organizations

To this end, the underlying understanding of meta-

organizations is first developed (3.1). In a second step, the

empirical results of the case study are presented (3.2), which are

then discussed in the context of the previous theoretization of

digital leadership (3.3).

3.1 Welfare organizations as
meta-organizations

Meta-organizations can be distinguished from “individual-

based organizations” (Ahrne and Brunsson, 2005, p. 429). Ahrne

and Brunsson use different groups of members as the primary

difference of these organizations, which determines all further

decisions and consequences for the different structure of the

organization types: While the members of individual-based or

membership organizations are natural persons, the members

of meta-organizations are exclusively organizations. In a more

recent definition, the contrast between human and organizational

members is no longer used as a guiding distinction but is latently

present. Accordingly, meta-organizations are understood as “(1)

decided social orders; (2) organizing organizations rather than

individuals; and (3) associative, in that they constitute a voluntary

association of members” (Berkowitz et al., 2022, p. 2). The

functions of meta-organizations are defined as co-management

and governance of member organizations, representation and

external advocacy, construction of collective identity through

boundary management, and provision of services to member

organizations (Berkowitz et al., 2022, p. 3–4; Spillman, 2018). From

a complexity perspective, meta-organizations not only adapt to

external conditions, they offer a high degree of internal complexity.

Based on their layered structure, member organizations play two

crucial roles for the meta-organization: They represent member

interests and are a relevant environment of the meta-structure.

What adds to the internal complexity is their relatively weak power

to enforce the implementation of decisions.

Therefore, sensemaking processes are particularly relevant

in meta-organizations. Due to the different sense constructions

of member and meta-organizations, the meta-organization is

particularly required to provide integration services in order to

bind the member organizations to a collective strategy (Eberl

et al., 2011), an aspect that is equally important for leadership
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issues. At the same time, meta-organizations, similar to school

organizations, are weak organizations (Drepper and Tacke, 2012).

They are limited in their decision-making autonomywhen fulfilling

these functions. In contrast to member organizations, which recruit

their employees, meta-organizations do not recruit their members

on the basis of qualifications, career or competence, but rather

with regard to their specific organizational identity (Schütz and

Bull, 2017, p. 6). In doing so, meta-organizations show a tendency

toward monopoly: For their legitimacy as the representation of

organizational interests of a certain category, it is crucial to

include all organizations of this spectrum. Therefore, members

cannot be replaced easily: Exclusion from the meta-organization is

the ultimate sanction and thus enforcing membership conditions

is weakened substantially. Accordingly, due to their lack of or

partial decision-making autonomy, meta-organizations function

primarily as regulators in the sense of international meta-

organizations such as the United Nations (Berkowitz et al.,

2022, p. 4–5), which formulate rules and standards for their

member organizations without being able to enforce compliance

hierarchically. As a result, any conflicts are resolved through

negotiations and not through authoritarian top-down decisions

(Ahrne and Brunsson, 2005, p. 442). This aspect is of paramount

importance for an accurate comprehension of leadership in these

organizations that must demonstrate their capabilities in the

digital society.

As meta-organizations, welfare organizations strive to ensure

commonalities between member organizations in order to

maintain a collective identity and thus their functionality,

especially in the case of organizational change. This includes,

for example, common procedures, organizational structures and

jointly proclaimed mission statements (Ahrne and Brunsson,

2005, p. 440). While theory has so far mainly described

meta-organizations with homogeneous member organizations

(f.e., supranational organizations), as limited in their decision-

making autonomy, the question arises as to the governance

possibilities of heterogeneous meta-organizations, such as welfare

associations, with their legally and financially largely independent

member organizations, which differ greatly in their range

of services.

The functions of meta-organizations include co-management

and steering of member organizations, representation and

advocacy to the outside world, construction of a collective identity

through boundary management, and provision of services to

member organizations (Berkowitz et al., 2022, p. 3–4). However, as

noted above, this type of organization requires special governance

arrangements in order to perform these functions. Due to the

special structure of meta-organizations, the distinction between

organization and environment is less clear than in simple member

organizations. Therefore, according to Weick (1995), we do not

start from a supposedly objectively perceived environment, but

from an enacted environment. Accordingly, there are different

environmental constructions in meta-organizations (Weick, 1988,

p. 30–32.). The environment is shaped by interpretation and the

creation of meaning: The organization responds to this constructed

environment by organizing (creating order) and sensemaking

(creating contexts of meaning). Organizing and sensemaking are

interrelated as well as leadership as the “legitimation of doubt”

(Weick, 2001, p. 91) and sensemaking are intertwined. In the

following, the design and the results of the empirical case study

are presented.

3.2 Design and results of the empirical
study

The empirical study design was developed in the context of

a broader research project on (doing) digitality in social work

organizations, with a particular focus onwelfare associations, which

we conceptualize as meta-organizations.

3.2.1 Study design
As part of the case study, guided informational interviews

were conducted with representatives of two welfare associations

(one faith-based, one non-faith-based) at the federal, state, and

local levels (n = 10; federal level: n = 3, state level: n = 3,

local level: n = 4). The survey period was from November

2023 to February 2024. Additional interviewees were recruited

through recommendations of exemplary practices within their

own association by the interviewees. The evaluation of the data

was based on the methodological approach of qualitative content

analysis (Mayring, 2020, 2022) through consensual coding and the

inductive and deductive development of a category system (Hopf

and Schmidt, 1993). For the purposes of this article, we have

focused on the following codes: “conceptualization of digitization,”

“control,” “formal structures,” and “informal structures.” For

each of these codes, superordinate categories with associated

subcategories were formed. Each of these categories is briefly

described below, with only a few of the categories that are

particularly relevant for this topic being described in detail and

illustrated with examples.

3.2.2 Conceptualization of digitization in social
welfare organizations

The understanding of digitization in the surveyed organizations

refers primarily to the controlled introduction of digital tools into

the organization, with some organizations also integrating digital

tools into the actual provision of social services (Seelmeyer et al.,

2022; Seelmeyer and Ley, 2018). The gradual, subcutaneous use of

digital tools plays a rather subordinate role in the considerations of

these organizations. The concept of a digital organization seems to

be extremely underdeveloped.

The categories that have been formed to understand

digitization within the surveyed organizations are based on

a range of different aspects. The complexity of the process

(D1) of digitization, particularly when conceptualized as an

organizational transformation process, is a central anchor point

of (not) understanding. The perception of digitization as an

extensive and potentially limitless process, coupled with the

recognition that the topic is inherently more nuanced and

complex than what can be conveyed through simple linguistic

expressions, contributes to this phenomenon. Furthermore, the

assumption of a correlation between organizational learning and

readiness for digital transformation (D2) also plays a role in

this context:
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“Digitization is [. . . ] about converting analog into digital,

so to speak, but it is not just about that, it is really about new

approaches, new ideas, new processes and so on. But I often

have the feeling that the word is already so big that (laughing),

I don’t know, it is often better to just call it digitization. (.) And

it has less of this change character in it. Because [. . . ] perhaps

we also need to develop or cause resistance when it comes to,

okay, now we also have to change everything else.” (Interview,

O1, regional level, Tn1, o.t.).

“We are big fans of milestone plans. And I think it is such

a long way from (.) the typewriter and the Stone Age, as my

colleague always says, to the paperless office.” (Interview, O2,

local level, Tn2, o.t.).

The issue of determining the best approach to integrating the

technology and new media into the future of the organization (D4:

top-down implementation as a challenge) represents a strategic and

classic decision problem. At the time of the decision, it is not clear

what challenges the technology andmedia will present in the future,

including how employees will deal with it. In this sense, top-down

implementation is described as an important current challenge.

“It’s not just, ‘We are going to implement a system’, but we

have to look at it, or we have to know for ourselves, what do we

want out of this system? How do we want to integrate it into

our organization? What does it look like at the organizational

level? And not ‘we will implement it now and then we will do

it this way’ and then a lot of problems and mistakes arise just

because a system was bought that we did not really look at in

the beginning. Is it even the system we need and want now?”

(Interview, O1, local level, Tn4, o.t.).

However, the unpredictability of the future is not a new

problem for organizations, as it is not feasible to anticipate the

future behavior of new hires. The digitization of processes requires

the development of new ways of dealing with uncertainty and

anticipating future problems and challenges, including those of a

societal nature. Accordingly, a more nuanced approach to potential

future scenarios is regarded as a crucial element of strategic

processes. In the context of anticipating the future (D5), there is

a particular need for informality in order to try new solutions and

forms of collaboration that will enable the effective transition to a

digital organization. This appears to be based on the observation

that the introduction of formal rules can discourage dealing with

them (D6). If formalization (i.e., the fixing of digitality as a given

state) is to provoke protests, people tend to rely on informal

implementation structures that are not fundamentally decided

upon. This is exemplified by the following quote from an interview

at the local level: “So everyone is glued to Instagram and Facebook

all day, and when we have our own Facebook-style tool, somehow

no one wants to participate in protest. If I have to, I won’t”

(Interview, O2, local level, Tn2, o.t.).

The operationalization of digitization in organizations is often

understood as a question of strategy (D3). A digitization strategy

formulates expectations in the context of membership. This can

refer to formal or informal structures, depending on which

reference point is chosen.

“How much social does digital need? And how much

digital does social need? And that is a question that of course we

are addressing in our specific strategy, with the implementation

of an IT change and so on, that is something that does not find

a place there, but that is exactly what is happening at this level,

but the things are connected” (Interview, O1, regional level,

Tn3, o.t.).

“So, of course, we have/this is strategically defined for us,

i.e., it is a strategic field of the O1, just as care now has its

own strategic field or QM. So of course, there are a number

of goals that we want to achieve in the next 5 years. (...) And

we have (...) (sighs), I think, summarized it under the slogan,

we are positioning ourselves digitally in such a way that we

can implement the needs of the customers, but also of the

employees and the organization, so to speak, and also adapt to

the times” (Interview, O1, local level, Tn4, o.t.).

Based on these observations, the role of leadership in the

introduction of digital tools into the organization is of particular

importance. Furthermore, it is essential to decide whether formal

or informal structures are more conducive to the implementation

of digital tools. The fact that these are decision problems that must

be negotiated at the leadership or management level also indicates

that people’s uncertainties about technology and new media can

result in a shift in the boundaries of the organization (D7). The

introduction of new media and technologies happens on the side

of the formal structure by penetrating the organization’s decision-

making network. This process is accompanied by the observation of

the surrounding environment (best practice examples), which can,

however, also result in the postponement of decisions, if members

are not ready to use digital tools. It is therefore crucial to anticipate

the potential benefits of utilizing digital solutions (D8) within

the context of the organization’s conceptualization of digitization.

This entails integrating digital solutions in a work context that

allows people to experience these benefits, with the objective of

creating meaning and sense, in this case the sense of value added

by digital solutions, which makes the troubles of introducing digital

tools worthwhile:

“Just digitizing something to make it digital, (...) that’s no

good. I have to add value. And the added value has to be

recognizable, and it has to convince people to do it. Because if

I tell them that they have to scan in a piece of paper every day,

or type it in, or take a picture of it so that it is digital, or email it

to me every day, and they don’t get any added value from it, no

relief or nothing, then we have all gained nothing. Then it is just

a picture floating around in the world, it is no good” (Interview,

O2, local level, Tn5, o.t.).

In a broad understanding, digital transformation signifies

a shift from an analog to a digital address, to a digital

organization. From this perspective, it also becomes evident

that digital transformation is linked to the preservation of

the organization’s appearance. Responding to new cognitive

realities can thus provide opportunities to modify certain

aspects of the organization’s environment and to implement

further operations:
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“How can we actually be reached? How can we be found?

Through digital communication. In other words, we don’t see

the analog and the digital as so separate, it’s just the new world

we live in. (...) There is also the digital space. So I think I

would see everything a little bit more holistically” (Interview

O2, federal level, o.t.).

The process of digitization is perceived as a complex endeavor,

with one significant challenge being the layered structure of meta-

organizations, which makes it difficult to introduce digital tools

in a process that relies on top-down decisions and hierarchical

implementation. These layers can also result in an indirect and

delayed experience of the potential benefits of introducing digital

tools. In response to these perceived challenges, leaders are

developing strategies to overcome the perceived obstacles and

elucidate the prospective advantages of digitization.

3.2.3 Digital leadership as strategic use of
networks and organizational informality

In light of the preceding findings, it is essential that the

leadership in meta-organizations devise strategies to engage

those who are willing to embrace change in a goal-oriented

manner. In order to facilitate change in a context of internal

and external complexity, leaders employ a range of techniques,

including the use of images, exemplary practices, sense making

processes and informal networks. These techniques are sometimes

deployed in contravention of the established norms of meta-

organizational hierarchies. Due to the absence of hierarchical

authority to enforce decisions, leaders utilize sensemaking, which

involves combining certain aspects of external developments in

the organization’s environment with internal reference frames, to

facilitate digitization within the federal association (national level).

As one leader stated:

“We have to provide arguments as to why it is useful

and why it is good to proceed as we do, i.e., explain, explain,

explain. (...) Sometimes we also have to—this is a little difficult

to formulate—scare people a little. Well, we are the ones who

have to push, and I do that with a benefit argument, but also

with the topic, (.) if we don’t do it, we are sure that we will also

get problems, especially financial ones” (Interview, O2, federal

level, Tn 7, o.t.).

One key challenge is to reframe the necessity to use digital tools

and solutions, by developing cues about the external conditions,

so that it is accepted by a majority of members of the meta-

organization:

“It is about framing the issue. To present the political

implications. In other words, to verbalize the environmental

conditions rather than the actual vision. (.) At the moment I

ammore inclined to say that we are going to use good examples,

which we can also promote, which can be part of a vision, but I

am not trying so hard to present the big vision. Because then

it quickly becomes so generic that everyone rallies behind it

and nobody stands behind it anymore. (.) So, as I said, I am

more interested in concrete projects, in networks, (.) in things

like that than in this vision/we also have a strategy, a digital

strategy” (Interview, O2, federal level, Tn 7, o.t.).

Another strategy that is used to persuade members of the

advantages of digital tools is to use compelling examples or

tangible projects. As a leadership practice, one interview partner

asserted, that addressing resistance would be most effective by

communicating the benefits of digitization at all levels and

described as: “talk, talk, talk” (Interview, O2, federal level, Tn 7,

o.t.). Concurrently, leaders at the national level exercise caution to

avoid overwhelming or overburdening employees and to facilitate

change in incremental steps.

“Connection between skills shortage and digitization. (.)

And I play on this very strongly, I also play on this interface very

strongly in lectures, in impulses, throughout the association.

We are also doing this a little more systematically because we

say that one answer to the skills shortage can be investment in

digitization” (Interview, O2, federal level, Tn 7 o.t.).

It is evident that in the event of an unsuccessful or incomplete

formal introduction of digitality-that is a decision cannot or will not

be made -, the formation of coalitions of the willing is necessary in

order to respond to the observed need for digital transformation.

From a control perspective, it appears that an internal (softer)

form of leadership (C2), such as argumentative persuasion on the

part of the leaders, is necessary to restore the external pressure. In

the context of the organizational structure, the undecided decision

premises (Luhmann, 2000) appear to be of particular significance.

For instance, technical translation and communication skills (C3)

are considered necessary for this. Additionally, there is a prevailing

sense of skepticism about the introduction of digital solutions (C5)

among organizationmembers and a perceived lack of immediacy of

experiences (C4) in dealing with technologies or new media due to

the organization’s meta-structure. Because of this mediated nature,

the effects of structural changes are experienced at a later point in

time than in conventional member organizations.

The perception of the complexity of the digitization

phenomenon (C7) requires the establishment of coordination

points that are integrated into the structure of the organization.

Furthermore, it appears that formal structure may be susceptible

to collapse when external constraints or normative pressures

are removed:

“During the pandemic, I think we had three hackathons.

That actually worked quite well. Across all the charities. But

since the pandemic kind of ended, nobody wants to hear about

hackathons or any other formats. (...) Then, well, sure, open

calls that worked once, but I think that is it” (Interview, O2,

state level, Tn6, o.t.).

The difficulties inherent in a multi-layered organization,

the complexity of digitality, and the lack of immediacy

in experiencing the benefits of digital tools frequently

persuade leadership to utilize informality, such as

informal communication channels and informal networks

across various hierarchical levels of the organization
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with shared responsibilities to facilitate the process

of digitization.

3.2.4 Digitization and digitality and its relation to
formal and informal structure

Büchner (2018a) argues that digital tools strengthen the formal

structure in organizations. The example of the introduction of

case software in social work shows that standardized processes and

unifying logics are increasingly influencing case processing. As a

result, the scope of action of professional social workers is redefined

or restricted. Although prevalent in the discourse on digitization in

social work (Gillingham, 2016), we find little evidence that this is

a primary concern in the investigated organizations. One attempt

to support digitization is to establish new formal structures by

negotiating responsibilities:

“I don’t even know if I would see it as a task for us. (...)

Because in the end, it is a bit [...] digitization has to come from

the associations themselves. And as the regional management,

we see ourselves a bit as (.) consultants, as service providers

for our district associations. (.) If they come to us with a need,

(.) then we can offer something” (Interview, O2, state level, Tn

6 o.t.).

As a result of such negotiations, new structures or positions

are established, such as the role of “digitization officers” and their

internal communication within the association. Nevertheless, the

creation of digitization-specific communication channels has the

unintended consequence of excluding some members, as not all

member associations have a digitization officer.

The introduction of digital tools and technologies, including

the introduction of support structures to enhance organizational

capacity to use digital tools, as well as new forms of cooperation and

integration of digital components into service delivery in the meta-

organizations studied, relies primarily on informal communication

channels. We assume that this is due to the “weak” organizational

structure of meta-organizations, which presents significant

challenges to implementation through hierarchical structures.

Consequently, the success of digitization efforts hinges on the

formation of “coalitions of the willing,” comprised of individuals

and groups willing to collaborate and to advance digitization.

These networks transverse across the associations, bridging the

gaps between the levels of the meta-organization. In light of these

observations, we identified a notable and unanticipated pattern of

digitization that gives rise to organizational informality.

The following quotes illustrate the use of informality in the

context of digitization. It is important to note that informal

structures must bridge and facilitate communication across federal,

state and local levels, a process that is not always entirely effective.

The underlying premise, as evidenced in both associations, is that

the introduction of digital tools (digitization) is primarily achieved

through the networking of member organizations via diverse

channels (at all levels, both formalized and informal). Through

these networks, good practices and knowledge are disseminated

vertically from one level to another or horizontally within levels.

In this regard, it became evident that established

communication channels are no longer adequate to meet the needs

of members who have undergone changes as a result of digitization

and that associations are looking for alternative platforms. The

multiplicity of communication channels (committee, working

group, forum, mailing list, face-to-face events, and virtual events)

exemplifies the central challenge, namely the legal autonomy

of the individual member organizations. Consequently, meta-

organizations are contingent upon the willingness of the member

organizations to engage in these communication initiatives.

Leaders on different levels of meta-organizations experience

digitization-related informal structures in conflict with existing

formal structures. One such example is the structural regulation

and restriction of communication channels: “For instance, I am

not permitted to communicate with local associations at state

association level. The district associations have to do that. (.) But

of course I can post something on my private profile” (Interview,

O2, state level, Tn6, o.t.). The employees therefore often use their

private profile to disseminate information: “And I also use my

personal LinkedIn profile” (Interview, O2, federal level Tn7, o.t.).

Informal structures might even break up established structures:

“Then we founded [an innovation network], where all

[O2] employees, voluntary and full-time, can participate across

hierarchies, so to speak. We did this once via an online

platform, via MS teams, but there are also real meetings such as

barcamps, where best practice is shared” (Interview, O2, federal

level, Tn7, o.t.).

In addition, we discovered that informal participation in formal

structures was occurring surreptitiously. As one leader told us “I am

actually a bit wrong at the local level, but there is also a higher-

level team group from [O2], [. . . ] which deals with the digital

agenda. (.) I am actually in there, yes, informally, so that I can

read up on anything new” (Interview, O2, local level, Tn8, o.t.). In

sum, these quotes show how digitization breaks down hierarchical

communication structures and enables exchange across all levels.

With regard to the formality, there appears to be an intention to

alter the existing structure (F1). Generating new cognitive realities

by employees is perceived as a challenge. Consequently, dealing

with new media is an inherently uncertain and unpredictable

process that cannot be readily controlled: “But the will to do

something was great, money was tight. (.) And there was no idea”

(Interview, O2, local level, Tn9, o.t.).

It is evident that digitization is permeating the organizational

structure as a pivotal decision-making premise (F3), yet the

decision-making network has not yet been expanded in this

regard. The process is fundamentally contingent upon the social

form of the organization, which is inextricably linked to human

uncertainty. An increase in information (F4) frequently results in

individuals, being unable to cope with this influx as it exceeds their

limited cognitive capacity.

“In the past, there was one rule of communication and

that was the letter. You wrote a letter to your superior, who

always needed his time, and in the form of digitization we

have enormous/a shortened time. Therefore, the information

that I send by mail today may not interest anyone anymore.

And waiting for meetings, which some people do, saying, ‘I

will bundle the information and then when I have a monthly
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meeting or a discussion, as it is sometimes so nicely put, I will

pass it on’, is just too late for some information” (Interview, O2,

local level, Tn5, o.t.).

The expansion of communication channels (F5) thus seems to

open the door to unmanageable complexity for the social form of

organization. In response, fixation can be observed as a structure

that makes complexity manageable (F6). For example, efforts are

being made to regulate the use of new media in order to counteract

the chaotic nature of the organization.

“We have said, no, we need to look at what level we are

going to go to together. And that reduces stress, simplifies

the whole thing, and that is exactly the rules of the game

that we are making very simple. What we have developed, for

example, are communication guidelines for our employees that

we communicate to the outside world. How do we treat each

other, how do we communicate with each other?” (Interview,

O2, local level, Tn5, o.t.).

While decisions regarding job creation are made on the

formal level, the process of digitization itself primarily occurs at

the informal level. The reflection on potential and meaningful

forms of communication and cooperation in the future crystallizes

as a strategic process. To this end, also informal rules of use

(F7) are established, which, as undecided decision premises,

offer a way of dealing with the dilemma of formalizability and

contribute to maintaining the organization’s flexibility, creativity,

and responsiveness.

3.2.5 Overall results
The data from our exploratory study of both cases appears to

present a paradoxical process. While studies on the introduction

of software solutions in social work (Büchner, 2018b) indicate that

their effect is often a stronger formal structuring of work (e.g., the

user interface of the case software determines how professional

social workers process and document cases), the process of

introducing digital solutions in meta-organizations is essentially

dependent on new, spontaneous or existing informal structures

(Luhmann, 2016). In the absence of a hierarchy and the lack of

opportunities to enforce decisions made, the associations rely on

informal communication channels, networks (Kappelhoff, 2000,

2002), and the so-called “coalition of the willing.” However, this

paradox is resolved when a distinction is made between digitization

as a process of change from analog to digital structures and

digitality as a fact. Digitality refers to the everyday culture, structure

and practices that have already been shaped by digital technology.

While digitization in meta-organizations is significantly influenced

by informal structures, it remains to be determined to what extent

the practice in organizations that are already shaped by digitality is

more strongly influenced by formal structures.

A tendency toward a strengthening of the organizational

structure in the meta-organizations is observed, accompanied

by a narrowing of the individual scope of action through the

use of new digital software. In contrast, it is noteworthy that

the introduction of digital technologies, forms of cooperation

and the integration of digital components into service provision

in the meta-organizations under study relies primarily on

informal communication channels. This is simply due to the

“weak” organizational structure of the meta-organizations, which

hardly allows implementation through hierarchical structures.

Consequently, digitization efforts depend on coalitions of the

willing, on networks within the associations and between the

association levels. This enables decisions to be replaced with

calculations, and the use of AI, for example, also changes

professional action. The digital transformation therefore has an

impact on professionalism, while at the same time new logics of

action are emerging within the organization.

4 Discussion: dismissing leadership as
an obsolete concept in the face of
digitization?

The advent of the digital society has introduced a new set of

hurdles and challenges that require attention of a range of actors.

In particular, the focus currently appears to be shifting to future

issues from a temporal perspective, specifically those pertaining to

the future and the appropriate management of uncontrollability

and complexity (e.g., in relation to technology, AI, etc.). On the

one hand, organizations are key drivers of digitization. However, in

their mutual interdependence, they are also compelled to address

a range of questions and challenges related to the transformation

into a “digital organization” (Büchner, 2018a). This gives rise to

new requirements for organizations to adapt to their environment,

including the cognitive realities and subjective sensitivities (e.g.,

skepticism toward new technologies, fear, uncertainty, etc.) of the

organization’s employees.

The question of how structures (management) and issues

(leadership) can be designed and shaped is of central importance

to the digital transformation of organizations. In order to remain

responsive to societal change, management and leadership must

be continuously evolving and must also facilitate the stabilization

of change as a constant. In the field of leadership theory, this is

reflected in the overcoming of the classical reduction of leadership

and in the expansion and relativization of these rather strong

approaches to communication- and system-oriented models. A

complexity-theoretical perspective on leadership offers particular

advantages for understanding these dynamics in bringing system

dynamics into view, which focus on dealing with complex adaptive

systems in order to create framework conditions that enable

emergence. Leadership uses the construct of an open future and, in

this sense, reveals and reflects the transformation of contingency

inherent in all decision-making processes. To this end, it seems

increasingly necessary to begin at the subjective level and to

rescue the social form of the organization from its proclaimed

superfluousness, therebymaking it central. The question of whether

the success of informational structural automation leads to the

establishment of a subtle social service organization (Manhart

and Wendt, 2022) that renders the organization increasingly

superfluous as a stable social form can be answered with regard to

the meta-organizations under study. Here, the meta-organization

seems to be far removed from informational structural automation,

even though changes are introduced in the formal structure
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that accompany the digital transformation of the organization.

In contrast, our findings indicate that the growth of informal

structures has become a significant factor in these cases. While this

presents a considerable challenge for digital leadership, it ultimately

does not undermine the ability to maintain the social form of

the organization.

The meta-organizations that were the subject of our study

demonstrated a notable reliance on informal communication

channels for the introduction of digital technologies, forms of

cooperation, and the integration of digital components into service

provision. This was largely attributed to the “weak” organizational

structure of meta-organizations, which limited the enforcement

of digitization efforts via hierarchical structures. Consequently,

the success of digitization efforts within these meta-organizations

was contingent upon the formation of coalitions of the willing,

the establishment of networks within the associations, and the

creation of networks between the association levels. This points to

the importance of applying a non-linear logic to decision making.

Understanding the emergence of such new configurations and

dynamics also helps organizations to recognize new opportunities

in this sense (Mitleton-Kelly, 2003). Leadership maintains the

complexity of the organization at different levels as a point of

reference, and at the same time surfaces as an emergent order.

Despite the growing number of tasks (e.g., data collection and

analysis for decision making) that do not necessitate leadership,

the process of digitization in social welfare meta-organizations

still requires leaders capable of navigating internal and external

complexities, employing effective sensemaking processes, and

staying aware of emerging structures, processes, and practices that

align with the overarching goal of digitized meta-organizations.

Digital debates, which represent the “central mirrors”

(Süssenguth, 2015, p. 8, o.t.) of society’s self-problematization

and self-reflection, also shape the self-observation of modern

organizations, which are constantly challenged by social

transformations in their own self-image. In the McLuhanian

sense (McLuhan, 1994), new media shape the cognitive

realities of actors and, in this sense, give rise to new models

of perception and communication that help to shape the

structures of organizations in the sense of structural coupling

(Luhmann, 2000). The organizations formality, informality and

its representation comprise three interrelated aspects (Kühl, 2020)

that must be considered in conjunction with one another when

undergoing a digital transformation. If the requisite conditions for

transformation are not met in any of these levels, it will have an

impact on the other levels.

The present study, which must be considered in its limited

scope and which focuses only on a specific type of organization,

indicates that leadership is not superfluous in these organizations.

The empirical results demonstrate that the organization is highly

dependent upon its informal use of (intelligent) new technologies

and new media in its structures. A key aspect of this seems to be

the willingness of the people involved to transform contingency

in the decision-making process and to fix digitization-related

decisions as premises (Luhmann, 2000; Wendt and Manhart,

2020). This willingness is also dependent on subjective sensitivities

and is expressed in various ways in the organizations studied,

primarily on an informal level. The transfer of this willingness

into the form of decided decision premises takes place only

very selectively.

The specific contribution to theory development to an

organization-sensitive digitization research is to show that in

contrast to understanding leadership as obsolete or as a

superfluous shell, our study demonstrates the potential for a

revised conceptualization of digital leadership, in the context

of social service provision within complex meta-organizations.

The diagnosis of the superfluousness of the social form of

organization bears a striking resemblance to Weber’s (1964)

concept of dehumanization as a defining feature of a fully

developed bureaucracy in the ideal type. However, informational

structural automation can also be conceptualized as an ideal

type, particularly when one considers the notion of the open

future—a future scenario that has not yet been determined—as

a point of departure. Contrary to this, our empirical material

of a self-organizing meta-organization reflects a real type that

presents itself differently. The concept of digital leadership is

concerned with the two fundamental tasks: firstly, supporting the

process of organizational digitization, and secondly, leading an

organization in a digitized state. It is unsurprising that the notion

of leadership in digitization bears similarities to conceptualizations

of leadership in organizational education, which highlight the

role of leadership in supporting organizational learning (Schröer,

2014, 2016, 2018). Based on our case studies we find that digital

leadership entails:

• an awareness for emerging digital structures, processes and

practices, as well as an awareness for the emergence and

formation of a coalition of “the willing;”

• a range of techniques and practices to make productive use

of and respond to internal and external complexities, such

as sensemaking;

• finding convincing arguments to legitimize decisions across a

wide variety of (internal) stakeholders, such as arguing that

digitization is a way to counter the shortage of skilled workers

in social service provision;

• contributing to a modified organizational identity, that is

based on the perception of what is emerging and the results

of sensemaking-processes.

The aforementioned tasks are characterized by the use of

informal structures and a greater focus on subjectivity than on

the formal structures of organizations. Consequently, the notion

of digital leadership does not signify the conclusion of traditional

leadership. Rather, it can be conceptualized as an advanced form of

unheroic leadership (Baecker, 2015) in the context of external and

internal complexity.
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