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Abstract

While digital leadership is central to digital
transformation, its role in information technology
operating model (ITOM) renewal has remained
unexplained. This paper contributes to the information
systems literature by opening the digital leadership
black box and disentangling it into the nuances of savvy
(SADL) as opposed to sluggish digital leadership
(SLDL). It presents an exploratory longitudinal case
study of two large companies from two different
industries which reveals that SADL drives much more
successful ITOM renewal by employing a SIT approach
— Speed, Involvement of employees and Timing. The
findings demonstrate that having a clear strategy to
gain speed, continuous employee involvement and
timely seizing of opportunities make a significant
difference in ITOM renewal.

Keywords: IT operating model, Digital leadership,
Savvy digital leadership, Sluggish digital leadership,
Digital transformation.

1. Introduction

Digital leadership plays a critical role in digital
transformation and Information Technology Operating
Model (ITOM) renewal (Armstrong & Lee, 2023;
Westerman et al., 2014). Broadly, digital transformation
refers to the ongoing changes in the organization
adaptation and its use of digital technologies. This
usually disrupts the ITOM and overall business model
(Muringani & Noll, 2021; Westerman et al., 2014).
ITOM is defined as how firms deliver IT and digital
services, and enable digital transformation (Boetoro &
Welly, 2022). Essentially, ITOM connects IT strategy
with business strategy/digital strategy and is a blueprint
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of the IT function in the organization (Ross, 2005;
Suleman et al., 2023; Thorogood et al., 2012). ITOM is
thus important for digital and pre-digital organizations.
By digital organization we refer to an organization born
digital and having a digital business model, for example
Spotify and Amazon, whereas pre-digital refers to an
organization born in the industrial era and following a
traditional business model (Chanias et al., 2019). This
paper focuses on pre-digital organizations and their
ITOM renewal as part of their digital transformation.

The ITOM subsystem is at the heart of digital
transformation. It includes components such as IT
organization design, technology, processes, people,
culture, ways of working, governance and talent
management (Suleman et al., 2023). Thus, changes or
renewal of the entire ITOM or its components lead to
systemic changes, which we call digital transformation.
These changes do not happen on their own, but require
targeted action, in this case digital leadership.
According to Westerman et al. (2014), digital leadership
is setting up digital capabilities in the organization, i.e.,
digital vision, digital governance, and IT-business
engagement. In this continuum, Sawy et al. (2016, p.
142) define digital leadership as “doing the right things
for the strategic success of digitalization for the
enterprise and its business ecosystem”. Similarly, Kane
et al., (2019) emphasize that digital leadership helps
establish a transformative vision by having an in-depth
digital literacy, understanding technological trends and
molding business through forward thinking. Oberer and
Erkollar (2018) argue that digital leadership means
leading and governing to transform organization so that
it is part of digital eco-system.

Current understanding of digital leadership is based
on a normative and positive view (McCarthy et al.,
2022). We do not know whether this results positive or
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negative outcomes, and what this means for the renewal
of the ITOM. Digital leadership may have all desirable
qualities or characteristics for successful ITOM renewal
and overall digital transformation. This type of
leadership is called savvy digital leadership (SADL). In
contrast, the lack of these qualities may hinder the
ITOM renewal and digital transformation. It is called
sluggish digital leadership (SLDL).

In ITOM renewal, digital leadership plays an
important role in identifying what needs to be changed,
why it must be changed, how and when. Thus, savvy
digital leadership is likely to create the necessary
changes and paradigm shift in firms. On the other hand,
sluggish digital leadership is likely to achieve the
opposite results. Although the role of digital leadership
in driving digital transformation seems obvious and has
received attention (Vial, 2019), there is a dearth of
literature exploring its role in the ITOM renewal. This
paper aims to answer the following research question:
How does digital leadership play a role in the successful
renewal of ITOM?

By addressing this question, the paper makes a novel
contribution to the strategic and management
information systems literature, especially in the
emerging area of digital leadership and ITOM renewal.
The paper presents an exploratory longitudinal case
study on two large companies to illustrate how digital
leadership plays a role in their ITOM renewals.

The rest of the paper is organized as follows: Section
2 describes the related literature. Section 3 defines the
research method and introduces the cases. Section 4
presents the findings, while section 5 extends their
discussion. Section 6 concludes the paper.

2. Related Literature

In this paper, the understanding of digital leadership
is consistent with the conceptualization of leadership as
a process (Clegg et al., 2021). This distinguishes it from
digital leaders, which refers to the individuals playing a
role in digital leadership and taking an organization-
wide view. With the advent of digital transformation,
digital leader has emerged as a new role that emphasizes
and promotes digital technologies and translates them
into business objectives. Hence, several job
specifications, such as Chief Digital Officer (CDO),
chief digital strategist, director of digitalization, have
emerged (Engesmo & Panteli, 2021).

Although this paper aligns with the characteristics of
digital leadership (Armstrong & Lee, 2023; Engesmo &
Panteli, 2021; Kane et al., 2016; McCarthy et al., 2022;
Sawy et al., 2016; Westerman et al., 2014), it also adds
the involvement of people across the organizational
hierarchy. We define digital leadership as a continuous
and inclusive process for which all employees across the

organizational hierarchy participate and balance social
and technical aspects to create a transformative vision,
anticipate technological trends, respond to the changing
business environment, and track actions to create digital
competences to sustain organizational and societal
value. However, following Westerman et al. (2014), this
definition emphasizes the positive aspect of digital
leadership overlooking its potential negative aspects. To
begin, we argue that digital leadership can have both
positive and negative aspects. We call them SADL and
SLDL respectively.

SADL is a process where digital initiatives are the
co-creation and implementation with an agile mindset
and culture. The co-creation of digital transformation
initiative is a joint effort of IT and business people to
design the future IT for digital transformation (Kalkan,
2020). The leadership approach is pro-active in
leveraging technology, and business agility is at the
heart of such leadership, sensing market dynamics and
changing the course of actions accordingly. SADL takes
a people-centered approach to engage employees in
transformation (Whittington & Asare, 2022). This
means engagement to get the right teams and front-line
employees on board, valuing their opinions and getting
their buy-in, communicating at regular intervals and
providing feedback, and also to empowering them
(Gasparovich et al., 2021; Maor et al., 2017). Thus, the
employees need to be engaged at three levels:
organizational, team and work (Rahmadani et al., 2020).
At organizational level, leaders promote the vision of
ITOM renewal to inform the employees and give them
the opportunity to influence change. At the team level,
employees understand how their team members or co-
workers cooperate and work together. At the work level,
employees see the impact of their role/job to the
organization’s objectives and can develop their skills for
future opportunities (Suvalova et al., 2021). SADL must
ensure that it brings external knowledge on time, for
example by using external consultants to design and
implement the ITOM. The role of external consultants
is emphasized as they take the key roles in the different
phases (Suleman et el., 2023), accelerating the ITOM
renewal process by breaking organizational inertia.

However, ITOM implementation is not one-off
activity. Successful implementation requires a step-by-
step approach in an agile way, where activities are
precisely timed (Paasivaara et al., 2018). SADL
provides coaching and mentoring (Suvalova et al.,
2021) and identifies change management as central to
digital transformation (Gasparovich et al., 2021). The
goal is to equip employees with future skills to give the
organization competitive advantage (Cetindamar et al.,
2021; Dachner et al., 2021). To sum up, SADL is
distinguished by leading, carefully planning,
monitoring, following, providing feedback,

Page 6279



appreciating the win, and teams
(Fernandez-Vidal et al., 2022).

On the other hand, SLDL is a process where digital
transformation related decision-making takes more time
and is made in silos, is reactive, lacks prioritization, and
is slow in providing feedback. The leadership fails to
align resources with business strategy and spends too
much time on negotiations and planning, so that
implementation is delayed and business outcomes are
not achieved (Ismail et al., 2023). Slow and ineffective
digital leadership often misses the opportunity to lead
digital transformation (Schuch et al., 2020). SLDL plays
an ineffective role in monitoring the transformation
program and does not foster right culture (Anshin &
Bobyleva, 2021). A common misconception is that if the
firm has been successful in the past, it will continue to
do so in the future. SLDL misses the opportunity to keep
employees informed during the transformation (Tsai &
Compeau, 2017). Uninformed employees lack a
psychological contract with an organization so they feel
being outsiders with nothing to contribute, are unable to
influence the processes of change and, in the worst case,
feel not being safe (Ye et al.,, 2022). This increases
speculation among employees (Eickemeyer et al.,
2021), and consequently, the employees feeling
disengaged are not ready to accept the vision or change,
ultimately causing the ITOM effort to fail (Mielli &
Bulanda, 2019). Starting, stopping, and restarting a
project or initiative demotivates employees, questioning
the leadership decision-making (Benitez et al., 2022).
To summarize, SLDL is characterized by slow decision-
making (Weill et al., 2019), thinking in implementation
silos (Braf & Melin, 2020), lacking organization-wide
involvement, and having poor timing for digital
transformation initiatives (Mielli & Bulanda, 2019).

encouraging

This conceptualization of digital leadership as a
gradual scale from an extreme form of sluggish to savvy
practices allows us to assess why some organizations are
more successful than others at ITOM renewal and,
overall, in digital transformation. As such, these types
of leadership should not be viewed as dichotomies, but
rather the extent to which certain practices operate from
one extreme to another. However, the studies on digital
leadership (Benitez et al., 2022; McCarthy et al., 2022;
Oberer & Erkollar, 2018) seem to focus more on digital
leaders (Tumbas et al., 2017) and less on leadership. The
result is that while we know very little about digital
leadership and its role in digital transformation, we also
lack knowledge on how digital leadership plays a role in
facilitating ITOM renewal. There seems to be lack of
specific attention to ITOM renewal as it is considered as
an integral part of digital transformation (Fathony &
Hendarman, 2023; Klus & Miiller, 2021). There is thus
a need to understand digital savvy versus sluggish
leadership during the ITOM renewal and digital
transformation program.

3. Research Method

In this paper, we conducted a multiple case study
approach to investigate successful ITOM renewal in a
real-life setting (Yin, 2014). Our case study is
qualitative, longitudinal, and illustrative. The qualitative
case study uses an inductive approach to examine the
phenomenon by interviewing key individuals,
conducting participant observation, and reading related
documentation. The longitudinal study offers the
possibility to collect data and study the phenomenon
over longer periods of time. Illustrative case studies “are

Table 1. Semi-structured interviews from Company A and Company B.

Organization Nb. of
Empl. in 2023 In ter;/iews Period Interviewee Role
(K=1000)
Aug 2019- | CIO (3), Segment CIOs (4), Head Enterprise Architecture (1), Head IT Service
Oct 2019 Delivery (1), Head IT Infrastructure (2), Head IT outsourcing (2), Head
17 Business Technology Management (1), Head IT Strategy and portfolio (1),
Company A Director IT Transformation Office (1), Head of IT Strategy (1)
30K 12 Mar 2021 - | CIO (1), Director IT Transformation Office (1), External Consultants (4), Agile
May 2021 Coaches (3), Head of Communication (1), Change Management Specialist (2)
1 June 2022- | CIO (1), Segment CIOs (3), Business Executives (4), Change Management
Aug 2022 Specialist (1), Director Digital transformation program (2)
Jan 2021- CDO (1), CIO (2), Digital Transformation Head (1), IT Project advisors (3),
15 Feb 2021 Agile Coaches (3), Head IT Project Management Office (1), Application
C B Managers (2), Head Agile Delivery Unit (2)
0“;1;’%‘“ 0 Aug 2022- | CIO (2), IT Product Owners (4), Head Technology Venture (1), Agile Coaches
Aug 2022 (3), Head of Product Management (1), IT project Advisor (1)
7 June 2023- | CIO (1), CDO (1), Agile Coaches (2), IT Project Advisor (1), Application
July 2023 Managers (1), Enterprise Architect (1)
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used to describe a situation or a phenomenon, what is
happening with it, and why it is happening” (Hayes et
al., 2015, p. 8).

Our two multinational companies (anonymized for
confidentiality) are based in Europe and are active in the
chemicals (case A) and oil and gas (case B) sectors.
They were chosen because they were either in progress
of renewing their ITOM or had recently done it, and
which were willing to share their experiences. In both
companies, three rounds of interviews were conducted.
Details of interviewees and interviewing periods are
shown in Table 1.

Case A — ITOM renewal was implemented for 3
years. The first author was an employee of the company
during this period and obtained consent from the
company for data collection and proceeded to inform
potential participants before the interview. Once they
agreed, we proceeded with date collection.

Case B — The company’s digital transformation
program, including ITOM renewal, lasted 5 years. To
gain access, the first author contacted the Chief
Information Officer (CIO). He identified potential
interviewees, who were part of the ITOM renewal. The

first author contacted them individually and obtained
their consents to participate in the interviews.

The interviews followed open-ended approach
where the questions focused on the pre-ITOM situation
and the new ITOM. For example, why there was a need
for ITOM renewal? How did business and IT
collaborate for ITOM renewal? How have leaders
played their role and how active they were in monitoring
the progress? How agile teams are going to be formed?
How is the IT function organized and how does it
facilitate the business? How did the product-centric
teams collaborate? The interviews were recorded and
transcribed.

Data analysis was thematic and followed the six
steps of (Braun & Clarke, 2013). We performed within
case and cross-case analysis (Yin, 2014). We thoroughly

familiarized ourselves with the interview data.
Then, we generated initial codes. We categorized codes,
looked for emerging patterns and created initial themes
as shown in Table 2. We refined the themes and
proceeded to synthesize them with the literature. This is
presented in the Discussion section below.

Table 2. Thematic coding of data analysis

Raw Data Case Key idea Code Category Theme
“ITOM journey was timed with deadline, Using agile approach Agile Timely
(...), the agile approach made us to take A ensured timely A %oach execution Speed
faster decision and quick delivery” execution pp
1t was difficult .to follow up project in Lack of governance .
the implementation phase, several B hinder project Poor Timely Speed
activities started but postponed at some . proje governance execution p
. . » implementation
point with several reasons
“As part of the transformation program,
we knew that technology landscape is Taking opportunity Decision . .
changing faster, we took the opportunity A early than late making Proactive Timing
and adopted”
“Prioritization of project was issue, .
. e . Lack of leadership
leadership team decision making to take decision makin Decision
an opportunity early was a big question, B . & . Prioritization Timing
. . hinder to start project making
this delayed us for something that could
»” early
have been done early
“The best approach CIO took for IT Involving employees Workin
operating model renewal was to bring A created sense of toge the% Engagement | Involvement
everybody onboard” ownership g
“Ideally if all IT units collaborated for Working separatel
operating model activities, the result B . £ 5P Y| Collaboration | Joint effort | Involvement
o ” hinder joint effort
would have been different

4. Findings

Case A is a multinational company in the chemical
industry. The role of the IT function was to provide IT
services to the different business units and to the

production plant. The IT function was decentralized,
and IT decision making was very slow. Due to poor
alignment between IT and other business functions and
an increased focus on digital transformation, the former
CIO failed to meet the performance target. The reporting
structure required the CIO to report to the head of supply
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chain. Due to the fragmented IT organizational
structure, the supply chain head described the situation
as “The IT lacks the ability to run the digital
transformation”.

The pre-ITOM work started with the hiring an
external CIO within two months of the previous CIO
leaving. When the CEO introduced CIO to the C-level
executives, the head of strategy reiterated that he had
delivered the following message, “CIO will be our
partner (...), not just a supplier”’. The new CIO assessed
the IT function and prepared a business case for change.
The first change concerned the reporting structure of
CIO to CEOQ, the second change concerned the renewal
of the ITOM. All fragmented projects were frozen and
centralized. The CIO informed all IT managers that
ITOM is outdated, and a new ITOM will be designed
and implemented. All the, events, such as hiring the
CIO, took 6 months Figure 1 (see Figure 1 in Discussion
section).

On behalf of the CEO and CIO, communication
about ITOM renewal was shared on the company
intranet portal with the main message: “we are
embarking on a new journey of ITOM renewal. This will
be a joint effort and all employees are expected to
participate”. This motivated employees and ensured
that top level management considered the project as an
important one.

ITOM design work started by hiring external
consultants and included a ‘co-development’ workshop
together with business and IT executives. A team of 48
people, both from business and IT, was formed by the
CIO. These workshops were highly interactive where
business people proposed a future roadmap and IT
people worked on the solution.

The ITOM design work took 5 months, was
completed on time, presented to the business and gained
buy-in from all business functions. The head of the
supply chain said: “new ITOM is our road to successful
transformation in IT and in business”.

The ITOM implementation work started with a
public communication by the CIO to the entire IT
function of new changes that would be implemented in
the future. 13 initiatives, such as IT organizational
structure, establishing a new enterprise architecture
function, and moving to agility, were identified. The
ITOM implementation journey was 18 months long.
Each month, different initiatives were implemented.
The first was the implementation of the new IT
organizational structure. The agile manager said: “The
organizational structure for IT is centralized and
aligned with the business needs, it is agile and
adaptive”.

To compensate for the lack of digital competences,
hiring new talent was the second initiative, launched in
the second month. CIO said: “we created many

opportunities for digital talent and asked employees in
meetings to upskill and apply for new roles,”. To
properly govern and manage all initiatives, the leaders
were assigned to monitor and execute the changes. Pilot
projects for all relevant initiatives were launched. All
managers of IT and business functions were advised to
have regular team meetings. In addition, a reward and
incentive program was initiated to keep employees
engaged. The change manager told that “we have team
leads for initiatives and all people managers had teams’
level meetings with employees”.

In the third month, a transformation office was
established within the IT function, and a director of
transformation was hired. During the fourth month, the
first training on change management for IT and business
people started. Four initiatives took place in month five.
Agile methodology training for IT and business was
delivered. To prepare future leaders, a digital leadership
program was launched. A new enterprise architecture
(EA) function was established to facilitate digital
technology. To keep the IT employees informed about
the ITOM progress, the CIO held quarterly meetings.
The IT service management lead described the situation
as: “with proper communication and training, all
employees are motivated”. In the sixth month, two
initiatives took place: a digital workplace was
established with modern tools and technology, and
office space was changed to accommodate agile ways of
working. A new IT financial management model was
implemented, and a new IT outsourcing vendor was
chosen. The result of all pilot projects was at an
acceptable level.

The next phase was to calibrate the changes as per
the plan. The head of EA said: “our ITOM
implementation  journey is well planned, and
improvement has been realized”. In month nine, an
employee engagement workshop was held, followed by
team-level meetings. The CIO governed all changes,
and timely public communication took place in the tenth
month. In month eleven, product-centric cross-
functional teams were officially formed. According to
the technology leader, “the product centric team
structure was introduced in the new IT organizational
change and teams were being trained in how they should
work going forward”. A new IT governance model was
implemented, with a focus on minimum viable
governance, to ensure that agile methodology was
followed and that its governance did not become
bureaucratic. The initiative calibration phase was
completed, and the changes were generalized across
various business functions. This took approximately six
months. In month eighteen, the CIO updated the entire
IT function about the successful implementation of
ITOM in eighteen months (M28 in Figure 1). The
return-on-investment was acknowledged by the
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company. The CIO replaced the word ‘I’ with “WE’ in
his message. It said: “Our IT function is changed; new
IT is enabling our digital transformation journey”.

Case B is a multinational company in the oil and gas
industry. Its existing organizational structure of IT
function was split into many units (multimodal IT) with
segregated  responsibilities.  Different managers
(internally promoted) were leading these units. They
reported to different C-level business executives. The
corporate IT unit was led by the CIO, responsible for
setting the strategic direction of the IT function. Other
units, such as IT delivery, application area IT and digital
factory, consulted the corporate IT function only for
policies and directives. All IT units were running many
parallel transformation projects with little collaboration.
There were many separate activities in the IT units that
were not properly planned and governed.

The pre-ITOM situation shows that the company had
re-organized and made efforts to harmonize its IT units.
However, there are some gaps. The corporate CIO said
that due to fragmented IT projects in different IT units,
“it is a challenge to align with all IT unit managers, we
plan a project, and it is not prioritized”. For example,
the CIO drafted a cloud strategy and handed it over to
different business units for implementation. The IT
managers were not consulted during the strategy work.
“Modernize IT” project started in the first month and
then was restarted in the tenth month (see M 10 in Figure
1). The IT delivery head explained: “We are launching
the new project without being clear about how it differs

from the previous one”. In month eleven, a company-
wide digital transformation road map was drawn up and
the digital unit was established. It seemed like digital
transformation efforts were ad-hoc and uncoordinated.
The same applied to communication, which was done in
an uncoordinated manner by each IT unit.

The IT delivery wunit launched an agile
transformation initiative for its own unit. Eventually, a
CDO was hired for the digital unit. It took almost
seventeen months of pre-ITOM work before the
proposal for a new ITOM design was made by the
corporate CIO to the business.

The ITOM work started by inviting an external
consulting firm to assess and design the new ITOM.
External consultants conducted several interviews with
the business executives over four months. They
proposed the new ITOM solution to the IT function. All
design work was done by consultants with little
involvement from the business departments. The
technology portfolio manager concluded: “The new
operating model solution is excellent, but it will require
lot of effort to implement”. Nine initiatives, such as
product-centric teams, cloud migration, and enterprise
architecture, were proposed. The digital lead said that
“these initiatives need proper governance for

implementation, and the pilot work showed some
success”. Overall, the ITOM design work took eight
months. Some pockets of success were realized in the
pilot projects during the ITOM design work. No start
was planned for ITOM implementation work and IT
units were struggling to know which initiative to start
with. The agile manager described the situation as “IT
units were busy in discussing what to start with and
when to start with initiatives”.

The implementation of ITOM began seven months
after ITOM design work was handed over to IT units.
The gap between design and implementation
demotivated the IT unit heads. IT delivery unit head
said: “We have an implementation plan, but it is difficult
to run it”. The ITOM implementation started with
setting up a resource pool to provide technical resources
to different business units. The following month, the
agile transformation was resumed, but the focus was not
only on IT units but also on the entire organization. The
agile manager said: “We have two modes of agile
implementation; it is a matter of who owns the
resources”. In the third month, training for employees
was started with an individual training plan, free access
to the digital learning platform, classroom coaching, etc.
In month four, product-centric teams were formed
across different business functions, and company
leaders enjoyed working closely with the IT function.

Another gap at month seven took place during the
implementation. No initiatives were prioritized. The
digital lead explained that “the start and finish of an
activity in the implementation are not synchronized”.
The focus of communication during ITOM
implementation was fragmented. The employees were
somehow demotivated. The portfolio lead said: “For
some initiatives, communication was In some
departments were good, but for others, communication
was poor”. During the eleventh month, digital hubs
were established. The purpose of digital hubs was to
work closely on technology solutions with the business
executives. The cloud migration started in month
thirteen — but the executives did not monitor the
implementation of ITOM. The digital transformation
lead said that “the ownership of initiatives is a
bottleneck”. It was found that there was no prioritization
for initiatives. In the month fourteen, concurrent
initiatives were developed. The EA function was
established quite late in the ITOM implementation,
while it was needed quite early. In month fifteen, the
outsourcing of vendor services and procurement were
realigned to focus on cost reduction and the vendor’s
ability to achieve digital transformation. While some
initiatives were underway, there was a gap of five
months. Eventually, a new CEO took over and put the
initiative on hold. The corporate executive explained the
situation as “We are not finished yet with the operating
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Figure 1. Timeline of case A and B for ITOM renewal

model implementation completely, and our
effort is stopped”. Finally, at the request of the
CEO, the IT organizational structure was
changed in the month twenty-three after the
start of ITOM implementation. The ITOM
design and  implementation  journey
encountered several challenges. However,
according to the enterprise architect, “some
benefits were realized such as modern
infrastructure, resource pool setup, digital
hubs, EA function, migration to new vendor”.

5. Discussion

Our cross-case analysis of the two companies
and their timeline in Figure 1 illustrates the
companies’ ITOM renewal processes. Our
findings indicate that one company was
successful in the renewal process while the
other one was lagging. The findings reveal
that three themes, namely speed, involvement
and the timing (SIT), explain these
differences. Successful companies seem to
keep a good track of speed to start and
complete initiatives, engage teams from the
very beginning and throughout all phases of
ITOM renewal, and start and complete the
right activities at the right time

5.1. Speed

Speed is basically how quickly an activity,
initiative, project, or program begins and
finishes on time (Anshin & Bobyleva, 2021).
In Company A, the company made the right
decision, on time, and quickly. The main
contributing factor was the reorganization of
the IT function to centralize it, which,
according to (Kalkan, 2020) enables agile
decision-making and action. In contrast,
Company B maintained its multimodal IT
function and delayed its reorganization until
the end. This resulted in slow and wrong
decision-making.

Many factors influence the speed to
complete a program on time (Anshin &
Bobyleva, 2021). This is emphasized with the
ITOM covering numerous components
(people, processes, technology, talent etc.)
and transiting parts requiring coordination
(Suleman et al, 2023). Despite these
challenges, Company A was able to make
quick  decisions and, through good
governance, maintain a steady pace to
complete the initiatives, while Company B
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launched initiatives but had difficulties in maintaining
the momentum and complete everything on time. Our
findings also show that communication in Company A
was consistent and timely, with meetings keeping
people informed, while in Company B it was
fragmented, resulting in information and knowledge
gaps and lack of prioritization.

Furthermore, the initiatives were successful and on
time because Company A applied agile methodology to
pilot, calibrate and scale, while at Company B the pilots
were ad hoc and spread across the design and
implementation. In this setting, agile allowed testing
and iterative development and gave the opportunity to
fail fast (Schuch et al, 2020). Intermittent
implementation of activities caused Company B to lose
the momentum (Oludapo et al., 2024). Although both
companies used external consultants, Company B kept
them distant and did not involve them in the
implementation process. In Company A, co-creation
activities with the consultants across the entire ITOM
renewal provided an outside perspective that helped to
maintain momentum.

In summary, speed is essential for ITOM renewal.
Comparing the two leadership approaches, SADL
enhances speed through a centralized IT function and
strategic communication (McCarthy et al., 2022), while
SLDL carry on existing structures and ad hoc
communication that affects take-off, momentum and ad-
hoc (Klus & Miiller, 2021).

5.2. Involvement

In any organizational transformation program, such
as ITOM, the employees at the individual, team and
organizational levels need to be involved from the
beginning (Eden et al., 2018; Rahmadani et al., 2020).
Company A established a transformation office to
facilitate and communicate the change. The CEO-CIO
follow-up meetings sent a strong message across the
organization that ITOM renewal is a strategic priority.
In contrast, Company B lacked the ability to engage
employees, its leaders did not sell the vision, and
communication was fragmented. Communication is
emphasized in transformation and change management
(Gasparovich etal., 2021; Trippensee & Remané, 2021).
Less informed employees tend to be less motivated (Tan
& Shukkla, 2021). Fragmented communication also
results in the misalignment of priorities.

Team level involvement ensures co-creation and
coordination (Gasparovich et al., 2021). Company A’s
strategy to co-create with teams led to the successful
ITOM renewal. At Company B, team involvement in the
ITOM design and implementation was negligible. This
is inline with Whittington & Asare (2022) that the lack
of employee engagement during the ITOM renewal will

result in lower performance from teams, when their
operating environment faces future changes.

Work engagement at the individual level ensures
motivated employees (Dachner et al., 2021). Company
A, unlike Company B, focused on their skills
development, and created new opportunities and roles
where the employees were encouraged to apply. The
absence of an employee development strategy (Paklina
& Shakina, 2022), as in Company B, allows the
development of personal skills that are not relevant to
the organization. Also, the new work environment and
the roles were blurred, which made the employees fear
for downsizing.

SADL, as in Company A, creates an organization-
wide vision and culture for digital transformation,
creates and supports collaborative teams, provides
incentivizes for individual employees, and responds to
their insecurities (Hensellek & Simon, 2020). In
contrast, SLDL, as in Company B, creates a disengaged
and disempowered organization where the employees
are neither informed nor feel they can influence the
organization (Braf & Melin, 2020).

5.3. Timing

Timing is all about making the right decisions at the
right time and executing them accordingly. This
distinguishes SADL from SLDL (Weill et al., 2019).
Successful companies identify opportunities early and
take risks promptly before it is too late (Mielli &
Bulanda, 2019). Company A was digitally savvy and
successful at the ITOM renewal. It identified the need to
transform the IT function early and initiated key
activities at the right time. This included the hiring of an
external CIO, reorganizing the IT function from
decentralized to centralized IT management model,
adequate change management, and appropriate [ITOM
design and implementation activities. In contrast,
Company B was digitally sluggish. It was slow to hire a
CDO and reorganize its IT function. It also had many
false starts with key activities going on and off. The
ITOM implementation was significantly delayed.

Benitez et al. (2022) points out that a transformation
program requires a high level of coordination and
prioritization. The companies often miss this, resulting
in a failure. In Company A, the ITOM renewal activities
were strategic, well sequenced and sustained over time.
This led the company to a success. The opposite
happened in Company B, where the initiatives were ad-
hoc, fragmented, and late. The SADL approach focuses
on the business objective and sensing the outside
environment while SLDL takes an internal and narrow
approach (Schuch et al., 2020).
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6. Conclusion

In this paper we explored how digital leadership
plays a role in facilitating successful ITOM renewal. By
comparing two pre-digital multinational companies
from chemical and oil and gas industries, our findings
revealed that the ITOM renewal can succeed if the
company has a savvy digital leadership (SADL). We
observed that companies with SADL are successful at
their ITOM renewal, whereas those with sluggish digital
leadership (SLDL) are likely to be less successful and
face challenges. Our findings show that SADL is
distinguished from SLDL by speed, involvement, and
timing. Thus, even though the companies did the same
things, how these three aspects unfolded set them apart.

We see that SADL contributes to successful ITOM
renewal by speed, with which it facilitates the fast
implementation of the new ITOM. Involvement makes
the employees engaged, motivated, and empowered,
and allying their fears regarding job security. Timing
means that the business does things at the right time by
leveraging the opportunities, and by taking risks while
prioritizing and coordinating activities. We found that
SLDL is slow and time-wasting in reorganizing the IT
function, starting and completing various initiatives, and
struggling to communicate the ITOM renewal vision.
Also, the employees are less engaged, and the timing of
ITOM renewal activities is wrong and hazardous. This
leads to a fragmented, uncoordinated, slow, difficult,
and unsuccessful ITOM renewal process.

We contribute to the research literature by opening
the black box of digital leadership and untangling it into
the nuances of SADL and SLDL. The implication for
practitioners is that digital leadership should improve
their speed and employee involvement, and the timing
of their initiatives to detect and seize opportunities for
successful ITOM renewal.

Our limitations include the focus on only two case
studies in close industrial sectors. This affects the
generalization of the study. Also, the research method
relies on the interviewees’ subjective views, which we
have coped with data from interviews, observations and
document analysis. Future research should thus explore
the implication of savvy versus sluggish digital
leadership on large-scale digital transformation
programs in different industries and by different
research methods.
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