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are complementary to traditional leadership skills 
and are an essential prerequisite for meeting 
the challenges of the future and for dealing with 
uncertainty and growing complexity in the interest 
of the company and its staff. Many companies 
have a lot of catching up to do here, regardless of 
their sector. This fact is also due to the reality that 
management structures have developed over the 
years and have been consolidated as a result. This 
is where we need to take action.

In this guide, the Ethics Association of German 
Business (EVW) and the Institute for Corporate 
Governance in the German Property Industry (ICG) 
are offering some practical recommendations for 
digital leadership. Various aspects are illustrated by 
best-practice examples, thereby making it possible 
to implement individual approaches immediately 
in daily leadership at work. 

Companies need to shape the digital potential 
in a responsible, empathetic way. We need to 
differentiate between what is economically, socially 
and culturally beneficial and areas where there are 
risks. Employees, individuals with their own intrinsic 
value, are at the core of all business considerations 
- and that includes those considerations that go 
hand in hand with digitalisation.

It is against this background that leadership is 
also changing. On the one hand, it is shifting 
more and more into the virtual space, and on 
the other hand, enhanced skills and different 
leadership personalities are required than was the 
case just a few years ago. Leadership by virtue of 
a post is not fair to many, especially to younger 
employees, and hierarchies that have existed up 
to now are being challenged. Modern, value-based 
leadership sets positive expectations. It inspires, 
empowers and motivates ideally, individually and 
intellectually. Therefore, skills in transformation 

PREAMBLE
The economy and economic activity are undergoing a process of comprehensive transformation. The 
crisis has accentuated a change that was already apparent before the pandemic began: Digitalisation 
is impacting business models and fundamentally changing the way we work. Technology is supposed 
to make our lives and work richer, more efficient and more sustainable, but at the same time, 
digitalisation is having an ambivalent effect on the way in which people interact within companies.
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In many companies today, the pace of cultural, 
demographic and digital change is accelerating. 
This transformation is characterised by volatile, 
uncertain, and complex environments. These 
changes and the speed at which they are taking 
place are impacting corporate culture as well as 
the ability to innovate, health, the willingness and 

Digital Leadership – An Introduction

Figure 1: Contextual factors and elements of digital leadership

1 Cf. for numerous aspects in this subject area: DFK Verband für Fach- und Führungskräfte [Association for Professional and Managerial Staff] (2020): Occupational health management in corporate governance - 
handout for executive spokespersons’ committees

“Digital leadership” is a response to these changes 
and challenges. This first chapter covers what is 
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meant by this, what the purpose of the guide is, 
and the way in which it is structured.

ability of staff to perform, and so are also linked 
to changing leadership and requirements for 
human resources management. All of the aspects 
above have a significant impact on the company’s 
success.1
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not to be limited to a one-dimensional link between 
a leader and the employees, but to acknowledge 
the overall corporate culture as an essential part of 
a sustainable leadership style.

What characterises sustainable leadership is 
the skill to effect change with broad social and 
emotional components including relationship 
building, communication, appreciation and 
trust. These qualities are not solely required 
when accompanying digital transformation and 
far-reaching transformation into future-proof 
business models. On the contrary, they also need 
to meet the requirements and changed attitudes of 
different generations. Greater individuality when 
considering individual needs is paired with greater 
individuality in the specific aspects of leadership. 
Employees are promoted within the framework of 
a proactive leadership that accompanies them with 
an appreciation-led feedback culture, and supports 
them in making a meaningful contribution to the 
new working environment. Objectives are defined 
jointly in order to raise awareness and motivate 
the people working to achieve the objectives for 
change. 

From the current standpoint, this accelerated 
change in the way companies work would appear 
to be irreversible. There is a need to develop a 
corporate culture-oriented leadership that supports 
the rapidly growing move towards the workforce’s 
increasing agility, flexibility and autonomy.

Viewed holistically, digital leadership means result-
oriented leadership in times of digital change and 
the transformation processes it generates. This 
leadership is achieved through recognition and 
by the setting of an example, and not by virtue of 
one’s rank or position. It adopts changes early on 
with a high level of social and emotional expertise, 
enables agile working and delivers both non-digital 
and digital problem-solving concepts. 

Leadership means interpersonal influence and 
involves taking responsibility for the company and 
the people in the company, as well as yourself. 
Especially given the rising impact of technology 
with its tendency to promote social distance, 
stakeholders need to be protected from becoming 
mere objects instead of respected subjects. 

This responsibility can be expressed as visions, 
objectives and work assignments, taking 
into account the company’s values and using 
communication channels. This calls for leadership 

1.1 Conceptual classification of digital leadership
The growing preference for jobs that are flexible, not tied to a specific location and less 
hierarchical, especially among younger employees, has become visibly evident in a trend towards 
a working from home, which has been massively promoted by policy-makers 
against the backdrop of the pandemic.
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The context of these core elements is provided by 
the drivers ESG, digitalisation, demographics and 
VUCA2, which are presented as a framework in 
Chapter 2.

The four essential elements of the digital leadership 
approach developed by the working groups were 
then discussed in several separate segments and 
illustrated with practical examples:

1.2 Aim and structure of this guide

2 “VUCA” is an acronym that refers to “volatility”, “uncertainty”, “complexity” and “ambiguity”. This describes perceived attributes of the modern world. Gabler Wirtschaftslexikon, https://wirtschaftslexikon.
gabler.de/definition/vuca-119684 (retrieved 20.7.21)

In 2021, as part of a joint project of the ICG and the EVW, the core topics around the shared 
understanding of digital leadership were first defined across the board and then in various 
working groups.

The numerous authors involved chose quite 
different approaches, based on their wealth of 
practical and theoretical experience, as shown in 
Figure 1: Contextual factors and elements of digital 
leadership are visualised.

The aim of this publication is to be a practical 
guide which its readers can use for inspiration, as 
examples and ideas to implement digital leadership 
in practice. 

The guide has been deliberately designed to be 
cross-sectoral. 

Corporate culture 
(Chapter 3)

Ability to innovate 
(Chapter 4)

Influence of  
leadership on health, 

performance and 
success (Chapter 5)

Recruitment and 
onboarding  
(Chapter 6)
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At the forefront are aspects like the meaningfulness 
of their own actions, which are coupled with 
expectations of their own success and the success 
of the company. 

Others may hold on to traditional values in terms 
of their personal and the company’s development. 
These two approaches alone demonstrate the 
importance of bringing together the views of 
different generations. Different outlooks and 
experiences are able to come together, thereby 
providing the perfect starting point for permanently 
improving the ability to innovate in the company.

Developing a culture of innovation is coupled with 
the need to maintain, or even improve, the ability 
to innovate, even when digital transformation is 
taking place. This creates opportunities to develop 
new models, as well as challenging people to 
“move” digitally towards creativity and innovation. 

In all companies, the opportunities are increased 
by using different generational outlooks. At the 
same time, this allows innovation to be shaped 
in an active way. It is helpful to bring together the 
experience of long-serving staff and the impressions 
or expectations of young professionals. People’s 
differing attitudes to their work, themselves 
and their view on their own development, 
as well as the company’s development, 
affect on the company’s success positively. 

Generational expectations of a work-life balance 
play an important role. Younger generations are 
no longer interested in hierarchy and what it has 
meant traditionally. 

Context – Drivers of digital leadership

2

2.1  Demographics: Looking at cross-generational
viewpoints 
The fundamental question of what really sets successful companies apart can be answered in a simple 
way: It is the ongoing force of renewal, the ability to question the business model and to act at an 
early stage, to adapt the existing business model and the corresponding ways of working. This can be 
achieved by proactively embedding a culture of innovation within the company.
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the accumulated projects, e. g. with criteria such 
as potential, maturity and the complexity of 
implementation along a time axis. As regards to 
implementation, it is helpful to create guidelines 
in the form of quality criteria for products, access 
routes, additional benefits, processes and/or staff. 
At the end of every digitalisation project comes 
the embedding of the outcomes in the company’s 
mission statement. To achieve this, the change 
should be accompanied from both a technical and 
a human point of view, so that long-term support 
of the value chain is also achieved compared to 
competitors.

This call to action can be described in a four-stage 
digitalisation initiative - consisting of analysis, 
prioritisation, implementation and anchoring “with 
an eye looking over one’s shoulder:3 : 

In terms of analysing the need for increased 
digitalisation, it is important to consider the different 
levels of experience and knowledge of digital 
solutions, in addition to the technical inventory. 
This is based on actively exchanging of information 
with stakeholders. This in turn can create the 
awareness and understanding required for the 
issue of digitalisation and foster cross-hierarchical 
involvement and enthusiasm for it. Prioritising 

2.2  Digitalisation: User-based design

3 Looking back over your shoulder enables there to be flexible implementation. This enables ongoing sub-analysis to be initiated or the sustainability of the process to be checked.

Digitalisation is most successful when it is considered from the user’s point of view - so this means that 
users are the key stakeholders in order for digitalisation to work as a means to an end.
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from other stakeholders, as described in 2.1, this 
provides a unique opportunity for innovation, with 
the aim of creating sustainable, social companies 
with a strong leadership.

ESG is a very dynamic and complex issue that no 
single company department can deal with on its 
own. A comprehensive overview is needed to 
bring ESG criteria to complete fruition. A basic 
prerequisite is close cooperation, combined with 
open dialogue between all disciplines. Sharing 
objectives and pooling resources to develop 
the best possible implementation and tools 
for monitoring are effective ways of gaining a 
competitive advantage. 

However, ESG is often still perceived as being a 
“hungry tiger” that cannot be contained. This 
is partly due to intangible factors as well as the 
lacking regulatory framework in terms of the S and 
G criteria. Therefore, the issue shows a high degree 
of design necessity, but also of design possibility 
at the same time. ESG is not just about the hard 
criteria of the EU taxonomy, but also about the 
social and governance elements. This is a unique 
opportunity to position your company, not just 
using a taxonomy to check off the regulatory 
sustainability criteria, but instead showing 
sustainability in terms of corporate management 
and strategy. By making use of viewpoints from 
different generations within a company as well as 

2.3 ESG: Criteria for preserving our environment and living 
conditions

4 The term “ESG” has become established as the standard for sustainable investment. These three letters describe the three areas of corporate responsibility related to sustainability: the environment (“E”), social 
concerns (“S”) and corporate governance issues (“G”) 

ESG4 is the acronym on everyone’s lips: A compelling way to achieve these goals for conserving our 
environment and protecting our personal lives. 
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mistakes, i.e. when they are acceptable, if not 
welcomed as a means of constructive ongoing 
development, that new product development, 
changes in behaviour and business models and 
genuine innovation can succeed. This is particularly 
true in a business environment that is shaped more 
than ever by social and political changes, as well as 
by mega-trends.

The task of digital leadership is to enable 
and promote these processes of continuous 
improvement up to and including reorientation, 
including the self-reflection needed. This can be 
achieved by accepting and making constructive 
use of errors, i.e. developing a culture of plausible 
error tolerance. Learning from our mistakes is an 
essential part of a culture of innovation. It is only 
when people in companies are allowed to make 

2.4 VUCA: Momentum for continuous improvement and 
reorientation
A key internal driver for digital leadership is an environment that features VUCA (volatility, 
uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity) of systems, due to factors such as globalisation, etc., the high 
importance of continuous improvement and reorientation and the need for new ideas, in terms of a 
company’s ability to innovate.
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Against the backdrop of these statements, what 
becomes clear is that value-based leadership 
refers to all aspects of management and corporate 
culture: Economic and social values, personal and 
economic integrity, legal and social responsibility 
come together to form the basis of both business 
success and a good reputation. 

Companies have an obligation to serve the 
interests of a wide range of partners. They define 
themselves not just as economic but also as social 
or socio-technical systems in which individual 
domains are interdependent. This means that, 
alongside technical expertise, there is a professional 
corporate culture based on integrity and values. 
In this sense, integrity and value orientation are 
defined as lawfulness and mutual fairness. They 
are fundamental principles of all the actions and 
decisions taken in day to day business. Therefore 
the perception of civic and social responsibility is 
inextricably linked to business activity. 

Corporate culture – the foundation of 
digital leadership

3

5 cf. Schein, E.H.: Organisational culture, 3. ed. Bergisch-Gladbach 2020

3.1  Importance and levels of corporate culture
In this era of fast-paced digitalisation, advanced globalisation and the transformation requirements 
this imposes on companies, people are looking for the hallmarks and drivers of future-proof corporate 
governance as well as effective approaches to support the relevant development of leadership and 
corporate culture.

group as it learns to cope with its problems of 
external adaption and internal integration – that 
has worked well enough to be considered valid 
and, therefore, to be taught to new members as the 
correct way to perceive, think, and feel in relation 
to those problems.5” 

There are many different definitions and 
approaches in the relevant literature of ways to 
create a structure for organisational and corporate 
culture. One that is very frequently used comes 
from Edgar H. Schein, who defines corporate 
culture as  “[…]a pattern of basic assumptions – 
invented, discovered, or developed by a given 
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6 Cf. Schein, E.H.: Organisational culture, 3. ed. Bergisch-Gladbach (2020).

Figure 2: Three-level model of organisational culture (representation based on Schein) in the overall context

The following describes the starting points that are seen here.

This definition can be presented as a model on 3 
levels (cf. Figure 2), consisting of basic assumptions, 
norms and standards and artefacts 6, which help to 
develop or classify starting points and measures for 
developing corporate culture.

The basic assumptions are the prevailing ideas in 
a company about environmental relevance, truth, 
people, human action and social relationships. 
Norms and standards serve as maxims, guidelines, 

prohibitions and values. Artefacts, in turn, are 
symbol systems such as language, rituals, clothing 
and manners.

Digital leadership is not just about the artefacts of 
digitalisation. As before, it has to deal with changed 
or revised norms and standards as well as basic 
assumptions, in order to develop a sustainable 
basis for leadership and corporate success. 

CONTEXT

Source: ICG/Kämpf-Dern 
integrated: 3-level model 
(Schein)
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values, e.g. performance, feelings about doing the right thing
E3: Relationships with the environment, nature of social 
relationships, concept of humans, time and activity orientation
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The central fields of action in this approach result 
from the dysfunctional tendencies that are inherent 
in every organisation and that impair its long-term 

In the context of a systemic understanding of leadership, it is generally accepted that leadership is the 
specific organisational capacity that enables an organisation to deal appropriately with the key areas 
of action that are essential for it to survive and thrive in the long term. 

3.2  Corporate culture development as a basic senior management 
task

7 Cf. Wimmer, R.: Leadership and organisation - two sides of the same coin, in: Revue für posthistorisches Management [Revue for post-historical management], issue 4 (2009), pp. 20 - 33).

Area of activity Tasks
“Future” Strategy development, making sense, developing 

identity
“Orientation with the related environments” Stakeholder management, customer orientation
“Dealing with scarce resources” Resource management, value-added orientation
“Organisational effectiveness” Ongoing organisational (cultural) development, 

regular reviewing of organisational structure, 
encouraging organisational learning

“Integrity of the organisation” Developing a strong compliance culture
“Coupling of person and organisation” Regular comparison of requirements and skills, 

active human resources management
“Creating the right opportunities
for self-observation”

Examining own ability to self-manage, identifying 
and implementing relevant ratios and diagnostic 
tools, developing generally accepted “self-
monitoring points”

Table 1: Areas of activity and leadership tasks

Organisational and corporate culture development 
is not only a core, explicit task to ensure the 
organisation’s effectiveness. Corporate culture – 
as shown in figure 2 – also forms the basis for the 
other areas of activity and leadership tasks: How 
to shape the future, how to engage stakeholders, 
how to manage scarce resources and ensure 
integrity, how to deal with staff and how to ensure 

that the organisation’s duty of care for their health 
and development is achieved all depend on the 
organisation’s core values and therefore, according 
to Schein, the corporate culture.

Both a culture of trust and the promotion of 
innovation and respect for health are fundamental 
to embedding value-oriented leadership and in 

functioning and hence its future viability. The areas 
of activity and leadership tasks are set out in the 
table below.7 
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promoting agility, flexibility, identity and self-
leadership in the company culture, and hence are 
an essential element of corporate success. In the 
following sections of this chapter, the issue of a 

culture of confidence is specifically addressed. 
Promoting innovation and respect for health are 
dealt with separately as stand-alone chapters  
3 and 4.

The culture of confidence is a secondary aspect of corporate culture, or a specific perspective on the 
overall phenomenon of “corporate culture”. It can be defined or concretised in connection with models 
for the operationalisation of corporate culture that have proven themselves to be effective in practice.

3.3  Culture of confidence

in the company’s internal communication and the 
prevailing culture. This is especially true of the 
growing importance of transparency and respect. 
Taking this into account when it comes to leadership 
behaviour and communication has the potential to 
strengthen the culture of trust within a company.

By designing operational practices and processes 
appropriately, we can support the development of 
a culture of trust that is conducive to success. 

Both senior management and members of staff 
control the choice of perceptions and the processing 
of information  through what are generally 
unconscious individual and collective assumptions, 
attitudes, expectations and behavioural patterns. 
Thus, they have a decisive influence on the culture 
of confidence within a company. 

Simply by managers perceiving and acknowledging 
that employees’ expectations of company conduct 
and leadership are changing can lead to changes 

3.3.1  Developing the basic assumptions of a culture of confidence, 
mission statements, practices and processes
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            Recommendations/best practice (examples):

Various steps and topics can be identified for 
developing a culture of trust:
• It starts by assessing the existing corporate culture (culture check) and the creation of aims 

and development pathways to develop the culture of trust (maturity model). In addition, it is 
useful to review the existing internal processes and internal control system for compatibility 
with developing a culture of trust and establishing practices and processes that promote a 
strong culture of trust.

• The next step should be to incorporate a culture of trust into existing mission statements and 
codes of values and conduct. It is recommended that compliance management be introduced 
or further developed accordingly.

• On this basis, more operational measures can then be implemented, for example, the 
selection of staff or the recruitment process. For example, in the onboarding process, training 
or sponsorship and mentoring programmes incorporate the concept of a culture of trust.

• Opportunities for embedding and reinforcing the culture of trust are provided via internal 
company training sessions like seminars and workshops. Senior management plays a 
particularly important role in implementing this building block, so it is recommended that 
culture and role-oriented coaching and formats that make exchange and reflection in a 
protected space be made available.

In summary, the topic should be considered and implemented as comprehensively as possible. 
Integration into strategic and operational HR work is particularly relevant.
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Dialogue-based communication processes 
are particularly effective for supporting 
processes of corporate cultural change:

Human relationships are developed based on one 
form of conversation - dialogue. Dialogue as a 
specific form of communication allows participants 
to experience their own awareness being 
broadened by the fact that the other person’s 
personal assumptions are different from their 
own. At the same time, they are able to develop a 
growing understanding of how relative their own 
assumptions are and to validate and, if necessary, 
revise their own position if there is a better 
justification for a viewpoint that is different from 
their own. 

In this respect, dialogue-based communication 
processes are particularly suitable for promoting 
change in corporate culture at the level of 
perception, in which differences between 
employees’ own and others’ perceptions come to 
be recognised by employees, and thus can actually 
be addressed and subsequently changed. 

Leadership that is future-proof and digital 
only works with ongoing, internal corporate 
communication that is culture-oriented.

The development of corporate culture is a production 
process in the form of ongoing communication 
by managers and employees with individual and 
collective assumptions, attitudes, expectations 
and patterns of behaviour. This communication 
determines commitment to compliance and the 
ongoing development of behavioural expectations 
in an organisation. 

It is the leadership’s responsibility to create 
awareness among employees of the importance 
of respect and transparency in relation to the 
existing behavioural expectations in the company, 
as well as the changes required in behavioural 
expectations. This is done by exemplifying, initiating 
and supporting communication processes that are 
appropriate to the situation as part of long-term 
development of a culture of trust. A prerequisite 
for effective corporate culture-oriented leadership 
is the development of a clear understanding of 
the role and consistent communication behaviour 
by all leaders by regularly thinking about their 
own role and communication in the context of 
a professional understanding of self-leadership.

3.3.2 Communication as a 
“production process” of assumptions and expectations

A culture of trust is particularly shaped by the assumptions and expectations produced and 
reproduced in a company via ongoing internal communication, although it cannot be directly 
observed.
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For each company, it is advisable to have an 
individually coordinated concept that merges the 
advantages of different work locations and ways 
of working. It is beneficial to design offices to be 
meeting places for physical communication, with 
spaces where formal and informal conversations 
can take place. This way, support can be given 
for corporate culture-oriented communication 
processes.

Flexible working models, a corresponding culture 
of trust and a high-quality working environment 
and equipment will become (even) more important 
in the future to attract and retain committed, 
qualified staff. In this sense, appropriate workplace 
concepts are also a way of expressing respect. As 
artefacts, they are an essential aspect of corporate 
culture (Schein). Modern corporate working 
environments with remote working connectivity 
can provide significant support for corporate 
cultural transformation in terms of digital leadership 
towards agility, flexibility and self-organisation.

3.3.3  Innovative workplace concepts as artefacts that promote a 
culture of trust

  Best practice example of cultural transformation:  
A Dutch bank

The primary goal of a well-known Dutch bank was the cultural transformation from a product-oriented to 
a customer-oriented organisation. This was supported and promoted by a new working concept based on 
freedom, trust and assuming responsibility. The basic assumption of this cultural change and the shaping 
of the artefact and the associated norms and standards is the human image. The bank sees its employees 
as entrepreneurs who are responsible for their own performance in an environment with no fixed rules, 
times and places.  

To accomplish this, the staff were provided with the equipment required: Notebooks with the appropriate 
programmes, video conferencing systems, as well as smartphones. The introduction of remote working 
also relieved employees of the obligation to come into the office every day. The new rules significantly 
improved the work-life balance and increased satisfaction.

Another objective involved cooperation. According to the bank, collaboration results in strong 
performance, high quality and innovation. Architecture, the physical space, played a decisive role. The 
traditional office took on a new meaning: Meeting and working together in a highly attractive, appealing 
work environment. The workspaces were tailored to suit specific activities: meetings with several people, 

A working environment is a place that makes corporate values and visions tangible in space 
and that offers support and orientation. 
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  Best practice example of cultural transformation:  
“Hidden champions” in the region

The German economy can be characterised by many “hidden champions” - companies that often have 
one problem in common: their company headquarters are located in rural areas, and attracting skilled 
workers is a particular challenge. They also need to remain innovative and agile to maintain the market 
position they have achieved.

A well-known medium-sized company that is a global operator has focused on building culture as 
a solution-oriented part of its corporate culture. Back in the 1990s, a world-famous architect was 
commissioned to build a new corporate headquarters, architecture in competition for the best minds. 
High-quality spaces were created that underpinned the corporate values of transparency and flexibility. 
It was a particular challenge to integrate the resulting complex of buildings into the almost pristine 
natural surroundings. The architecture also had to promote hierarchy-free, peer-to-peer dialogue. Even 
the most senior management do not have a fixed workplace, where size and equipment represent 
status. Non-territorial workplaces emerged. The project has proved to be successful. The employer’s 
attractiveness has grown and overall the market position has significantly expanded.

face-to-face meetings or a place where a report can be written with high levels of concentration. Each 
activity has its own space. Employees are free to choose which type of room they want to work in. Of 
course, there is also a room for communication: For informal conversations, conversation islands have 
been set up, lounge areas have been equipped with kitchens, and the company canteen is also a popular 
meeting place outside of meal times. 
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crucial to tie experience to new ways of looking 
at things and not to be afraid of open dialogue.

In what follows, we first look at the framework 
conditions that make up innovation culture and the 
ability to innovate. We then give recommendations 
for shaping the ability to innovate.

Developing or increasing the ability to
innovate is an essential part of the leadership 
task. The basis for the ability to innovate is the 
culture of trust as described above. The factors 
for success lie in the combination of internal and 
external viewpoints, i.e. the employee, the market 
and the competition as well as politics. It is also 

Innovation capability -  
core competence for change

4

Figure 3: Guidelines for designing and implementing increased innovative capacity
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Innovation is usually based on ideas from 
individuals. However, in a globally networked 
world, a competitive advantage is rarely achieved  
by acting in isolation. Advances in knowledge are  
also necessary; these are reflected iteratively in 
a global context, then driven forward with the  
resources needed in each case. For example, 
start-ups and market leaders cooperate, 
accompanied by financial investors and 
established companies. Therefore, a characteristic 
of entrepreneurial innovation culture is 
cooperation, both internally and externally. 

The role of the state and politicians is to create 
the breeding ground required for this process to 
take place. Tax and regulatory frameworks can 
deter or attract entrepreneurs and companies 
at the European and German level, as we have 
seen in the biotechnology and pharmaceutical 
sectors, for example. This reinforces Germany as 
a business location in a European/global context. 

How these aspects can be implemented in practice 
is shown below.

This means that the business model, the processes 
and the management culture must be constantly 
reviewed in order to identify in good time any 
need for adjustments - even in successful phases, 
because changes in direction take time if they are 
to be successful over the long term. This applies not 
only to adapting processes and products, but also 
to the (ongoing) development of the right culture. 

The need to innovate in the age of digitalisation  
is getting faster - innovation cycles are  
speeding up. In order to do justice to this dynamic, 
close links between the knowledge carriers 
are required, along with close cooperation.  
New ways of working (e.g. agility and design 
thinking) demand rapid nteraction, e.g. project 
teams from different parts of the company, 
that often come together repeatedly. As has 
already been stated, this is supported by flexible 
space concepts and high levels of a supportive 
culture of trust, as well as open communication.

Continuous improvement and innovation are often 
the outcome of questioning processes, workflows, 
services and products. This is done by the people 
who know them the best, the employees. Every 
company should have tools in place that actively 
promote these questioning processes and to take 
up the ideas that result. 

4.1  Framework conditions for innovation capability and 
innovation culture

Not just the digital transformation, but all the drivers mentioned in chapter 2 are forcing companies 
to be agile and change in order to keep pace with evolving requirements and framework parameters. 
Within companies, this demands a culture of innovation that embraces all areas. 
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• Another alternative is to take rented project 
space for the duration of the project in order to 
assist project team members to work together 
on one hand and to focus on project goals on the 
other. In addition, it shortens the length of the 
project.

• Project work spaces are made available in 
addition to the workplaces in the “own” area, 
thereby providing support in terms of property 
investment. Conversely, often there is no longer 
a fixed place to work for the project workers 
within the departments. The office becomes 
a place to cooperate and exchange ideas, and 
it needs communal meeting areas rather than 
solely individual workstations.

4.2  Shaping innovation capacity 

4.2.1  Modern ways of working (agility, design thinking) 

 An example of best practice: A German car company
A large German car company was trying to develop new financing solutions in the digital age. The 
dedicated team relocated to the project space belonging to a provider of high-quality flex offices near its 
headquarters, which had been specially designed for agile working methods. This proved so successful 
that it outsourced further projects there and it was able to cut the time taken for projects in half, 
compared to the planning.
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4.2.2. Innovation by promoting ideas

The active promotion of ideas represents a significant part of the culture of innovation. What follows 
outlines some suggestions that can actively support the promotion of ideas within the company. 

Competition of ideas
• Companies launch competitions targeting ideas for making improvements around a specific area of 

interest. 

Continuous promotion of ideas
• Companies set up committees where employees can go with ideas for improvement. It is important 

for these committees to accept and assess ideas openly and with not vested interests.

Financial or other incentives 
• It is recommended that the idea be published widely and that the person who gave the idea be 

named. Financial incentives should be transparent and easy to track (for example, an immediate 
bonus paired with a later measurement of the success of the idea). 

• It should also be ensured that the person who has positively contributed to the idea is not, or only at 
their own request, entrusted with implementing the idea. Otherwise, innovation within the company 
can become inhibited due to concerns over additional workload.

Promoting ideas
• Experience is a good thing - but often young or newly-arrived staff can provide a fresh view. 

Communication can be stimulated by actively questioning individuals, or via larger discussion groups. 
Cooperation with universities

    can be supportive.

A platform for exchanging ideas with senior management 
• Management benefits from open exchange with members of staff. The right framework, customised 

platforms and consistency foster communication, promote mutual trust and optimise the flow of 
information. 

• Every company leader should be committed to open exchange with the employees. Depending  
on the size of the company, the right setting should be chosen, for example, fireside chats.  
Large meetings and video conferences are not recommended for this purpose, as many  
employees do not speak up in these settings. 

• The exchange should take place in alternating rounds across all levels. For its part, senior 
management should be careful not to react defensively to ideas and improvements. 



23

The corporate culture should be geared towards cooperation and exchange, both internally and 
externally. The successful technology groups make it clear that the broadest possible cooperation can 
be a recipe for success. In a globally networked world, competitive advantages can rarely be achieved 
by acting in isolation. In many industries, there are good approaches emerging, particularly in the areas 
of digitalisation and sustainability. 

4.2.3 Cooperation

 An example of best practice: A German car company
Example: A German car company outsourced an innovation department to its Berlin factory . The 
innovative environment of other in-house start-ups and members of the community who worked online 
and dealt with similar issues made this project so successful, that the project site was increased threefold 
(despite significantly higher costs compared to the full costs of the space in-house) in order to implement 
further projects in this environment. 

ESG, for the reasons described in 2.3, can only be 
successful when implemented in cooperation. A 
close network of planners and project developers 
with the prospective end investors is therefore 

Transparency leads to innovation
• Competitors can work faster and more 

efficiently as a result of shared standards and 
databases (e.g. market data collections, due 
diligence platforms, etc.) and so can invest 
more time in value creation. Any reluctance 
to share data with the competition should be 
ditched in order to develop joint ideas. 

Innovation tends to arise outside 
of the established corporate circle
• When companies have the resources required, 

innovation processes can be outsourced to 
start-up-like units. This makes free thinking, 
independent of corporate constraints, possible. 
These start-up units should be designed across 
companies to facilitate a wider coverage in the 
value chain and market perceptions. 

required. This means that indispensable ESG criteria 
can be mapped at an early stage when developing 
office concepts. 
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  Recommendations / example of best practice:  
Innovation Campus Hammerbrooklyn, Hamburg et al.

Cities and regions aim to be places for innovation - hubs in the global network of innovation - to 
attract businesses and jobs. For example, the City of Hamburg granted a leasehold on a plot of land in 
Hammerbrook’s attractive Fleet location, on the condition that it be used to develop innovation for the 
City of Hamburg with a business incubator and other companies with favourable terms. For the city, 
this means additional revenue, incentives to attract innovative companies and control over the lease 
agreement.

Local politics can be of particular help in developing a coherent profile for the respective location, which 
then generates a high level of attraction. 

• For example, a cluster for basic technological research was formed in cooperation with the RWTH 
Aachen University. 

• In Berlin, the federal and state governments have promoted a start-up culture that has also attracted 
established companies (see the example of Factory). 

• Cologne is currently establishing a cluster of smart building technology companies in the PropTech 
Powerhouse, sponsored by the Chamber of Industry and Commerce, the city and Rheinenergie.

4.2.4 Innovation support required
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• Reduced personal/informal contact resulting 
in lack of social warmth and psychological 
insecurity

• Reduced/absent structures, help and checks 
resulting in a sense of disorientation and 
uncertainty 

• Mental overload due to digital overload9, as 
well as the blurring of boundaries between 
work and career, and a lack of opportunities  
for demarcation. 

This question needs answering:

“In a rapidly changing, uncertain, increasingly 
digital world (of work), what opportunities 
are there for senior management to protect 
employees’ health as well as their own, and to 
maintain or enhance the performance of everyone 
involved?”

Accelerated transformation, triggered by volatile, 
uncertain, complex and ambiguous environments, 
means that many companies today are 
undergoing cultural, demographic and/or digital 
transformation. These high-speed changes, often 
have a negative effect on the health, motivation 
and performance of staff. All three aspects have 
a significant impact on the company’s success8. 

Health includes all physical and mental aspects in a 
holistic sense, i.e. also motivation and performance. 
Potential negative trends in health, such as a long-
term loss of motivation, should be addressed as 
early as possible via effective leadership. Effective 
leadership in the sense of holistic workplace health 
management (WHM) has a positive effect, both on 
the employees themselves and on the company 
and its success.

It should be noted that the health, performance 
and willingness of both employees and managers 
should be taken into account, as all groups bear 
the brunt of digitalisation / VUCA / accelerated 
transformation.

Some of the developments that can be observed 
that may have a negative impact on health and 
hence on the company’s success include:

Health - a requirement for motivation, 
performance and success

5

8  Cf. for numerous issues in this subject area: DFK Verband für Fach- und Führungskräfte [Association for Professional and Managerial Staff] (2020): Occupational health management in corporate governance - 
handout for executive spokespersons’ committees
9 According to the Microsoft 2021 Work Trend Index: Annual Reports, “The Next Great Disruption Is Hybrid Work - Are We Ready?”, p. 8 f., the intensity of digital work has increased dramatically within one year, 
measured among other things by the time spent in virtual meetings, the number of chat messages (including after hours), the number of emails, work on electronic documents, unplanned and unstructured virtual 
communication. Even if only a shift from analogue to virtual communication were assumed, the effort involved in sending and receiving messages with decreased body language signals leads to heightened stress 
and fatigue levels and a fall in motivation and commitment.forces (2020): Occupational health management in corporate governance - handout for executive spokespersons’ committees
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• the indirect influence of senior management 
via health-promoting human resources policy 
measures that address specific subgroups

• measures initiated by management that directly 
affect employees in their individual situation and/
or enable them to (co-)structure their individual 
work situation.

The four areas of action shown in Figure 4 are examined. These are developed in more detail in 5.1 
to 5.4: 

• the direct influence of leadership on the 
framework conditions of the health, performance 
and willingness to perform of the employees 

• the indirect influence of leadership, especially 
senior management, via a health-promoting 
corporate culture, which generally applies equally 
to the entire organisation.

Below, we identify both typical and particularly 
critical situations and issues where there is 
the potential to impair or damage the health, 
performance and the willingness to perform 
of employees due to digitalisation and VUCA 

environments. There are many opportunities for 
senior management to have a positive influence 
on these situations, both directly and indirectly. 

Figure 4: Impact on and opportunities for shaping health, motivation and performance

Demographics
Digitalisation

VUCA

ESG

CONTEXT

Corporate culture

Leadership and organisation

BGM
HR management

ORGANISATION Source: ICG/Kämpf-Dern/Rock

Individual
Health

SUCCESS
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In particular, they can also (re)design the work 
situation and the business conditions, both for 
themselves and their employees, in such a way 
that they are better able to cope with the changed 
situations resulting from digitalisation/VUCA/
transformation as they affect aspects that are 
related to health and performance.

Below we first list the relevant, health-critical 
situations that have arisen in particular, 
but not exclusively, as a result of digital 
transformation. These are followed by associated  
recommendations.

5.1  Direct influence of leadership on the business conditions 

          Directly related health-critical situations:

• Digital/knowledge workplace in the company 
     ➡ Outcomes that are poorly planned and measurable or long-term

• Working in an online-based business model

• Networking in a virtual community with digital tools

• Changed forms of collaboration, e. g. agile work

• Abolishment of the (spatial) separation of work and personal life / hybrid working  
     ➡  of a wide range of stakeholders

• Use of digital tools for operational work in production and logistics

• Digital management and control processes

• High levels of digital communication (virtual meetings, email, messaging systems, etc.)

• Working conditions that are not recognisable to outsiders (open/closed doors, breaks, etc.)

• Working across language and cultural boundaries

• 24/7 availability

• Delocalisation of work / 3. Relocation wave

Managers can learn and model ways of dealing with specific situations in a health-conscious and 
performance-promoting way through their own awareness and behaviour, as well as via training. 
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            Recommendations/best practice (examples):

Raising awareness and perception, behaviour of leaders:
• Paying attention to the consequences for employees as a result of organisational changes in work

• Continuous monitoring and analysis of the performance and willingness of employees based on 
criteria such as sick leave, quality of work, adherence to deadlines, voluntary churn, etc.

• Clearly communicated strategies, structures, methods, (meeting) agendas as well as other 
support tools (processes) for orientation and prioritisation of activities/avoidance or minimisation 
of overload due to lack of clarity

• Establishing relationships with a healthy balance of trust and control

•  Special attention paid to choosing the right forms of communication (e.g. personal conversations 
with enough time for sensitive/critical/emotional topics, to be able to catch up)

• Demonstrating a culture of health

Adaptation of work and process organisation, the physical and the 
ICT infrastructure:
• Occupational health management team is present, has decision-making authority and budget/

personnel capacity

• Creation of systematic foundations for the modern working world, for example for virtual 
working/virtual teams/leading from a distance

• Critical examination of intensification of work

• Review and, where necessary, optimise all the processes and structures in terms of employee 
performance and motivation 

• Jointly defined, regularly reviewed intermediate and final objectives and measurement criteria 
for work activities and results

• Regular feedback loops in a small circle, including individual, situation-related offers of support by 
management/organisation

• Proper management of workplace and working time flexibilisation as well as “constant accessibility” 
(e.g. signs for concentration/communication/break periods, access restrictions if necessary)
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• Providing recreational spaces and micro-breaks (slack time)

• Agreement on the (digital) identification of breaks (e.g. entry in the [public] calendar)

• Offer easy-to-use working time log systems (for self-management and operational 
documentation)

• It is also possible to agree on “core working hours” for mobile work, during which availability 
must always be ensured.

• Planning and frequency of digital meetings, regardless of whether they are group or individual 
meetings

• Plan times and formats for personal and social issues, and insist that EVERYONE has the chance 
to participate in the discussion

• Systematic scheduling of social interaction times and opportunities to compensate for the 
spontaneous, informal, social encounters in the face of increased digital communication, in order 
to maintain a “feeling of us” and purpose, motivation and the ability to perform

Expand the range of health-promoting education, training and counselling 
services:
• Seminar on “Healthy leadership”

• Training on “Leading from a distance”

• Seminar on assessing the health of employees

• Training in dealing with employees who are under psychological stress 

• Management check-up 

• Stress management training

• Resilience development training

• Training on self-management, work-life balance

• Training of managers at all levels to develop leadership behaviour that promotes health and 
performance

• (Virtual) offers of relaxation methods, e. g. meditation, MBSR10, autogenic training, progressive 
muscle relaxation, yoga and other movement activities in the workplace/during working hours

10 MBSR = Mindfulness Based Stress Reduction (from Prof. Jon Kabat-Zinn)
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best practices (directly next to each other for ease 
of reading):

Influencing factors and objectives are presented 
first, along with exemplary recommendations and 

5.2 Indirect influence via a health-promoting corporate culture 

Influencing factors and setting of 
objectives:

Recommendations/best practice 
(examples):

Under pressure from external changes, shaping  
the compelling need for change towards an 
individually health-conscious culture

• Acceptance of health-promoting measures as 
part of the corporate culture

• Performance and readiness as essential 
components of the corporate strategy, which are 
included in top-level planning

• Perception of the employee as a holistic 
social being, including professional and non-
occupational stressors.

• Continuous thematisation of health, performance 
and motivation in corporate communication

• Establishing audio-visual communication as a 
standard of corporate communication

• Addressing personal issues or other sensitive 
topics in person wherever possible, unless 
postponing would be more stressful than holding 
a video conference (phone calls only as an 
exception, email not an option) 

• Active scrutiny of issues, including uncomfortable 
ones, such as psychological and addictive 
disorders, leadership and organisational 
problems and cultural weaknesses

• Establishing a culture of clear communication, 
including expectations (goals, rewards, hours - 
(non-)availability, etc.)

Creation of a culture that explicitly accepts the 
individually perceived and negative influences of 
digitalisation/VUCA on the health of employees 
and addresses it through proactive measures

Constructive and dynamic cooperation as the  
basis for performance and motivation to perform

Developing an analytical, professional, action-
oriented view of the (health) culture within the 
company

Top management in particular has the opportunity to indirectly influence the health, performance and 
motivation of employees throughout the corporate culture.
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demographic analysis and group-related packages 
of measures concerning health-related goals, which 
are also part of strategic corporate management. 
This also includes corresponding health-related key 
performance indicators and planning, managing 
and checking them.

The genuine realisation that staff are the number 
one resource that is critical to success in an 
increasing number of companies, and that their 
health maintenance and promotion is consequently 
not (only) relevant for humanitarian or socio-social 
reasons, but must be systematically managed to 
ensure the success of the company, is matched by 

5.3 Indirect influence via human resources policy 

          Challenges in a hybrid human resources policy:

• Staff shortages are drastically intensified
➡ higher quantitative and qualitative workload for everyone

• Digitalisation increases risks of ill health 
    ➡ Honestly considering the risks of change

• Workforces are getting (even) older, with older people usually being especially stressed by drastic 
change/rapid transformation 

    ➡ The health and motivation of older people is becoming increasingly important

• The generation gap is widening
    ➡ Complexity is considerably increased, different value systems have to be taken into account

• Generational bias 
    ➡ counteract the assumed decline in skill and performance through leadership, skill development 

and communication

Health-promoting measures can be most effectively initiated, accompanied, implemented and supported 
by the management in the form of strategic human resources policy packages. 
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           Recommendations/best practices examples:

Employee health as a valuable corporate asset to be systematically maintained 
via proactive, systematic management:
• Economic assessment of diminished capacity as a decision-making basis for entrepreneurial-

structural adjustment and change measures

• BGM as an integral management concept with effective guidance tools, based on a balanced 
selection of key figures (management cockpit)

• Regular collection of “soft” key figures, for example, within the framework of (brief) employee 
surveys.

• Demographic change, work ability and performance are included in risk management

Measures designed to be adapted to the needs of generations/people 
(Who needs what?):
• There is a prognosis and catalogue of measures for demographic change

• Introduction of a health program tailored to meet the needs of specific age groups

• Staff development geared to the different phases of life, taking into account age-specific goals 
and motivational factors

• Systematic matching of staff skills profiles with updated job descriptions (digital, agile, etc… skills) 
to ensure that skill enhancement and support measures are addressed.

• Mixed teams, mentoring programme, etc. to strengthen cross-generational cooperation and 
knowledge transfer

• Include health issues in employer branding to boost employee recruitment and retention.

Project management of health measures, including feedback and
reporting systems:
• Introduction of professional project management for BGM measures

• Use of digital and mobile tools to survey the BGM situation in the company and to implement 
BGM measures

• Establishing an assessment and feedback system to improve the range of measures offered

•  Differentiated reporting down to the smallest organisational unit
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by a factor of two to three (cf. Figure 5). In this 
respect, many of the measures must be specifically 
adapted to and designed by the employees, and it 
is insufficient only to think about their professional 
life.

At the same time, digitalised business conditions 
often exacerbate and multiply patterns of physical 
and psychological illness. Digital stress particularly 
increases psychological impairment (by 25% of 
respondents in absolute terms), neurological-
sensory disorders and digestive system disorders 
(by 15% of respondents in each instant), often 

5.4  Measures for (co-)design by employees  

Figure 5: Frequency of medical conditions of respondents with perceive high or low digital stress
(Percentages reflect the proportion of respondents in each group)
Source: PräDiTec / Gimpel, H. et al. (2019): Healthy digital work?! https://gesund-digital-arbeiten.de/

In addition to the institutional and group-related situations and aspects, the leader must also take into 
account increasingly diverse individual conditions and situations. 
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          Individual situations and objectives:

• Chronic illnesses are dramatically on the increase (e. g. cardiovascular disease, diabetes)
   ➡ Maintaining work and performance capacity

• Psychological illness remains on the rise
   ➡ Maintaining work and performance capacity

• Poor receptiveness of many risk groups 
    (e. g. due to obesity, addiction, psychological impairment)
  ➡ Targeted analysis, addressing and incentivising participation

• Unclear demarcation between company and individual
  ➡ Holistic approach: Consideration of professional AND private aspects

• The demands placed on employees are fundamentally changing
 ➡ Building skills and self-efficacy

          Recommendations/best practice (examples):

Area of action for structures and processes that support the individual:
• Development of employee assistance programmes and psychosocial counselling

• Set up management and staff checkups

• Establishment of addiction counselling

• Training in self-management and work-life balance for staff Area of action social interaction/
training and counselling:

• Workshops on health and “health circles” within organisational units

• Communication and conflict management training for teams

• Expanding the “staff appraisal” to include health-related topics

• Regular keynote lectures and refreshers around social interaction issues (communication, conflict 
management, etc.)

• Training to improve stress management and interactional resilience

• Continuing education based on life phase models

• “Health days”
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Area of action health-related work:
• Regular performance of individual-oriented risk assessments in accordance with ASiG 

[Occupational Health and Safety Act]

• Individual consultations on the implementation of ergonomics in the workplace

• Workshops on workload

• Workshops/training on health-promoting communication and collaboration,both digital and 
analogue, within the team and externally

Area of action exercise, nutrition, resilience, stress management:
• Information campaigns, e. g. on colorectal cancer, heart health, skin screening

• Annual vaccination campaigns

• Training and workshops on healthy nutrition

• Weight loss programmes, programmes to stop smoking

• Company sports, endurance training, training to strengthen the 
 musculoskeletal system, back exercises

• Offering relaxation techniques, e. g. meditation, MBSR, autogenic training, progressive muscle 
relaxation, yoga

• Information documents on self-assessment

• Stress management training, resilience development training
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Virtual leadership from one home office to another, 
which was introduced at short notice in many 
companies, is particularly a special challenge. 

There is nothing new about companies that are committed to sustainable corporate governance 
identifying people, processes and structures as important success factors for corporate success. 

Recruitment and onboarding - finding and 
retaining the right people

6

All the same, in 2020 and 2021 the 
Covid-19 pandemic has had a direct impact 
on the way in which staff are managed.  

Recruitment Onboarding

Organisational 
structure

Processes
Development

Company success

SUSTAINABLE CORPORATE GOVERNANCE

HUMAN RESOURCES MANAGEMENT

Corporate culture Individual Value system

Figure 6: Relationship diagram Sustainable corporate management - human resources management - recruitment and 
onboarding

Source: ICG  / Petry, 
Digital Leadership, 2019, p. 73.
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• Once the offer of a contract has been selected and 
accepted, onboarding is the crucial building block 
in a successful new recruitment process. One 
distinctive difference between this and ongoing 
staff development and support is that onboarding 
is only done once. If expectations are not met or 
there are any other disappointments, the entire 
recruitment process is often jeopardised, as new 
employees may reconsider their decision and 
change it during the probationary period. On 
the other hand, positive, unexpected elements 
and experiences during onboarding are highly 
motivating and underline that they have made 
the right decision.

In what follows, therefore, the question will be 
examined:

“How can leaders successfully recruit and onboard 
within the context of virtual leadership?”

In order to narrow down and focus on the 
problem, the recruitment and onboarding of new 
staff members was singled out, as there are some 
specific issues in this area compared to managing 
and developing employees already in the company:

• Basically, candidates are undergoing a decision-
making process that will have an impact on their 
ongoing career development and, in the case of 
relocation, may also have consequences beyond 
their career development.

• Candidates who appear to be suitable are 
identified, but wrong decisions can have far-
reaching negative consequences on orders, 
customer satisfaction, results and the company 
and the working atmosphere. 

• At the same time, the level of information 
available is limited. In an interview situation, a 
highly condensed exchange of information takes 
place in order to ensure a satisfactory basis of 
information on both sides on which to base 
upcoming decisions.

Figure 7: Critical success factors in the onboarding process

Source: EVW/ Kummert

Reaching the end of the actual recruitment process 
does not necessarily mean that the recruitment 
process has been successfully completed. 

Really, it is just the beginning of a project that can 
last up to a year and needs to be closely monitored. 

New employees need to get to know the company 
and how it works, as well as the people involved,  
and familiarise themselves with their different tasks. 

A carefully prepared and executed integration 
process will help set the right course. 

Potential negative consequences of failure to comply: 
• Image
• Loss 
• Costs 
•  Trouble in the team and the danger that goals 

won’t be achieved
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1. The typical “insignia of power”, the reception, 
the lobby, the large meeting room, the master 
of the house’s “rights of ownership”, etc. are no 
longer relevant in a videoconferencing situation; 
everyone has a virtual window of equal size 
in the digital space. Consequently, selection 
interviews are much more devoid of hierarchy 
and the interaction takes place on an even more 
equal footing, both psychologically and factually. 

2. Non-verbal communication is different in the 
virtual space, maybe even non-existent. This 
means that one important point of reference of 
intuitive decision-making processes is lost. As a 
consequence, for management it is less easy to 
identify who will fit in in the company, who is able 
to represent it appropriately and how someone will 
behave in specific situations. Conversely, candidates 
also lose an important lever when it comes to 
successfully portraying their own personality. 

The following figure shows the correlations of the 
change in conditions in employee recruitment, in 
combination with changes in virtual leadership:

Firstly, candidates’ decision parameters have 
changed. This means that the range of topics 
covered in the selection process is much wider than 
was the case before, and it goes into more depth. 
Above and beyond job profiles, life plans and the 
amount of freedom desired are also discussed and 
negotiated.

Due to the “war for talent”, a selection process 
often takes place on equal footing. Candidates 
ask significantly more critical questions and 
communicate more clearly in this respect. 
Hierarchies, processes and organisational 
structures take a back seat to freedom and self-
determination.

This change, which was already heralded a few 
years ago, is now coming up against the special 
framework conditions of virtual leadership 
whereby interviews can often only be conducted 
via videoconferencing. This partly reinforces the 
changes mentioned above, because:

6.1  Recruitment in the context of virtual leadership

Fig. 8: Changing the conditions of staff recruitment in combination with the conditions of virtual leadership

away from senior management. Overall, the 
changes described also lead to a new understanding 
of roles.

New technologies and self-organising, agile teams 
are increasingly detaching the recruiting process 

Change in the business conditions 
that has already happened 

Specific change as a result of 
virtual leadership

More decision-making parameters 
for female candidates

Postponement due to the 
“war for talent”

Critical analysis, freedom and self-
determination are in the forefront 

Virtual selection interviews 
psychologically take place  

on an equal level.

Non-verbal communication only 
takes place to a very limited 

extent

Interviews
/ 

Selection
interviews

These days, when selecting and recruiting new members of staff, senior management is faced with a 
different frame of reference. 
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It basically needs to be taken into account that 
onboarding does not necessarily have to start when 
a person joins the company. The time between 
signing the contract and the first day of work can be 
used to create an emotional connection between 
new employees and the company. 

The expansion of decision-making parameters for 
new employees described above and the critical 
examination of the company mean that onboarding 
today encompasses much more than simply 

6.2  Onboarding in the context of virtual leadership
Successful onboarding requires a comprehensive approach and a time component. In an environment 
that has undergone change as a result of new technologies and a different way of communicating, it is 
recommended that digital onboarding concepts be developed that differ significantly from traditional 
onboarding - among other things, by being even more interactive. 

familiarising employees with IT, the organisation 
and essential processes. Further important factors 
in good, sustainable cooperation are the corporate 
philosophy, measurable and tangible criteria 
of sustainable corporate management, vision, 
purpose, corporate culture and values, and these 
have to be translated into virtual communication.

Digital onboarding takes more time because informal integration “in the break room” 
is no longer possible. Time slots to enable interaction should be actively planned and 
adhered to.

The basis for smooth communication should be provided –  personal contact also needs 
to be addressed digitally. To do this, videoconferencing tools need to be acquired 
and tested. Furthermore, professional messaging services such as Slack and Teams are 
suitable for frequent communication.

The digital onboarding process can be automated with the right tools.

The content of the onboarding process should be prepared in a structured manner in the 
form of a roadmap and made available digitally so that it can be accessed at any time.

Especially in the digital space, regular feedback loops are imperative to prevent 
misunderstandings. According to current studies there is still a lot of catching up to  
be done.

The critical success factors in digital onboarding are summarised below:
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In order to experience the “DNA” of a company, the 
specific working atmosphere, corporate culture, 
and values, the opportunity of a window of time 
available for informal exchange among colleagues 
is important, and is something that is not specified 
by a productivity-oriented agenda. 

Survey results clearly show that, in the opinion 
of employees, working in places other than the 
office is by far the most detrimental to networking 
and social exchange within the team and among 
colleagues11. However, it is precisely these two 
factors that are essential for a successful start and 
a high emotional bond with the company for new 
employees. 

The leadership culture in the digital age is 
characterised by networking, openness, 
participation and agility. Trust is at the heart of the 
new concept of digital leadership:

           Recommendations/best practice examples 

for communicating corporate culture 
through virtual leadership:

between concluding the contract and 
the first day of work:

• Creation of working groups made up of different 
members of the company to gather ideas on 
what needs to be covered during the onboarding 
process

• Introduction of a mentoring system, performed 
by people who know the company particularly 
well and who keep in (virtual) contact

• Ongoing, active communication with new 
employees as well as encouraging the team to 
actively seek to communicate

• Virtual special events like having coffee, social 
days, team meals, etc., to promote unofficial 
exchange with new members of staff

• Repeated contact between signing the contract 
and the first day of work. Special occasions lend 
themselves to this, such as birthdays, the start of 
a well-known holiday or similar

• Share special press releases and positive news 
from the company

• Networking via social media, making contact 
requests

• Extend invitations to company events, Christmas 
meals in advance

11 Survey on LinkedIn, conducted on 12.05.2021 on the question of what is missed missed in the home office, with the following results: Survey respondents: 250 votes, networking and social 79%, training and 
knowledge exchange 11%, recognition and career 6%, something else 4%

Trust

Openness

Participation

Networking

Agility

Fig. 9: VOPA+ model, internal representation EVW/ Kum-
mert after Petry, Digital Leadership 2019
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Innovative capacity and the associated 
recommendations for action are essential 
components of the digital leadership approach. 
This applies both at the managerial level as well as 
throughout the entire company, where innovation 
capability is considered beyond the company’s 
boundaries - meaning a cross-stakeholder 
innovation culture.

The entire value chain of a company, from 
recruitment and onboarding to a communicative 
culture of trust, including health aspects, the ability 
to innovate, and the promotion of employees, 
serves the company’s success in changing 
processes, because the changes will be of benefit 
to those people who can actively adapt to them. 

It is the responsibility of the business management 
(leadership) to create awareness among the staff 
for the importance of respect and transparency in 
relation to the existing behavioural expectations 
in the company, as well as in relation to the 
changes that need to take place in behavioural 
expectations, by modelling, initiating and 
supporting communication processes that are 
appropriate to the situation (above all through 
dialogue) as part of the long-term development of 
a culture of trust. It is a prerequisite for effective 
corporate culture-oriented leadership to develop 
a clear understanding of the roles and to ensure 
consistent communication behaviour of all 
leaders via regular reflection on their own roles, 
and communication within the framework of a 
professional understanding of self-leadership.

Conclusion - Digital leadership combines 
the tried and tested with the new, and 
opens up scope for development

7
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