
The technologies we explored are 
referred to as ‘social technologies’ and 
very little is known about how they impact 
the practice of leadership inside the 
organisation.  They are technologies 
with communication capabilities that 
facilitate social interactions and therefore, 
manager-employee interactions, and 
include applications such as Google Plus, 
Huddle, Slack and Yammer. The practical 
significance of this research is particularly 
pressing in light of the increasing corporate 
expenditure on these technologies over 
the last decade; research by International 
Data Corporation (IDC) shows the 
market for social technologies will top 
$85 billion by 2019. 

We interviewed and observed managers 
and employees in a large Fortune-200 
corporation and analysed their 
communicative practices on their 
internal social technology platforms, 
e.g. comments, posts, reactions to posts. 
We found an emerging new context, the 
online social technology environment 
inside the organisation, which managers 
must now deal with. With these social 
technologies, physical office partitions 
have become porous and almost 
non-existent. Internal communicative 

practices are becoming more and more 
virtual, so that working away from the 
physical office space is now part of how 
work is done. 

There is a clear change in how leadership
is done in this environment; it adapts
itself to this emerging new context. When 
using social technologies, managers and 
employees reveal aspects of their lives 
that were not accessible beforehand 
(without the technology) and interact 
with followership without the usual 
barriers of managerial position. We argue 
that this situation impacts on the 
manager-employee relationship by 
enhancing the quality of the relationship 
and removing the mystery surrounding 
managers’ position of influence. In other 
words, managers are no longer positioned 
in closed offices but are in the open space 
like everyone else; they must now begin 
to navigate this new terrain intelligently 
in order to exert influence. For example, 
managers can express their feelings about 
issues in a way that allows employees to 
gain their trust and also express their 
feelings without fear of victimisation. 

Leading digitally 
within organisations
Whilst digital leadership talk often focuses on leveraging 
technology to support organisational goals and shape 
business models, we flip the coin and look within the 
organisation to understand how technology changes 
the internal leadership landscape. We also examine 
what leadership in digital environments means for 
manager-employee relationships and the unintended 
consequences of technology-mediated leadership. 

Dr Caroline Rook, 
Lecturer in 
LeadershipLebene Soga

Doctoral Candidate 
and Sessional 
Lecturer

Ana Graça 
Post-doctoral 
Fellow in Leadership

Dr Bernd Vogel
Director of the 
Henley Centre for 
Leadership



17.MKT.107

www.henley.ac.uk

One unintended consequence of 
technology-mediated leadership is 
that the role of the manager becomes that 
of an intersectionalist – one who transports 
leadership influence from the physical to 
the virtual realm, while also maintaining the 
physical network he or she is part of. 
Managers must now transmit their influence 
using technology by co-habiting this new 
technological environment as if it was the 
physical environment, with no prejudice 
to the former. Contemporary organisations 
need to embrace this internal change and 
intersectionalist leaders must be trained to 
bridge the virtual manager-employee gap.
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