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Abstract 

This paper addresses leadership in the times of the COVID-19 crisis. Specifically, it examines 

to what extent leadership practices are responding to the COVID-19 pandemic and what 

implications for the future of leadership practice can be derived. To answer the research 

question, the thesis examines two sets of companies following different leadership practices. 

Group 1 (G1) represents a pool of experts from a company practicing a traditional hierarchical 

approach to management. Group 2 (G2) represents experts from several companies practicing 

self-management in which responsibility and decision-making fall to the employees entirely. 

This paper begins with an overview of leadership theories and follows with reasons why 

leadership methods are undergoing a paradigm shift. The paradigm shift is influenced by the 

increasingly VUCA (volatile, uncertain, complex, ambiguous) environment companies 

operate in, new demands of Generation Z, and flexible working practices. For its analysis, the 

paper follows an exploratory, qualitative research design, in which semi-guided expert 

interviews are conducted for data collection. From the collected data, the thesis induced that 

leadership is increasingly taking place in the context of hybrid work settings, where the staff 

works from home and at the office. Also, a trusting and coaching leadership practice is 

increasingly replacing the practice of command and control. The findings suggest that G1 

leaders are taking on more responsibilities due to the crisis. Additionally, the G1 leaders are 

experiencing a shift in mindset in favor of progressive leadership practices fostering the 

independence of their employees. Further, the findings indicate that the G2 leadership 

practices have not changed in response to the crisis, as they implemented existing principles 

to overcome the crisis suggesting a validation of the practice of self-management in response 

to the COVID-19 crisis. 
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Definition and Clarification of Terminology 

To enhance the reading flow, the following thesis does not entirely employ gender-neutral 

language. Nonetheless, the information refers to members of all various forms of sexes. The 

terms “COVID-19”, “coronavirus,” and the “pandemic” are all used for the infectious disease 

caused by a new type of coronavirus (SARS-COV-2) (WHO, 2020a). 
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1 Introduction 

1.1 Problem Definition and Relevance of the Topic 

The outbreak of the novel coronavirus, COVID-19, has not only challenged societies, public 

health operations, and global economies but also the global business environment. The 

business environment is being redefined by the limitations of government health systems, the 

staggering number of deaths, and the economic and social effects of regional lockdowns. 

(Dirani et al., 2020, p. 380) 

 

The world has been changing rapidly. Swift technological developments and market 

internationalization prior to the COVID-19 pandemic already increased the complexity and 

unpredictability of the business environment, placing unprecedented demands on the 

organizations of companies (Scheinpflug & Stolzenber, 2017, p. V). The limited capacity to 

handle increasing complexity is especially relevant for business leaders. They stand at their 

company’s epicenter, where a multitude of information converges and where divergent 

expectations of various stakeholders meet. (Stolzenberg 2017, p. 69) Additionally, in times of 

crisis, people look out to their leaders for guidance (Dirani et al. 2020, p. 381). 

 

This paper is an immediate response to the corona crisis. Since national lockdowns have 

forced many people to work from home, interest in how the ongoing pandemic is (re)shaping 

leadership is of paramount interest. This paper aims to investigate what impact the current 

pandemic has on leadership. This paper's research topic's timing and relevance seem 

reasonable. Most companies are currently in a crisis. Many have had to reorganize their work 

practices and possibly their leadership practices. Although many studies explore the 

phenomenon of leadership in times of crisis, hardly any research has been conducted on the 

topic of changing and lasting changes in leadership styles and practices due to a pandemic 

and specifically due to the COVID-19 pandemic. This paper investigates how the current crisis 

will shape leadership in the long-term. The goal of this paper is to close a research gap created 

by the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic. 
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1.2 Research Objective and Research Questions 

The COVID-19 pandemic is impacting business leaders by adding to the complexity and 

unpredictability of the business environment. The effects of new work constellations on 

leadership warrants investigation. This paper asks the following overarching research 

question: 

 

How has leadership changed since the outbreak of the corona pandemic in March 2020? 

 

With this research question, the paper seeks to investigate leaders' reactions to the outbreak 

of the coronavirus within a business context. The leaders interviewed for this paper serve as 

experts in the research field. Their answers have prompted the second research question this 

paper asks, 

 

Which patterns and commonalities can be identified in those adaptations that might point to 

a coherent new understanding and practice of leadership? 

 

How the dynamics and complexities of the COVID-19 health crisis affect the thinking and 

actions of organizational leaders is addressed. Examined are the challenges of organizations 

and their leaders to finding effective approaches to tackling the dynamic, interconnected, 

ambiguous, and volatile business environment, particularly impacted by the current 

pandemic. The testimonials of the experts chosen for this paper, implications of how 

leadership in an organizational context will evolve, are central. 

 

1.3 Methodological Procedure 

In order to develop a theoretical foundation, this paper first conducts a literature review. The 

concept of leadership, the paradigm shift in leadership resulting from changes in the business 

environment, and the consequences of the paradigm shift in the business context are discussed 
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in depth. Following these discussions, this thesis will highlight which implications the corona 

pandemic has on the business environment and the work environment. 

 

Next, this paper will carry out an empirical analysis in a qualitative research design. Following 

the qualitative survey method, seven semi-structured expert interviews have been conducted. 

Expert interviews have been chosen as part of the research design. They allow for the 

collection of information that can be provided only by a selected group of people who serve 

as experts for the study. 

 

The project deals with a question that has been little researched, so far, and has an exploratory 

and inductive design. It infers and develops its hypotheses by moving from the specific to the 

general, moving from the observations of the group of experts to characterizing the meaning 

and development of leadership in times of and after corona. As such, the literature review of 

this study does not serve as a construct to develop the thesis' hypotheses. Rather, it serves as 

contextual knowledge to better classify statements and observations collected from the 

interviews and for the hypotheses developed at the end of the study (Flick, 2011, p. 21). 

 

The method of Grounded Theory is used for the analysis. The interrelation between the 

interviewees and the further development of the work's theoretical foundation plays an 

important role. Hence, once the key findings are summarized in the fourth chapter, the 

hypotheses are developed. These hypotheses serve to develop the leadership theories in the 

corresponding research field. 

 

2 Literature Review 

2.1 The COVID-19 Pandemic 

An unusual number of unknown causes of respiratory illnesses were rampant in the Chinese 

city of Wuhan in late 2019, which were then reported to the World Health Organization 

(WHO) on December 31, 2019. A week later, Chinese authorities attributed these new 
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pneumonia cases to a novel coronavirus (WHO, 2020a). Cases of the highly infectious virus 

ranged from asymptomatic to fatal. In fact, COVID-19 has a higher mortality rate than 

influenza (WHO, 2020b). By March 11, 2020, the WHO declared the outbreak a pandemic 

(WHO, 2020a). As a result, most countries have taken measures to contain the spread of the 

virus and spare their health systems from being overwhelmed. These measures include 

enacting strict hygiene precautions and temporary closures of businesses and schools. Where 

possible, employees were asked to work from home. At the time of writing this paper, the 

most far-reaching measures are and have been nationwide lockdowns, border closures, and 

national and international travel restrictions (Busvine, 2020). By mid-April 2020, 59 countries 

had decreed those who could perform their work from home, should stay home. Within a 

concise time period, even conservative companies switched to home offices to keep their 

operations running (ILO 2020, pp. 1–5). 

 

The precautionary measures that states have implemented have devastating economic, social, 

and health consequences, and they present enormous challenges (Li et al., 2020, p. 200). The 

heavy burden on society’s health ranges from contamination from the virus itself to the 

impacts of the containment measures. Many people’s psychological well-being and mental 

health are impaired due to isolation and the enormous burden of, for example, school closures 

for working parents. It may be years before the consequential damage of impaired mental 

health is fully understood. Travel bans and quarantine regulations further stress social bonds 

by preventing individuals from visiting, helping, and comforting friends and relatives. 

(D’Auria & De Smet, 2020) 

 

Companies also deal with disruptions in their business environment due to the COVID-19 

crisis. One of the disruptions is the immediate need for digitization and digitalization. Even 

though digitalization and digitization were already a megatrend before the pandemic, they 

have become even more prominent since many employees work from home. Siemens, for 

example, a conglomerate focusing on digital transformation, infrastructure, mobility, and 

health, carried out on-site and remote maintenances before the current pandemic. Now, the 
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maintenance process has been digitalized. Employees can access the systems remotely and 

perform the maintenance regardless of their location. (Suter & Neuhauser, 2020) 

 

Traditional forms of work have been defined by assigned office workplaces and fixed working 

hours (Bruch, Block, & Färber 2016, p. 40). The current crisis is disrupting these traditional 

ways of work and collaboration. By implication, the disruptive changes to traditional work 

practices affect the ways employees are led, the effects of which this thesis aims to analyze. To 

understand changes to leadership, it is important to understand an established concept of 

leadership. This thesis outlines the classic understanding of leadership in the following 

chapter. 

 

2.2 Classing Understanding of Leadership 

A majority of the world’s organizational models and leadership practices are still rooted in 

the Industrial Revolution. During the Industrial Revolution, organizations strived for the 

highest efficiency by seeking the highest productivity while consuming the lowest resources. 

In order to better seek these efficiencies, organizations strived for specialization by creating 

departments. Organizations introduced hierarchies, where managers led the various 

departments. Organizations shaped like pyramids are largely characterized by management 

layers where decisions typically must be approved throughout the management layers, 

slowing the decision-making process. In the 20th century, this approach to organizing and 

leading organizations was suitable. (Minnaar & de Morree, 2019, pp. 18-19; Laloux 2014, pp. 

34-35) 

 

Today, most organizations are still organized by this approach. Once a newly established 

company reaches a certain threshold of growth, which is around 30 to 50 employees, it 

centralizes its decision-making process in its search for efficiency. Consequently, functional 

departments are created, and managers are appointed to lead them. Procedures and rules are 

set up to enable specialization. (Minnaar & de Morree, 2019, p. 70) These traditional 

organizations are also characterized by using traditional forms of work in which each 
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employee has his or her own office workplace at the company with fixed working hours 

(Bruch, Block, & Färber  2016, p. 40). 

 

Intuitively, when people think of leadership, they think of leadership in these traditional 

organizational settings. To better grasp leadership, the following chapter disassembles 

leadership into several components. As with all constructs in social science, the concept of 

leadership can be understood intuitively; its meaning is subjective and arbitrary (Yukl 2010, 

p. 26). 

 

2.2.1 Definition of Leadership 

Defining leadership has proven to be a challenge in science, although many people intuitively 

understand what leadership stands for. Leadership, therefore, has a different meaning for 

each individual. (Northhouse, 2019, p. 33) 

 

In their initial research, many scholars agreed that leadership could be recognized as a trait 

(Northhouse 2019, p. 57), which suggests that there are certain people in society who are born 

with the leadership qualities, such as personality traits, physical attributes, and other special 

abilities (Yukl 2010, p. 71). Dachler (2010) suggests that this trait approach in leadership 

theories views leaders as somewhat "heroic" (p. 44). The trait approach is used as a basis for 

improving the effectiveness of leadership by identifying skills and ways to choose leaders. 

Yet, hundreds of studies have shown no correlation between personal traits and leadership 

skills (Yukl 2010, p. 71). 

 

Scholars have discussed, conceptualized, and redefined leadership in many new ways 

(Northhouse 2019, p. 57). Today in management literature, there is a common understanding 

that the concept of leadership has been established primarily in terms of its use as a process 

(Northhouse, 2019; Yukl, 2010) and it can be developed and trained by anyone despite its 

complexity (Northhouse 2019, p. 57). Northhouse (2019) defines leadership "as a process 
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whereby an individual influences a group of individuals to achieve a common goal" (p. 57). 

Yukl (2010) states that leaders reach this common goal by "influencing others to understand 

and agree about what needs to be done and how to do it, and the process of facilitating 

individual and collective efforts to accomplish shared objectives." (p. 26) Implicitly, leadership 

also involves a leader's efforts to influence followers to meet future challenges, whether 

independently or in collaboration with their peers (Yukl 2010, p. 26). That said, followership 

is pivotal in leadership. 

 

Leadership can be viewed as a social system characterized by patterns of relationships 

between leaders and followers (Yukl 2010, p. 22). This social system may involve a single 

leader but usually consists of several. The social system also includes two forms of influence, 

direct and indirect (Yukl 2010, p. 26). Both influence forms can be allocated to the two common 

leadership forms: emergent and assigned. 

 

Assigned leadership results from an appointed position or function of power in an 

organization. Emergent leadership results from gaining followership through personal 

behavior and knowledge. (Northhouse 2019; Rowe & Guerrero 2011) CEOs, departmental 

leaders, and school presidents are usually examples of assigned leadership. As a result of 

being assigned, they may fail to gain followership. Groups tend to follow emergent leaders, 

who are perceived as influential and worth following (Rowe & Guerrero 2011, p. 3). 

 

An inherent dynamic determines which member of the social system functions in a leadership 

role at any given point in time. A fluid process is implied, one that adapts to its environment. 

There is no strong distinction between the followers and leaders. (Yukl 2010, p. 22) As such, 

leadership can be described both as a social factor of influence and as a role specialized within 

a group. It does not matter whether leadership is exercised by one person or distributed across 

a team, relying on collective intelligence. (Yukl 2010, p. 27) Distributed leadership relies on an 

interactive self-influencing process that involves the dynamic emergence and departure of 

various decision-makers (Yukl 2010, p. 22). This thesis focuses more on the process of 



 8 

leadership than on the specialized role of a person of leadership. Accordingly, the terms 

executive director, manager, and leader are used interchangeably for individuals who 

implicitly or explicitly perform a leadership role, making no assumptions about an 

individual’s success in generating and retaining followership. (Yukl 2010, p. 27) However, 

since the difference between leader and manager is widely discussed in the management 

literature, this thesis covers the differences between the two terms in chapter 2.2.2. 

 

Interconnected yet distinctive from leadership is the concept of power, which is an integral 

part of exercising influence to achieve common goals (Northhouse 2019; Rowe & Guerrero 

2011). Northhouse (2019) distinguishes between two types of power—personal power and 

positional power (p. 57). Personal power is the ability to accumulate followers by being well-

liked and offering added value to their followership, such as expert knowledge. The focus is 

on the interpersonal relationships developing and emerging over time. Positional power, on 

the other hand, resembles assigned leadership. It is based on an ascribed power grounded in 

an individual’s title and position within their organization. (Northhouse 2019, p. 57) Positional 

power can be used or exploited in terms of coercive power to enforce threats and punishments 

against individuals to enact change and achieve a goal. The exploitation of positional power 

stands in contrast to leadership and is not considered part of leadership as viewed as a social 

process. This is because there is a strong proclamation of working with rather than against 

followers to achieve goals. (Northhouse 2019, pp. 57–58) Accordingly, it is essential to 

differentiate between leadership and positional power (Rowe & Guerrero 2011, p. 4) and, in 

particular, to conceptualize power as a shared resource, as it discerns the impression of leaders 

as exercisers of power (Northhouse 2019, p. 57). 

 

Ethics plays an indispensable role in leadership practice. Since leadership comes with a certain 

position of power and influence upon followership, leaders are responsible for acting 

ethically. Moreover, leaders are critical to creating an ethical climate in their work 

environment and organization, as their role involves promoting certain ideals and values, 

which they live by daily and pass on to their followers. (Northouse 2019, p. 523) 
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In general, the leadership concept implied by this thesis can be assigned to the "post-heroic" 

leadership research (Dachler 2010, p. 50). Instead of attributing heroic qualities to leaders, 

leadership is understood as an essential, integral, and mutual social process across an 

organization (Dachler 2010, p. 51). The concept advocates a company and its legal 

representative, i.e., the CEO or top executive of a company, is supported and enabled to 

operate successfully in its environment through a complex network of diverse leadership 

practices. It is not the actions of designated individuals that drive a company forward but the 

cooperative processes of all organizational members. (Dachler 2010, pp. 50–51) 

 

2.2.2 Leadership Versus Management 

Leadership and management are distinct but overlapping concepts. Both underlie the general 

process of influence, which involves working with and influencing people to achieve a 

common goal. (Northhouse 2019, p. 58) However, the way managers and leaders work with 

and influence individuals differ. 

 

According to recent management research (Northhouse 2019; Yukl 2010), managers focus 

primarily on controlling, organizing, and planning business activities (Northhouse 2019, p. 

58) and value an orderly, stable, and efficient approach to achieve corresponding business 

goals (Yukl 2010, p. 25). Managers tend to be risk-averse, inhibit short-term thinking, and use 

an impersonal approach (Yukl 2010, p. 25). In contrast, leaders care about their followers. They 

pursue economic results by motivating people to perform their best. They value flexibility and 

make continuous adjustments to the business environment to foster innovation. They tend to 

approach problem-solving and decision-making with a long-term perspective. (Yukl 2010, p. 

25) As previously discussed in chapter 2.2.1, team leaders can develop organically without 

being formally appointed to their role. While leaders motivate and inspire their followers to 

achieve common goals, managers tend to use power and control to influence their 

subordinates (Nayar 2013). An appointed manager can manage without leading (Yukl 2010, 

p. 24). 
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Organizations with strong management but lacking leadership tend to operate 

bureaucratically, limiting creativity and the resources needed to create innovation. If too much 

focus is placed on leadership, however, an organization may run the risk of pushing for 

change for the sake of change and paying too minimal attention to whether all changes make 

sense and add value to the company. (Rowe & Guerrero 2011, p. 5) For this reason, most 

scholars agree that successfully achieving a goal in an organizational context requires both 

management and leadership. A person can be both a leader and a manager. (Yukl 2010, p. 26) 

 

2.2.3 Transformational Leadership Versus Transactional Leadership 

A continuing discussion in management research explores which leadership style yields 

optimal outcomes in terms of employee satisfaction and effective and efficient organizational 

objectives. (Busse & Weidner 2020, p. 538) Very similar to the differentiation between 

management and leadership, yet slightly different, is the distinction between transformational 

and transactional leadership styles. Theories about the styles dominated the understanding of 

leadership in the 1990s (Bass 1997). The styles are characterized by the continuous exchange 

process between employees and leaders within the organizational context (Burke & Cooper, 

2006, p. 13). This paper highlights the characteristics of both leadership styles, which have not 

already been discussed in greater detail in chapter 2.2.2. 

 

In theory, transactional leadership involves a transactional leader using a reward system to 

elicit desired behaviors and results. When performance is inadequate, the leader intervenes 

by eliminating rewards or imposing sanctions. (Burke & Cooper, 2006, p. 13) Ideally, the 

demands of the transactional leader are based on employee demands and tasks (Busse & 

Weidner, 2020, p. 538). 

 

According to Laloux (2014), transactional leadership is management by objectives and 

commonly refers to the leadership practice of command and control. It occurs in hierarchically 

led companies. According to this leadership practice, the top management of an organization 

defines the company's vision and overall direction, and the objectives are assigned to 
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subordinates to meet. In general, top management is indifferent to how their subordinates 

tackle the objectives as long as they are achieved. (Laloux 2014, p. 26) This freedom allows 

employees and managers to achieve goals through creativity and effective talent use (Laloux 

2014, p. 27). The practice of command and control has led to the emergence of various 

management processes that are still prominent in the business environment. Managers base 

goals on predictions about the business environment's developments. Achievements are later 

measured against the predictions. Management processes common to this style include 

strategic planning, execution of annual budget cycles—using defined key performance 

indicators—and employee assessment, drafted and scored by managers. (Laloux 2014, p. 26) 

To achieve the defined objectives, companies create incentive systems such as performance 

appraisals, quality awards, bonus programs, or participation options in the form of company 

shares. Failure to meet the desired goals involves sanctions (Busse & Weidner, 2020, p. 538). 

Employees of these organization are driven by material and financial success (Laloux 2014, p. 

27). The optimal alignment of incentive systems to organizational and individual goals creates 

a sound starting point to achieving the goals (Laloux 2014, p. 27). 

 

Experience and research show that organizations led exclusively by transactional leaders 

relying on management by objectives do validate the claim that it makes sense to lead by 

objectives and give employees space and confidence to achieve them. In practice, managers 

fear relinquishing control, preventing them from building trust and employee motivation, 

hampering the best possible decisions and the most appropriate solutions. Predominantly, 

managers make the important decisions, which is not always to the company's advantage 

(Laloux 2014, p. 27). It limits the problem-solving options considerably (Laloux 2014, p. 212). 

 

As an example, Laloux (2014) refers to a company's budget processes, which are based on the 

assumption that a company can predict the future (p. 27). When a company is run according 

to management by objectives, employees tend to set the lowest possible expectations for an 

upcoming budget year to ensure they will meet their goals and be rewarded. Fictitious 

forecasts prevent a transparent, open, and trustful exchange about the company's actual 

situation and position. (Laloux 2014, p. 27) 
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The transactional leader tends to prioritize tasks over relationships and exhibits a strong focus 

on goal orientation and solving concrete problems (Laloux 2014, p. 29). The process is best 

suited to predictable environments where the transactional leader can work within an existing 

culture with minimal need to take risks, focusing on efficiency and deadlines (Burke & 

Cooper, 2006, p. 13). 

 

Transformational leadership involves those who are guided by the motives and needs of their 

followers (Northhouse 2019, p. 300). They do not invest in the belief that people's perceptions, 

attitudes, and commitment need to be driven by incentives or sanctions (Busse & Weidner, 

2020, p. 538). Rather, they see themselves as energetic supporters and encouragers of their 

followers. They remain committed to sustaining effort and enthusiasm in the event of 

difficulties or obstacles. Their influence results in mutual respect and trust, enabling self-

confidence, promoting responsibility and ingenuity. (Yukl 2010, p. 294) Transformational 

leaders communicate the organization's vision so clearly, they prompt followers to engage 

their own self-interest for the good of the organization. (Yukl 2010, p. 294) The followers of 

transformational leaders strongly identify with their leaders and the common vision of the 

organization. (Burke & Cooper, 2006, p. 14) 

 

Transformational leaders continually challenge the status quo and seek new ways to develop 

and nurture their followers (Burke & Cooper, 2006, p. 13). Commonly referred to as change 

agents, they manage to create environments of trust in their function as role models, by their 

clear communication of a company's vision, and by their consideration for their followers. 

(Northhouse 2019, p. 300) Busse and Weidner (2020) speculate that sustaining this 

environment of trust requires a high degree of personal contact between the followers and the 

leader, which may create increasing difficulties in an era of agile forms of collaboration and 

virtual work (p. 538). 

 

The debate on leadership styles is still a pressing topic in management research. Despite the 

criticism of the transformational leadership style, it is believed to be the most effective and 
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active (Busse & Weidner 2020, p. 538). It complements the transactional leadership style and 

elevates business performance to a higher level. The two styles can be considered 

complementary, associated with achieving desired performance goals. (Burke & Cooper, 2006, 

p. 13) 

 

2.3 The Paradigm Shift in Leadership 

"We are at the beginning of a period of extreme flux, of extreme change and great competitive 

pressure in which traditional ways of doing things, traditional products, traditional processes 

will be challenged on all sides" (Drucker, 1955). 

 

Over half a century has passed since Peter Drucker's observation. In the interim, digitalization 

and the globalization of financial markets and streams of goods and services are forcing 

companies to become more collaborative and interconnected in cross-business and cross-

national structures and processes (Scheinpflug & Stolzenberg 2017, p. 2). These developments 

are causing the exponential growth of complexity curves in the economic, social, and political 

environments. Yet much of today's workforce still operates in business models and systems 

designed for a slower, more stable and predictable era (Minnaar & de Morree, 2019, p. 60). In 

a period characterized by complexity, addressing goals systematically is no longer enough 

(Uhl-Bien, Marion, & Mckelvey, 2007). Companies are forced to rethink their operational 

processes and leadership practices. Progressive companies have already responded to these 

external developments, implementing new business models and leadership practices. These 

developments indicate a shift in the paradigm for leadership. 

 

The following chapters aim to identify the drivers of the paradigm shift in leadership and 

highlight the consequences of this shift in the business environment. 
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2.3.1 Drivers of the Shift in Paradigm in Leadership 

To understand the shift in paradigm, it is pivotal to understand why the changes are 

happening. Hence, the following chapters will highlight some of the key drivers in the shift 

in paradigm for leadership. 

 

2.3.1.1 Rising Complexity in the Business Environment 

As of the rise of digitization and globalization, the world has become more volatile, uncertain, 

complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) (Landes et al., 2020, p. 49). The acronym VUCA is 

frequently used to describe these dynamics of the business environments. To make the 

definition of complexity more illustrative, Scheinpflug (2017a) created the following 

illustration (see figure 1.0). The illustration serves to improve the understanding and 

differentiation between complicated and complex systems. (p. 14) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Scheinpflug (2017a) speaks of systems embedded in various forms and functions in the 

organizational context. These systems can be either complicated or complex. To better 

understand the concept, this paper uses employees to illustrate the system elements of 

complicated and complex systems. In both systems, the system elements are relevant (e.g., 

employees are crucial for a company). When a company grows, the number of system 

elements increase, influencing their manageability. Systems are usually characterized by 

Figure 1: Complicated and Complex Systems (graph adapted from Scheinpflug 2017a, p. 14) 
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diversity; employees have different intentions, goals, qualifications and backgrounds, and 

they take on different roles in the organization. The increasing number of system elements 

and the increase in diversity eventually result in a complicated system. A systematic approach 

helps deal with a complicated system. (Scheinpflug 2017a, pp. 13–14) 

 

The complex system is also characterized by the gradual number and diversity of its system 

elements. An additional factor in a complex system is the interconnectedness of the system 

elements, how frequently and intensively the elements interact. These interactions and the 

resulting mutual influences lead to dynamism and volatility. (Scheinpflug 2017a, p. 14) The 

interactions appear to operate partly untransparent and unpredictable, because only those 

elements a person perceives are recognized (Scheinpflug 2017a, pp. 17–18). The variety of the 

ever-changing factors can be overwhelming, and a person often fails to identify them or 

understand their interconnectivity. Those limitations impair accurate forecasts of future 

developments. (Scheinpflug 2017a, p. 14) 

 

Scheinpflug (2017a) further claims that external factors often influence a company’s inner 

environment (p. 15). Denk and Pfneissl (2009) distinguish between a company’s internal and 

external complexity. Key drivers of a company’s external complexities are the technological 

developments and innovations driving digitization in the corporate context. Following the 

introduction of the Internet in the early 1990s, possibilities emerged to share information faster 

and more easily and to be constantly electronically available. Technological developments 

such as the option to practice leadership regardless of one’ s location emerged. (Scheinpflug 

& Stolzenberg, 2017, p. V) 

 

The liberalization and dismantling of trade barriers, the deregulation of cross-border capital 

movements, and increased competition on domestic and foreign markets are driving 

organizations in new and different markets, to gain new income streams, and exploit 

comparative advantages. International trade flows have increased massively. Advancing 
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globalization is another major driver of external complexity as are domestic and international 

regulatory requirements and legislation. (Scheinpflug & Stolzenberg 2017, p. 3) 

 

Technological developments and increases in globalization will continue to shape the 

business landscape in the upcoming years. (Scheinpflug & Stolzenberg 2017, p. 3) Essentially, 

complex systems can be viewed as open systems interacting with a company’s existence-

relevant environment (Scheinpflug 2017a, p. 15). Companies try to manage complexity by 

standardizing processes and planning, steering, and controlling mechanisms. In trying to 

keep these mechanisms under control, organizations deploy employee target agreements and 

appraisal meetings. Creating mechanisms to tackle external complexity in turn creates inner 

complexity. Increasingly, these steering and controlling mechanisms no longer stand in 

relation to their actual purpose, having taken on bureaucratic dimensions. (Scheinpflug 2017a, 

p. 15) Additionally, they are capital intensive and based on the idea that one can predict the 

external world and its developments. Ford Motor Company recently estimated these 

performance management mechanisms cost circa $1.2 billion each year (Fraser & Hope, 2014, 

p. 6). As internal complexity is self-created, a company can directly influence and eliminate it. 

Companies, such as Ford Motor Company or BOSCH, have started to question, modify and, 

in some cases, eliminate their performance management systems. (Scheinpflug 2017a, p. 16) 

 

Further features such as instability, discontinuity, and ambiguity characterize complex 

systems. The elements change, owing to the interaction and possible coupling-back effects of 

the internal elements or the external influencing factors. Complex systems are not linear. Their 

internal and external elements behave discontinuously, as they interact dynamically in the 

corporate context. (Scheinpflug 2017a, p. 18) This non-linearity is challenging to grasp. Every 

employee of an organization tries to grasp and understand these complex systems in their 

own way, creating more complexity. Because factors influencing a system can be understood 

in different ways, they are ambiguous. Each agent’s evaluation of information, judgment, and 

course of action affects the system. (Scheinpflug 2017a, p. 18) 
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Employees and managers are reaching their limits with the companies’ systematic approaches 

to solving problems and their external and internal complexities. In some cases, they can no 

longer anticipate and understand the reasoning behind corporate decisions. In addition, as 

information within traditionally managed companies is processed throughout the reporting 

lines to make a decision, these companies tend to block a considerable part of a manager’s 

time. (Scheinpflug 2017a, pp. 19–20) Such decision-making processes adds to a company’s 

internal complexity, slows reactions to external changes, and consumes a leader’s time, which 

could be invested in building trustworthy relationships with their followers, benefitting the 

company’s rate of innovation. (Scheinpflug 2017a, pp. 13–20) 

 

As a result, a growing number of employees and leaders feel overwhelmed and too stressed 

to adequately deal with increasing complexity and dynamics (Scheinpflug & Stolzenberg 

2017, p. 2). According to a recent survey, 90 percent of employees in Europe suffer stress. 

Prolonged stress has serious health consequences, including neck or back pain and mental 

illnesses such as burnout (Koutsimani, Montgomery & Georganta 2019; Landes et al., 2020, 

pp. 49–50). Besides creating devastating health consequences, stress strains economies due to 

higher turnover rates, work accidents, and sick leave (Landes et al., 2020, pp. 49–50). 

 

Traditionally managed companies often suffer from a culture where management relies on 

predictions and subsequent control to achieve results. Information is shared at the discretion 

of management, on a need-to-know principle. There is a risk of employees falling into a 

routine foregoing creativity, critical thinking, and innovation. Such a culture may confirm that 

they are interchangeable resources. (Laloux 2014, p. 22) These practices manifest themselves 

in the form of frequent management and workforce changeovers, outsourced projects, and the 

implementation of cost-saving programs (Scheinpflug 2017a, p. 13). Traditional companies 

often fall prey to a complex system’s risk-aversion and bureaucratic tendencies. They fail to 

build a culture in which employees feel confident, encouraged, and empowered to innovate 

and one attracting young and creative employees (Scheinpflug & Stolzenberg 2017, p. 2). 
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2.3.1.2 New Demands of the Generation Z 

Generation Y refers to people born between the early 1980s and the late 1990s. Commonly 

called Millennials, they have been shaping current work forms for decades. Generation Z, 

their successor generation, born between the late 1990s to 2012, is entering or has recently 

entered the labor market. (Landes et al., 2020, p. 5) 

 

The demographic change in our society currently indicates that an above-average number of 

employees are currently leaving the labor market and will do so in the coming years because 

they have reached retirement age. This above-average number of people leaving the 

workforce can mainly be attributed to the baby boomer generation reaching their retirement 

age. The baby boomer generation, representing the post-war generation of the two world 

wars, is characterized by an above-average birth rate of their time. This factor, combined with 

the declining birth rate in industrialized countries, is causing a shortage of skilled workers in 

the labor market. This demographic change also causes employers to respond to employees' 

demands because well-educated individuals can choose their employer due to the shortage of 

skilled workers. (Landes et al., 2020, p. 3) Consequently, companies need to understand 

Generation Z's different requirements to create a work environment that attracts new talented 

workers. Attracting new talents also involves a company's future. One day, they will become 

the companies' leaders and change agents, as leaders strongly shape the future company 

cultures and organizational structures. (Landes et al., 2020, pp. 3 - 4) 

 

To understand the requirements Generation Z places on the labor market, it is important to 

understand its characteristics. Generation Z has been technologically influenced since birth 

and is extraordinarily dependent on technology. (Oh & Reeves, 2013, p. 295) They are 

commonly referred to as digital natives. Through their active use of communication and 

media technologies, such as social networks like Instagram or Tiktok, they are highly 

connected with their friends and families. They are available nearly constantly and embody 

the idea of a connected world (Oh & Reeves 2014, p. 295; Desai & Lele, 2017, p. 802). In 

addition, Generation Z has grown up in a constantly changing society and has a strikingly 

faster pace of life than previous generations (Desai & Lele, 2017, p. 802). 
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Generation Z’s desire for more individuality is reflected in their work-environment 

requirements. Digital natives strive for more individualistic leadership and forms of work. 

They respect leaders who recognize employees as individuals, some of whom are more 

productive when they can work autonomously, able to determine their own workplace 

conditions and working hours. Of course, some employees continue to prefer a work 

environment providing clear time and content guidelines. (Umbs 2020, p. 271) According to 

several studies (Umbs 2020, p. 271; Landes et al., 2020, pp. 5–6), Generation Z prefers flat 

hierarchies. They advocate shifting from hierarchically managed companies to structures 

where employees are more involved in the decision-making process.  

 

To attract and retain skilled employees, employers must consider the demographic 

developments in society and, accordingly, Generation Z's demands for contemporary 

working conditions (Landes et al., 2020, p. 3). This consideration is important, as the younger 

generations partly reject the traditional ways of working. Progressive companies are already 

offering modern working conditions and have a contemporary understanding of leadership 

(Bruch, Block, & Färber 2016, p. 40). 

 

2.3.1.3 Flexible Work Practices 

With the arrival of the Internet in the 1990s, significant technological and, consequently, 

organizational changes have considerably reshaped the work environment. These 

technological developments have allowed companies to arrange the work environment more 

cost-effectively by allowing employees to work regardless of their location, dependent only 

on a stable Internet connection and access to company servers. Before these technological 

developments, and well before the outbreak of the coronavirus allowed or required 

employees to work from home, a job was defined primarily by the fact that it generated a 

wage for the worker, required fixed hours, and that performance be reviewed for quality and 

effectiveness (Abraham et al., 2018; Mas & Pallais 2020, pp. 1–2). Evolving alternative forms 

of employment present more diverse ways to perform work. The following paragraphs briefly 

highlight the most important forms of work that have evolved over the course of the past 

couple of decades. 
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One form of alternative practice is working from home, which, for most of history, was the 

norm. In the post-industrial era, however, it can be viewed as novel. (ILO 2020, p. 4) The first 

steps to home office were made in California in the 1970s in the IT industry. IBM was the first 

Fortune 500 company to join the remote-work revolution. By 2009, 386'000 of its employees, 

representing 40 percent of its workforce, worked remotely (Busse & Weidner, 2020, pp. 538–

539). A 75 percent employee demand for more home office in Switzerland sends a clear 

message that companies need to catch up in this respect. Before the pandemic outbreak, only 

28 percent of employers in Switzerland offered permanent home office (Zobrist & Grampp, 

2016, p. 3). 

 

There are various reasons why home office was not more widespread before the outbreak of 

the corona crisis. Companies feared virtual collaboration would reduce spontaneous 

interactions, those that positively impact employee well-being and foster discussions that 

might spark innovation. A study conducted by Allen (1984) proved that communication 

among colleagues diminished the farther apart they worked in the company, establishing that 

working in an office space is no guarantee that such spontaneous interactions will happen. 

(Landes et al., 2020, p. 13) The chance of them happening vanishes completely, however, when 

most employees work from home. The risk of isolation and, in some cases, loneliness, may 

increase as employees have reduced personal contact during work and leisure time (Schulte 

et al., 2020, p. 3) and thus no sense of group belonging (Landes et al., 2020, p. 13). The feelings 

of isolation, loneliness, and lack of group belonging affect employee productivity and can 

have detrimental consequences on their health (Schulte et al., 2020, pp. 3–13). 

 

Several companies have argued home office is not technologically feasible. With the outbreak 

of the pandemic, this argument did not hold, as companies were forced to implement and 

adapt to home office (ILO 2020, p. 5; Schulte et al., 2020, p. 3). Some companies feared the loss 

of control over their employees, resulting in lower productivity (Klopprogge, Burmeister, & 

Eichinger, 2020, p. 5). Several studies (Bruch, Block, & Färber et al., 2016; Landes et al., 2020; 

Harter & Adkins, 2015) have proven that employees work more efficiently in a home office. 

However, the pandemic caught many companies unprepared for switching to home office 
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conditions. Many did not have a ready concept or strategy that took motivational and 

leadership aspects into account (Landes et al., 2020, p. V). In addition, many challenging 

pandemic conditions were unforeseen. For example, many workers have had to support 

children by homeschooling and have been highly challenged, distracted, and stressed. It 

would be interesting to highlight how the current crisis has affected employees in their daily 

work settings and how it has influenced employee satisfaction, employee well-being, and 

productivity, but that would exceed the aim of this paper. 

 

In principle, working from home benefits both the employee and the employer. Employees 

save time they otherwise would have spent commuting. Also, employees can usually 

concentrate better and work without distractions. As previously mentioned, this increases 

productivity and enhances employee satisfaction because workers can improve their 

coordination between their working and leisure time. (Bruch, Block and Färber 2016, p. 16) 

Employee satisfaction is higher, however, among those employees who volunteered to work 

from home (Landes et al., 2020, p. 12). 

 

Working project-based is another alternative work practice, when employees work for several 

companies and are paid according to their contributions per project. A company commonly 

has a team of temporary, project-based employees and permanent employees working full-

time or part-time (Mas & Pallais 2020, p. 1). These more diverse work forms are increasing in 

the labor market due to the high dynamics in the market and its network-like structure (Bruch, 

Block and Färber 2016, p. 17). Teams compositions frequently change, as such forms of work 

and collaboration are individual, multidimensional, and fluid (Mas & Pallais 2020, pp. 1–2). 

Commonly, this type of work practice occurs virtually, as the various team members are 

dispersed globally (Minder 2020, p. 4). 

 

Another aspect of flexible work forms regards the working hours. That is the workload and 

the time spent at work. (Bruch, Block, & Färber 2016, pp. 15–16) Unlike Generation Y, 

Generation Z demands a stricter separation of work and private life and increasingly rejects 
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the change toward work-life blending (Landes et al., 2020, pp. 5–6). With the short-term 

division of the workload, employees can thus quickly adapt their workload to the 

circumstances and requirements of their respective life phases (e.g., childcare and the care of 

relatives) (Hill, Ferris, & Märtinson, 2003; Bruch, Block, & Färber 2016, pp. 15–16). Some 

companies have also realized that allowing flexible work schedules lowers a company’s fixed 

costs, as employees in certain areas can work on demand (Golden, Henly, & Lambert, 2012; 

Mas & Pallais 2020, p. 1). 

 

The trend toward individualized forms of work demands companies to adapt work and 

leadership practices. Accordingly, the previously mentioned alternative forms of work 

practices require information be accessed from any location at any time, requiring companies 

to build enabling infrastructures and, at the same time, to guarantee the security of the data. 

(Landes et al., 2020, p. 7) Flexible work arrangements require a strong trust culture, where 

secure employees can explore ideas and innovate. Establishing a trust culture takes years, and 

not many corporate settings have these trust cultures (Umbs 2020, p. 271; Landes et al., 2020, 

p. 15). Additionally, with the newly gained autonomy of employees, there runs a risk that 

employees are insufficiently trained in self-management, affecting their motivation and 

performance (Minder 2020, p. 4). Alternative forms of work make it more difficult to separate 

work from leisure time. Therefore, flexible, irregular working hours can have negative, long-

term effects on productivity and employee health. (Lamberg 2004; Mas & Pallais 2020, p. 2) 

 

This paper assumes that despite the deficits, both employers and employees benefit from the 

newly granted autonomy in their flexible work practices. The risks of making forms of work 

more flexible must be considered. Companies must weigh the disadvantages against the 

advantages in order to apply new work practices to individual and corporate contexts. 

 

2.3.2 Progressive Leadership Practices 

The drivers of the paradigm shift in leadership create a fundamental impact on the business 

environment companies operate in. Companies are under immense pressure to reduce costs 
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to drive up profits and keep innovating their products and services (Scheinpflug 2017b, p. 41). 

As research has shown, it is no longer sufficient to react to faster-changing market conditions 

with increased analysis, planning, and control mechanisms to increase the rate of innovation. 

Traditionally, leaders climbed the ranks by being the experts of their domains. As experts, 

they defined business objectives, guided their subordinates, and helped them make decisions. 

With the rise of business environment complexity, traditional leaders are no longer all-

knowing. They depend on the knowledge of team members. As the role of leadership is 

undergoing a paradigm shift, employees are taking on more responsibility. Highly innovative 

companies, such as those in Silicon Valley, recognized at an early stage that new standards 

apply and have implemented new leadership, work, and organizational structures. They are 

considered progressive companies as they approach their business environment proactively 

rather than reactively. (Scheinpflug 2017b, pp. 41–42) 

 

In this paradigm shift, leadership is not redefined. It builds on the classic understanding of 

leadership as outlined in chapter 2.2 of this thesis. At its core, it is still about the characteristics 

and mechanisms of leadership. However, the form and structure in which it happens are 

shifting toward decentralized decision-making. In the following chapters, these progressive 

leadership understandings and practices will be further explained. The concluding chapter 

presents new work companies and their leadership practices. 

 

2.3.2.1 Responding to a VUCA Environment through Leadership Adaptations 

It was sufficient to operate and be successful in the business environment with analysis, 

planning, and control mechanisms in the post-industrial era. Yet, these mechanisms have 

become obsolete (Scheinpflug 2017b, pp. 41–42). The disruptive changes of ongoing 

digitalization and globalization of economic and financial markets, and the new demands of 

Generation Z in the labor market challenge leadership to adapt business processes, structures, 

and control mechanisms to withstand complexity (Scheinpflug, 2017b, p. 41). 
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As a result of digitization, today’s leadership is characterized by the virtual management of 

employees domiciled across the entire world. With suitable software tools they manage 

multiple global projects. A challenge is to develop empathetic relationships with 

subordinates. (Schulte et al., 2020, p. 3) The digital leader is increasingly responsible for 

promoting mediation, inclusion, coordination, mutual agreement, and cooperation between 

team members while relinquishing control in favor of trust. Leaders are expected to be 

catalysts, inspirers, and coaches for their virtual team setting. (Doyé 2020, p. 211) 

 

Leadership practice is moving toward decentralization. Increasingly, it relies on the collective 

intelligence and collaboration of team members, each given more responsibility, freedom, and 

decision-making power to meet the complex challenges of the business environment (Doyé 

2020, p. 212). For employees to have the freedom to experiment and to find effective ways to 

the rise in complexity, a culture of trust between leaders and employees is central (Doyé 2020, 

p. 213). 

 

Managers face the challenge of granting their employees the freedom to self-organize and 

make autonomous decisions. At the same time, they must ensure performance is maintained 

as work practices undergo transformation. Before changes are implemented, there needs to 

be a shift in a leader’s mindset. They must accept the new allocation of power, fostering the 

change that will ultimately reduce personal power in the company. (Doyé 2020, p. 213) 

 

The more ownership and responsibility employees are asked to take on, the better they will 

have to know the company's purpose and the basic strategic direction the company aims to 

take (Doyé 2020, pp. 211–213). Sinek (2009) points out unless people know why they have to 

take action for a certain cause, their actions are likely to be complacent. When the company's 

purpose agrees with the employees' fundamental ideas, their intrinsic motivation to 

contribute to that purpose is awakened (Doyé 2020, p. 218). A clear company purpose enables 

employees to factor their own purpose and contribution into the big picture, allowing them 

to contribute to the purpose more effectively (Doyé 2020, pp. 211–213). Motivated and 
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committed employees nourish company culture. Companies with a clear and well-known 

purpose are known to have higher financial performances than companies relying on 

quantitative measures to motivate their employees. It has been proven, individual and 

monetary incentives used to motivate employees to reach quantitative goals do not raise an 

employee’s intrinsic motivation. (Rey-Biel, Meier & Gneezy, 2011) To successfully operate in 

a VUCA environment, companies must reap the benefits of intrinsically motivated employees 

who are likely to outperform in challenging environments. (Rey-Biel, Meier & Gneezy, 2011) 

To foster creativity, innovation, and new developments, organizations must align their 

corporate culture and leadership structure to a common vision of the future, i.e., the 

company's purpose. (Doyé 2020, pp. 211–213) 

 

2.3.2.2 Leadership in Agile Working Environments 

Progressive companies resemble an organic system in which teams act autonomously and 

employees work together in a network-like environment. Leaders need to create the necessary 

framework conditions and set a direction for the team (Doyé 2020, p. 216). Challenges mark 

the path to the development of such organic systems. The largest issues are the wrong mind-

sets and outdated organizational cultures and structures (Uhl-Bien, Marion & Mckelvey, p. 

313). For this reason, structural transformations are often implemented step by step. Most 

often, companies start in the IT departments as there is a need to begin with a digital 

transformation. 

 

Agile working methods provide a concept or framework of how companies can quickly and 

effectively adapt to the continuously changing market conditions. A proactive working 

method helps the company master growing complexities in their environment. (Joiner & 

Josephs 2007) Agile working methods arise when companies understand they cannot stand 

still in good times in order to maintain business success in difficult times (Busse & Weidner, 

2020, p. 540). 
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An example of an agile working method is Scrum, which originated in the IT sector. It called 

for shorter, daily meetings to exchange information and host feedback rounds for ongoing 

work processes. In the Scrum team, there is no official project leader or overarching 

supervisor. Cooperation and mutual trust is emphasized. Product owners are established to 

serve as a customer representative, assign goals, and agree on results. A Scrum master 

supports the project team, from setting up workstations to ensuring the daily standup 

meetings fulfill their purpose. The Scrum master moderates daily meetings and is tasked with 

promoting team cohesion. Neither the Scrum master nor the product owner is assigned any 

form of institutionalized leadership or power (Stolzenberg 2017, pp. 76–77). Typical Scrum 

teams comprise a temporary constellation of experts. The experts revolved among different 

project teams and have hardly any contact with disciplinary superiors. Scrum teams work 

largely autonomously. (Stolzenberg 2017, p. 76) The mechanisms used in agile working 

methods (e.g., daily standup meetings, feedback rounds, different roles) represent radical 

control instruments, where the control is distributed amongst the team members rather than 

accumulated in a certain management position. Because agile teams work autonomously and 

try to make the best decisions, they require a leadership model that is more like a federation. 

(Doyé 2020, p. 214) 

 

2.3.2.3 Collective Leadership 

Entire organizations have decided to practice peer relationships that work together like 

networks, where no hierarchy or consensus is needed for the decision-making process (Laloux 

2014, p. 56). Instead of leaders developing and communicating the company's direction and 

strategy to their subordinates, teams determine the company's strategic and operational 

direction in what can be described as collective leadership. Team members perform the 

traditional leader tasks, such as budget formulation, recruitment of new team members, and 

the implementation of mechanisms to control and measure goal achievement. (Laloux 2014, 

p. 90) 

 

Companies practicing collective leadership are often called new work companies. They 

operate on the assumption that complex problems and issues can be solved by networking 
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and cooperation (Stolzenberg 2017, p. 75). Individuals are responsible for finding cooperation 

partners to solve complex issues. Leadership in such a constellation is based on collective 

intelligence and distributed among team members The practice reflects the idea that a 

company adapts organically to a business environment's external factors. Depending on the 

problem or challenge in the corporate context, an appropriate team of experts forms to address 

it. (Stolzenberg 2017, p. 79) 

 

For this type of work and decision-making practice to function efficiently, open 

communication, feedback rounds, and openness to criticism and trust within the team are 

central (Doyé 2020, p. 213). Laloux (2014) emphasizes that trusting work environments 

increase the sense of responsibility of each team member. He claims the goals and areas of 

responsibility in a team, which are self-defined, regulate the system through group pressure 

better than a system of hierarchy could ever do. (pp. 81–82) To allow these work environments 

to develop, it is the company's responsibility to create structures and processes that promote 

cooperation. (Stolzenberg, 2017 p. 79) Although some researchers believe shared leadership 

improves team performance and aligns the organization to better respond to market 

conditions' dynamics and changes, the effectiveness of shared and distributed leadership 

lacks sufficient research to make a solid conclusion about its effectiveness (Yukl 2010, pp. 503–

504). 

 

2.3.2.4 New Work Companies 

Four companies falling within the domain of new work companies have been interviewed for 

this thesis: Viisi, Loyco, The Morning Star Company (Morning Star), and Bord & Stift. The 

companies and their leadership understandings and practices are presented in this chapter. 

The grounds for choosing these companies is presented in chapter 3.2. 

 

Progressive, new work companies have realized that the employees who add value to the 

company can identify market dynamics the earliest and have handed over the decision-

making power to them in the form of self-management. Each new work company interviewed 
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for this thesis practices self-management based on core values and principles, yet they differ 

in certain factors, which will be highlighted. By upholding values and principles and 

introducing structural support measures, their self-management practices have withstood the 

test of time. 

 

Viisi is a mortgage brokerage firm based in Holland. It is the first financial organization in the 

world to have implemented Holacracy as a model for self-management (Viisi 2021). Viisi is 

almost entirely self-managed. Its sole hierarchical level represents the company's top 

management (Tom – G2). 

 

Loyco is a Swiss-based company providing expert outsourcing in human resources, 

insurance, risk management, finance, taxation, and marketing. At first organized horizontally, 

with only one management layer, Loyco implemented Holacracy as their self-management 

model in 2018 and eliminated all management layers. They name their organizational and 

leadership model "Loycocracy." (Loyco 2018) 

 

The Holacracy model is a registered trademark of HolacracyOne (HolacracyOne 2021). As 

shown in figure 2.0, Holacracy is characterized by an outer circle representing the 

organization. Smaller circles within the organization represent company teams. Each team has 

a purpose that contributes to the company’s purpose. One team purpose could be to guarantee 

support functions for teams making decisions. Employees fulfill roles within and independent 

of the teams, each being free to take on multiple or alternating roles. Team coaches link the 

inner circles. In Holacracy, these roles replace the traditional employee functions. Employees 

constantly interact, so the entire organization can respond quickly and dynamically to 

external change. (HolacracyOne 2021; van Ede 2019) 
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At Viisi and Loyco, the organizational models and leadership practices are based on holacracy 

and thus on collective intelligence and fundamental values. Both organizations foster a safe 

environment which gives their employees the optimal condition to express their full selves 

and reap their talents. Distributed power fosters intrinsic motivation of the persons involved 

and shortens the decision-making time cycle. Knowledge and information sharing are pivotal 

for Loyco and Viisi to make optimal decisions. The companies are transparent with all their 

information, including finances, expertise, and strategy. (Loyco 2019a; van Ede 2019) 

 

Both companies claim their organizational models and their decision-making procedures 

function similar to the Swiss government system. They are both based on a constitution, where 

their principles are recorded, and they both follow sociocratic principles (Loyco 2019b; van 

Ede 2019). The companies deals with organizational (national & international) affairs. The 

teams act as (provincial) councils. The roles serve municipal functions (van Ede 2019). Coaches 

coordinate teams within the organization (Tom & Christophe – G2). Tom (G2) from Viisi says 

the coaching role has an informal position of power. In some case, a coach accumulates excess 

power. To minimize the risk of an individual accumulating excess power, Viisi relies on the 

“primus inter pares” model used by the Swiss Federal Council (Schweizer Bundesrat), in 

which leadership is organized rotationally (Tom – G2). Informal leadership positions, team’s 

Figure 2: Holacracy (own depiction) 

 

Figure 3: Holacracy (own depiction) 
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coaches and top management, follow a schedule of rotation (van Ede 2019). Loyco relies on 

the mechanism of peer pressure to prevent someone from accumulating excessive power 

(Christophe –G2). Both organizations use similar democratic methods in their decision-

making procedure. In making decisions, they separate legislative procedure from the 

implementation procedure. Processing a proposal for a new role, a major change in process, 

or a large strategic decision is comparable to raising a bill in Switzerland's democracy. The 

larger amendments and the "legislation procedure" are discussed in large meetings everyone 

may join. The implementation of the amendment is done later in a smaller circle of people, 

usually by the people who raised the proposition for the amendment. The implementation 

phase does not have to be discussed again. People are trusted as experts in their roles to 

optimize implementation, distinguishing the organizations decision-making system from the 

governmental decision-making system. (van Ede 2019) The procedure, similar to the Swiss 

concept of a referendum or a popular initiative, aims to encourage and allow employees to 

propose changes. (Loyco 2019b) 

 

Employees organized in circles and taking on roles are responsible for the decision-making 

process, allowing the company to adjust to its business environment organically and quickly. 

The structures and roles adapt to the external factors shaping the company's business 

environment. With accumulating growth and responsibilities, roles can be easily subdivided. 

New roles and teams are likewise created easily. (Viisi 2021) Both companies have been very 

successful with this organizational model and leadership practice. They have grown 

sustainably and increased their productivity significantly while maintaining their 

employees—40 for Viisi and 102 for Loyco—during the corona pandemic. (Tom & Christophe 

– G2) 

 

The third interview involved the former financial controller and current consultant of 

Morning Star. A US-based tomato processing and packaging company, Morning Star has its 

market’s largest share. The company operates in a highly cyclical sector and employs 400 

“colleagues” in low season and up to 2'400 “colleagues” in high season. (Laloux 2014, p. 58) 

Like Viisi and Loyco, the company’s self-management heavily relies on its fundamental 
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principles. The company is organized into units such as human resources, sales, and 

marketing that each work together like networks. The colleagues in each unit make all 

business decisions, including negotiating with other business units about how many and 

which resources they need (Laloux 2014, p. 113). Within the group of new work companies, 

Morning Star is an extreme example of self-management (Laloux 2014, p. 59). Its leadership 

practice functions more like a network of people constantly interacting. Key to the long-term 

success networking are two processes Morning Star came up with: the advice process and the 

conflict resolution process (Laloux 2014, p. 101). Like at Viisi and Loyco, each employee has 

the right to initiate and implement change within the company as long they seek an expert’s 

advice. A change initiator takes ownership of a decision but must consider different 

perspectives. Taking ownership is deeply rooted within Morning Star's culture and self-

management practice. It represents a fundamental principle of how colleagues are to conduct 

their daily business lives. (Minnaar & de Morree, 2019, pp. 147–148) The second process 

fundamental to Morning Star's self-management practice is the conflict resolution process, 

which serves for any disagreement. The process begins with a one-on-one discussion and 

proceeds with mediation by a trusted and chosen peer. The structures and clearly outlined 

conflict resolution process support colleagues to hold people accountable for taking 

ownership and staying committed to the company's purpose. (Laloux 2014, pp. 113–114) 

 

The fourth progressive organization interviewed for this thesis, is Bord & Stift, a Dutch-based 

company producing whiteboard videos and discussion boards and offers (virtual) drawing 

workshops. Its form of self-management is horizontally aligned in structure. Similar to Viisi, 

Loyco and Morning Star it relies on autonomously organized teams. The teams are no larger 

than four people, which forces people to be self-reflective on their core competencies and on 

whether they still match the role they hold in the company (Charlotte – G2). The former owner 

sold the company to its employees in January 2021, so employees now take full ownership of 

their actions and decision-making (Bord & Stift 2020). 

 

All four companies interviewed for this thesis rely on their self-defined core principles, their 

codes of conduct, and their higher purpose to succeed as self-managed organizations. Instead 
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of relying on quantitative business goals, they prioritize qualitative business goals that 

ultimately influence their quantitative performance. (Laloux 2014, p. 124) Contrary to Milton 

Friedman's assertion, namely that an organization's sole purpose is to increase profits, new 

work companies recognize that businesses have a responsibility to make a positive 

contribution to society. After all, they employ a large part of society and influence the 

economy, which significantly affects their employees' health and society at large. Instead of 

focusing on the short-term view, i.e., on maximizing profits and shareholder value, 

progressive companies recognize serving all relevant stakeholders is significantly more 

successful in the long run for both organization and society. (O'Brien et al., 2019, p. 7) 

 

2.4 Interim Conclusion 

Most company leadership practices originate from the 20th century and are rooted in the 

industrial revolution (Minnaar & de Morree, 2019, pp. 17–18). Organizations operated in an 

environment that was complicated; today's business environments are characterized by 

complexity (Stolzenberg 2017, p. 70). Organizations could predict the changes in their 

business environment more easily and focus on their company's efficiency. In pursuit of 

efficiency, they started to skim the benefits of economies of scale. They introduced 

departments specialized in a specific area of a company's value chain. Appointed to lead these 

departments were people able to make the most accurate market predictions, and who 

developed the best plans to increase efficiency. Hence companies started introducing 

hierarchies (Minnaar & de Morree, 2019, p. 19). 

 

Leadership in an organizational context is a recent phenomenon as is leadership research. 

Theories about the underlying definition and conceptualization of leadership are still subject 

to discussions, although people intuitively understand what it entails. (Northhouse 2019, p. 

57) This thesis adopts the leadership definition as "a process whereby an individual influences 

a group of individuals to achieve a common goal" (Northhouse 2019, p. 57). Leaders reach this 

common goal by "influencing others to understand and agree about what needs to be done 

and how to do it, and the process of facilitating individual and collective efforts to accomplish 

shared objectives" (Yukl 2010, p. 26). 
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While hierarchical corporate structures, which are divided into horizontal and vertical parts, 

were promising in the past, their value in the current business environment is being 

challenged (Stolzenberg 2017, p. 71). The current business environment is characterized by an 

increase in complexity, the new demands made by the generations entering the labor market, 

and the trend toward more flexible forms of work. If companies want to survive, they must 

withstand enormous pressure by global competition to continuously bring innovative 

products and services to the market. The rigid corporate structures of hierarchically managed 

companies is challenged by the ever-changing environment. (Stolzenberg 2017, p. 71) By 

extension, leadership is fundamentally changing and is undergoing a paradigm shift. 

 

Companies are exposed to the external factors of their environment and must adapt to these 

changes as fast as possible. Successful companies align their management and organizational 

structures to be proactive to their environmental conditions rather than reactive. (Stolzenberg 

2017, p. 71) New leadership practices advocate inspiring, motivating, and coaching 

employees, so they perform at their best, challenging the status quo to better identify 

opportunities for improvement. A culture of trust is central to proactive change. To achieve a 

high-performance level, leaders must acknowledge their own strengths and the strengths of 

their peers (Daly et al. 2010, p. 2751). Outdated are the thinking patterns in which a single 

leader knows the best answers to continuously changing challenges. Progressive companies 

rely on cooperation and the collective intelligence of their employees. 

 

To put this understanding of leadership into practice, progressive companies have adapted 

their corporate structure and leadership practices. Their leadership practices are still based on 

the assumption that leadership is a social influence process. However, they view leadership 

as a distributed influence process. According to this leadership understanding, there are no 

appointed leaders but solely emergent leaders. Thus, the organization is entirely self-managed 

and relies on decision-making mechanisms fueled by committed, engaged, intrinsically 

motivated, and autonomously operating teams. Self-managed organizations are commonly 

referred to as new work companies. The companies Viisi, Morning Star, Loyco, and Bord & 
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Stift, which were interviewed for this work, serve as best-practice examples of new work 

companies. 

 

Overall, the following commonalities can be highlighted for the new work companies. In new 

work companies, principles, employees and purpose are fundamental for their business 

conduct. When a company cares for its employees, employees improve their performance, 

which results in higher profits (Tom – G2). Hence, "profit is a means but not an end in itself" 

(Minnaar & de Morree, 2019, p. 9). In order to care for your employees, appropriate leadership 

practices are needed. New work companies practice supportive rather than directive 

leadership, and their leadership is distributed rather than centralized. Their teams are either 

organized in circles, representing a sub-purpose of the company serving the company's 

overarching purpose, or they are organized in networks. Self-managed organizations are 

complex systems that include "evolving overlapping hierarchies—hierarchies of 

development, skill, talent, expertise, and recognition" (Laloux 2014, p. 136). The self-

management practices of this paper's new work companies rely on freedom, trust, and 

transparency to fosters the intrinsic motivation of employees to experiment and adapt 

(Minnaar & de Morree, 2019, p. 9). These principles are key to enhancing company 

performance and promote innovation (Bruch, Block, & Färber 2016, p. 27). Self-managing 

organizations place more importance on adaptation than the predictability of their respective 

business environment. Rather than making major changes, they make fast iterations, 

representing an agile work method. Proceeding this way enables companies to develop 

organically and adapt quickly to their respective environment. (Laloux 2014, p. 211) 

 

Fundamentally, these new work companies assume their employees' advantages and 

strengths are best utilized by this leadership practice to pursue the company's purpose 

optimally. Corporate purpose, in turn, serves to make a positive contribution to society. A 

multi-stakeholder approach, it is now reshaping the business landscape. Contrary to Milton 

Friedman's former assertion that companies exist exclusively to generate profit for their 

shareholders, a growing conviction determines that companies exercising social duty, also 

exist to make a positive contribution to society. The question now arises as to how the COVID-
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19 crisis will shape or has already changed leadership, which is to be examined in the 

empirical part of this paper. 

 

3 Methodology 

3.1 Research Design 

For many researchers, and likewise, executives, the corona crisis is unlike any other crisis in 

recent history (D'Auria and De Smet 2020, p. 1). Impacts of the crisis on leadership practice 

and understanding are largely unknown and relatively unexplored. Therefore, the research 

design follows an inductive and explorative research approach (Bortz & Döring 2006, p. 50). 

The inductive approach extracts meaning from patterns and relationships found in empirical 

data. The data serve to generate hypotheses and possibly structure a new theory (Saunders, 

Lewis, & Thornhill 2016, p. 52). 

 

The qualitative research design aims to capture the topic’s full complexity. Appropriate to the 

study's explorative design are the semi-structured expert interviews conducted to collect 

empirical data. Six executives and one consultant in the field of progressive leadership 

practices served as experts for the research field. The sampling strategy and the experts' 

characteristics are explained in detail in the following chapter. The qualitative research 

approach aims at a dialogical truth-finding to understand and subsequently reveal the 

experts' implicit knowledge and their experiences regarding the impact of the corona crisis on 

leadership practices (Bortz & Döring 2006, p. 342). The semi-structured expert interviews 

represent a relatively open and flexible inquiry type (Bogner, Littig, & Menz 2014, pp. 24, 27). 

On the one hand, the flexibility and openness in the conduct of the interviews, which entails 

a flexible adherence to the order of the questioning, aim at being able to "understand the 

interviewees' subjective sense or concepts of reality" (Bogner, Littig, & Menz 2014, p. 98), 

without forcing them into a stereotype. The interview guide gives the researcher a certain 

orienting and standardization function, which supports the subsequent analysis and thus 

comparability of the interview data (Bogner, Littig, & Menz 2014, p. 28). 
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The semi-structured expert interviews are analyzed inductively according to the principles of 

Grounded Theory. Categories are formed from the empirical data that serve the subsequent 

hypothesis formation and generate elements that could contribute to a theory formation. 

(Saunders, Lewis & Thornhill, 2016, p. 130; Bogner, Littig, & Menz 2014, p. 28) 

 

3.2 Recruitment and Sample 

One quality criterion of the qualitative research method is the composition of the sample. This 

thesis examines leaders allocated into two groups of contrasting leadership styles to answer 

the research question and develop theoretical assumptions. Only executives consultants were 

included in the sample in order to create an optimal degree of scaling. Accordingly, it would 

benefit the research field if employees' perspective would be included in further research 

(Busse & Weidner 2020, p. 542). 

 

The Group 1 (G1) experts includes people who have a leadership function in a company with 

a classic management structure. Its corporate structure is pyramid in shape, characterized by 

numerous management layers, and hierarchically managed. The Group 2 (G2) experts work 

in companies practicing a form of self-management. They rely on distributed leadership for 

the decision-making process (see chapter 2.3.2.4). 

 

Individuals with at least eight years of leadership experience and extensive knowledge of the 

topic of leadership were considered experts for this work. The individuals from the second 

sampling group are considered expert initiators or active drivers of self-management 

practices. In this context, Bogner, Littig, and Menz (2014) define a person as an expert if they 

"have created for themselves—based on a specific practical, empirical knowledge relating to 

a clearly definable problem area—the possibility of structuring the concrete field of action in 

a meaningful and action-guiding way for others by their interpretations" (p. 13). The criteria 

of an expert do not represent the personal abilities or characteristics of a person; instead, the 

researcher classifies the implicit knowledge and experiences of each person as expert 

knowledge for the research field (Bogner, Littig, & Menz 2014, p. 11). The experts interviewed 
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for this thesis reflect leadership practices in times of the current pandemic. Each leader's 

collective patterns of action and their conscious and unconscious values provide clues as to 

how leadership practice has developed in this time of the COVID-19 crisis and which possible 

changes may shape leadership practice in the pandemic’s aftermath (Kruse & Sattelberger 

2014, p. 4). 

 

Table 1.0 summarizes the relevant data from interviewees from sample groups one and two: 

 

Table 1: Key Data of the Sample 

 

The G1 experts are given randomized pseudonyms for their names. The thesis refrains from 

naming exact functions, the name of their employer, or their organization’s size to ensure an 

anonymization of their data. The G2 data have been disclosed, as no group member has 

requested the anonymization of their data. Respondents were free to withdraw from the study 

at any time and without indicating a reason. The span of control was not recorded for the G2 

experts as they do not have a leadership function in the classical sense. The span takes in 

emergent leadership functions representing roles they take suitable to their strengths and the 

demands of the constant changes in the business environment. 
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A total of nine people were asked to be interviewed, and seven interviews were conducted. 

The selection process assured that an approximate number of experts from both groups were 

interviewed (three experts in G1 and four experts in G2). Consideration was given to 

achieving gender diversity, achieved in G1. For G2, the researcher had difficulty finding 

female leaders who fit the criteria. 

 

A large part of the contacts came from the researcher’s professional and university network. 

The female interview partner from G2, Charlotte van Leeuwen, was referred by Tom van der 

Lubbe. The researcher attempted to avoid disparity by reaching out to people who work in 

similar leadership roles. The G1 leaders work in similar areas of their companies and have 

equivalent leadership experience. In G2, all four experts are the co-founders of the companies 

they work for and that practice self-management. They are strong initiators and drivers of this 

leadership practice. To avoid confusion, the group to which the individuals belong follows 

their name or pseudonym (e.g., Sabrina - G1, Doug - G2, and so on). 

 

At the time of the interviews, one person worked in the USA, two in the Netherlands, and 

four in Switzerland. The sample represents five companies, four industries, and multiple 

company sizes in terms of their number of employees. By these heterogeneous characteristics, 

the researcher aims to have generated the broadest possible insight into the research topic. 

 

3.3 Data Collection 

Seven expert interviews were conducted for this study, whereas the sample consists of five 

companies. The study is cross-sectional, where the interviews were conducted in the period 

between November 2020 to January 2021. Following seven interviews, no further relevant 

findings occurred, and the researcher assumed the saturation effect had been achieved. In 

Grounded Theory a theoretical saturation occurs when the addition of further experts to the 

sample no longer results in any new findings for the development of a theory (Kergel 2018, 

p.68). Five interviews were conducted in Swiss German and German, respectively, and the 

remaining two interviews were conducted in English. Three interviews lasted between 25 and 
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35 minutes, and the remaining interviews lasted between 45 and 55 minutes. One interview 

took place in person at the enterprise, and the remaining interviews were conducted via online 

tools, such as Zoom and Skype. In the interview requests and again at the beginning of the 

interviews, interviewees were briefed on the structure, objective of the study, and how their 

personal data was to be handled. The researcher asked the interviewees' permission to record 

the interviews with the assurance their data would be kept confidential. Consent was obtained 

from all interviewees to record the interview, use the data for the thesis, and publish the thesis. 

The option to withdraw from the study was offered at the beginning of all interviews. In 

conducting the interviews, attention was paid to ensure the interviews and later data analysis 

are in accordance with research ethics. 

 

To provide a guidance and standardization function for the researcher, an interview guide 

was used for the interviews. The interview guide was not distributed beforehand to the 

interviewees to gain the most impartial answers possible from the interviewees. However, the 

participants were given the option to view the interview guide beforehand and question the 

researcher regarding the research project. 

 

In the interview guide, the questions were formulated in an open-ended manner to have a 

narrative-generating effect on the interviewees. The interview began with the initial question 

about the role or function of the interview partner in the company. For the persons in G2, an 

additional question was asked about how their leadership practice differs from one of the 

hierarchically managed companies. Questions regarding their leadership in times of the 

corona crisis came later in the interview. Explicit questions were asked about how the 

participants experienced the outbreak of the crisis from a leadership perspective, what 

challenges they had and how they dealt with them, what was important to them in terms of 

their response to the crisis, how they currently experience their leadership practices, to what 

extent leadership has changed since the outbreak of the pandemic, what newly established 

leadership practices they like and dislike, and, finally, what long-term impact the pandemic 

will have on leadership. At the end of the interview, the researcher offered the opportunity to 

make any additional remarks on the research topic (Bogner, Littig & Menz 2014, p. 61). The 
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open and flexible design of the interviews, which were backed up with a guideline-based 

questionnaire, made it possible to maintain the focus of the interview in terms of content and 

theory while still allowing each conversation to be individual and to follow the interviewees' 

own descriptions (Liebold & Trinczek 2009, p. 35). 

 

3.4 Data Analysis 

An interpretative evaluation strategy based on Meuser and Nagel (1991) was used to evaluate 

the semi-structured expert interviews (pp. 451–466). This interpretative evaluation strategy is 

based on the underlying thesis's research design, which pursues two research purposes. First, 

the interview data is intended to inform about current leadership practices in the COVID-19 

crisis. Second, the interview data is intended to provide implications for future leadership 

practices, serving as elements for theory development in the research field of leadership. Since 

the research topic deals with a complex phenomenon, the data analysis is not about extracting 

information from the interview data. Rather, the interviews serve to identify points of 

connection between the data regarding shared knowledge, constructions of reality, patterns 

of interpretation, and action (Meuser & Nagel 1991, p. 452). In order to identify these partly 

implicit norms and actions of leaders, two analytical procedures were used. Coding 

procedures based on Grounded Theory (Glaser & Strauss 1998) were used for the theory-

guided interviews, and qualitative content analysis was used for the quantitative analysis of 

all identified system elements of the expert statements (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2016, p. 

608). 

 

The interviews transcription was used as a first step in the data interpretation (Liebold & 

Trinczek 2009, p. 41). The researcher translated the five Swiss German and German interviews 

into English. Incoherent statements and filler words were excluded in the transcript (Höld 

2007, p. 659), yet the transcripts are complete in terms of content, which is crucial for the 

subsequent interpretation of the data (Meuser & Nagel 1991, p. 455). The researcher decided 

to forego a detailed notation system, as it is not subject to the interpretation of the interview 

data (Meuser & Nagel 1991, p. 455; Mayer 2013, p. 47). Further steps in the data analysis follow 

the recommended 4-step coding procedure of Meuser and Nagel (1991), based on Grounded 
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Theory (pp. 451–466). As a support measure for the data analysis in the coding procedure, the 

transcripts were inserted into the computer program ATLAS.ti. 

 

Step One: Setting headings 

The first step in the coding process is to provide text passages with codes serving as headings. 

As Meuser and Nagel (1991) recommend, the terminologies used by the interview partners 

were then applied. In the process of coding, text passages were taken out of sequence, and 

several codes may relate to a single text passage (pp. 457 - 458). In total 293 codes were 

identified from the interview transcripts. The codes supported the thematic ordering of text 

passages in step two (Meuser & Nagel 1991, p. 458). 

 

Step Two: Making a thematic comparison 

The second step aims to compile all texts and systematically compare them (Meuser & Nagel 

1991, p. 459; Liebold & Trinczek 2009, p. 43). In this process, the interview statements' 

terminology is no longer strictly followed. Nevertheless, sociological terminology is still 

avoided in this step. (Meuser & Nagel 1991, p. 459) The codes were sorted into groups, each 

representing either common findings of G1, common findings of G2, or common findings 

from both groups. In total, 27 groups were formed. The thematic comparison of the interview 

data was continuously checked as to whether the thematic condensations reflected the 

interview data. The necessity of the thematic clusters were continuously reviewed, 

considerations seeking completeness of data and, an improved validity of the data evaluation. 

(Meuser & Nagel 1991, p. 461) 

 

Step Three: Forming sociological conceptualizations 

In the third step of the data evaluation, typologies corresponding to sociological 

conceptualizations replaced the text passages' headings. The typologies represent linkage 

points concerning relevance, interpretation patterns, and typification of the headings. (Meuser 

& Nagel 1991, p. 462) 
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Step Four: Forming theoretical generalization 

In the last step of the coding process, the previously formed sociological conceptualizations 

were assembled into elements serving to form hypotheses and, accordingly, theory 

development. This final step raises the data evaluation to a level of abstraction based on 

empirical generalizations. This is because the meaning contexts of the typologies presented in 

the following chapter are limited to this thesis's empirical material. (Meuser & Nagel 1991, p. 

463) In general, the interviews can be interpreted differently and are, therefore, subject to a 

variety of interpretations (Mayer, 2013, p. 47). 

 

4 Analysis 

The data are divided into three thematic domains, what is common to both groups, the 

findings of G1, and the findings of Group G2. 

 

A quick refresher: The G1 experts work for the same company, which practices a traditional 

managerial hierarchy, resulting in a pyramid structure. The G2 experts, each from separate 

companies, practice self-management as a leadership style. Self-management is characterized 

by distributed leadership and a reliance on the collective intelligence of the company's 

workforce. 

 

4.1 Common Findings of G1 and G2 

4.1.1 Hybrid Model of Working from Home and at the Office 

All the experts agree that hybrid teams are an inevitable factor and consequence of the 

COVID-19 crisis. This hybrid model implies a certain percentage of people will be working 

from home within a team while the remainder work at the office. Marc (G1) and Christophe 

(G2) stated, for example, that two thirds of the workforce would be working from home. 
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Few of the G1 employees practiced home office before the pandemic. Marc (G1) claims "we 

didn't talk about it, and we didn't know about it either. Employees wanted to be with their 

colleagues at the office." He mentions he was "rather reluctant [to practice home office] until 

the pandemic broke out." From G2, Viisi (Tom – G2) was the only company, that did not 

practice home office prior to the pandemic. All experts found that their employees 

experienced fewer distractions, concentrated better, and worked more productively in home 

office. 

 

Most G1 and G2 employees appreciated working from home. Christophe (G2) observed 

employees who had previously preferred working at the office now enjoyed working at home. 

The employees saved on their work commutes (Helen – G1). Helen (G1) observed her team's 

performance was excellent during the pandemic: "We've had zero plunges [in productivity]. 

On the contrary, it's been going forward steadily. Probably even […] a slight increase […]." In 

all the companies, a demand arose to keep home office as an option once the pandemic is over. 

Top management is more open to the idea of keeping home office available. Sabrina (G1) 

claims "the fact that we have worked from home across the entire organization, right up to the 

top management level, means that people are familiar with it.” In fact, all the experts 

mentioned they could hardly believe employees would return to their post-pandemic work 

lives without the option of working from home. Helen (G1) adds "it's good for a modern 

company to want to be competitive and keep up with the times and needs of its employees. I 

think it's wrong to go against the flow and simply forbid [home office]." 

 

While the employee of both groups enjoy being able to work from home, they still desired 

returning to the office. Employees missed the social contacts and could feel isolated at home 

(Helen & Sabrina – G1). Sabrina (G1) mentions once the pandemic is over "[life] will get easier 

again. Then you can assume their social environment is active and their activities will help 

them maintain a balance." In general, the experts agree that employees want to continue 

having the flexibility to work wherever they want to. All the experts agree hybrid teams are 

an inevitable factor and consequence of the COVID-19 crisis to satisfy this change in needs. 
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All experts stated one to three days of home office per week would be ideal. Sabrina (G1) adds 

this hybrid approach can be "adapted to the phase of life" of an employee. 

 

Finding One: 

Leadership has been directly impacted by the COVID–19 crisis as a continuously changing 

proportion of the workforce will work in hybrid teams, some members from home and 

others from the office. 

 

4.1.2 Trusting and Coaching Replaces Commanding and Controlling 

The experts of both groups believe the traditional management culture of command and 

control is no longer appropriate in light of hybrid work settings and the growing autonomy 

of employees. Marc (G1) admits "orders and whips," as he symbolizes it, is still the most 

common leadership practice within the G1 company. The introduction of hybrid teams poses 

new challenges to leadership. The experts claim changed organizational structures and 

processes, the maintenance of personal relationships, and the cooperation between employees 

in a hybrid setting function in new ways. 

 

Christophe (G2) warns the practice of command and control creates external pressure for 

employees, which is not beneficial: "external pressure is bad and leads to burnout […]. There 

are more and more goals and more and more pressures put on employees, and that again is 

not good for the company. When employees are tired and burned out, they don't work 

anymore. That then puts even more pressure on the others." Christophe (G2) suggests "you 

should take the risk of trusting people. […]. We've always taken the risk of trusting people. In 

the case where one percent […] of employees do something wrong, you can [bear] that risk. 

In companies where you have a lot of risk management and a lot of control, there are still 

people who do something wrong." Additionally, previous communication channels, such as 

non-verbal communication and informal information exchanges—during coffee breaks and 

after-work drinks—become limited or obsolete (Sabrina -G1). Due to these developments, G1 

experts are observing an accumulation of new leadership responsibilities. In response, they 
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share more responsibilities with their employees, feeding into the independence of 

employees. This paper discusses more details concerning the rise in responsibilities for G1 

experts in chapter 4.2.1. 

 

In general, the experts agree the use of command and control does not motivate employees. 

They agree trusting and coaching employees should replace command and control in the 

current work environment. Helen (G1) links trust to showing tolerance: "mistakes happen. 

[…] It's important to me that when they do happen, you show people an interest in solving 

the problem rather than who made the mistake. […] It's better to stand behind people." She 

says "if you prescribe and restrict too much, it can be detrimental." Charlotte (G2) points out 

"if you keep on controlling people all the time, they also start behaving a little bit like children, 

so you need to keep on controlling them, which becomes the reality." She further mentions 

"[control] creates this parent-child dynamic, although we're all grown-ups in a workplace." 

Tom (G2) asserts ramping up command and control in times of the COVID-19 crisis is 

problematic: "people will leave, but they'll wait until the crisis is over." Marc (G1) mentions it 

is "certainly something positive to pass on trust to everyone. I have not heard of any incident 

[…] of something negative going on [during this crisis]. And that is certainly positive." 

 

Trust includes providing relevant information. For employees to operate independently and 

take over new responsibilities, Christophe (G2) claims they must have all relevant information 

to make optimal decisions. Communication and the provision of information have become 

more central to leadership. Marc (G1) says "giving employees background information is a 

good development. […]. You can coach people instead of giving [out] orders." Marc (G1) and 

Christophe (G2) say information and power are closely linked. Christophe (G2) mentions 

information is the key to success, especially in times of crisis: "With us, where people are 

autonomous, they need to know where the organization is going so they can make the right 

decisions. Power and information are linked, and that is very important." Marc (G1) says in 

his company, information is occasionally withheld from employees in order to underpin the 

leadership function and, accordingly, the power of the leader within the organization. "With 

a head start of knowledge […] you try to manage people." He wishes there was more 
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transparency in the company. Marc (G1) and Christophe (G2) both claim when employees 

have insights as to why individual decisions are being made, and they see the bigger picture, 

they are willing to go the extra mile for the organization. Christophe  (G2) says "people don't 

make decisions that only matter to themselves." Marc (G1) observed withholding information 

from employees can lead to resentment. 

 

G1 discovered their employees to be trustworthy in the home office, an insight not new to G2 

but rather confirming their practices of trust. Charlotte (G2) states "… [creating trust is] not a 

learning curve we had […]. We already had full trust in all employees. And all employees 

could already work whenever they wanted to. So, it was more a confirmation to me that it's 

really wise to build your company on trust." Christophe (G2) mentioned "the trust we have in 

people is even more present now than before. We see that during a crisis all people worked. 

They work despite the problems at home and despite the organizational problems." In terms 

of trust and transparency, G2 companies are a step ahead of the G1 company. They claim 

transparency is fundamental to their organization and a prerequisite for self-management. 

Their employees can access all information about the company from any place and at any 

point in time. "Everything is public for us. We have one big google drive folder where 

everybody can find everything. That's just there; that didn't change during corona. And we 

have our weekly meetings for one hour with the team […], and during quarterly meetings, 

we give big updates. […] In a way, the coronavirus has helped us improve [the transparency]" 

(Charlotte – G2). Viisi (Tom – G2) and Loyco (Christophe – G2) publish their key performance 

indicators in real-time with software. 

 

Finding Two: 

Trust is central to the leadership practice and has become more so in light of the COVID-19 

crisis. While traditional companies realize they can trust and rely on their employees 

working from home, progressive companies see confirmation of the value of their trust 

cultures. 
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4.2 G1 Findings  

4.2.1 Leaders are Taking on More Responsibilities 

In response to these challenges, G1 experts are ramping up their responsibilities and taking 

on the role of caring for the well-being of their employees. "At the moment, a lot of people are 

struggling" (Sabrina – G1). The crisis is causing a huge toll on employees. Sabrina (G1) 

mentions primary challenges such as: "how do people deal with [the virus] when it concerns 

the safety of their health […]. Are they at risk in their environment or their families? How do 

they organize themselves in terms of business so they can work from home, where the 

infrastructure is not the same as in the company, where a completely different work technique 

and discipline are required?" She highlights how "people's personalities are crystallizing. Who 

is more generous and who can't switch off […].” (Sabrina – G1). She considers herself 

obligated to ensure the maximum working hours are not exceeded. The line between private 

and business life is becoming more blurred because employees no longer commute, giving 

themselves time to switch off (Sabrina - G1). The lack of "separation and demarcation is 

extremely difficult," she says. Due to the COVID-19 crisis, the "private life is changing 

completely." Employees have to limit themselves at home, too (Sabrina – G1). These 

developments can lead to greater isolation, which is a huge issue (Helen & Sabrina – G1). 

 

Additional challenges employees face are burdens due to their current situation in their 

private lives (Sabrina – G1). For example, those with children experiencing school closures, 

recent emigrants who lack social networks (Sabrina – G1), or even figuring out "how you are 

organized at home. Do you have a single office where you can work or do you do work at the 

lunch table where everybody else is?" (Sabrina – G1) Particular work constellations cannot be 

compared to usual work conditions, she notes. 

 

Sabrina and Helen (G1) claim it is necessary for employees to regularly hear from their 

supervisors and that supervisors ask about their well-being. Both experts find themselves 

consciously checking on their employees. "I set up a second meeting, where everyone turns 

on the cameras, where you can exchange informal things. There, it's less about business topics 

and more about what's on your mind at the moment. How do you feel in your home office? 
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How are you doing?" (Helen – G1) Experts from G1 say this new proactive exchange must be 

sought because leaders no longer have the nonverbal communication they usually have at the 

office: "then we just talked differently with each other, we had more time for each other […] 

the whole social aspect is missing" (Marc – G1). Sabrina (G1) claims the interpersonal level is 

gaining importance since the pandemic's outbreak. To the question of how she, as a leader, 

deals with her employees' challenges, she answers by: "listening, taking people seriously, 

checking in with people all the time, always feeling out who is reacting and how" (Sabrina – 

G1). She mentions "in the team calls, you have to talk about [the challenges] and say: 'I see it 

that way too, I take you seriously.' You also share to a certain extent your own fears and 

concerns and how you deal with them." She adds, "I think it's been even more of a challenge 

to be vigilant, to be mindful of the staff" (Sabrina – G1). She points out, "we clearly have a 

mission and a job to do. And that, of course then has a high priority" (Sabrina – G1). 

 

G1 experts feel obliged to have a positive influence on their employees' ability to motivate 

themselves in order to ensure productivity. Marc (G1) motivates his employees in these 

extraordinary times "by appreciating them first. If they have closed a great deal, I call them 

and say they have done a great job and congratulate them and ask them how they did it." 

Sabrina (G1) mentions how giving people the feeling of being appreciated has become more 

difficult in the virtual setting, "when [employees] would otherwise receive appreciation, be it 

a smile or going for a coffee together." Interpersonal connections which convey a certain 

identification with the company is very difficult. Helen (G1) mentions the essentiality of 

showing gratefulness toward employees for their commitment despite the new work 

constellations and the difficult times: "We sent a package to all employees […] and now again 

at Christmas […] to say thank you. Also [as a sign] you are thinking of them, even though you 

don't see them every day." 

 

Feeding into the gratefulness and thus the employees' motivation, most of the G1 experts 

agree leaders must consider the individual situations the employees are in at the moment. 

According to Helen (G1), "it can be that you yourself are less stressed by the whole situation, 

but [there are] maybe others who perceive it differently." Sabrina (G1) mentions "you also 
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consider the phase of life. If you have small children at home and work part-time […]. It gives 

you a quality [of life] when you can work from home and don't have to stress about going 

home to pick up your child from daycare […]. That certainly increases employee satisfaction." 

Helen (G1) mentions she is okay with considering individual demands concerning work 

constellations in the pandemic: "I would be relatively open. If there are employees who say 

they had to have more home office, I'd be open." However, she feels obliged to ensure those 

employees do not lose touch with their colleagues and would want to motivate them to come 

to the office occasionally to work. In response to these developments, G1 experts observed 

they are leading their employees more individually than before the COVID-19 crisis. 

 

G1 experts agree they are responsible for the mental and physical well-being of their 

employees: "It's the expectation of a supervisor to do that" (Sabrina – G1). Helen (G1) says: "I 

feel obligated to pick that up from people. I think that's also my job. After all, people can only 

perform well if they feel good." Taking on more responsibility and a more caring role is 

resource intense: "Now I have to make more notes of whom I haven't seen for a long time, and 

I also have to make a note at the employee level that I don't manage directly. I take it upon 

myself to call them […] and ask them how they are and what it's doing with them when they're 

at home" (Sabrina – G1). Marc (G1) points out "leadership became more difficult […] also to 

coach and to support. It will get better with time, but you have to get used to this unusual 

situation and look for solutions." Sabrina (G1) notes in a crisis, "the strengths and weaknesses 

of a leader have become more apparent." 

 

Finding Three: 

The increase in attention and care the leaders in hierarchically managed companies give 

their employees is a direct consequence of the COVID-19 crisis. It leads to the accumulation 

of leadership responsibilities. 
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4.2.2 Shift in Mindset towards Leadership Transformation in Traditionally Managed 

Companies 

As already analyzed in chapter 4.1.2 the experts agree the traditional management culture of 

command and control is obsolete. Traditionally managed companies that started to flatten 

their hierarchies before the outbreak of the COVID-19 crisis are experiencing a further boost 

in this direction. The mind shift set within their leaders has begun. The abrupt changes in new 

work constellations and the accumulation of responsibilities in leadership roles due to the 

crisis have caused the further acceleration of the company's leadership transformation. 

 

The business environment can no longer be predicted with plans: "you can plan less. It's quite 

clear, planning security is no longer possible. It's very difficult to plan, and you have to be 

very agile and adapt to the new circumstances" (Sabrina – G1). In response to these 

developments and to save costs, the employer of the G1 experts began eliminating 

management layers four years prior to the crisis by taking out one hierarchy level completely 

and not filling vacant leadership positions (Marc – G1). Once a specific leadership position is 

vacated, the company assigns the position’s responsibilities to the next higher manager (Marc 

– G1). Marc (G1) claims this trend will continue: "that's the natural tendency, that we […] take 

out the one or the other management layer." Flattening hierarchies thus causes a widening of 

the existing managers' control span (Marc – G1). Responsibilities accumulate, and a manager’s 

role becomes more leadership focused, releasing them from daily activities and team 

operations (Helena & Marc – G1). Helen (G1) notes the technical competence of a manager is 

decreasing in favor of social competencies. She says she leads a team of experts and does not 

share the same level of knowledge. Her role is simply to lead the team (Helen – G1). 

Due to the increase in responsibilities in their leadership role, G1 passes on responsibilities to 

their subordinates and train them to work as independently as possible. Helen (G1) states: "I 

can't conjure up a solution for every problem. […] I have brought them up to be independent, 

to look for and find solutions themselves to be discussed and implemented." Helen and Marc 

(G1) agree measures to push the independence of team members include cooperation and 

knowledge-sharing. Marc and Helen (G1) each pair inexperienced with experienced team 

members, encouraging a knowledge transfer (Marc & Helen – G1). The measure to foster 
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cooperation is the introduction of team goals, which replaces setting each employee’s 

individual goal (Marc – G1). Also, the G1 experts increasingly recognize their employees' 

motivation is not only linked to gratefulness but also self-determination. Marc (G1) recognizes 

the motivating effect of salary is secondary. 

 

Since the pandemic outbreak, Marc (G1) says the ever-changing business environment is more 

accepted. People had to learn that "today it can be like this and tomorrow it can be completely 

different." He claims "you just have to adapt to the situations as quickly as possible." Sabrina 

(G1) says "of course you plan, but it's more important to make changes when necessary, even 

at short notice. It is also more accepted because of corona." Helen (G1) claims "you don't have 

to force everything into a pattern and that's it for the next five years. You should be able to 

decide situationally how it fits best." Hence, "it already goes in this direction that you really 

coach the people, that you look that they can exchange with each other, that you can distribute 

the know-how within the team as fast as possible and as good as possible, so that you can do 

everything together. That is very important" (Marc – G1). In general, Marc (G1) questions 

whether he will still be needed as a manager in the future: "With team goals, you theoretically 

don't need a boss." He could imagine being "the person who represents people at the […] 

management committee meetings and then passes on the information." When asked whether 

he could introduce agile working methods in his teams, which would not need a team leader, 

he says this measure would still be too early but he could imagine it in the future. He believes 

a crises can be a catalyst for change and at the same time mentions they are still in the middle 

of the crisis and that not all effects are known yet. On the other hand, Sabrina (G1) states she 

would be allowed to introduce agile working methods but hasn't yet done so. In general, the 

top management of G1 is open to the paradigm shift in leadership. Marc (G1) points out: "they 

[the top management] also want that the [employees] organize themselves, that [managers] 

hand over more responsibility." However, he states the leadership transformation highly 

depends on the supervisor. 

 

The leadership consultant Doug (G2) suggests "companies will have to figure out how to 

operate like networks […]. They'll have to open up those leadership voices that exist 
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everywhere in those pyramids and figure out how to tap into the collective intelligence of 

everyone in the network. Companies may continue to rely on the genius of a few designated 

leaders based on position power on top of the pyramid [but their] competition will figure out 

how to optimize the collective intelligence of the entire network." 

 

Finding Four:  

A mind shift among the leaders of traditionally managed companies has begun. Those who 

started to flatten their hierarchies before the outbreak of COVID-19 are experiencing a 

further boost in this direction. The abrupt changes in new work constellations and the 

accumulation of responsibilities in leadership roles is accelerating the transformation. 

 

4.3 G2 Findings 

The employees of G2 companies experienced challenges due to the COVID-19 crisis similar to 

those experienced by the G1 employees. As Christophe (G2) points out, "each person has 

different equipment at home and are in different situations, are in different family situations 

and have different family problems." The G2 companies, however, reacted differently to their 

employees’ struggles and other crisis challenges. The following chapters highlight how the 

COVID-19 crisis affected G2 leadership and how the experts dealt with those challenges. 

 

4.3.1 Reacting with Basic Principles to the Crisis 

In general, when the interviewer asked the G2 experts how they reacted to the challenges of 

the COVID-19 crisis, all mentioned they first had to watch out for their employees' well-being. 

Otherwise, they had not felt much of a change or challenge to their pre-pandemic leadership 

practices. Loyco, for example, conducted an employee survey to find out how their employees 

were doing (Christophe - G2). The "only problem we had was that ten percent of the people 

[…] didn't have it well at home because their apartments were too small or their children were 

home due to school closures. These ten percent could return to the office" (Christophe – G2). 

The G2 experts found themselves, like the G1 experts, proactively checking in with their 

colleagues. 
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G2 experts relied on their previously defined principles of how to conduct business and 

design decision-making processes to overcome the crisis. Christophe (G2) says, "if people 

have good KPIs and have a good raison d’être and if the KPIs are linked to the raison d’être, 

then it's enough." He adds "good feedback" is necessary and says "in case [the KPIs] are not 

good, [the team members] work out how to make it better." While Christophe (G2) and Tom 

(G2) mention their guiding principle is a company purpose, Doug (G2) says Morning Star 

"simply applied principles and practices of self-management to coping with the pandemic, 

just like they applied those mechanisms to every other aspect of business." Charlotte (G2) 

relies on the concept of natural leadership, dependent itself on strong values. One of these 

strong values is giving honest feedback, which keeps Charlotte from slipping into a traditional 

leadership role (Charlotte – G2). When the pandemic broke out, she initially took on the 

traditional manager's role. Colleagues pointed it out to her: "I have very honest colleagues. 

[…] So I, as [the former owner of the company], who once had that power, I had to be extra 

aware that people feel safe and free to say stuff to me. I'm happy I invested in that a lot before 

[the pandemic]" (Charlotte – G2). As a response to her initial reaction (Charlotte – G2), she 

sold the company to her colleagues in January 2021. Doug (G2) says people accumulating too 

much power in a self-managed organization risk falling into old management practices. The 

"culture rejects them because the culture doesn't tolerate that kind of behavior. […]. So that's 

the consequences of natural leadership—natural leadership as something you earn. It's not 

something that's given to you by virtue or position or power title. It's something you earn 

from your colleagues […] through trust, respect, and caring, and listening, and 

communication. So natural leadership is stronger, better leadership." Christoph (G2) says "we 

have people who have had problems with the teams and our organization. You see these cases 

very quickly. It is much easier to hide from a boss but not from a team. […] During the crisis, 

[that] did not change." Tom (G2), agreeing with this view, says: "The group always forces an 

individual to conform." 

 

Tom (G2) states his company have and will always put people first in times of crisis. 

According to his "people-first approach," reacting with solidarity towards employees in a 

crisis is fundamental to overcoming a crisis. Especially in this crisis, solidarity is crucial (Tom 
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– G2). He says leaders should "treat other people as [they] would like to be treated. This is the 

basic principle and has nothing to do with economics at all." Also, "people expect reciprocity, 

and if you just tell people to be loyal to you and then kick them out four weeks before 

Christmas, then you can stop [doing business]" (Tom – G2). He compares applying this 

behavior to a circle of friends who "would not accept the behavior of a classical share-holder 

value-driven CEO" (Tom – G2). 

 

These guiding principles are fundamental to G2 organizational decision-making processes in 

overcoming the crisis. Their leadership practices did not change, as they could apply their 

established principles to overcoming the crisis. 

 

Finding Five:  

Companies relying on self-management practices in their decision-making processes have 

not experienced any changes to their leadership practices, as they could rely on their 

established principles to overcome the crisis. 

 

4.3.2 COVID-19 Crisis is Intensifying Distributed Leadership in Self-Managed 

Companies 

How the G1 experts reacted to the rise in responsibilities due to the outbreak of the COVID-

19 crisis differed from G2. Instead of one person accumulating more responsibilities, G2 

distributed responsibilities across people throughout the company, reflecting their 

established leadership practices.  

 

At Bord & Stift (Charlotte – G2), the employees set up three teams independently to handle 

the crisis's challenges. It was not Charlotte's idea to establish these crisis teams. "I wasn't in 

the teams responsible for dealing with the corona crisis. […]. The infrastructures to do so were 

already there because we were already a company based on trust and freedom and 

responsibility." In addition to the three crisis teams, "each person has two mentors, all 
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randomly divided […]. For some people who really had a hard time in the coronavirus, they 

meet every week with their mentors to check in on how they're doing." (Charlotte – G2). 

Similar to Bord & Stift, Viisi (Tom – G2) had a crisis team. Team members "clarify with each 

other in the team who does what, so it's a very collective attitude." 

 

Loyco (Christophe – G2) established a crisis team, distributing roles and responsibilities 

amongst the employees: "What we discussed is that the coordinators and the talent roles 

spend more time with people. […] That was a suggestion from the crisis team. You have to 

spend more time with people because they're not there and they may have issues at home or 

issues with the customer. And you see that less when people are not there. That was a solution 

we found to be closer to the people." 

 

Doug (G2) says the leadership practice at Morning Star did not change at all: "They haven't 

changed in thirty years. So, there's not going to be any change in those principles. And the 

basic underlying concept is that every single person in the ecosystem is a leader and has the 

potential to lead. Leadership is everywhere, and it's not dependent on a tiny cohort of 

designated leaders at the top of a pyramid." He notes, “agreements are the fundamental 

infrastructure of organizational self-management. So it was not a huge step to extend that 

logic to working out individual work agreements for individuals, which were somewhat 

dependent on their roles and responsibilities and figuring out win-win solutions and how can 

we make remote work feasible in this particular case by case basis" (Doug – G2). 

 

Instead of a few designated people taking on the burden of the rise in responsibilities, the 

additional responsibilities are distributed throughout the organization in the G2 companies. 

Christophe (G2) claims the network-like structure of decision-making ensures that "decisions 

can be made much faster […]. People are autonomous. They don't need decisions from anyone 

to work. Ninety-nine percent of decisions are made by the team. It's much faster." Loyco's 

leadership practice has enabled the company to increase efficiency and autonomy among its 

employees, so much that the former CEO states the corona pandemic did not affect the 
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company's overall performance as team members were autonomous already (Christophe – 

G2). He says "what is good in flat organizations where people are autonomous, [is] that people 

are used to organizing [themselves]. It was no different during the crisis." Christophe (G2) 

warns about the accumulation of too many responsibilities in one leadership function in a 

traditional management setting: "For example, a finance director is good for budget 

compilation, but he is bad at managing or serving people. But still, he has no choice. He has 

to manage people." Tom (G2) argues the assumption that a company is successful when it has 

a strong CEO has "been disproven scientifically for a long time. A strong CEO is just 

dangerous because you have the overestimation, and you get narcissism" (Tom – G2). 

 

The G2 experts all mentioned the COVID-19 pandemic confirmed the value of their leadership 

practices. Whenever a new challenge arises, the companies form groups autonomously to deal 

with them. The organizational structure develops itself organically and is more fluid than 

rigid (Charlotte -G1). This organic development relies on the shared goals each team defines 

for itself (Tom and Christophe – G2). With the help of software that displays the KPIs for each 

team, the companies check whether they are on target or must redefine their strategy to 

achieve their shared goal and their raison d’être (Christophe – G2). Tom (G2) notes, 

"everything is transparent. It's about whether the team is hitting the collective bottom line." 

 

Doug (G2) mentions "visionary companies and leaders are recognizing leadership is not a 

thing, it's not one model, it's not just something we go in and fix people and turn them into 

great leaders. Leadership is about paying attention and recognizing and listening to the voices 

of each and every person in the environment, such that anyone can be influential on any topic 

at any time. That is the model of leadership that has to be cultured and grown and appreciated 

over time because that's the model that's going to prevail in a world where information is at 

light speed, and everyone in the world is in contact with everyone else in the world at virtually 

zero cost. We have to create organizations that recognize that reality and listen to those voices 

because the old way of doing business is not going to survive in the twenty-first and twenty-

second centuries." Christophe (G2) points out how "this system is much better, where a role 

is linked to a talent." Charlotte (G2) explains "nature also doesn't have one leader. It can be 
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temporary, but it's all fluid." She adds, "we have kind of like an evolutionary system of 

organizing. So naturally, it evolves in a way that suits the situation". She thinks "a lot of time 

is wasted making strategies" and says "it's more a trusting of the collective brain of the whole 

organization and that everybody is sensing, is this right or wrong." She adds she is "not 

responsible for empowering people to solve problems." 

 

As G2 experts have seen how their leadership and organizational model has worked in an 

intense crisis, they claim it is the favored future operating model in a VUCA environment. 

Tom states "IT companies which are organized holacratically, like Liip for example, will have 

a growth acceleration this year." 

 

Finding Six:  

The COVID-19 crisis intensified the distributed leadership practice in self-managed 

companies as teams within the company reacted autonomously to the crisis. Companies that 

are on the way to self-organization have experienced an acceleration towards this leadership 

practice. 

 

5 Conclusion 

5.1 Discussion 

The COVID-19 crisis is unlike any other crisis in recent times. It is placing unprecedented 

challenges on the social, political, and business environment, and it is placing extraordinary 

demands on leaders to respond adequately (DAuria and De Smet 2020, p. 1). This study's 

purpose is to examine how leadership in a business context has changed since the outbreak of 

the pandemic. It aims to identify patterns and commonalities in the way leaders are 

responding to the pandemic. This study's intends to provide meaningful insights into 

implications the pandemic has had on leadership practices. As the study deals with a topic 

relatively unexplored in management research, the following paragraphs interpret the 

findings in light of the theories and concepts presented in the literature review. 
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Discussions of the benefits and drawbacks of home office and virtual collaboration began 

decades before the COVID-19 health crisis (Klopprogge, Burmeister, & Eichinger, 2020, p. 5). 

The pandemic’s outbreak is serving to introduce and catalyze flexible work practices; home 

office has established itself as a way of working. Those companies which had no experience 

with home office before the crisis were forced to implement it (e.g., a majority of the G1 

company). Those with limited experience were forced to increase. Some companies, of course, 

already practiced home office. Their experience was how their installed hybrid work 

constellations measured up to a crisis situation (e.g., G2 companies). The first finding of this 

thesis indicates that leadership is occurring in a hybrid work setting, in which a certain 

percentage of employees work from home while others work at the office. The experts agree 

that this new hybrid work setting will continue once the pandemic is over. Landes et al. (2020) 

agrees with Helen’s (G1) statement that companies need to respond to employee needs and 

create framework conditions that enable these contemporary work constellations to remain 

competitive and attract talents (p. 34). Marc (G1) points out that traditional leadership 

methods have become more difficult in this hybrid setting, but leaders will adjust to the 

situation with time, by becoming less traditional in structure. Concerning the distance setting, 

the experts stated they could not observe their employees' emotions and behaviors, which 

they could otherwise observe through direct or indirect (e.g., non-verbal) communication. 

Landes et al. (2020) argue that these new work constellations cause changes in corporate 

structures and cultures. They suggest that health-preserving work environments will prevail 

in the business environment and that managers will have to pay attention to shared values, 

norms, and attitudes (p. 54). 

 

The second finding of this thesis coincides with recent management theory, that trusting and 

coaching employees are growing in importance to leadership roles. All experts agree the 

leadership practice of command and control is outdated. The COVID-19 pandemic outbreak 

has led to unpredictable and massive disruptions to the business environment, which feeds 

into the VUCA business environment. In the post-industrial era, it may have sufficed to 

operate and succeed by using analysis, planning, and control mechanisms; however, these 
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mechanisms have become obsolete (Scheinpflug 2017b, pp. 41–42). The disruptive changes of 

ongoing digitalization and globalization to economic and financial markets, coupled with the 

new demands of Generation Z in the labor market, seem to be challenging leadership to adapt 

business processes, structures, and control mechanisms to withstand complexity 

(Scheinpflug, 2017b, p. 41). 

 

Marc (G1) and Helen (G1) recognize an employee's intrinsic motivation is to self-

determination, trustful work relationships, and a sense of gratitude. These factors, combined 

with a meaningful context of assignment and/or occupation, determine an employee’s 

commitment (Kruse & Sattelberger 2014, p. 9). To motivate employees to perform their best, 

leaders must create optimal working and collaboration conditions. High levels of employee 

motivation and engagement correlate with higher productivity and increased employee 

satisfaction, increasing work loyalty (Melián-González et al. 2015). These optimal conditions 

help create a culture of trust and appreciation fostering creativity and innovation while 

preventing an upsurge of micromanagement (Lohmann 2017, p. 181). Sabrina (G1) claims a 

leader conveys appreciation by listening to and responding to a follower's needs. Helen (G1) 

and Marc (G1) point out the importance of coaching employees so they can act as 

independently as possible to changes in the business environment. (Lohmann 2017, p. 182). 

 

As Helen (G1) notes, leaders should provide security and be reliable even in difficult times. 

An effective leader earns natural authority by creating a work environment characterized by 

trust and respect (Kruse & Sattelberger 2014, p. 12), where followers can build on their 

strengths. Gallup's recent study about a strengths-based culture in an organization concluded 

that leaders who promote their followers' strengths attain more natural authority and thus 

followers (Harter & Adkins, 2015). Promoting followers' strengths, in turn, increases 

satisfaction and loyalty, resulting in stable and sustainable relationships between leader and 

followers (Kruse & Sattelberger 2014, p. 12). 
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Two distinct patterns regarding trustful organizational culture emerged from the two expert 

groups. While G1 experts realized through the abrupt introduction of new work constellations 

(i.e., home office) that they could trust their employees, G2 experts found themselves 

confirmed in their belief that trustful relationships between peers are the foundation of their 

leadership practice. G2 experts pointed out their previously established trust culture allowed 

their employees to organize themselves to react appropriately to the pandemic. Tom, 

Christophe, and Charlotte (G2) mentioned their employees established crisis teams 

autonomously to respond to the crisis. These teams pursued actions, such as identifying the 

crisis's implications on the company's business operations and helping employees overcome 

their struggles with the crisis. This autonomous reaction, distributing the newly established 

responsibilities amongst the employees, strongly reflects G2 leadership practices. It uses the 

values and strengths within the multidisciplinary of their network of teams (D'Auria & De 

Smet, 2020, pp. 3-4). 

 

This thesis made a distinct observation. G1 experts, in response to employees accustoming to 

the new situation in their private and professional settings, took on additional responsibilities, 

taking the time to check in regularly with them. Sabrina (G1) notes the importance of being 

mindful of employee struggles. In doing so, the G1 experts felt doubly obliged to motivate 

their employees through extraordinary times. They expressed gratefulness towards their 

employees and lead each more individually, responding to individual struggles. These 

measures and leadership efforts lead to an accumulation of responsibilities in their 

management roles. This development may indicate conformity with the prevailing 

assumption in management research, namely that leaders are no longer able to grasp the 

entire spectrum of responsibilities and can no longer make optimal decisions in the 

increasingly VUCA business environment (Denk & Pfneissl 2009; Lohmann 2017; Uhl-Bien et 

al. 2007). This trend also indicates that traditional management settings are inappropriate for 

volatile, uncertain, complex, ambiguous, and interconnected business environments, because 

the practice where the decision-making power designated to a few people in a company, is 

limited in its capacity to handle the increasingly VUCA environment (Tourish 2020, p. 263). 

Especially in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic, this trend might hold that it impacts 
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business leaders by adding to the complexity and unpredictability of the business 

environment. 

 

To save costs and respond to an increasingly VUCA business environment, G2 experts and a 

majority of G1 experts are questioning and reshaping their leadership practices. Although 

their companies began transforming leadership practices years before the outbreak of the 

pandemic, the two groups of companies differed in their level of progression. G2 relies 

entirely on self-management, and the G1 company started to flatten its hierarchy four years 

ago. According to Marc (G1), the main drive behind changes to leadership styles was, 

however, economic, to save costs. G2, on the other hand, has reaffirmed that self-management 

is the most suitable leadership model in an increasingly VUCA environment. 

 

This thesis suggests, to increasing responsibilities and the dismantling of company hierarchies 

within the G1 company, an acceleration of the leadership transformation. The G1 experts 

expressed an inability to predict and plan developments in their business environment and 

Marc (G1) adds that since the outbreak of the pandemic, employees and managers 

increasingly accept unpredicted changes. In a response to the rise in responsibilities, Marc 

(G1) and Helen (G1) are delegating responsibilities to subordinates and ensuring that those 

subordinates can work as independently as possible. Measures to push team member 

independence are cooperation, knowledge-sharing, and transparency (D’Auria & De Smet, 

2020, p. 4). The management practice of the G1 company is not as developed as the G2 

companies in terms of fostering its employees’ autonomy and trustful relationships.  

 

Another key competent for employees' growing autonomy and optimal decision-making is to 

ensure employees can access relevant information. Christophe (G2) and Marc (G1) agree that 

information and power are linked. Optimal communication and information processes allow 

transparent handling of all critical information and continuous exchange between the 

individual team members. (Lohmann 2017, p. 181) Transparency requires a sound trust 

culture (Landes et al., 2020, p. 8), which prevails in the G2 expert companies. Employee 
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autonomy creates room for new ideas and innovation (Landes et al., 2020, p. 33). Three years 

ago, Marc (G1) switched  to team goals to foster cooperation and autonomy. He goes so far as 

to question whether he will still be needed as a manager once team goals solidify and 

employees operate increasingly autonomous. G2 experts recognized before the pandemic that 

the decision-making processes relied heavily on instantly available and transparent 

information. They created frameworks so employees could break down the corporate vison 

and purpose into team purposes. Marc (G1) says some executives in his company use 

information as a knowledge advantage to insinuate their power and lead people with it.  

 

Despite the lack of information transparency in the G1 company, the researcher believes that 

leaders who operate in a traditional management setting are experiencing a shift in mindset. 

An open mindset is not seen as a direct consequence of the COVID-19 crisis, as they predate 

the crisis. However, the findings herein point to the possibility that the COVID-19 crisis is 

acting as a catalyst in leadership transformation. Experts of both groups do not view the 

leadership practice of command and control as suitable to accommodating perpetual change. 

After all, crises offer chances for internal organizational changes (Lanzer, Sauberschwarz, & 

Weiss 2020, pp. VII - VIII). Inspiring, appreciative and individual-oriented leadership 

mobilizes and stimulates followers to adapt to the continually changing market conditions 

and consequently to the company's changing expectations and put their interests behind those 

of the company. (Lohmann 2017, p. 182; Bruch, Block, & Färber 2016, p. 40) Hence, it is about 

using these measures to ensure a company's existence and success in the longer run (Yukl 

2010, p. 421). 

 

This thesis made a distinct observation: the G2 experts did not change their leadership practice 

following the pandemic’s outbreak. They used established principles to face the crisis. Loyco 

and Viisi heavily relied on their company's and teams' purposes and reflected the achievement 

of autonomously set raison d’être by transparently showing all KPIs (Christophe & Tom – 

G2). Bord & Stift and Morning Star relied on their previously established natural leadership 

culture to overcome the crisis (Charlotte & Doug – G2). Tom (G2) strongly recommends 

putting employees first also in times of crisis, as this behavior supports a company's long-
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term survival. Self-management relies on collective intelligence, he notes. With the collective 

intelligence of self-organizing employees, who increasingly work in network-like teams, 

progressive companies count on replacing internal complexity with a rapid decision-making 

process and creative impulses resulting in higher innovation power (Kruse & Sattelberger 

2014, p. 7). 

 

G2 experts reacting with previously set principles to overcome the crisis confirms the idea 

that the COVID-19 crisis sparked self-management practices for companies already practicing 

a form of self-management. Network structures and decision-making processes allowed G2 

companies to quickly adapt to the crisis. G2 companies distributed resultant additional 

responsibilities. Laloux (2014) underlines that self-managed companies can overcome crises 

much better than traditionally managed companies, as their organizational structure and 

decision-making procedures are particularly flexible and fast (p. 187). The G2 experts all 

mentioned the COVID-19 pandemic confirmed that their leadership practice works. 

Whenever a new challenge arises, the companies form groups autonomously to deal with it. 

The organizational structure develops organically and is more fluid than rigid. Leadership is 

strongly decentralized. Every employee takes responsibility for his or her circle of expertise. 

Progressive companies, like those presented in this paper, do not have to change their 

leadership practice to overcome a crisis, leading the researcher to infer that their 

organizational structure and leadership practice is well suited for the increasingly VUCA 

business environment. 

 

In light of this thesis’ theoretical foundation, organizations operating in networks and relying 

on the collective intelligence of their workforce seem to be the future model of leadership in 

conducting business in an increasingly VUCA business environment (Kruse & Sattelberger 

2014, p.7). Dachler (2010) postulates a reversal of the belief in individual achievements and 

"heroic leadership." Awareness of the value of social networks and collective performance is 

crucial. He states, a VUCA environment requires decentralized decision-making, where 

individuals take ownership and collaborate. (p. 51) Decentralized decision-making occurs 

when a company grants the decision-making power to the employees, dissolving rigid 
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hierarchies (Bruch, Block, & Färber 2016, p. 40). In, distributed leadership, multiple leaders, 

whether formal or informal, occupy a leadership role. Thus, the responsibilities of leaders are 

interconnected (Yukl 2010, pp. 503-504). 

 

With the newfound freedom of employees, leaders must communicate the corporate vision 

continuously so that meaningful networks and synergies can evolve organically within the 

company. Bruch, Block, and Färber (2016) recommend communicating the corporate vision 

and breaking it down to give employees the security and future orientation to achieve the 

company purpose (p. 28). This team alignment primarily involves directing information and 

communication processes so that employees can work toward a common goal together rather 

than striving for individual goals. (Lohmann 2017, p. 181) The company's central goal, and 

thus of all company members, is to manage the growing complexity of their respective 

business environment with the strength of their own complex system of networks (Kruse and 

Greve 2014, p. 13). Failing to make the most of these network dynamics, not entirely exploiting 

a company's expert knowledge, and falling prey to the idea that only managers with titles can 

make a decisive contribution to the company's success, leads to rigid decision-making 

processes. Weinberg et al. (2017) claim that rigid and slow decision making blocks a 

company's ability to adapt rapidly to change. Thus, resource allocation decisions should occur 

at the employee level, he notes. 

 

Corporate cultures creating more room for innovation and creativity allow a fluid distribution 

of roles within a team. Suppose each team member is intrinsically motivated and engage 

personal strengths. The person many perceive a role in the team differing from his or her 

initial assigned function. In such a case, the team's distribution of roles continually adapts to 

the business environment's new framework conditions, and thus the team's fluidity increases. 

(Doyé, 2020, pp. 211–213). 

 

The path to the development of organic systems is marked with challenges and problems. The 

largest issues are antithetical mindsets as well as outdated organizational cultures and 
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structures (Doyé, 2020, p. 216). Fundamental transformations in leadership interfere with the 

self-image and the sense of purpose of traditional managers, who often resist. After all, these 

changes threaten to dismantle their (positional) power, which they have worked to acquire 

over the years, if not decades (Pries and Heckmann 2017; Doyé, 2020, p. 216). 

 

5.2 Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 

This thesis's empirical results and findings deliver new insights into how leadership has 

changed due to the COVID-19 crisis and what implications may prevail. There are, however, 

limitations to the research design. The following chapters highlight the limitations in this 

paper’s methodological procedure and its sample composition. The chapter concludes with 

suggestions for future research. 

 

This study’s findings are restricted to the methodological procedure chosen for this paper. 

Using an exploratory research design, the researcher collected data structured on broadly 

formulated and open-ended questions. Each interview unfolded individually and engaged 

with focal points the interviewee considered important. Notably, leadership is understood 

intuitively and may have different meanings for each expert. The researcher refrained from 

"defining" leadership for the interviewees prior to the interview so as to gather as many 

unbiased facts and assessments as possible. This strategy resulted in a range of information, 

which made the formation of hypotheses difficult in some cases. 

 

It should be noted that the G2 experts were already intensively engaged with the topic of 

leadership before conducting the interviews. They approached changing leadership practices 

proactively rather than reactively in their companies. The researcher dares to claim that the 

G2 experts found it easier to explain the critical points of their leadership practices, which 

benefitted the findings in support of their leadership practices. Overall, the topic of distributed 

leadership in self-managed organizations has not yet been researched thoroughly. It is 

therefore essential to consider the circumstances of each expert in the process of interpreting 

the data. 
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The analysis is a cross-sectional study. The expert interviews provide snapshots of their 

current assessment of the developments in leadership. In the data analysis, it was impossible 

to make any clear statements about how leadership practice will evolve over the years. 

Longitudinal studies could be used for this purpose, which would accompany longer-term 

perspectives and change in corporate leadership practices. 

 

The limitations concerning the sample composition are clear. One occurs because of the 

selection procedure. The experts for the sample were drawn exclusively from the researcher's 

network and fail to reflect the entire population. In short, three of the four G2 experts were 

male. Overall, the experts' average age was >48 years; one expert was 31 years old. Views that 

younger generations could have concerning the research topic are not incorporated. 

Additionally, the G1 expert pool came from the same company. The researcher recommends 

replicating the study, drawing upon experts from multiple companies that practice the 

hierarchical management approach. Linked to the limitation in the choice of sample is the 

sample size, which is relatively small and non-representative. Seven expert interviews were 

conducted, which does not represent a sound basis inducing generalizable findings. However, 

the qualitative research design chosen for this paper did not seek to make generalizable 

statements, instead, collecting meaningful information through the interviews (Weitkämper, 

2020). As Hennekam and Shymko (2020) point out, the experts' responses to the COVID-19 

pandemic carry a degree of universality (p. 801). 

 

Despite the study's limitations, this thesis creates a foundation for future research. Future 

research could examine broader aspects of leadership in the context of the COVID-19 crisis 

and provide additional relevant insights into the research topic. One possibility could 

comprise employees' perceptions of the research topic, as the study was limited to leaders' 

views. (Busse and Weidner, 2020, p. 547) As Northhouse (2019) states: "both leaders and 

followers are part of the leadership process" (p.57). Therefore, it is "important to address 

[matters] that confront followers as well as issues confront leaders. Leaders and followers 

should be understood in relation to each other" (Northhouse 2019, p. 57). Another possibility 

could be to examine the company culture. According to Scheinpflug (2017), a paradigm shift 
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in leadership and new work constellations inevitably goes hand in hand with transforming 

the corporate culture (p. 60). Additionally, the question arises whether companies that have 

adapted their leadership practices to the new conditions of the business environment are not 

also solving the problem of the gender gap in leadership positions. This question could be 

investigated in further research. 

 

5.2 Final Notes 

The influential management consultant Peter Drucker once claimed: "The greatest danger in 

times of turbulence is not the turbulence - it is to act with yesterday's logic." This thesis' 

findings are lending support to Peter Drucker's statement. The COVID-19 crisis has drastically 

changed the work constellations, but this thesis also revealed that leadership is undergoing a 

paradigm shift. The pandemic outbreak has fed into the VUCA business environment, forcing 

companies to adjust their leadership practices. Adopting appropriate strategies to handle the 

corona crisis requires effective leadership to guide employees through potentially traumatic 

experiences and is part of the successful response of companies to overcome the corona crisis 

and unimaginable business disruptions (Dirani et al., 2020, p. 383). Traditionally managed 

companies are continuing to break down their hierarchies. In contrast, progressive companies 

continue to follow the approach that employees need to be actively involved in problem-

solving and decision-making procedures. 

 

A final leadership lesson is that the pandemic will continue to impact us. On an institutional 

level, the pandemic particularly highlights the role of leadership and its central task of 

redesigning or realigning the company to survive the crisis and ensure long term success 

(Dirani et al. 2020, p. 390). Depending on the company and its position in the business 

environment, individual and adaptive approaches should be taken to ensure long-term 

survival (Scheinpflug & Stolzenberg, 2017, p. 4). 

 

In summary, there is no universal or correct leadership style (Minder 2020, p. 7) because 

organizations, market demands, and business environments are constantly evolving and 
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leadership styles must evolve alongside them. Leadership measures must bridge the old with 

the new and embrace diversity and inclusivity.  
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Appendix – Interview Guide used for the Expert Interviews 

INTERVIEW GUIDE 
INTRODUCTION AND OBJECTIVES 

Research Context 

• Presentation of the researcher, the study, 

the research objectives 

• Methodology: semi-structured expert 

interviews 

Notes in Advance 

• Possibility for confidentiality agreement 

• Recording of the interview 

• Acknowledgements 

LIST OF QUESTIONS 
Start of interview For hierarchically managed companies: 

• You have many years of management experience and are currently 

in a management position. How did that come about? 

For self-managed companies:  

• You founded a company that has a different understanding and 

practice of leadership than companies that are hierarchically 

managed. How come?  

• At your company, you practice a form of self-management. Could 

you explain how this leadership practice works in your company? 

Leadership in times 

before, during and 

after the corona 

pandemic 

• How did you experience the outbreak of the corona pandemic back 

in March 2020 from a leadership perspective? 

• What challenges did you face? 

• How did you deal with these challenges? 

• What was important to you in your response to the pandemic? 

• How do you currently experience leadership in your company? 

• To what extent has the pandemic changed leadership in your 

company? 

• Which newly established leadership practices do you like and which 

ones do you dislike? 

• What long-term effects will the current pandemic have on 

leadership? 

End of interview • What would you like to add, that we have not discussed? 
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