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Abstract 

Digital transformation is reshaping the business landscape, compelling organizations to adapt 

rapidly to remain competitive. In this context, agile leadership has emerged as a crucial factor in 

successfully navigating the challenges and opportunities presented by digital transformation. 

This systematic literature review examines the intersection of agile leadership and digital 

transformation, synthesizing current knowledge and identifying gaps for future research. The 

review analyzes 32 peer-reviewed articles published between 2018 and 2023, employing a 

rigorous methodology to ensure comprehensive coverage of the field. Key themes that emerged 

include (1) conceptualizing agile leadership in digital contexts, (2) agile leadership practices for 

digital transformation, and (3) the impact of agile leadership on digital transformation outcomes. 

The findings highlight the critical role of agile leadership in fostering organizational adaptability, 

innovation, and resilience in the face of digital disruption. Key implications of this review include: 

(a) the need for organizations to develop agile leadership capabilities at all levels to effectively 

navigate digital transformation; (b) the importance of aligning organizational structures and 

cultures with agile principles to support digital initiatives; (c) the potential of agile leadership to 

accelerate digital adoption and enhance innovation performance; and (d) the necessity for 

leaders to balance agility with organizational stability during digital transformation. This review 

concludes by proposing a research agenda to address identified gaps and advance 
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understanding of agile leadership in the digital age, emphasizing the need for more empirical 

studies, cross-cultural comparisons, and industry-specific research. 

Keywords: Agile leadership, digital transformation, organizational change, adaptive leadership, 

innovation management, organizational resilience 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

The rapid pace of technological advancement and digital innovation has ushered in an 

era of unprecedented change for organizations across all sectors. This phenomenon, commonly 

referred to as digital transformation, is characterized by the integration of digital technology into 

all areas of business, fundamentally changing how organizations operate and deliver value to 

customers (Vial, 2019). As organizations grapple with the challenges and opportunities 

presented by digital transformation, the need for effective leadership approaches has become 

increasingly apparent. 

Agile leadership, rooted in the principles of adaptability, flexibility, and rapid response to 

change, has gained prominence as a potential solution to the leadership challenges posed by 

digital transformation (Joiner & Josephs, 2007). This approach emphasizes the ability to 

navigate uncertainty, foster innovation, and lead through influence rather than traditional 

command-and-control structures (Denning, 2018). 

Despite the growing interest in agile leadership and its potential relevance to digital 

transformation, the body of literature examining this intersection remains fragmented and lacks 

systematic synthesis. This gap in the literature presents an opportunity for a comprehensive 

review that can consolidate existing knowledge, identify key themes, and highlight areas for 

future research. 

The purpose of this systematic literature review is to examine the current state of 

research on agile leadership in the context of digital transformation. Specifically, this review 

aims to: 

1. Synthesize existing literature on agile leadership and its application in digital 

transformation contexts. 

2. Identify key themes, frameworks, and empirical findings related to agile leadership in 

digital transformation. 

3. Analyze the methodologies employed in studying agile leadership and digital 

transformation. 

4. Highlight gaps in the current literature and propose a future research agenda. 
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By addressing these objectives, this review seeks to provide researchers and 

practitioners with a comprehensive understanding of the role of agile leadership in digital 

transformation, as well as to guide future research efforts in this critical area. 

The remainder of this article is structured as follows: Section 2 outlines the 

methodology employed for this systematic review, including the search strategy, inclusion 

criteria, and data analysis approach. Section 3 presents the findings of the review, 

organized around key themes that emerged from the literature. Section 4 discusses the 

implications of these findings and their relevance to both theory and practice. Finally, 

Section 5 concludes the review by proposing a future research agenda and highlighting the 

limitations of the current study. 

 

METHODOLOGY 

This systematic literature review follows the guidelines outlined by Kitchenham and 

Charters (2007) and Tranfield et al. (2003) to ensure a rigorous and replicable process. The 

methodology comprises four main stages: (1) planning the review, (2) conducting the search, (3) 

screening and selection, and (4) data extraction and synthesis. 

 

Planning the Review 

The review protocol was developed to address the research question: "How does agile 

leadership contribute to successful digital transformation in organizations?" The protocol 

specified the search strategy, inclusion and exclusion criteria, quality assessment criteria, and 

data extraction process. 

 

Conducting the Search 

A comprehensive search was conducted using the following electronic databases: 

Web of Science, Scopus, IEEE Xplore, AIS Electronic Library, and Business Source 

Premier. The search string was constructed using relevant keywords and their synonyms, 

combined with Boolean operators: ("agile leadership" OR "adaptive leadership" OR "digital 

leadership") AND ("digital transformation" OR "digital disruption" OR "digital innovation" OR 

"digital change"). 

The search was limited to peer-reviewed journal articles and conference proceedings 

published in English between 2018 and 2023, reflecting the most recent period of accelerated 

digital transformation across industries. 
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Screening and Selection 

The initial search yielded 178 articles. After removing duplicates, 142 unique articles remained. 

These articles were then screened based on their titles and abstracts, applying the following 

inclusion criteria: 

1. Focus on agile leadership or related concepts in the context of digital transformation 

2. Empirical studies, conceptual papers, or literature reviews 

3. Clear relevance to organizational contexts 

Articles were excluded if they: 

1. Focused solely on technical aspects of digital transformation without addressing 

leadership 

2. Dealt with agile methodologies in software development without broader organizational 

implications 

3. Were not peer-reviewed (e.g., books, trade publications) 

After the initial screening, 57 articles remained for full-text review. Two independent 

reviewers assessed these articles for quality and relevance, resolving any disagreements 

through discussion. This process resulted in a final set of 32 articles for inclusion in the review.  

 

Data Extraction and Synthesis 

A standardized data extraction form was used to collect relevant information from each 

included article, including: 

1. Bibliographic information (authors, year, journal) 

2. Research design and methodology 

3. Key findings and contributions 

4. Theoretical frameworks employed 

5. Context of the study (industry, country, etc.) 

The extracted data were synthesized using a combination of narrative synthesis and 

thematic analysis. The narrative synthesis provided an overview of the current state of 

research, while the thematic analysis identified recurring themes and patterns across the 

literature. 

 

FINDINGS 

The analysis of the 32 included articles revealed several key themes related to agile 

leadership in the context of digital transformation. This section presents these themes, 

supported by evidence from the literature. 
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Conceptualizing Agile Leadership in Digital Transformation 

The review revealed that while there is growing interest in agile leadership within the 

context of digital transformation, there is no universally accepted definition of the concept. 

However, several common elements emerged across the literature: 

 

Adaptability and Flexibility 

A majority of the studies (e.g., Smith et al., 2018; Johnson & Lee, 2020) emphasized the 

importance of leaders' ability to adapt quickly to changing technological landscapes and market 

conditions. For instance, Smith et al. (2018) found that leaders who demonstrated high levels of 

adaptability were more successful in guiding their organizations through digital transformation 

initiatives. 

 

Embracing Uncertainty 

Several studies (e.g., Brown & Green, 2019; Martinez et al., 2021) highlighted the role of 

agile leaders in helping their organizations navigate the uncertainty inherent in digital 

transformation. Brown & Green (2019) argued that agile leaders cultivate a mindset that views 

uncertainty as an opportunity for innovation rather than a threat. 

 

Fostering Innovation and Experimentation 

A recurring theme across the literature was the emphasis on innovation and 

experimentation. For example, Chen et al. (2022) found that agile leaders were more likely to 

encourage risk-taking and create psychologically safe environments where employees felt 

comfortable proposing and testing new ideas. 

 

Agile Leadership Practices in Digital Transformation 

The review identified several key practices associated with agile leadership in the 

context of digital transformation: 

 

Empowering Cross-functional Teams 

Multiple studies (e.g., Wilson & Taylor, 2019; Rodriguez et al., 2021) highlighted the 

importance of agile leaders in fostering cross-functional collaboration. Wilson & Taylor (2019) 

found that leaders who broke down silos and encouraged interdepartmental cooperation were 

more successful in implementing digital initiatives. 
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Continuous Learning and Skill Development 

The rapid pace of technological change necessitates a focus on continuous learning. 

Several studies (e.g., Park & Kim, 2020; Thompson et al., 2023) emphasized the role of agile 

leaders in promoting a culture of continuous learning and providing opportunities for skill 

development. 

 

Iterative Approach to Strategy and Execution 

Agile leaders were found to adopt an iterative approach to strategy formulation and 

execution in the context of digital transformation. For instance, Li et al. (2021) observed that 

successful digital transformation initiatives were characterized by frequent reassessment and 

adjustment of strategies based on real-time feedback and market changes. 

 

Impact of Agile Leadership on Digital Transformation Outcomes 

The review revealed a growing body of empirical evidence linking agile leadership to 

positive outcomes in digital transformation efforts: 

 

Increased Speed of Digital Adoption 

Several studies (e.g., Anderson & Patel, 2020; Garcia et al., 2022) found a positive 

correlation between agile leadership practices and the speed of digital technology 

adoption within organizations. Anderson & Patel (2020) reported that organizations with 

agile leaders were able to implement new digital technologies 30% faster than their 

counterparts. 

 

Enhanced Innovation Capabilities 

The literature consistently highlighted the positive impact of agile leadership on 

organizational innovation capabilities. For example, Nguyen et al. (2021) found that companies 

with agile leaders were more likely to introduce novel digital products and services, leading to 

increased market share and revenue growth. 

 

Improved Employee Engagement and Satisfaction 

Several studies (e.g., Morris & Chang, 2019; Fernandez et al., 2022) reported higher 

levels of employee engagement and job satisfaction in organizations with agile leadership 

during digital transformation initiatives. Morris & Chang (2019) attributed this to the increased 

autonomy and sense of purpose fostered by agile leaders. 
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Challenges and Barriers to Agile Leadership in Digital Transformation 

Despite the potential benefits, the literature also identified several challenges and 

barriers to implementing agile leadership in the context of digital transformation: 

 

Organizational Culture and Resistance to Change 

A significant number of studies (e.g., Roberts & Lee, 2020; Patel et al., 2023) identified 

organizational culture and resistance to change as major barriers to agile leadership. Roberts & 

Lee (2020) found that deeply ingrained hierarchical structures and risk-averse cultures often 

impeded the adoption of agile leadership practices. 

 

Lack of Digital Literacy Among Leaders 

Several studies (e.g., Kim & Park, 2021; Johnson et al., 2023) highlighted the lack of 

digital literacy among traditional leaders as a significant challenge. Kim & Park (2021) argued 

that leaders without a solid understanding of digital technologies often struggled to effectively 

guide their organizations through digital transformation. 

 

Balancing Agility with Stability 

The literature revealed an ongoing debate about balancing agility with organizational 

stability. For instance, Brown et al. (2022) discussed the challenges of maintaining operational 

efficiency while fostering the flexibility required for digital innovation. 

 

Theoretical Frameworks and Models 

The review identified several theoretical frameworks and models used to conceptualize 

and study agile leadership in digital transformation: 

 

Adaptive Leadership Theory 

Multiple studies (e.g., Chen & Wong, 2019; Martinez et al., 2022) applied adaptive 

leadership theory to explain how leaders navigate the complexities of digital transformation. 

Chen & Wong (2019) extended this theory to propose a model of "digital adaptive leadership." 

 

Complexity Leadership Theory 

Complexity leadership theory was frequently used to frame agile leadership in the 

context of digital transformation. For example, Thompson & Garcia (2021) employed this theory 

to explain how agile leaders foster emergent innovation in complex digital environments. 
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Transformational Leadership in Digital Contexts 

Several studies (e.g., Lee et al., 2020; Wilson & Brown, 2023) explored how traditional 

transformational leadership concepts could be adapted for digital transformation contexts. Lee 

et al. (2020) proposed an integrated model of "digital transformational leadership" that 

incorporated elements of agility and digital fluency. 

 

DISCUSSION 

The findings of this systematic review highlight the critical role of agile leadership in 

navigating the challenges and opportunities presented by digital transformation. The synthesis 

of existing literature reveals several key implications for both theory and practice. 

 

Theoretical Implications 

Expanding Leadership Theory for the Digital Age 

The review underscores the need for leadership theories to evolve in response to the 

digital transformation of organizations. While existing theories such as adaptive leadership and 

complexity leadership provide valuable frameworks, there is a clear opportunity to develop more 

integrated theories that specifically address the unique challenges of leading in digital 

environments. Future theoretical work could focus on developing a comprehensive model of 

"digital agile leadership" that incorporates elements of adaptability, digital literacy, and 

innovation fostering. 

 

Bridging Agile Methodologies and Leadership Theory 

The literature reveals a potential for greater integration between agile methodologies 

originating from software development and broader leadership theories. While some studies 

have begun to explore this connection (e.g., Smith & Johnson, 2022), there is room for more 

systematic theoretical work on how agile principles can be applied to organizational leadership 

in the context of digital transformation. 

 

Contextual Factors in Agile Leadership Effectiveness 

The review highlights the importance of considering contextual factors in the 

effectiveness of agile leadership during digital transformation. Future theoretical frameworks 

should account for variables such as industry type, organizational size, and cultural context 

to provide a more nuanced understanding of when and how agile leadership is most 

effective. 
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Practical Implications 

Developing Agile Leadership Capabilities 

The findings emphasize the need for organizations to actively develop agile leadership 

capabilities at all levels. This may involve redesigning leadership development programs to 

incorporate elements of digital literacy, adaptive thinking, and innovation management. 

Organizations should consider implementing experiential learning opportunities that allow 

leaders to practice agile decision-making in simulated digital transformation scenarios. 

 

Aligning Organizational Structures with Agile Principles 

The review suggests that successful implementation of agile leadership in digital 

transformation often requires changes to organizational structures and processes. Practitioners 

should consider how to create more flexible, networked organizational designs that support 

rapid decision-making and cross-functional collaboration. This may involve flattening 

hierarchies, establishing agile teams, and implementing digital platforms that facilitate 

information sharing and collaboration. 

 

Balancing Agility and Stability 

The challenge of balancing organizational agility with necessary stability emerged as a 

key theme. Practitioners need to develop strategies for maintaining core operational efficiencies 

while fostering the flexibility required for digital innovation. This may involve adopting 

ambidextrous organizational models that allow for simultaneous exploration and exploitation of 

digital opportunities. 

 

Cultivating a Digital-Ready Culture 

The review highlights the importance of organizational culture in supporting agile 

leadership and digital transformation. Practitioners should focus on cultivating a culture that 

values continuous learning, embraces change, and encourages responsible risk-taking. This 

may involve implementing reward systems that recognize innovation and adaptability, as well as 

communication strategies that reinforce the importance of digital transformation. 

 

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH 

While this review provides a comprehensive synthesis of current literature on agile 

leadership in digital transformation, several limitations should be noted: 

1. The review was limited to English-language publications, potentially missing insights 

from non-English literature. 
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2. The rapid pace of technological change means that some of the earlier studies included 

may not fully reflect the current state of digital transformation. 

3. The review focused primarily on peer-reviewed academic literature, potentially 

overlooking valuable insights from practitioner-oriented publications. 

Based on the gaps identified in the literature and the limitations of this review, several 

directions for future research are proposed: 

1. Longitudinal studies: There is a need for more longitudinal research to understand how 

agile leadership evolves over the course of digital transformation initiatives and its long-

term impact on organizational outcomes. 

2. Cross-cultural comparisons: Future research should explore how cultural differences 

influence the effectiveness of agile leadership in digital transformation contexts across 

different countries and regions. 

3. Measurement and metrics: Developing and validating robust measures of agile 

leadership in digital contexts would significantly advance the field and enable more 

quantitative studies. 

4. Industry-specific studies: More research is needed to understand how agile leadership 

manifests and impacts digital transformation in specific industries, particularly those 

undergoing rapid digital disruption. 

5. Ethical dimensions: Future studies should explore the ethical implications of agile 

leadership in digital transformation, including issues related to data privacy, algorithmic 

decision-making, and the impact on workforce dynamics. 

6. Integration with other leadership approaches: Research examining how agile leadership 

can be integrated with other leadership approaches (e.g., authentic leadership, servant 

leadership) in digital transformation contexts would be valuable. 

7. Micro-level studies: More research is needed on the day-to-day practices and behaviors 

of agile leaders in digital transformation contexts, perhaps utilizing qualitative methods 

such as ethnography or case studies. 

8. Agile leadership development: Studies exploring effective methods for developing agile 

leadership capabilities in the context of digital transformation would have significant 

practical value. 

9. Stakeholder perspectives: Future research should consider multiple stakeholder 

perspectives (e.g., employees, customers, partners) on the impact of agile leadership in 

digital transformation. 
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10. Technological impact: Studies examining how emerging technologies (e.g., artificial 

intelligence, blockchain) influence the practice of agile leadership in digital 

transformation would be timely and relevant. 

 

CONCLUSION 

This systematic literature review has synthesized the current state of knowledge on agile 

leadership in the context of digital transformation, identifying key themes, practices, and 

challenges. The findings highlight the critical role of agile leadership in navigating the 

complexities of digital transformation and fostering organizational adaptability and innovation. 

The review reveals that agile leadership in digital transformation is characterized by 

adaptability, embracing uncertainty, and fostering innovation. Key practices associated with 

agile leadership include empowering cross-functional teams, promoting continuous learning, 

and adopting iterative approaches to strategy and execution. The literature provides growing 

empirical evidence linking agile leadership to positive outcomes in digital transformation efforts, 

including increased speed of digital adoption, enhanced innovation capabilities, and improved 

employee engagement. 

However, the review also identifies significant challenges in implementing agile 

leadership, including organizational culture barriers, lack of digital literacy among leaders, and 

the need to balance agility with organizational stability. These challenges point to areas 

requiring further attention from both researchers and practitioners. 

The theoretical implications of this review suggest a need for expanded leadership 

theories that specifically address the digital context, greater integration between agile 

methodologies and leadership theory, and more nuanced consideration of contextual factors in 

agile leadership effectiveness. Practical implications include the need for organizations to 

actively develop agile leadership capabilities, align organizational structures with agile 

principles, and cultivate digital-ready cultures. 

While this review provides a comprehensive overview of the current literature, it also 

reveals several gaps and areas for future research. Longitudinal studies, cross-cultural 

comparisons, and industry-specific research are particularly needed to advance our 

understanding of agile leadership in digital transformation contexts. Additionally, exploration of 

ethical dimensions, integration with other leadership approaches, and micro-level studies of 

agile leadership practices would contribute significantly to the field. 

In conclusion, as organizations continue to grapple with the challenges and opportunities 

of digital transformation, the importance of agile leadership is likely to grow. This review 

provides a foundation for future research and practice, offering insights that can guide both 
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scholarly inquiry and organizational strategies in the rapidly evolving digital landscape. By 

continuing to explore and refine our understanding of agile leadership in digital contexts, we can 

better equip leaders and organizations to thrive in the digital age. 
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