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Abstract

Purpose –Digital transformation (DT) harnessing the potential of emerging technology creates opportunities
and challenges for organizations worldwide. Senior executives view DT as a key initiative for future
competitiveness, a view shared by academic researchers. What may challenge the organization is that the
vision may be present while preparedness may be lacking. Organizational preparedness depends on managers
and employees charged with implementing DT and their perceptions on preparedness are often not aligned
with senior executives.
Design/methodology/approach – In this research, the authors explore the perceptions of managers and
employees on DT preparedness in an organization by gathering data from 579 participants. This study uses an
innovative approach to qualitative data analysis using interactive topic modeling.
Findings – Findings in this qualitative study provide valuable insights on the perceptions of these individuals
and helps understand (a) how they view DT preparedness and (b) may behave in this context. In general DT is
well understood, howevermanagers are not keen to changework processes to take advantage of the newdigital
tools and there appears that generational gap is a barrier to successful DT.
Originality/value – Senior executives play a central role communicating the DT vision necessary to inspire
managers and employees. As organizations continue to invest large sums of money to explore value creation
for customers and stakeholders by leveraging digital technologies, the information systems (IS) discipline can
take the lead by asking the question, what can be done to improve the understanding of DT implementation in
an organization?
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Paper type Research paper

1. Introduction
Digital transformation (DT) harnessing the potential created by emerging technology creates
opportunities and challenges for organizations worldwide. Senior executives view DT as a
key initiative for being competitive in the future, a view that is shared by academic
researchers. A recent study conducted by Gartner emphasized that 67% of executives
believed that DT is critical to being competitive (Baker, 2018). This belief is evident from the
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spending on DT initiatives. Investments in DT initiatives are expected to reach 50% in 2023,
up from 36% in 2019, of an organizations information and communications technology (ITC)
budget, according to IDC research (Combs, 2019). This investment adds up to $7.4 trillion
spending from 2020 to 2023, a compound annual growth rate of 17.5%. Investment in DT
initiatives is on the rise though success is patchy and may not translate to expected benefits.
Kitani (2019) reports that last year of the $1.3 trillion dollars spent, $900 billion dollars were
lost out on failed DT initiatives at GE, Ford and P&G. Similarly,McKinsey research finds that
the success rate of DT has remained below 30% over the past several years (Bouteti�ere,
Montagner, & Reich, 2018). Kraus et al. (2022) point out that digital transformation is
organizational change and prior research as identified by their study indicates that “up to
70% of large organizational change fails.” We need to explore why this is happening and
suggest what can be done to address this organizational challenge.

Recognizing its significance academic research in DT has blossomed. However, the research
is both fragmented and, in its infancy (Kraus et al., 2022; Ismail, Khater, & Zaki, 2017). The
fragmentation of research results from thediversity of topics, which can be explained by the fact
that technology may be leading the disruption and is of interest to information systems (IS)
researchers (Kutzner, Schoormann,&Knackstedt, 2018) but how it is perceived (Vuk�si�c, Ivan�ci�c,
& Vugec, 2018), and its impact on organizations is of interest to scholars in other disciplines
(Schwarzm€uller, Brosi, Duman,&Welpe, 2018). Thismay also explain the gradual development
of the research as scholars are still trying to reach a consensus on definitions and interpretations
of the DT phenomenon. While some researchers and organizations may view DT as a technical
challenge that necessitates a modernization of technology, others may be influenced by
organizational design (Kraus et al., 2022; Kretschmer & Khashabi, 2020) or strategy challenges
(Kane, Palmer, Phillips, Kiron, & Buckley, 2015). The viewpoint of DT proposed byWesterman,
Bonnet, and McAfee (2014) that “transforming the customer experience is at the heart of the
digital transformation (p. 29)” inspires this research. This transformation will necessitate a
“radical rethinking of how an organization uses technology, people and processes to
fundamentally change business performance (Westerman et al. in Boulton, 2019)”. We define
DT as the organizational endeavor of generating new value to elevate the customer experience.
This new value, spurred by a business need such as a change in strategy, can be generated
leveraging technology, people, processes or a synergistic blend of the three.

Since this viewpoint of DT involves technology, people and processes in an organization,
there needs to be a positional alignment between the viewsof senior executives andmanagers or
employees. The senior executives fuel the motivation in the organization, and managers and
employees share the commitment to the DT initiative. What may challenge the organization is
that the vision may be present while preparedness may be lacking. We define organizational
preparedness to include both the institutional capabilities encompassing skills needed for DT
and a meticulously detailed execution strategy. This strategy should delineate roles and
responsibilities to ensure accountability, milestones that help ensure consistent progress
tracking and highlight specific achievements tomaintain employeemotivation.Given thatDT is
a prolonged endeavor, it is critical for organizations to sustain employee motivation by
celebrating incremental victories along the way. It could be argued that while the CEO or senior
leadership may possess a clear vision for DT, they might be deficient in the necessary
knowledge or capability to execute it effectively. In such instances, being adequately prepared
becomes paramount. This preparedness is heavily dependent onmanagers and employees, who
understand the culture and politics (Tangi, Janssen, Benedetti,&Noci, 2021; Andriole, 2020) that
drives the organization and requires an intimate understanding of a company’s language, ways
of working, culture and the politics that explains what is possible.

As such, this study focused on entry and mid-management level organizational
preparedness. It explores entry and mid-level managers’ and employees’ perceptions of DT
preparedness in terms of skills, competencies and courage to lead a DT in an organization.
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This paper is structured as follows: in the next section, we review the literature on this
subject. In section 3, we describe the study method, data collection and analysis. In the
following section, we present the findings. The final section focuses on the discussion and
conclusions.

2. Background
Our economy is undergoing deep transformation due in part to the new ubiquity of digital
technology, which is transforming and reconstructing business strategies, processes and
operating tasks. It is not unreasonable to think that all business is digital business no matter
the industry. The implications of this DT are profound and reach across all industries,
launching not only waves of disruption and dislocation but also opportunity. In just a few
years, digital technology has connected an ever-growing number of people, created new
business and social networks and ecosystems and transformed our economy (Lansiti &
Karim, 2017). Globally, digital technology is reshaping business and social interactions.
Companies are increasingly launching digital initiatives to expand or build digital
capabilities to deliver business efficiency or top-line revenue growth; sometimes referred to
as DT initiatives. The broad deployment of digital technology requires rethinking both
business and operating models. A business model defines the direction taken by your
organization – how it creates and captures value. An operating model defines how your
organization makes it happen – delivers the value promised by its business model. In
combination, business and operatingmodels define and rank the range of options available to
operating managers in making their daily business decisions (Lansiti & Karim, 2017).

There have been numerous studies and articles published that offer theories and
strategies concerning DT (Baiyere, Salmela, & Tapanainen, 2020; Carson, 2017;
Venkatraman, 2017). In particular, the MIT Sloan Management Review and Deloitte’s 2017
Digital Business Global Executive Study and research project, which surveyed more than
3,500 business executives, managers and analysts from organizations around the world,
identified five key practices important in DT (Kane, Palmer, Phillips, Kiron, & Buckley, 2017).
Among them were implementing systemic changes to organize and spur workplace
innovation to create digitally minded cultures; creating long-form plans for DT in the future;
investing in smaller innovations that turn into organization-wide innovations; providing
opportunities to develop employees’ digital skills; and securing leaders who have vision to
lead DT and investing resources to achieve them (Kane et al., 2017).

Though DT iswidely accepted as a fundamental component of contemporary business, how
and/or why digital transformations succeed is of utmost importance and is increasingly
determined by organizational culture and interpersonal interactions. For instance, research has
found that one of the biggest challenges faced by companies today is unlearning old business
practices and processes as the workplace becomes more driven by technology (Carson, 2017).
Since front-line employees are increasingly responsible for implementing digital tools and
strategies, success is largely determined by communication between front-line employees and
organizational leaders (Leonardi, 2020). The disconnection between leaders and employees was
exemplified in theDigital BusinessGlobal Executive Study inwhich 47%of respondents agreed
that their organization’s reporting relationships and decision-making processes interfered with
the ability to successfully engage digital business (Kane et al., 2017).

While extant research has explored the importance of DT (Verhoef et al., 2021; Vial, 2019;
Wessel, Baiyere, Ologeanu-Taddei, Cha, & Blegind-Jensen, 2020; Kutzner et al., 2018), senior
executives’ perceptions of DT (Brock & vonWangenheim, 2019) and employees’ perceptions
of DT in their organizations (Cetindamar, Abedin, & Shirahada, 2021; Solberg, Traavik, &
Wong, 2020), there lacks a thorough understanding of the disconnect in the perceptions of
senior executives and managers or employees on the preparedness of an organization. Given
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the disconnect between the perceptions of front-line employees and entry and mid-level
managers with those of senior executives (Buvat et al., 2017) that continues to create
challenges for successfully implementing DT initiatives, it is important that research try to
understand what entry and mid-level managers and front-line employees believe in the
context of DT preparedness of an organization. Prior research on the role of employees in
successful implementation of DT (Solberg et al., 2020; Kane, 2017) is limited and this research
aims to fill this gap by asking students, aspiring and entry level managers, to provide their
perceptions on DT preparedness in an organization. These students, digital natives, offer
unique qualitative insights into specific challenges and opportunities to successful DT
adoption and implementation.

3. Methods and results
To gain a better understanding of student perceptions of DT, we qualitatively examined
student discussion responses to the question: “Digital transformation is therefore a key
managerial imperative for today’s business leaders. So, are managers equipped – in terms of
skills, competencies, and courage to lead a digital transformation?Why or why not?” In total,
579 students responded to the question. Students were primarily working young adults in
beginning management or professional positions and thus had early-career experience in the
field. Preparedness of these individuals is critical as they are responsible for implementation
of the CEO’s and/or top management DT vision.

To analyze such a large corpus, we employed interactive topic modeling over manual
coding (Debortoli, M€uller, Junglas, & vomBrocke, 2016). Topic modeling is a popular method
for learning thematic structure from large collections of documents, with limited human
supervision. As stated by Eickhoff and Neuss (2017), when discussions from documents are
analyzed, topic modeling can be used as a strategy to extract key themes. Prior research in
information systems has used topic modeling for studying evolution of IS research in the
discipline based on keywords provided by authors (Jeyaraj & Zadeh, 2020).

Themodel is the following: documents aremodeled asmixtures of topics; topics are in turn
modeled as distributions over the vocabulary of words that are present in the corpus. The
most commonway to summarize a topicmodel is with a list of their most probable words, and
topic models are then evaluated according to howwell these lists align with a user’s intuition,
domain knowledge or understanding of the corpus. In this sense, a user expects to interpret
and also evaluate a topic model via a small collection of words. However, traditional topic
models may include poor quality topics or can be misaligned with the understanding of the
corpus. For instance, while examining the most probable words under learned topics a user
may complain that two topics seem to be the same; or that they seem conflated; or that they
seem random. Interactive topic modeling (Dasgupta, Poulis, & Tosh, 2019; Hu, Boyd-Graber,
Satinoff, & Smith, 2014) aims to solve these problems by allowing a user to directly interact
with the learned model and iteratively refine it.

An example of interaction with a topic model would be a user examining topics that are
represented with a list of five most probable words. First, consider the challenge of
granularitywhere there are different topics for “football” and “tennis” or is a single topicmore
appropriate such as “sports” sufficient? Evidently more topics will be able to describe the
corpusmore easily, but a particular user may not care tomake the distinction between sports-
related topics. Additionally, there may be several topics that are difficult to interpret, and it
may be unclear how these topics must be treated. Clearly, supervision at this level of the
method is essential as no modeling can be expected to always make the correct choice. Hence,
the need for some kind of user interaction.

For this reason, interactive topic modeling with researcher supervision and interaction
was used for the data analysis in this study. This iterative approach to qualitative data
analysis allows the researcher to refine topics to best fit the research questions in reliable,

DTS
3,2

130



interpretable and actionable ways. As text data involves the variety, complexity and the
context of natural language, the researcher must have control and input into the process.
Fundamental to this approach is recognizing and capitalizing on the researcher’s expertise,
contextual knowledge and sense of nuance in their data alongside the power and value of the
modeling process itself. Interactive topic modeling incorporates the researchers’ knowledge
into the synergistic process. It allows several operations for the researcher to refine the model
through a series of test, evaluate and refine rounds until a desired result is achieved. This
approach gives researchers a voice by allowing untrained users to introduce their feedback
easily, iteratively and transparently into the entire process. See a more detailed discussion of
the steps taken during the interactive topic modeling process in the analysis section.

3.1 Data collection
The data for this research was collected from students enrolled in 18 sections in an MBA
course titled Managing Information Systems in a Global Economy between Fall 2017 and
Summer 2019. This course is offered in 2 or 3 sections, three times per year and the dataset
was collected from 579 students. Compeau, Marcolin, Kelley and Higgins (2012) in their
review of academic studies published in Information Systems Research and MIS Quarterly
from 1990-2010 find that student subjects have been used extensively in information systems
research. Compeau et al. (2012) caution that studies using student samples should be careful
in generalizing and discuss the choice to use student samples in the methodology. We believe
that perceptions of students enrolled in an online MBA course focused on technology
development, usage and management, provides them a good understanding of the issues
involved. Approximately 79.35%of the study’s participants belonged to themillennial or Gen
Y demographic. Given that this generation is composed of digital natives who regularly
incorporate technology into their work routines, they serve as an ideal sample for this
research. Out of the participants, 23% were employed in the automotive industry, 13% were
in the health care industry, 9% worked in manufacturing other than automotive, 7% in
education, 6% in energy, 5% in financials, while the remaining were in government-military
(3%), information technology (3%), retail (2%) and construction (2%).

During the first week of the course, students were asked to respond to the following
question:

In chapter 2 of the textbook, the authors discussed the alignment of IT strategy with the business
strategy. In the assigned article “With Transformation Comes Disruption”, Carson (2017) writes
“The digital business transformation has brought about a massive shift encompassing business
activities, processes, and competencies affecting every aspect of how we connect, communicate, and
get work done. However, the digital business transformation is not just about technology. It’s about
speed, efficiency, data, and knowing more, faster. The pace at which the business integrates digital
technology now formulates its competitive advantage; leveraging digital technologies to drive
productivity, efficiency, and innovation has become the number one business imperative”.

Digital technology is the biggest change agent of the business world today.Mobile technology, social
media, cloud computing, embedded devices, big data, and analytics have radically changed the
nature of work and competition. And digital innovations will continue to do so for the foreseeable
future. Technology has tremendous potential to be the engine of increasing human, organizational,
and economic prosperity. However, digital technology is not the true story. Digital transformation is.
Fulfilling technology’s potential will require leaders to re-think their business strategy.

Digital transformation is therefore a key managerial imperative for today’s business leaders. So, are
managers equipped – in terms of skills, competencies, and courage to lead a digital transformation?
Why or why not?

Student responses to the above discussion question were collected through Blackboard,
saved and downloaded as 18 separate PDF documents.
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3.2 Analysis
To analyze the data, all text was copied and pasted into a singleWord document as text only.
This Word document contained 558 pages made up of 973,671 words and all identifying
markers were removed from the files. The full dataset of 18 sections wasmoved into Excel for
faster processing and parsed by spaces to separate each word into its own cell. The cells were
consolidated into one column, and then inserted into a PivotTable which counted and sorted
them by their frequency based on text string. The stop words were manually hidden with the
Hide Selected Items function (Appendix 1). The Keep Only Selected Items function was used
on the top 30 words to hide the remaining words (Appendix 2).

The top ten words by frequency in the data set were unsurprising given the prompt:
digital; managers; business; information; transformation; technology; systems; new;
company and strategy. Such terms would be commonly used by students in this course.
However, the frequency and relevance to DT is noteworthy. This indicates that strategy, IS
and managers are in some way considered by the students as important for digital
transformation.

We removed all words that were in the list of stop words attached as Appendix 1.We then
performed stemming on each of the remaining words. Next, we fitted a topic model with 25
topics to the dataset. The topic modeling algorithm that was chosen for this modeling task
was Latent Dirichlet allocation (Blei, Ng, & Jordan, 2003; Eickhoff & Wieneke, 2018).
Analyzing textual data in natural language form using the Latent Dirichlet allocation, a text
mining technique, has been recommended for IS researchers by multiple scholars (Debortoli
et al., 2016; Eickhoff & Neuss, 2017; Chen & Zhao, 2015).

After initial examination of the resulting topics, we removed some additional non-
informative words and fitted a new model. The interactive process of manipulating topics
then started. The different interactive operations (topic splitting, topic merging and topic
removal) allow the researcher to form topics that align with the focus of the study.

(1) Topic splitting.After examining the initial 25 topics, we found that no topic seemed to
be conflating one or more themes; hence, no topic splitting was performed.

(2) Topic merging. Several topics have beenmerged. A topic correlation heat map guided
the process of merging topics and prompted further examining whether two or more
correlated topics could be merged. Figure 1 below shows the topic correlation matrix
that we consulted in this process. This reduced the topic set down to 11 topics.

(3) Topic removal. About 3 out of the 11 topics that resulted from merging were too
generic and uninterpretable. Hence, we removed them from the final topic set.

Finally, we assigned labels andmeanings to each topic by looking at themost probable words
under each topic (Table 1) and by looking at the occurrence of each topic in documents.

The final set of eight topics that emerged from the analysis is described in the following
Table 2. It includes the topics of: Managers leading change, Early technology adopters, CEO
role, Differentiation, Importance of communicating values, Good practices, Generational gap
and Adopting change. Early technology adopters were deleted as a theme as it was less
relevant to our research question.

Below, we present findings in more depth by highlighting participant quotes and their
contextualized responses before discussing our findings in relation to extant literature.

4. Findings
In general, students seemed to indicate that DT as a business strategy was well understood,
but that in many cases the managers they reported to were not open to changing work
processes to take advantage of the new digital tools. Participant responses highlighted the
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importance of organizational culture, intra-company communication and values as well as
external influences. In particular, several participants shared the need for managers’
guidance, support and investment toward DT in the company/workplace. For example, one
participant noted:

It is their responsibility as a learning leader to be open to navigating the shift to the digital
transformation. Technology is advancing at a rapid pace and in order to keep competitive
advantage, leaders must be constantly learning and open to adapting to the technological culture.

Another participant shared that it is not just the responsibility of managers to learn to adapt
and change in accordance with technology, but that managers need to better communicate
the “why” behind digital changes:

I think that in addition to introducing change throughout the process instead of just at the end,
managers also need to focus on teaching employees why the change is happening.

Similarly, numerous respondents spoke about the CEO’s role in DT, from the importance of
having CEO support for technological innovation and the CEO’s ability to communicate that
vision long-term. For example, two participants shared their experience with managers who
were well equipped to lead DTs, but that CEO understanding and support were significant
barriers toward success:

I have worked for companies that had managers with the skills, knowledge, and willingness to take
outdated slow procedures and make them digital but didn’t have the backing of the owners.

Themanagermay be equipped. Theymay have the right skills, mindset, and courage to lead a digital
transformation. But at the end of the day, I believe that the managers are going to take a cue from
their CEO. The CEO needs to be involved.

As both participants suggest, leadership from the top down is key to sustain organization
change. If there is a lack of clarity and understanding from the CEO, employees are likely to
fall back on the habitual way of conducting business instead of investing in new changes.

Figure 1.
Topic correlation

matrix
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Trained topic model
results on full data set
showing topics and
stems of top 10 words
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Implicit in each of the previous two themes was the importance of managers and CEO’s
communicating values. Communicating vision and bolstering corporate culture during times
of change is imperative when adopting and sustaining DT. As stated by one participant,
“Managers are so busy just trying to just sustain their workload, tasks such as communicating
strategic vision plans often go by the wayside.” The vision for the digital transformation needs
to be clearly communicated by senior executives for the DT to succeed in an organization.
This helps clarify where an organization is heading and more importantly why. McKinsey
(2018) findings suggest using a change story that helps managers understand why DT is
needed. Elements of the change story can include what the end goal is and how the
organization will measure success of the transformation. If the communication from the
leadership is clear, managers will be better positioned to share the change story with
employees. This communication can be enhanced by engaging younger managers who are
better positioned as digital natives to talk about DT.

Relatedly, some participants noted the generational gap between CEOs and early-career
employees as a barrier to communication and successful DT. One respondent cited this
barrier as “very obstructive to the workflow,” and another described the disconnect they felt in
their workplace between generations:

I hate to generalize managers based on age, but much of this huge shift is affected by howmanagers
have learned and grown into their position overtime. Many struggle with accepting the idea that they
need to be open to change, learning, training and communicating with their team.

Other participants shared similar insights in which employees were equipped to embrace
change, but it was ultimately thwarted by existing managers:

In some organizations there is a reversal where employees want to embrace the digital
transformation, but managers or the business are unwilling to adjust. Oddly enough, I think this
goes back to leadership being afraid of change and not having the proper training/education as well
as a viable strategy in place.

In response, some participants suggested that organizations embrace knowledge from digital
natives and provide structured opportunities for older CEOs and managers in leadership
positions to learn from younger employees. For instance, one participant posed key questions
about bridging generational gaps in the workplace:

How does an organization continue to suit the technological need of its current employees while also
catering to its new, often younger employees? And better yet, how can an organization foster
collaboration between all generations in order to successfully implement new technologies?

Theme Description

Managers leading change Managers’ guidance, support and investment toward digital transformation
in the company/workplace

CEO role Role of the CEO in digital transformation. Importance of supporting
technological innovation

Differentiation Importance in paying attention to trends, competition, examples of success
stories

Importance of communicating
values

Importance of communicating vision and bolstering corporate culture
during times of change

Good practices Examples of good practices shared by the participants
Generational gap Difficulties adapting for millennials vs baby boomers
Adopting change Examples of how technological innovations were adopted in the workplace

Source(s): Table by the authors

Table 2.
Final topical themes

and descriptions
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Aseparate participant shared a similar view that a strong organizational culture that fostered
collaboration could help bridge the generational gap, stating, “I believe that older people can be
taught just like younger people can be taught as long as the culture is one that supports an
environment of change and learning.”

Participants shared other examples of good practices in theworkplace to foster collaboration
and embracing of DT. Core to these were the concepts of differentiation and adopting change.
Students noted the importance of payingattention to trends, competition, how to leverage digital
technology throughout the whole organization. As one participant stated:

The notion that firms must move from traditional methods of viewing competition to more
contemporary models. IT is definitely not limited to the tech support team. Instead, information
systems can be used to produce advantages in manufacturing, logistics, distribution, and sales/
marketing. The tremendous value of consumer data I believe is understood by many.

Along with incorporating digital technology throughout the organization, participant noted
some “best practices” to leverage technology in relation to their competition and adopting
change throughout the whole organization. One participant shared that successful managers
and companies are those in “which can utilize technological innovations, along with
organizational adaptations, to exploit efficiencies not possible under previous practices.”
When discussing ways to adopt changes in the workplace, many participants again came
back to the core concept of organizational culture and fostering an environment that is
accepting of digital technology. For example, one participant shared, “. . .companies are
determining how to innovate digitally from three perspectives: culture, talent and technology.
Companies will need to have the ability to embrace change in order to change the culture in an
organization.” Another respondent elaborated on embracing change, citing an example that
could help spur lasting change in an organization, stating: “One key to transformation success
is establishing practices related to working in new ways. This includes continuous learning or
open work environments, as part of the change efforts.”

Across responses, students were clear that to compete more effectively in the digital
environment, addressing organizational culture and interpersonal communication are just as
important as a set strategy. A good digital strategy without clear goals for communication
and implementation will ultimately fail.

5. Discussion and conclusions
In this research, we share perceptions of aspiring and current managers that help better
understand how they viewDTpreparedness in an organization. It is important to understand
the perceptions of these managers to achieve success in DT initiatives. The findings
described in the previous section are an important contribution that can inform both future
researchers and practitioners.

Digital transformation, if done right, creates tremendous opportunities for organizations.
However, findings in recent years suggest that most organizations have not been able to
achieve the benefits from DT. These findings primarily reported in industry reports and
articles focus on views and perceptions of CEOs and senior executives. DT is a collective
organizational journey which necessitates alignment of views of senior executives with
managers and employees. Senior executives bring in the bird’s eye perspective, which needs
to be supplemented by the worm’s eye perspective that managers and employees bring.
Failure to do so may result in senior executives assuming that they are prepared for the
transformational journey, while managers and employees may be struggling to understand
why DT is needed. Arora, Dahlstr€om, Groover, and Wunderlich (2017) point out that often
there may be confusion about the meaning of the term DT in an organization and they
recommend that it is the job of the leaders to communicate themeaning and scope of DT in the
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context of an organization. We suspect this confusion is one of the key factors that has led to
discouraging results in implementing DT in different organizations.

When communicating the meaning and the “why” that drives DT in an organization,
generational differences need to be taken into consideration. The generational gap in an
organization will impact the interest and acceptance of the DT initiative in the organization
(Taylor, 2018). What may appeal to a generation and gain ready acceptance by themmay not
the same for members from another generation? However, how the message is framed and
communicated by leaders in an organization may change this perception.

Respondents of this study identify the role of the CEO as a key theme, both in terms of
supporting the DT initiative and communicating their vision. A CEO can inspire managers
and employees by ensuring that the vision of DT they share are relatable at all levels in the
organization. This helps create a shared vision in an organization. For example, a senior IT
executive at Maersk (Hollinger, 2021) recently commented that they are “now a technology
company where we have some physical devices we need to move around.” A Maersk sea
captain, who also serves as the employee representative on the company board, corrected the
IT executive by pointing out that amajority of the revenue of the company is generated by the
shipping unit. Social media postings indicate that this view was supported by employees in
Maersk. This misalignment of perceptions creates the possibility that Maersk will experience
challenges in their transformation efforts. Similar challenges were experienced by GE when
they tried to “reestablish themselves as a technology company” in the last decade. Kazim
(2019) points out that “a clear vision, commitment and support” from senior executives
improves the preparedness of “operational performance leaders” in an organization.

The DT journey in an organization is a marathon rather than a sprint. In this context, it is
important that quick wins, however small, are identified and celebrated. Celebrating quick
wins alleviate the possibilities for misalignment of interests of the two groups. This helps
senior executives lead change and impacts the preparedness of the organization in terms of
skills, competencies and courage, which is the focus of this research.

Similarly, failures should be used as a learning experience to motivate employees and
avoid frustration. An organization needs to consider creating centralized systems and
repositories for capturing and sharing lessons learned from each failure. These lessons can
then be reframed to create compelling change stories that appeal to managers and employees
(Dewer & Keller, 2009). Both traditional and digital channels should be used to share the
change stories (Bouteti�ere, Montagner, & Reich, 2018). This good practice approach when
institutionalized in an organization will inspire managers and employees to take risks that
they would normally avoid. Further, it creates the possibility of cross-functional learning as
employees across the organization are encouraged to share their experiences. It is important
to realize that these changes often take time and there is a risk of change fatigue, whichmakes
becoming a learning organization a challenging task. Once accepted by employees it helps an
organization differentiate itself and, in the process, become a learning organization that uses
failure to improve and sustain the DT effort for the long run.

Senior executives play a central role in communicating the DT vision necessary to inspire
managers and employees. Senior executives need to ensure there is no disconnect between the
two groups. A Capgemini study titled The Digital Culture Challenge: Closing the Employee-
Leadership Gap (Buvat et al., 2017), highlights the gap that exists between senior executives
and employees in the context of DT. The study emphasizes that unless the gap is reduced, “it
will be extremely difficult to make any meaningful progress on digital transformations”.
While it is evident that managers and employees contribute significantly to a DT effort in an
organization (Tangi et al., 2021), it is not something that has been studied adequately in the
information systems discipline. Findings in this qualitative study provide valuable insights
on the perceptions of both early career and aspiring managers and helps understand how
they view DT preparedness. Participant responses highlighted the importance of social

DT
preparedness

137



processes that often are ignored when implementing DT, such as organizational culture,
intra-company communication and outlining the strategic vision of DT within the
organization. This is of heightened importance as the industry seeks to understand why
and how DT fails or succeeds.

5.1 Limitations
Though most students in the course surveyed were working in the industry at the time of
data collection, we did not collect this information and as such cannot draw conclusions based
on level of experience and/or position. However, students’ insights provide much needed
clarity on the qualitative reasons behind DT success and failure. Participants in this study
demonstrate that even if a company has a flawless technological innovation strategy, it
cannot be implemented and sustained without attending to the organization culture and
communication between employees, managers and senior executives and the CEO.Without a
cohesive strategy for bridging these interpersonal gaps, companies will miss out on the
benefits and rewards of adopting new technology.

5.2 Future research
IS researchers need to view the limited research on the disconnect between senior executives
andmanagers or employees as an opportunity to inform practitioners on achieving success in
their DT efforts. As organizations continue to invest large sums of money to explore value
creation for customers and stakeholders by leveraging digital technologies, the IS discipline
can take the lead by asking the question, what can we do to improve the understanding of DT
implementation in an organization?

Digital transformation in an organization transcends organizational boundaries and
requires ongoing involvement of executives, managers and employees from all functional
areas in an organization to succeed. Academic research examining DT has been viewed from
a disciplinary rather than amultidisciplinary focus (Verhoef et al., 2021), technical rather than
the managerial aspect of DT (Soluk & Kammerlander, 2020) and strategic significance
perspective (Wessel et al., 2020; Chanias, Myers, & Hess, 2019). Findings in this paper are
from a multidisciplinary and managerial perspective as the respondents are mostly aspiring
or middle level managers from different functional areas in their organizations. Future
research can focus on capturing the perceptions of senior executives, managers and
employees from across an organization to study the differences in perceptions. Moreover, it is
important to exercise caution when interpreting the results across diverse industries, as
respondents predominantly came from a limited number of sectors.

To conclude we believe that digital transformation as a topic of research will continue to
attract the interest of IS researchers around the world in the future. As organizations and
societies are challenged by harnessing the potential created by digital technologies to add
value for their stakeholders, the IS discipline can play a critical role in helping practitioners
understand how DT can be successfully implemented.
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Appendix 1
Complete list of stop words (case-sensitive)
[a]

[of]
[is]
[to]
[for]
[this]
[that]
[by]
[be]
[and]
[are]
[in]
[I]
[not]
[with]
[it]
[have]
[they]
[their]
[as]
[will]
[on]
[can]
[or]
[how]
[the]
[you]
[we]
[an]
[do]
[at]
[but]
[my]
[The]
[was]
[all]
[our]
[has]
[your]
[In]
[there]
[would]
[what]
[must]
[when]
[who]
[these]
[Post]
[Author]
[Thread]
[Read]
[Week]
[Discussion]
[Question]
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[Date]
[Posted]
[Status]
[Published]
[from]
[PM]
[about]
[This]
[if]
[RE]
[It]
[some]
[As]
[were]
[see]
[well]
[into]
[also]
[because]
[make]
[where]
[so]
[had]
[other]
[like]
[which]
[them]
[most]
[One]
[up]
[out]
[many]
[one]
[September]
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Count Word Occurrences

1 digital 7,651
2 managers 6,067
3 business 5,416
4 Information 5,135
5 Transformation 4,554
6 technology 4,538
7 systems 4,128
8 new 3,992
9 company 3,358
10 strategy 2,975
11 Managing 2,934
12 more 2,859
13 lead 2,402
14 think 2,315
15 change 2,045
16 need 2,032
17 Work 2,010
18 companies 2,005
19 competitive 1,924
20 manager 1,775
21 organization 1,595
22 must 1,558
23 employees 1,540
24 management 1,386
25 equipped 1,380
26 Strategic 1,332
27 skills 1,300
28 system 1,236
29 people 1,217
30 culture 1,217

Note(s): We acknowledge that the frequency of words is not significant to the study and are subject to
sampling bias because the questions students were asked included them; the words were significant in that
they are used as key markers to begin building the topic modeling program
Source(s): Appendix by the authors

Table A1.
Top 30 words by
frequency: complete
dataset
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