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Abstract 
To lead an organization in change is complex. Leaders today struggle with how to adapt to the 

digital transformational change organizations are being exposed to. Digitalization forces 

leaders to go beyond the traditional way of leading when professions are getting automated. 

This requires leaders to engage subordinates in the leadership to handle a transformational 

change since both subordinates and leaders are expected to adapt to technological development. 

Here is when the role of shared leadership becomes preferable. To investigate this complexity 

in the banking industry, a case study has been done. A qualitative method was used to collect 

and analyze the data needed to understand what leaders do to engage subordinates in the 

transformational change the banks are being exposed to. The results indicate that the leaders to 

some extent take advantage of shared leadership to involve subordinates. The findings could 

be applied to the shared leadership model, and the analysis shows that leaders tend to use all 

components to engage their subordinates, and all components are proven to be equally 

important. But, the analysis also shows that the banks still face challenges with being 

hierarchical, which inhibits the subordinates to be completely involved and engaged in the 

leadership. Conclusions have been made that the leaders believe they engage subordinates in 

transformational change, whereas not all subordinates perceive it that way.  
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1. Introduction  

1.1 Background  

Traditional banking has been a conventional and stable industry for many centuries (Schuchmann 

& Seufer, 2015). But, in later years, the industry has experienced inevitable pressure to change due 

to the rapid emergence of digitalization (Schuchmann & Seufer, 2015). In the past, digitalization 

was only an outlying factor, but today it cannot be ignored as it is implemented and integrated into 

all parts of an organization (Schuchmann & Seufer, 2015). Digitalization requires new approaches 

on how to lead an organization, how to work, and how to behave in an organizational setting 

(Schuchmann & Seufer, 2015; Ullah, 2011). Many researchers highlight the complexity of leading 

organizational change in today’s digital society (Beer & Nohria, 2000; Kezar & Eckel, 2002; 

Norrman Brandt, 2019; Seijts & Gandz, 2018). They further suggest various solutions on what 

leaders should do to lead an organization and engage the subordinates when an organization 

experiences outer pressures. However, there is less focus on what leaders do when faced with a 

situation where professions are being digitally automated.  

 

The rise of digital usage among consumers has continuously increased, which has resulted in high 

demands on organizations to provide digital solutions (Omberg, 2020; Schuchmann & Seufer, 

2015). In today’s digital era, banks need to adapt their business to new emerging technological 

demands to stay competitive and continue to expand (Schuchmann & Seufer, 2015; Susskind & 

Susskind, 2014). The digital transformation has made the financial industry grow (Schuchmann & 

Seufer, 2015). It has enabled easy access to financial services for the public, and it has also led to 

the emergence of new financial actors added to the field, such as FinTech companies (Schueffel, 

2016). The rise of FinTech companies in the industry is altering the traditional way of banking 

(PWC, 2017; Schuchmann & Seufer, 2015). During the last decades, FinTech companies have 

succeeded to digitally automate many regular banking services, such as stock dealing and trading, 

grant credits, consumer loans, and fund management, which attract consumers (Bushak, Matvos, 

Piskorski & Seru, 2018; Schuchmann & Seufer, 2015).  

 

Even though FinTech companies are challenging the traditional banks, there will always be a need 

for banking services (McKinsey, 2014; Schuchmann & Seufer, 2015). But, a physical bank 
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gradually loses its function when some professions are being automated (Holmberg, Salzer-

Mörling & Strannegård, 2002). As Bill Gates once said (1994) “Banking is necessary, banks are 

not”. Today, there is less need for human labor to deal with banking (Mehrotra, 2019; McKinsey, 

2014; PWC, 2017; Schuchmann & Seufurt, 2015). Consequently, customers are no longer 

dependent on human interactions with their banks to make investments (Mehrotra, 2019).  

 

It is clear that the banking industry is currently experiencing a FinTech revolution, and the biggest 

impact is argued to be on the employees working in the traditional banking sector (McKinsey, 

2014; Susskind & Susskind, 2014). Technology is increasingly replacing human skills and labor, 

which will come and change the financial industry radically (Mehrotra, 2019). Artificial 

intelligence (AI) and automation of services have resulted in a decrease in employees at the front 

desk (Mehrotra, 2019). AI can easily replace front-desk professions, such as billing, cheque 

clearing, deposit processing etc, as it could do it more efficiently than humans and lead to increased 

cost-savings (Mehrotra, 2019). Thus, a transfer from front-desk to back-office has occurred as 

front-desk solutions are being outdated by technology (Mehrotra, 2019). It should be 

acknowledged that the fundamental phenomenon of interaction and communication between 

humans will not disappear, rather, human skills will be used for different assignments that demand 

interaction between technology and people (Susskind & Susskind, 2014).   

 

Digitalization has been a major driving factor for the rise of transformational change (Kezar & 

Eckel, 2002; Nohria & Beer, 2000; Norrman Brandt, 2019; Seijts & Gandz, 2018). With 

transformational change, Norrman Brandt (2019) means that an organization experiences a radical 

change that challenges the underlying fundamentals, practice, and culture within an organization. 

The retail banking industry1 is among other old industries, for instance, the healthcare industry, 

historically designed for stable conditions and is not prepared for transformational change 

(Norrman Brandt, 2019; Winberg et al., 2009). In the healthcare industry, it has shown to be hard 

to implement change if leaders are not committed to change or not able to engage their subordinates 

(Norrman Brandt 2019; Winberg et al., 2009). To master change, it requires both leaders and 

subordinates to be swift and mutually engaged to react to technological development (Ashkenas, 

2015; Kezar & Eckel, 2002; Nohria & Beer, 2000; Norrman Brandt, 2019; Seijts & Gandz, 2018; 

 
1 *synonymous to traditional banking  
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Ullah, 2011). Ullah (2011) means that collaboration between the leader and its subordinates are 

needed in banking due to the increase of digitalization. What role shared leadership has in 

transformational change, connected to automation of front-desk professions and the decrease of 

back-office professions when existing skills are getting redundant in the banking industry, is 

therefore interesting to further discuss.  

1.2 Problem statement  

Leading an organization in transformational change is challenging, but also a necessity for survival 

(Kezar & Eckel, 2002; Nohria & Beer, 2000; Norrman Brandt, 2019; Seijts & Gandz, 2018). In 

general, people are normally skeptical about changes since it creates uncertainties, and people 

naturally search for stable conditions (Kotter, 1996; Schedlitzki & Edwards, 2014). The 

uncertainty makes it challenging to lead an organization in the right direction in times of 

transformational change (Seijts & Gandz, 2018). Furthermore, it is not possible to ignore a change 

in today’s dynamic society, and organizations are being forced to change in order to survive on 

the market (Nohria & Beer, 2000; Seijts & Gandz, 2018; Ullah, 2011). Managers tend to struggle 

with leading their organizations when implementing change, one main reason is argued to be that 

managers are insecure on how to conduct leadership in transformational change and how to 

understand the process (Ashkenas, 2015; Nohria & Beer, 2000).  

 

Transformational change is not easy to handle since it is about major changes an organization 

cannot ignore (Nadler & Tushman, 1989). Ashkenas (2015) argue that transformational change 

creates a higher demand for both leaders and subordinates, which could be challenging and time-

consuming in practice. There is no doubt that the retail banking industry faces huge challenges 

with how to conduct leadership in transformational change when it comes to implementing a 

digital mindset (Schuchmann & Seufert, 2015). In the retail bank industry in Sweden, there are 

four larger traditional and well-established banks that constitute 70 percent of the financial sector 

today; Handelsbanken, Nordea, SEB, and Swedbank (Konkurrensverket, 2018; 

Swedishbankers.se, 2020), which this thesis will immerse in. 

 

Traditional leadership theories have focused on the individual leaders’ characteristics, and how the 

individual leader alone can succeed with a turnaround for a company, while the rest of the 
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organization only are seen as followers (Hickman, 1990; Pearce, 2004). As a consequence of solely 

studying the leader’s behavior, traditional leadership theories tend to miss out on the understanding 

of how the whole organization could manage leadership (Andersson & Tengblad, 2009; Pearce & 

Manz, 2005). The more modern leadership theories see leadership as a collective initiative (Pearce 

& Manz, 2005), and sees the leader’s role to create empowering opportunities for the organization 

as a whole (Herold, Fedor, Caldwell & Liu, 2008). There are several researchers that state that 

engaging the whole workforce as a group towards a common goal is proved to lead to a successful 

outcome (Andersson & Tengblad, 2009; Ashkenas, 2015; Pearce & Manz, 2005; Burns, 1978). 

The theories themselves have a clear guideline on what a leader should do during a change, but 

how this turns out in practice can be of various results depending on the given situation. This has 

evoked our attention to investigate further what leaders express they do to engage subordinates in 

a digital transformational change when professions are being automated.  

1.3 Research purpose  

The purpose of this research is to gain a deeper understanding of how shared leadership could be 

used to engage people in an organization that experiences transformational change due to the 

automation of financial services. The thesis will focus on how to lead an organization in 

transformational change, and how to take advantage of different shared leadership theories in order 

to engage employees in the process of implementing change when their professional roles are 

being automated. To narrow down the research question, this thesis will specifically investigate 

the case of traditional banking, which is historically known to be a stable industry (Schuchmann 

& Seufer, 2015). It is clear that there is a difference between what organizations in the banking 

industry are designed for, and what they should be designed for, to survive in a digital and dynamic 

market (Schuchmann & Seufer, 2015). When organizations are not prepared for transformational 

change, leadership becomes complex since it requires both leaders and subordinates to be mutually 

engaged in change (Pearce & Manz, 2005). Our purpose is to discuss this complexity.  
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1.4 Research question 

To ask what the leaders do to engage subordinates, it could help us understand how, and if, they 

use shared leadership. Thereby, we propose the research question:  

What is the role of shared leadership in transformational change connected to automation of 

professions in the banking industry?  

- What do leaders express they do in practice to engage subordinates in a transformational 

change?  

 

2. Literature review 

This section will present the rise of transformational change connected to automation of services. 

As traditional leadership theories may be insufficient, new ways are needed for leaders to engage 

their subordinates. To solve this, shared leadership will be introduced. Additionally, literature 

about future professions and lessons from the newspaper industry will be presented.  

2.1 The rise of transformational change  

Theories have shown that transformational change occurs from external factors that challenge an 

organization’s survival and the regular way of working (Hacker & Roberts, 2003; Nadler & 

Tushman, 1989; Norrman Brandt, 2019). Transformational changes have been argued to 

specifically arise from digital automation of services (Seijts & Gandz, 2018). This has been argued 

to occur due to an increased usage of digitalization in today’s society, which puts high pressures 

on organizations to adapt in order to stay competitive (Seijts & Gandz, 2018). New digital actors 

added to the field, such as FinTech companies, also challenge the traditional banks since they 

managed to automate many regular banking services (Bushak et al., 2018; Schuchmann & Seufer, 

2015; Schueffel, 2016). Hacker (2012) argues that transformational change does not only affect 

the people within the organization, but also the organization’s core fundamentals, practice, and 

culture. The appearance of transformational change on the account of digital automation is what 

the banking industry currently is being exposed to (Mehrotra, 2019; Ullah, 2011). This could 

clearly be seen as fundamental professions are being outdated (Mehrotra, 2019). Mehrotra (2019) 

states that front-desk professions, which for long have been basic banking services, have begun to 
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be replaced by AI and new digital professions are instead emerging that differ from traditional 

banking services.   

 

McGahan (2004) highlights the importance of not only understanding what types of change the 

individual organization experience, but also the industry as a whole. According to McGahan 

(2004) do different industries experience different types of changes. McGahan (2004) further states 

that an organization cannot make wise decisions if an organization does not understand how the 

whole industry is being transformed. According to Nadler and Tushman (1989) there are different 

levels of intensity in transformational change, where strategic changes are the most ground-

breaking, see figure 1. The most extreme type of strategic change is re-creation, which is a radical 

change emerging from external factors threatening the core of the organization. In this situation, 

leadership in change is a necessity for survival. The second-highest level of intensity of strategic 

change is reorientation, which is about establishing and developing the existing business with a 

new fundamental direction to handle major change (Nadler & Tushman, 1989).  

 

 

Figure 1 - Relative Intensity of Different Types of Change, Nadler & Tushman (1989). 

2.2 Leadership in transformational change  

Many researchers agree that it is complex to lead an organization in transformational change 

(Hacker, 2012; Kezar & Eckel, 2002; Nohria & Beer, 2000; Norrman Brandt, 2019; Seijts & 

Gandz, 2018). One major reason why it is problematic has to do with that transformational change 

is hard to predict, which makes it difficult for leaders to be strategically prepared (Norrman Brandt, 
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2019). Another reason why it is challenging to be the leader in change is that organizations are in 

their roots designed for stable conditions, and people tend to resist change as they feel 

uncomfortable in such situations (Ashkenas, 2015; Nohria & Beer, 2000; Schuchmann & Seufert, 

2015). The uncertainty that transformational change creates has resulted in many leaders being 

unsure of how to proceed in order to conduct leadership in change (Ashkenas, 2015). To lead an 

organization in change, managers today are dependent on subordinates’ support in a way they have 

not been before (Ashkenas, 2015; Nohria & Beer, 2000). Leaders are needed to collaborate with 

subordinates to master change, why both leaders and followers’ attitude towards an organizational 

change need to be aligned (Ashkenas, 2015; Denning, 2018; Norrman Brandt 2019; Pearce & 

Manz, 2005; Seijts & Grandz, 2016; Ullah, 2011). Ullah (2011) states that, in banking, leaders are 

nowadays required to collaborate with their followers as a result of digitization. It is a necessity 

because a leader needs the subordinates to work across the silos in the organization (Ullah, 2011).  

2.2.1 Increased bottom-up pressure from the subordinates 

In earlier research, leaders mostly manage change from a top-down perspective, but today, it has 

been more common that leaders let subordinates participate (Nohria & Beer, 2000; Pearce, 

Wassenaar & Manz, 2014;). Nohria and Beer (2000) name these two different ways of leading an 

organization in times of change; top-down leadership and bottom-up leadership. Top-down 

leadership is known to be the traditional way of leading an organization when directives are sent 

from above (Pearce & Manz, 2005). This centralized approach has traditionally been common in 

the banking world and has characterized the sector to not involve employees in an uncertain 

environment (Schuchmann & Seufert, 2015). Bottom-up leadership, on the other hand, does 

typically arise when pressures from subordinates to influence the organization occur (Pearce & 

Manz, 2005). Many traditional leadership theories argue that it is not possible to combine these 

two leadership theories to master change (Nohria & Beer, 2000; Pearce & Manz, 2005). However, 

Nohria and Beer (2000) state that leaders are needed to combine these two to manage an 

organization in change by that the leader sets guidelines and then involves the subordinates to 

handle the transition. 

2.2.2 Transformational leadership  

The increased bottom-up pressure fosters a more transformational leadership style where the leader 

focuses on developing a leader-follower interaction (Bernard & Bass, 2008). Burns (1978) points 
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out that a transformational leader creates a vision to guide the change among followers and tries 

to fulfill the hierarchy of needs for the followers. Transformational leadership suggests that the 

leader's role is; creating and communicating a vision and creating empowering opportunities 

(Herold et al., 2008, p 347). In line with this, Burns (1978) argues that if the leader gives individual 

support it produces a higher level of motivation and morality among the people within the 

organization as a whole. Additionally, leaders let followers give their opinions and listen to their 

insights (Herold et al., 2008), which is crucial in order to provide individual support for each 

employee (Podsakoff, 1990).  

 

Herold et al. (2008) have found that transformational leadership is positively related to individuals' 

commitment to change. In addition, leaders need to make clear indications of what it takes to reach 

the vision to earn credibility from followers (Seijts and Grandz, 2016). Further, Feng et al. (2016) 

theorize that transformational leadership encourages innovative behavior - especially in times of 

moderate radical change. The leader-follower interaction becomes crucial in the banking industry, 

who are exposed to the prevailing digital transformation (Ullah, 2011). 

2.2.3 Is shared leadership possible in the banking sector? 

When a more leader-follower integration is established, shared leadership is argued to empower 

each subordinate to supplement the group, reproduce efforts, and reduce the most important 

resource, time (Ullah, 2011). This goes against the traditional way leaders in the banking industry 

historically have conducted leadership (Schuchmann & Seufert, 2015). The banking industry has 

always been characterized by a hierarchical centrally managed leadership (Schuchmann & Seufert, 

2015), why the digital transformation challenges the underlying way to executive leadership. 

Furthermore, this indicates that leadership in change today is central to all members of an 

organization, not only the top management (Denning, 2018).  

 

Thus, it is exciting to see whether the leaders express they have succeeded to apply shared 

leadership in practice even though the banks are historically designed for a hierarchical top-down 

leadership (Schuchmann & Seufert, 2015; Ullah, 2011). An assumption that has been made, based 

on the chosen theory, is that traditional leadership theories are not sufficient to use in practice to 

engage subordinates in the transformational change the banks experiencing. Hence, we expect 
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theories about shared leadership to be helpful (Ashkenas, 2015; Denning, 2018; Pearce & Manz, 

2005; Ullah, 2011). Another assumption that has been made is that leaders in the selected banks 

that have managed to use shared leadership would easier handle a transformational change. 

2.3 Shared leadership 

Andersson and Tengblad (2009) underline the importance of engaging subordinates in leadership. 

Employee engagement itself has several definitions, this thesis will use Harter, Hayes & Schmidt’s 

(2002, p.269) definition of employee engagement, which is; the individual's involvement and 

satisfaction as well as enthusiasm for work.  

 

Shared leadership is preferable when trying to accomplish a higher team performance by engaging 

the whole workforce towards a common goal (Andersson & Tengblad, 2009). Pearce and Manz 

(2005) argue that it is impossible for a leader to manage an organization alone by contributing with 

knowledge, skills, and abilities for all parts of an organization. To manage this, different kinds of 

leadership skills than the traditional top-down approach are required. Rather, the leaders’ role is 

to create win-win outcomes for the group as a whole and build relationships (Ullah, 2011). The 

leader's role is to empower the subordinates, pay attention to each subordinate, involve everyone, 

and support them (Hällsten & Tengblad, 2006). Thus, shared leadership is beneficial, because it 

allows more people to be engaged in leading the organization in the right direction (Andersson & 

Tengblad, 2009). Furthermore, shared leadership empowers the whole organization, which is 

specifically important to keep all members of an organization on the same track (Andersson & 

Tengblad). A unified organization with a common goal could especially be beneficial in changing 

times in order to transit a whole organization (Ashkenas, 2015; Denning, 2018; Norrman Brandt 

2019; Seijts & Grandz, 2016; Schuchmann & Seufert, 2015).  

 

Andersson and Tengblad (2009) argue that there are three conditions that need to be fulfilled to 

establish shared leadership; Firstly, shared leadership is all about human relations and their 

approach towards working. These approaches are intangible, and it takes time to change already 

incorporated working methods, therefore the leader needs patience. Secondly, both the leader and 

the subordinates have the responsibility that the relationship between them will work and they are 

equally responsible for the creation of shared leadership.  Lastly, in all organizations there are deep 
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cultural approaches that affect both the leader and the subordinates’ behavior. It may be suitable 

to begin with developing each individual's accountability to make the communication more 

effective. Once these conditions are fulfilled, the implementation process of shared leadership can 

take place (ibid).  

 

To illustrate shared leadership, a model originally developed by Hällsten & Tengblad (2006) has 

been chosen, see Figure 2. The model itself is based on close integration between the leader and 

the subordinates influencing each other. It is a constantly ongoing process and you cannot solely 

focus on one single factor in the shared leadership model, all of them are equally significant and 

must be fulfilled to enable success (Andersson & Tengblad, 2009).  

 

Figure 2. Shared leadership model by Hällsten & Tengblad (2006)  

2.3.1 Trust and openness  

To be able to work together you have to trust each other, this fundamental assumption is crucial in 

an organizational environment (Andersson & Tengblad, 2009). Mayer et al. (s.712, 1995) define 

trust as: the willingness of a party to be vulnerable to the actions of another party based on the 

expectation that the other will perform a particular action important to the trustor, irrespective of 

the ability to monitor or control that other party. Trusting each other can sometimes be the 

opposite of control. If you trust each other, then you can loosen the control over situations where 

you are not present and totally rely on another person (Andersson & Tengblad, 2009). Trust should 

be seen as a two-way road - both parties have to collaborate and trust develops through meaningful 

interactions, where team members grow trust by sharing their individual experiences (Holton, 
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2001). As people within an organization influence each other and accept to receive influence, it 

will generate higher levels of trust (D'Innocenzo, Mathieu & Kukenberger, 2014). This entails that 

the whole organization accepts an open climate (D'Innocenzo et al., 2014). To gain trust, openness 

is crucial (Andersson & Tengblad, 2009). To be open is further a prerequisite to comprehending 

others (Hällsten & Tengblad, 2006). In order to accomplish this, the leader needs to be transparent 

with its subordinates (Jiang & Men, 2017) and strive for the subordinates' trust (Hällsten & 

Tengblad, 2006). Once openness is established, the leader should be directive, i.e. provide task-

focused directions, instructions, or recommendations (Pearce et al., 2014). Further, try to establish 

a sense of urgency in their current situation (Ullah, 2011).  

 

Moreover, openness is a phenomenon that takes time and grows as the people in the organization 

are interacting with each other and exchange ideas (Andersson & Tengblad, 2009). Over time, 

trust between people develops a strong link to their values and emotions (Bligh et al., 2006). 

Further, trust is not about employees’ personal opinions, rather trusting others’ professionalism 

(Andersson & Tengblad, 2009). Hällsten and Tengblad (2006) enlighten the importance of that 

disagreements should be respected, and that the leaders’ role is to solve this by constructive 

discussions together with the employee. Once trust is established, it enables fellowship and 

collaboration within the group.  

2.3.2 Fellowship and collaboration 

One of the key essentials of shared leadership is collaboration (Pearce & Mantz, 2005). With 

collaboration, Andersson and Tengblad (2009) mean that it could be cooperation in groups, 

between groups, and between a leader and its subordinates. Further, they clarify that the underlying 

meaning of collaboration is to help each other towards a common goal, not helping other people 

to favor themselves. Fellowship will automatically arise as people are collaborating for the best 

interest of the group (Andersson & Tengblad, 2009). Pearce and Manz (2005) argue that it is 

impossible for the leader to possess all knowledge, creativity, or answers to all problems, why 

collaboration among leaders and subordinates is needed. With shared leadership, it enables the 

leaders to make usage of the whole workforce’s knowledge. Bligh et al. (2006) suggest that 

commitment to the team is crucial in order to collaborate, the leader has to make sure that the team 

members follow the common values, beliefs, and goals within the team. It is essential for the leader 
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to create an environment where the subordinates feel belonging and thrive (Hällsten & Tengblad, 

2006). This will foster a community where each subordinate feel responsibility and help each other 

prestigeless (Hällsten & Tengblad, 2009). Further, to come up with one vision, collectively, as the 

subordinates can align to, is a necessary tool for the leader to accomplish this (Ullah, 2011). When 

the group is aligned towards the same goal, it allows the individuals to take accountability of 

situations and initiatives.  

2.3.3 Accountability and initiative 

Accountability is closely related to initiative, the person who is responsible for a situation will 

often be the person who takes action (Johansson, 1998. See: Andersson & Tengblad, 2009). But, 

initiative necessarily does not mean that a person holds responsibility for actions. The two concepts 

should, therefore, be kept apart when analyzing them (Andersson & Tengblad, 2009). It should be 

sorted out that accountability is a socially constructed phenomenon and could have different 

meanings for each individual. Therefore, each subordinate interprets accountability differently, 

some individuals may feel engaged if they are given accountability, and some will interpret it as a 

burden. It is essential that a leader keep this in mind and approach each individual on their terms, 

as well as give them support and training (Andersson & Tengblad, 2009). Additionally, it is of 

large significance that the leader gives the subordinates free space and does not have too strict 

regulations, which could instead harm the subordinates and have a negative effect on 

accountability and their power of initiative (Andersson & Tengblad, 2009). One leadership style 

that is argued to foster accountability and initiative is empowering leadership, which entails 

members to foster each other's initiative and capacities (Pearce et al., 2014).  

 

In order for the subordinates to feel engage it is vital for the leader to create possibilities for all 

people in the organization to be involved in the organization's activities. Thereby, the leader needs 

to make sure that everyone has the possibility to take part of all the information within the company 

and make the subordinates a part of the organizational development (Karlsson & Lovén, see 

Hällsten & Tengblad, 2006).  

2.3.4 Engagement and meaning  

Shared leadership is about each subordinate taking actions that favor the whole organization, not 

only benefiting individual’s requirements. In order to contribute to organizational development, it 
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is vital to be an engaged and active co-worker (Andersson & Tengblad, 2009). Hällsten and 

Tengblad (2006) emphasize that leaders create an environment where subordinates feel meaningful 

and engaged in their work and towards the organization. This entails the leader to understand each 

unique individual in the organization and what is important and engaging for them. Only by 

understanding each individual, engagement for the whole workforce can be accomplished 

(Andersson & Tengblad, 2009). Pearce and Manz (2005) argue that there is an increased bottom-

up pressure in organizations due to that employees desire more from their workforce today and are 

more eager to contribute with meaningful knowledge to the company they work for. Shared 

leadership empowering this workforce where both leaders and subordinates collaborate on a team 

level (Pearce & Manz, 2005). In addition, shared leadership has been argued to increase each 

subordinate's commitment to work (Pearce & Manz, 2005). Moreover, Nikolova et al. (2019) 

propose that social support from colleagues, autonomy, and learning opportunities are crucial 

factors to increase employee engagement, performance, and well-being at work. This in turn 

enhances engagement and meaning (Nikolova et al., 2019).  

 

To be able to apply shared leadership in a digital setting, where machines replace traditional human 

labor, an understanding of how other industries have tackled the same situation is needed, which 

the following section will discuss.  

2.4 Future professions in a digital era  

The integration of technology in organizations has shown to be necessary in order for companies 

to stay successful (Susskind & Susskind, 2014). There is no doubt that machines will replace 

human labor in some future jobs (Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2014; Susskind & Susskind, 2014; 

Mehrotra, 2019; Ullah, 2011). AI is one technique being used to streamline work, not least in the 

banking sector (Mehrotra, 2019; Susskind & Susskind, 2014). Van Dalen (2012) means that this 

transition mainly depends on that machines are proven to be more capable of doing those duties 

more efficiently. In history, there are numerous examples of when professional roles have been 

transformed, and when transformational changes have been needed for future development (Van 

Dalen, 2012). Machines replace certain types of jobs, but also open up for new professional roles 

(Susskind & Susskind, 2014). It is therefore argued to be naturally relevant and necessary that 

professions experience a skill shift over time (Brynjolfsson & McAfee, 2014).  
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2.4.1 Lessons from the newspaper industry  

One industry that has been transformed due to technological development is certainly the 

newspaper industry (Paulussen, 2012; Van Dalen, 2012; Örnebring, 2010). Automated skills have 

revolutionized traditional journalism, and machine-written news and other inventions have 

enabled newspaper companies to produce journalism material without human interactions in the 

writing process over time (Van Dalen, 2012). This in turn has led to journalists being forced to 

change the regular way of working and adapt to new job skills to respond to external technological 

demands (Van Dalen, 2012). Overall, Van Dalen’s (2012) findings show that journalists have 

historically believed that automating the industry is vital for future development since new 

technology enables lower production costs, increased speed, and increased profit margins. The 

majority of journalist employees tend to see the automation of services as a way to facilitate their 

work rather than taking over their professions (Van Dalen, 2012).  

 

In line with the increase of journalism automation, managers have been forced to cut down jobs 

(Paulussen, 2012). New technology reduces the need for human labor in journalism, which can 

raise fear among workers (Paulussen, 2012). It is clear that some subordinates feel unsure about 

how their future jobs will be organized due to the change in journalism labor (Örnebring, 2010). 

However, the majority of journalist workers had a positive attitude towards technological change 

(Van Dalen, 2012; Örnebring, 2010). It could be interpreted that shared leadership has been used 

in the sense that both leaders and journalists have been engaged in the transformational change the 

industry has experienced since they all share the belief that technology is vital to streamline work 

and move the industry forward (Van Dalen, 2012; Örnebring, 2010). Örnebring (2010) explains 

two reasons why journalists have felt engaged in digital change in their professions. First of all, 

technology has always been integrated into the journalist’s everyday work. Second, throughout 

history, the industry has experienced a gradual technological paradigm. Thus, it has not been any 

enormous changes in rapid speed that have shocked the workers. In this way, literature explains 

that it has not been specifically challenging for leaders in the newspaper industry to engage 

subordinates in changes and introduce them to new professions since both leaders and subordinates 

have believed that technology has been the driver for development in the industry (Van Dalen, 

2012; Örnebring, 2010). However, for other industries, it could be a complex and sensitive 
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situation to handle when it concerns firing people that are no longer needed due to automated 

technology (Winberg et al., 2009).  

2.5 Theoretical framework 

This section aims to describe how the theories will be processed. The theoretical framework has 

been established to set theoretical guidelines in the data collection process. Further, the model 

below explains how the theories will be used in order to analyze the empirical data and draw 

connections between the theories and the empirical findings.  

 

Based on the literature review, it is reasonable to assume that traditional leadership theories that 

believe in a top-down leadership strategy, could not only be used to investigate the research 

question (Ashkenas, 2015; Nohria & Beer, 2000; Pearce & Manz, 2005). To be able to explain 

what leaders do to engage their subordinates in such a situation, the focus had to be on modern 

leadership theories. Modern leadership theories believe that a leader cannot master change alone 

and that both the leader and subordinates are needed to be equally engaged in a change in order 

for it to proceed successfully (Ashkenas, 2015; Andersson & Tengblad, 2009; Burns, 1978; Pearce 

& Manz, 2005; Pearce, Wassenaar & Manz, 2014).  

 

Transformational leadership is further positively related to an individual's commitment to change 

(Herold et al., 2008; Burns 1978). This theory is argued to be preferable when engaging and 

empowering people by that the leader constantly tries to inspire subordinates to increase their 

commitment to believe in the vision (Herold et al., 2008). Transformational leadership has, 

therefore, been used to increase our understanding of shared leadership in the case.  

 

Shared leadership is thereby the standing point to decompose what a leader does during a 

transformational change to engage their subordinates when professions are being automated. 

Hällsten & Tengblad’s (2006) shared leadership model, consisting of four themes; trust & 

openness, fellowship & collaboration, engagement & meaning, accountability & initiative, has 

been our framework to guide and structure the data collection and coding process in order to get a 

valuable analysis. Thereafter, complementary theories have been added to increase the 
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understanding of each category if needed. The figure (3) below illustrates how we will use shared 

leadership as an explanatory factor when collecting and analyzing our data.  

 

 

Figure 3 - Theoretical framework 
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3. Method 

This section aims to describe our methodological point of view and will be divided into the 

following parts; methodological overview, research design, data selection, data collection, 

qualitative data analysis & coding process, research reliability, and limitations. 

3.1 Methodological overview  

Studying leadership requires a clear methodological path that guides us on how to interpret our 

findings. Depending on the given situation, the result can be of different variety contingent on the 

specific theoretical viewpoint (Strannegård & Jönsson, 2009; Horner, 1997). Leadership is built 

on a constructivist phenomenon that needs to be socially explored and explained (Slevitch, 2011). 

Thus, a qualitative research method is needed to get a deeper comprehension of a leader's 

interpretation of this socially constructed reality (Alvehus, 2013; Bryman & Bell, 2015; Conger, 

1998; Slevitch, 2011). This study is a typical qualitative research since it seeks to investigate how 

leadership appears in practice. Leadership itself is an enduring complex phenomenon that requires 

to be investigated through qualitative research to receive rich information (Conger, 1998). The 

ontological view on leadership could therefore only be viewed by constructivism to reach a leader's 

interpretations of leading in change (Slevitch, 2011). Slevitch (2011) means that through a 

constructivist lens, each individual has their own subjective description of reality, which could be 

obtained through meanings, contexts, interpretations, and processes. Therefore, it is not possible 

for us to discover this subjective phenomenon through a quantitative research method (Slevitch, 

2011).  

 

The digital era organizations stand in front of today is a complex situation to handle for leaders 

(Kezar & Eckel, 2002; Norrman Brandt 2000, 2019; Schuchmann & Seufert, 2015; Seijts & 

Gandz, 2018), thus, we found it interesting and necessary to dig deeper in the situation to actually 

understand and comprehend leaders’ perception of the social reality (Slevitch, 2011). Our interest 

in leadership in change evolved after reading several articles that sorted out the emergence of 

automated professions in the banking sector (McKinsey, 2014; PWC, 2017; SVD, 2019). The 

reason why we have chosen to apply this case to the banking sector mainly depends on the fact 

that the industry has been characterized as a conventional stable industry that now faces 

tremendous changes due to digitalization, which they are being forced to adapt to in order to 
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survive (McKinsey, 2014; PWC, 2017; Schuchmann & Seufert, 2015). The four largest traditional 

banks that have been selected are; Handelsbanken, Nordea, SEB, and Swedbank.  

3.2 Research design  

3.2.1 Deductive approach 

To comprehend the complex situation of what leaders do in practice and to answer the research 

question, this research has had a deductive approach. The leadership theories that are best suited 

for leading and engaging in a transformational change have been collected to design a theoretical 

framework. Through the collected leadership theories, we have taken a stand in the more modern 

leadership theories who state that shared leadership has proven to be more successful to master 

transformational change (Andersson & Tengblad, 2009; Ashkenas, 2015; Herold et al., 2008; 

Norrman Brandt; 2019; Pearce & Manz, 2005). 

 

Leadership theories that previously have studied shared leadership have mainly based their 

methodological research on either qualitative interviews or surveys, depending on the level of 

analysis (Herold et al., 2008; Norrman Brandt, 2019; Perce & Manz, 2005). It seems to be more 

common to use surveys when investigating employees' understanding of the phenomenon (Herold 

et al., 2008). Furthermore, when collecting the leader's interpretation of leadership, Norrman 

Brandt (2019) has, for instance, chosen to do semi-structured interviews. Since this thesis aims to 

describe how shared leadership is being used in reality, both leaders’ and subordinates ' 

perspectives have been taken into consideration. This thesis will follow a similar research design 

as earlier leadership theories have used combined. Hence, both qualitative interviews and surveys 

will be done to gain information from both leaders and subordinates. Our deductive approach is 

based on an open question about the phenomenon of shared leadership, which we investigate in 

practice to see how and if leaders use shared leadership to engage their subordinates. 

 

Furthermore, the theory is our starting point, then the empirical material has been used to 

comprehend reality and sort out how reality is constructed. Bryman and Bell (2015) signify that 

this is the most common way of doing business research, especially when the aim is to understand 

a more complex socially constructed phenomenon. From our interviews and surveys, we have 

drawn conclusions from participants' interpretations and reality. Further, we have also been open 
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to discussing the subject, and derived our discussion from our selected existing theories, despite 

the fact that we have taken into account that these theories cannot be viewed as complete truths.  

3.2.2 Case study 

Leading in transformational change has proven to be hard in more longitudinal studies (Kezar & 

Eckel, 2002; Norrman Brandt, 2019; Seijts & Gandz, 2018). Our case is to explore what leaders 

do in practice to engage their subordinates during a transformational change, as we believe that 

this phenomenon has not been sufficiently explored and not gained the attention we think it needs. 

To narrow the research and really concrete this phenomenon, a case study has been conducted to 

limit our exploration and explanation to a certain situation of leadership (Conger, 1998).   

 

The study consists of the case of leadership, in a digital setting, which has been applied to the 

financial sector. Four different traditional banks within the financial sector have been composed 

to represent our specific case of leadership. These four banks reflect one reality of the 

phenomenon, and they together create a large part of the banking industry today 

(Swedishbankers.se, 2020). This case study, circuiting leadership in this specific context, has given 

us insights into how these banks actually do when transforming into a more digital world. The 

banks differ, which increases the richness of the different aspects of leadership. However, there 

has been no focus on comparing the different structures, culture, nor organization between the 

banks, as the focus has only been to view the banks as one case. 

 

The banking sector has during history been characterized as being stable and has not previously 

been exposed to change to the same degree as other sectors ( McGahan, 2004; Norrman Brandt, 

2019; Schuchmann & Seufert, 2015; Van Dalen, 2012; Winberg et al., 2009). The outer pressure 

from fintech companies is now putting pressure on the traditional banks, as a consequence of 

digitization and automation of traditional services within the sector (Schuchmann & Seufert, 

2015). Studying leadership in this context, where professions are being automated and the work-

related assignments are being changed, is therefore of large significance and makes this case 

interesting. 
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Conducting a case study is argued to be favorable to understand the social phenomenon of 

leadership more in-depth (Bryman & Bell, 2015; Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2003). A case study 

enables us to contribute with a detailed exploration of a specific case and distinguish characteristics 

between the different banks to compile a common picture of how leaders engage subordinates in 

change (Bryman & Bell, 2015). In addition, Eisenhardt and Graebner (2007), see Bryman and Bell, 

(2015) argue that case studies are a commonly used study in business research and preferable when 

the purpose is to get in-depth information. Further, Yin (2003) states that a case study can with 

ease be used in other surroundings where a common phenomenon occurs as well.  

3.3 Data selection 

The case selected for this study revolves around shared leadership in the context of a digital 

transformational change in the banking industry. Since the concept of shared leadership requires 

both subordinates and leaders to be engaged in the leadership (Andersson & Tengblad, 2009), we 

have selected data from both leaders’ perspectives and subordinates’ perspectives. However, as 

our subquestion consists of: What do leaders express they do in practice to engage subordinates 

in a transformational change?, a managerial level of analysis has primarily been taken.  

 

This enables us to get the leader’s perspective on how they perceive shared leadership and behave 

in practice. To get in-depth insights from leaders, qualitative interviews have been needed to reach 

the data that was needed. To make sure that the right people have been selected for our study, the 

selection criteria consisted of the following; The interviewee must work at one of the largest 

traditional banks in Sweden, either Handelsbanken, Nordea, SEB, or Swedbank. Additionally, 

these banks must go through a transformational change, in the sense that they are implementing 

automation of traditional services within the bank. Further, the interviewee must have a leading 

position with employee responsibility in the organization.  

 

Even though the research will primarily take a managerial level of analysis, the study will also 

take into account the subordinate's perspective since the study focuses on shared leadership. This 

is why subordinates' interpretations of leadership in change are also relevant for our study to 

broaden our perspective by getting both parties' interpretations. Thereby, an online survey has been 

constructed to reach how subordinates interpret the digital situation. This enables us to also get a 
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subordinate’s level of analysis. Bryman & Bell (2015) argue that a mixed level of analysis can 

lead to misinterpretation if they are combined, therefore is it important to separate the results and 

do not analyze one level of analysis with the other. Notwithstanding, the different levels of analysis 

will help us to understand leadership from two angels. Rousseau (1985), see Bryman and Bell 

(2015) enlighten that mixed-level research is a well-known method in the area of leadership 

studies. 

3.4 Data collection 

To access the people in our case, this study applied a snowball sample approach (Bryman & Bell, 

2015). By using our network, we initiated contact with people of relevance. These people 

introduced us to the right people in the organization. Thereafter, e-mails have been sent out to 

initiate the first contact with the leaders and set up a meeting. After the meeting, the leader 

recommended other leaders that could participate in this study. In total, eight leaders have 

participated in a semi-structured interview to get a deeper understanding of what leaders claim 

they do to engage their subordinates. Qualitative interviews with leaders are preferable when 

gathering information about how leaders conduct leadership (Rowley, 2012). Additionally, the 

semi-structured interviews enabled us to go further in-depth in the topics we found interesting and 

to have a deep conversation due to the more open questions (Bryman & Bell, 2015; Van de Van, 

2007). The interviews were held with leaders from four different organizations in the bank sector, 

which Bryman and Bell (2015) argue is preferable to widen the perspective of leadership and avoid 

collected data to be biased. If we only collect information from one company, it will increase the 

chances to get a misleading picture of reality (Bryman & Bell, 2015).  

 

The leaders who participated in the interviews are presented below (Table 1). The table shows an 

overview of our interview respondents' leader experiences including; years of employment in the 

organization, years as a leader in the organization, and the number of subordinates they are 

responsible for. The eight respondents will hereafter be referred to their numerical naming, and 

the four different banks will be referred to as banks A, B, C, and D.  
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Leader Bank 

Years in the 

organization 

Short-term (0-2) 

Medium-term (2-10) 

Long-term (>10) 

Years as a leader  

in the organization 

Short-term (0-2) 

Medium-term (2-10) 

Long-term (>10)  

Number 

 of 

subordinates  

Interview 

time 

(minutes)  

1 A Long-term   Long-term 20-30 24 

2 A Long-term   Medium-term       10-20       74 

3 B Long-term   Long-term       10-20       29 

4 C Long-term   Medium-term <10 55 

5 C Medium-term Medium-term       10-20       42 

6 C Medium-term Medium-term       10-20       45 

7 D Medium-term Medium-term 20-30 34 

8 D Long-term   Short-term 40-50 39 

 

Table 1. - Summary of Interview respondents   

 

These leaders have after agreement been responsible to send out an online social survey in the 

format of a web survey to their employees in the selected banks to get subordinates’ interpretation 

of what the leaders actually do. The survey was constructed according to the subordinates’ 

interpretation of the digital transformational change the industry is experiencing. Further, 

questions regarding how subordinates perceive leadership and their leader in change have been 

asked to get a further understanding of how the subordinates interpret it in connection to shared 

leadership theories. The survey further consisted of five open questions (see appendix 2), where 

the respondents were able to identify how likely they agree with the question on a scale from 1 to 

5. Even though physical interviews are a more preferable method when doing qualitative research 

(Bryman & Bell, 2015), the web survey still saved us time and gave us a fast response. In the 

current corona pandemic situation, a web survey was a beneficial method for us to reach out to 

randomly selected subordinates.  
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The sample size consisted of 160 subordinates that were asked to voluntarily answer the survey. 

In total, 31 answers were received from our survey, which reflected a response rate of 19,4%. It 

means that around 80% of the sample population did not answer the survey, which Bryman and 

Bell (2015) state is not representative of the entire population. However, some leaders did not want 

to send out the survey to their subordinates due to the current unsure situation of the corona 

pandemic, why we ended up not reaching about 60 of the respondents in our sample population 

that resulted in some sampling errors, which also needs to be taken into consideration. Thus, we 

still believe that we received a relatively approved number of answers that gave us value since we 

never expected all subordinates to answer and only wanted to get an insight into some subordinates' 

perceptions. By altering both interviews and surveys we spread the risk of receiving biased 

information (Eisenhardt, 1989, see Bryman & Bell, 2015; Yin 1984), and it gives us a more reliable 

reflection of the leader’s practical actions (Van de Van, 2007).  

 

The theoretical framework was used as a guideline when constructing our interview guide (see 

appendix 1). The interview guide is, thereby, structured according to the four categories in the 

shared leadership model. All questions in the interview guide have been divided and assembled to 

the category that suits best; trust & openness, fellowship & collaboration, engagement & meaning, 

& accountability and initiative. To increase our understanding of the concept of shared leadership, 

theories such as transformational leadership and bottom-up leadership have also been kept in mind 

when constructing the interview questions in order to get a deeper understanding of what leaders 

might do to engage their subordinates. Moreover, the interview guide was conducted according to 

these different parts; an introductory part with general questions, engagement & meaning, 

fellowship & collaboration, accountability & initiative, and trust & openness. In the end, there has 

also been room for supplemental discussion, why semi-structured interviews suit our research (Van 

de Van, 2007). We tried to have a clear structure, but we kept the questions relatively general and 

open to not be too specific and not lead the respondent to any direction nor limit the respondents’ 

answers. Thus, semi-structured interviews of a qualitative type were held with the leaders to collect 

relevant information from each case. As we seek to examine what leaders do in practice, these 

explanations worked as a guideline.  



 
 

26 

3.5 Qualitative data analysis & coding process  

Van de Van (2007) argues that data analysis emerges when both theory and data are being 

compared. There are different methods to structure data analysis to make sense of the data 

depending on the given approach of the research (ibid). Our thematic analysis follows a pre-set of 

themes based on the theoretical concept of shared leadership, which Bryman and Bell (2015) argue 

is an appropriate method to use when doing deductive research. Our coding process is based on 

Hällsten & Tengblad’s (2006) shared leadership model, which is a central part of our thesis. Shared 

leadership in this sense is being tested in practice by applying the data to the model.  

 

The theoretical themes of shared leadership, based on the model, are categorized according to the 

following; 1) trust and openness, 2) fellowship and collaboration, 3) engagement and meaning, 4) 

accountability and initiative. There are several concepts and theories about shared leadership that 

fit within these themes which also will be used to code the data. However, these four themes are 

the main structure, which will frame the analysis of the data to create value in the data (Bryman & 

Bell, 2015). Before putting all raw data material into each category, our 1st set of coding was to 

sort out irrelevant data to facilitate our coding process and to identify the most common factors 

used by the leaders to engage their subordinates in change. We found this part necessary since all 

respondents have different interception of their way of the given situation. Our 2nd order of coding, 

when common patterns were identified, was to connect these factors to our selected shared 

leadership theory model. In the 3rd order of coding, when all factors were put into our theoretical 

themes, we started to connect all relevant theories of shared leadership under each category, trust 

& openness, collaboration & fellowship, accountability & initiative, and engagement & meaning, 

to find out if the empirical findings matched our theoretical themes.  

3.6 Research reliability  

To make a qualitative research study trustworthy, and to ensure the quality, some criteria must be 

fulfilled. At first, it should be acknowledged that we are dealing with social studies, and social 

studies risk being affected by subjectivism (Bryman & Bell, 2015). We cannot preclude that this 

master thesis will be characterized by some subjectivism, it is inevitable to be completely 

objective. To increase objectivity, transparency throughout the whole process has been important 

for us. Further, transparency in our case infer to the structure throughout the whole study, our 
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methodological structure is simple, which makes it easy to follow and to repeat in any other 

industry that experiences similar digital transformational pressure to change as the banking sector 

does. It is also crucial to present both the negative and the positive aspects of the interviews 

regarding our subject to strengthen credibility (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, see Bryman & Bell, 2015).  

 

To make our qualitative research study trustworthy, we have thoughtfully chosen the leaders we 

have interviewed according to our selection criteria to get valuable answers. Which in the end has 

enabled us to answer our research question. Our type of interview questions has been open. Hence, 

the questions are not limited nor completely restricted to the banking industry and could be applied 

to any other industry case. 

3.6.1 Ethical considerations  

Ethical norms need to be respected, this concerns how we treat the people on whom we conducted 

this study. In this thesis, where interviews have been held in a case study of leadership, it is 

important that the participants stay anonymous with respect to not expose the participants to any 

harm. Foremost, to respect their integrity and to some extent prevent the result to be biased. 

Therefore, before every interview, we explained the purpose of the study and how the gathered 

data will be treated. The transcribed data was only used to enable the analysis of this study. 

Naturally, we have asked the interviewee and got their approval to record the interview. 

Additionally, to secure the confidentiality, we have chosen to not present the interviewee's name, 

age, or gender.  

 

In conclusion, it should be acknowledged that this thesis is pursuant to good research practice. All 

participants have voluntarily participated in the interviews and could neglect to answer a specific 

question if not feeling comfortable. We have during the process ensured that the participants can 

take part in the material if they so please. All these considerations go in line with Diener & 

Grandall’s (1978, see Bryman & Bell, 2015) outline of what should be considered in business 

research.  
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3.7 Limitations  

It should be acknowledged that this thesis has been affected by some limitations, as an outcome of 

the selected method. When this thesis was initiated, the Coronavirus (Covid-19) flared up and 

spread all over the world, including Sweden. This was a drawback for us, our initial plan was to 

conduct physical interviews, face to face, with all of the selected banks. Due to the virus, this was 

impossible. Instead, we conducted the semi-structured interviews over phone calls. This generated 

some limitations for us, as the telephone interviews made it impossible to read their body language, 

emotional reactions to our questions, and we could not feel their presence, due to distance calls. 

After all, it should be mentioned that the qualitative method we have done is people’s 

interpretations of reality in a social setting, which Bryman and Bell (2015) argue could somewhat 

be misleading as the interview answers could be biased. Interviewing over the phone also resulted 

in difficulties asking the questions, some people may react differently when conducting a 

telephone interview. As a result, the telephone interviews may not have been so narrative as a face 

to face interview should have been.  

 

Another limitation, related to Covid-19, was that the virus initiated a stock market crash and 

turbulent time for all the banks. Further, this resulted in some problems getting in touch with the 

different banks. Since the study had a managerial level of analysis, we only interviewed leaders 

on how they perceived their own leadership actions, which in a way gave us biased answers by 

only receiving their understanding of themselves. To prevent the analysis from being biased, we 

sent out surveys to the leader’s subordinates. However, we had trouble getting approval from the 

leaders to send out our survey to their employees. All leaders were positive against sending out 

the digital survey at first, but when they received it we got comments about that the timing 

regarding the pandemic was not that good for subordinates to complete the survey. Another 

limitation concerning the subordinates’ perspective is that the survey did not declare which 

company the subordinate belonged to. This resulted in a limitation of the subordinates’ 

comprehension of the situation, which limited our findings. Further, if qualitative interviewees 

would have been done with subordinates as well, there is a high chance that another perspective 

of the leader’s behavior would have been received, which could have influenced how leadership 

is being conducted in practice.  
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4. Empirical findings  

Primarily, an introduction of the empirical setting will follow. The results from our digital survey 

with subordinates will further be presented to give insights on the need for leadership in 

transformational change. Lastly, the results conducted by semi-structured interviews with eight 

leaders in the banking sector will be introduced. 

4.1 The empirical setting  

In this case, the four selected traditional banks constitute a majority of the financial sector in 

Sweden, about 70 percent in total (Konkurrensverket, 2018; Swedishbankers.se, 2020). In recent 

years the sector, which earlier was characterized as a conventional industry, has been exposed to 

a transformational change in regards to their daily work. The respondents expressed that 

historically, 90% of all the cash management and consulting occurred in a physical form. Today, 

92% of these services are managed online and the offices could instead be seen as a venue for 

guidance where more complex issues are handled. The leaders expressed that there will be fewer 

physical bank offices in the future since its function increasingly fades out due to digitalization. 

According to the respondents, the whole industry is experiencing a shift in how they are working. 

Partly how they are dealing with their customers, and to some extent it affects both front-desk and 

back-office assignments. The respondents agreed that this digital situation puts higher pressure on 

the leader’s role.  

4.2 Need for leadership in transformational change  

To get a sense of how this transformational digitalization has affected our specific case, it could 

be deduced from the result based upon the subordinate survey (see Table 2) that there existed a 

need for leadership in the transformational change the banks are experiencing. The attitude towards 

change among the subordinates in the banks are divided, even though a majority of the 

subordinates had a positive attitude towards change, there still existed a strong resistance towards 

transformational change. Not everyone was optimistic, and concerns existed among the workers. 

Many felt insecure about how automation of services will affect their future jobs. There are further 

employees that did not feel trust towards their leader and many employees that did not feel 

involved in the leadership during a transformational change. This exemplified that all subordinates 

are not on the same level of engagement in the transformational change the bank industry is 
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experiencing. A majority of the leaders interviewed, in this case, highlighted that they were aware 

that all employees react differently and need different time to understand the change. The leaders 

also indicated that all subordinates need to be on the same track in order to go through a change, 

and many expressed that they needed to spend more time on individuals with a negative attitude 

towards change.  

 

 

  Table 2 - Result of the web survey  

4.3 Attitude towards automation of services  

The respondents enlightened that there is an ongoing process of digitalization and automation of 

services within the banking sector. Foremost, the empirical material showed that it was the easier 

tasks among the front-desk workers like cash management, small loans, and customer services that 

are being automated. Respondent 8D was open about the fact that this transition takes time, and 

nothing happens over one night. Further, the respondent stated that some changes may not even be 

recognized until the organization is in the middle of it.  

 

The common denominator among the respondents was clearly that digitalization cannot be 

avoided. The leaders agreed that today’s consumers are more digital, and there are competitors in 

finance that have come far with automation. In order to remain competitive and attract future 

customers, the respondents agreed that they, therefore, find it crucial to adapt to the prevailing 

digitalization situation, whether you want or not.   
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“We cannot neglect automation of banking services, this is something we have to adapt to” 

- Respondent 8D 

 

There was no leader that was skeptical about experiencing the major change they stand in front of, 

instead they saw the digital shift as a possibility to work more efficiently. The leaders mentioned 

that the automation of services will enable their employees to be more efficient and spend more 

time with complex problems to fulfill their clients’ needs. Also, they agreed that if services were 

more efficient, they would have more time to support the subordinates. They were aware that 

automation cannot be stopped, and that they had a crucial role as a leader to drive the change 

forward and support their subordinates on a team level as well as individually. According to Table 

2, far away from every subordinate felt relieved and satisfied that banking services were becoming 

automated. Almost every fourth employee felt worried about how it will affect their current job 

situation.  

 

Change is an ongoing process and it takes time to implement, all of the respondents concurred that 

it is needed to be respected. Many respondents had experienced that their subordinates react 

differently towards change, which they believed caused challenges for the leader since everyone 

needs to be on board in changing times. The majority of the leaders especially expressed that 

subordinates' attitudes towards new technology and automation often tend to be connected to a 

generation issue. Elder people tend to have a more negative attitude towards digital changes, 

whereas younger people tend to be more positive towards change. Respondent 6C disclosed that 

you need to work with different approaches to each individual in order to find out what makes 

people engaged. Respondent 4C, on the other hand, argued instead that it does not have to do with 

age, instead it is all about how driven a person is. Further, the respondents enlightened that they 

have experienced that some workers can feel worried or unsecured in this automation process. 

When asking the subordinates themselves how they felt about the automation situation, the leaders’ 

perceptions matched with subordinates' perceptions since it could be seen that there exist concerns 

among the subordinates in the results of table 2. They have experienced that subordinates partly 

feel afraid of losing their job, and to some extent expressed that it causes an inconvenience 

connected to the execution of their daily work.  
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“You don't automate services in order to fire people, you automate to help them”.  

- Respondent 3B  

 

The respondents were united that this digital shift will happen naturally, either by getting people 

transferred within the organization and/or that the older generation will eventually retire.  

4.4 Leadership in a digital era  

The leaders highlighted that the banking sector has traditionally been characterized by an evident 

hierarchical structure where decisions always have been taken from the top management. To 

involve everyone and evolve as an organization, the respondents still expressed the need for 

collaboration. To respond to the outer pressure of automation of services, respondent 8D signified 

the importance of challenging and improving how traditional tasks can be even more automated 

and efficient to be in line with the digital changes the industry experiences.  

 

Respondent 5C and 6C explained that automation is an efficient tool that enables time-saving and 

a possibility to work with other vital and more complex tasks if it is used the right way. Respondent 

6C emphasized that it is people they are working with and that each individual precept changes 

differently. All leaders agreed that each individual reacts differently in times of change. The results 

from Table 2 also show that the subordinates had various opinions about digitalization, the 

leadership, and the fact that banking services are getting automated. Some subordinates were not 

happy with how digitalization affected their work, and some did not feel trust toward their leader 

nor engaged in the change process. The leaders have expressed that there is a great need for 

leadership to accomplish an engaged workforce. Respondent 7D signified that there are three types 

of people they are handling with during change;  

 

“(in change) ...there are three different employees, we have them who are absolutely negative, we 

have them who are slightly positive, and lastly those who are positive” 

- Respondent 7D 
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Respondent 3B further enlightened that the leader is important during a change process to gather 

the team together.  

 

“It is the leader's role to create engagement, create shared leadership, build a team! That's what 

we should do”  

- Respondent 3B 

4.5 Engage subordinates  

All respondents have expressed how they engage their subordinates in changing times, which 

somewhat differs from leader to leader. But overall, seven common ways have been found in what 

leaders express they do in practice, which is presented below.  

4.5.1 Involve the subordinates 

All respondents have expressed the greatness of involving all of the subordinates in the change 

process to create engagement among the workforce. Respondent 4C signified that one way of 

doing this is to have collective workshops where everyone can contribute with their inputs. Several 

examples of what these workshops consisted of were mentioned, such as, a discussion of which 

new activities that could be automated, and how they could streamline manual handling of certain 

loans. The workshops were performed in smaller groups, where the subordinates wrote down all 

their thoughts on paper. Later on, the leader gathered everyone and discussed their focal points. 

These workshops opened up for discussions of how they should work to implement automation of 

these services when subordinates were involved. Respondent 5C described that workshops make 

the subordinates feel more involved in the change process. Respondent 8D expressed that it is the 

leaders’ role in these workshops to highlight all subordinate’s opinions and distribute the 

possibility to speak up.  

 

In connection to this, Respondent 6C pronounced the importance of involving the subordinates 

through the whole process, they let their subordinates e.g. test their new way of working and 

evaluate the new methods they plan to implement. Respondent 8D adds that it is of large 

significance to involve the subordinates as early as possible in the change process since it is them 

who will work with the new processes in the future. Further, the respondent signifies that they let 
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subordinates be a part of the process and evaluate and ask critical questions during the time. 

Respondent 3B enlightened the importance of understanding each individual and involve each 

subordinate on their terms.   

4.5.2 Being transparent   

Respondent 7D enunciated that leading with transparency in times of change is crucial. 

Consequently, according to the respondent, this entails that you meet every situation, that you are 

straightforward toward the subordinate and explain the underlying causes of why you implement 

this process. This is something all respondents have expressed, that the leader has to make sure 

everyone understands why they are implementing change. The respondents clarified that 

sometimes they as a leader need different approaches to each employee since each subordinate 

reacts differently. For some individuals, the leader needed to take it slow, while the leader could 

be straightforward with others.   

 

Respondent 1A clarified that you have to be open about the change process and explain what is 

going on to all in the organization. This means being transparent about the company's vision by 

explaining why the organization will go digital. Respondent 8D told that even if you do not know 

all of the answers you should be open concerning what you know and share all information from 

board meetings and other meetings related to the change process. In addition to this, Respondent 

2A and 8D implied that a leader should be visible and accessible for all subordinates, this means 

to be present and show up at the office so that the subordinates can get in touch with the leader. 

Respondent 3B expressed the importance of walking around at the office and greeting every 

subordinate, as well highlight each individual for their efforts and contribution to the team.  

4.5.3 Communicating 

All leaders have their own strategies to communicate with subordinates. But, they all agreed that 

communication is vital to engage subordinates. Discuss with everyone in the organization and 

make sure that everyone understands what is going on are common denominators of all leaders. 

Respondent 4C highlighted that a tight dialogue with subordinates and always informing them is 

essential. Respondent 1A underlined the importance of having discussions on both group level and 

individual level. Several ways of how the leaders communicated were mentioned, such as physical 

meetings, e-mails, and notice-boards. Multiple of the respondents used various ways to 
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communicate to avoid miscommunication. Respondent 8D specifically mentioned that in all larger 

changes, they gather everyone physically since everything written has a tendency to be 

misunderstood. Respondent 5C further mentioned that it is important to explain and inform all 

subordinates what the organization is going to do and why, step by step, in the change.  Respondent 

3B further states that walking around in the office and being physically present is one way to 

intercept ambiguities and uncertainties among the subordinates. This is a way to keep a dialogue 

with the subordinates and let them feel acknowledged.  

4.5.4 Individual coaching  

Coaching on an individual level and having a personal follow-up with each individual are common 

ways of working among all respondents to engage their subordinates. Respondent 2A specifically 

pointed out that the main task as a leader is to constantly coach its subordinates on an individual 

level. Respondent 8D mentioned that it is important to follow up and talk with the subordinate to 

understand how they are interpreting the change. Also, clarify if needed if they have not understood 

it correctly. It takes various times for each individual to adapt to change, why Respondent 7D 

highlighted the importance of adapting the leadership based on how each person reacts to change. 

Respondent 3B explained that some individuals could be needed more support than others 

depending on their individual attitude against digital change.  

 

All respondents further had some kind of coaching meetings with each individual on a monthly 

basis to understand what is important for them and follow up on how it goes for them. Respondents 

5C and 6C explained that as a leader, it is all about finding out what engages each individual and 

giving that person the space they need to make sure the individual feels important and needed.  

 

“It is all about people’s individual engagement, if you are driven, you will also most likely have a 

positive attitude towards change, no matter the age”.  

- Respondent 4C 

 

Respondent 1A mentioned that they put a lot of focus on individual performance review and skills 

audits. Respondent 2A based the individual coaching on OBM (Organization Behavior 
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Management), a way to develop when setting goals, to get the individual to self understand how 

they could change their behavior to reach their goal.  

4.5.5 Delegate responsibility  

Another common way to engage subordinates in change among the leaders was through 

delegation. Respondent 4C has experienced that delegating responsibility could get the subordinate 

more involved and engaged in change. Respondent 2A pointed out that showing trust and dare to 

give employees responsibility is important to let the subordinates be more self-propelled and take 

their own initiatives, this will evolve their confidence.  

 

“I give my subordinates a lot of free space to take care of their customers themselves. I have 

created it that way, but it is really based on the whole Bank A’s strategy”.  

- Respondent 2A 

 

Respondent 7D mentioned that they let the subordinates operate their own projects in order to 

engage subordinates in change. These projects the respondent mentioned were related to 

digitalization, e.g. the subordinate could be in the lead of finding new efficient ways on how to 

streamline a specific way of working.  

 

Respondent 5C and 6C concurred that the leader should encourage individual leadership in order 

for the subordinates to take their own responsibility, own initiative, and let the subordinate make 

their own decisions. Respondent 6C further described that a leader needs to dare to have 

expectations on the subordinate, which makes the subordinate feel that they contribute with 

valuable information to the organization.  

4.5.6 Promote collaboration within the group 

One of the most fundamental factors that all of the respondents have emphasized is the importance 

of getting everyone on board to implement a change. Respondent 2A enlightened that it is 

impossible for the leader to lead an organization in change alone, why the leader is needed to bring 

the whole organization together. Further, the respondent expressed that it is important to together 

put up goals and milestones. Respondent 3B exemplified that the ambition of leading in change is 

that the team should manage to make their own decisions.  
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“I lead today to promote more self-leadership in the future. It is not intended that I should point 

with my whole hand, we do this together” 

- Respondent 3B 

 

One way to increase the fellowship among the respondents was to appoint ambassadors who spread 

the word through the whole organization and motivate the rest to accomplish and adapt to change. 

People who find change amusing will bring others to find it interesting. Respondent 1A expressed 

that when this progress, it becomes very effective.  

4.5.7 Inspire the subordinates 

To be an inspiring leader for the subordinates is a recurrent way to engage the whole workforce in 

a change among the respondents. Respondent 4C mentioned that the leader's responsibility is to 

be an inspiration and be the driver to the change in order to guide the way for the subordinates.  

The respondent emphasized that the leader should signal where the organization is moving 

towards. The goal is to permeate through the whole organization, so everyone wholeheartedly 

takes responsibility.  

 

Respondent 2A highlights that it is important to believe in the idea, otherwise will not the 

subordinates do it.  

“I as a leader must believe in the idea to be able to get all employees on the same track” 

- Respondent 2A 

 

Respondent 3B agreed, it is the leader’s role to lead the way. This includes leading by example. 

Intercept the good examples among the workforce and discuss them with all of the subordinates. 

Additionally, Respondent 8D emphasized that it is the leader's job to exemplify for the 

subordinates what positive aspects a change will result in and which possibilities this brings. As 

well that it is a chance for the subordinates to contribute to change.  
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5. Analysis 

This section connects our empirical findings and theory together according to the theoretical 

framework with the aim of concretizing the current digital situation in the banking sector and 

analyzing the case based on the shared leadership model.   

5.1 Current situation  

The transition which the banking industry is currently experiencing can be deduced to be more 

than a minor change. Out of the empirical findings, it could be shown that the banks have 

experienced large and complex changes, by that automation of services has been done to a larger 

extent than normal. This has created some difficulties for the leaders to master the change. In 

theory, transformational change is complex and difficult to lead as it is hard to predict (Kezar & 

Eckel, 2002; Nohria & Beer, 2000; Norrman Brandt, 2019; Seijts & Gandz, 2018). Leaders and 

their organizations could therefore not avoid transformational change (Nohria & Beer, 2000; Seijts 

& Gandz, 2018). Among all leaders, everyone had taken action against the transformational change 

and no one mentioned that they planned to prevent the change to happen, which supports the 

theories that suggest that organizations are forced to adapt to transformational changes.  

 

The leaders, in this case, expressed that they have been needed to adapt to digitalization fast, which 

has also empowered a revolutionary change in job duties. There is no longer a need for regular 

front-desk professions such as cash management and customer services since it is all automated. 

This supports Mehrotra's theory (2019) that front-desk professions have begun to be replaced by 

automated technology and new digital professions are needed, which differ from traditional 

banking services. Furthermore, it also indicates that transformational change affects the 

organization’s core fundamentals (Hacker, 2012). In theory, as more services become digital, 

physical banks gradually lose their function (Holmberg et al., 2002). The leaders expressed that, 

in the past, the physical bank office had a unique value since it was the only way workers met 

employees. Further, almost all services used to be done in a physical form, but today, nearly all 

services are instead done digitally.  

 

When looking at this tremendous change the banks have experienced, it could be compared with 

how Nadler and Tushman (1989) and Hacker and Roberts (2003) explain the emergence of a 
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transformational change. Specifically, in the sense that it tends to occur from external factors that 

challenge an organization’s survival and the regular way of working (Hacker, 2012). The literature 

further claims that transformational change arises from digitalization (Nadler & Tushman, 1989; 

Norrman Brandt, 2019; Hacker & Roberts, 2003). In theory, the banking industry is currently being 

exposed to this digital transformation as fundamental professions are being outdated (Mehrotra, 

2019; Ullah, 2011). Drawn from our findings, the leaders specifically expressed that they have 

experienced a digital pressure due to increased digital usage among customers, but also other 

competitors that have come a long way with the digital approach. This goes in line with how the 

literature describes the outer pressure fintech companies are putting on the traditional banks, as a 

consequence of that they have succeeded to digitally automate many regular banking services 

(Bushak et al., 2018; Schuchmann & Seufer, 2015; Schueffel, 2016).  

 

Whether the digital transition the traditional banks undergo could be classified as a 

transformational change could also have to do with what level of intensity the change is 

experiencing (Nadler & Tushman, 1989). When external factors threaten the core of the 

organization, Nadler & Tushman (1989) claim the change to be at the most extreme level, so-called 

re-creation. Drawing from our findings, new technology has begun to outcompete some core 

activities the banks always used to do, such as customer service and fund management. The leaders 

meant that these banking services are easy to streamline and do not generate the same value 

anymore as they used to. In this way, some of the traditional banking core activities are being 

threatened. The second-highest level of strategic change that Nadler and Tushman (1989) define 

is reorientation, is when an organization tries to develop new directions to handle the change with 

their existing business. The leaders made it very clear that banking services will always be needed, 

but they are doing it more digitally and efficiently these days, why another focus and other 

techniques have been needed. If the transformational change the banks experience would be put 

into Nadler and Tushman’s (1989) gradual scale, it is clear that the change that occurs in the banks 

are highly intense, and not just a little change that will last for a short while. All leaders from the 

different banks were aware that the whole banking industry has experienced a large change. From 

our literature, McGahan (2004) highlights the importance of comprehending and being aware of 

what type of change the whole industry is experiencing rather than only the individual 

organization.  
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5.1.1 The digital change in relation to the newspaper industry  

When comparing the banking industry with the newspaper industry, one large significant 

difference can be identified. For the newspaper industry, historical technological inventions have 

been determining for future development in the industry (Van Dalen, 2012).  By that, the industry 

has taken longer to implement technology in their professions (Van Dalen, 2012). The banking 

industry, on the other hand, has been a conventional industry for many decades that nowadays 

faces outer pressure from e.g FinTech competitors that force banks to adopt at a faster pace 

(Schuchmann & Seufer, 2015). As specifically expressed by one leader:  

 

“We cannot neglect automation of banking services, this is something we have to adapt to” 

- Respondent 8D 

 

The leaders were united that automation of services will lead to positive outcomes for the banking 

sector. It would enable more efficient ways of doing services and they highlighted that as a leader 

they would be able to spend more time to support their subordinates. All subordinates were 

unfortunately not equally positive about the transformational change. Like the newspaper industry, 

the majority of the subordinates saw the change as something positive that could facilitate their 

work. But there are still some people that tend to feel fear and insecurity about how their future 

professions would be affected. Paulussen (2012) and Örnebring (2010) explained that the fear of 

the new technology raised among journalists had to do with the reduced need for human labor. 

Furthermore, the people that did not feel these feelings had instead accepted the power of 

technology and stopped questioning it (Van Dalen 2012, Örnebring, 2010). Similar behavior could 

be analyzed from the subordinates in the banks, as the leaders expressly have seen that all 

individuals react differently in changing times, and each individual embrace changes variously 

fast. Table 2 also indicated this as every fourth employee felt worried positive about how 

digitalization will affect their future jobs. The majority of the leaders believed that a positive 

attitude towards change was a generational issue - younger people tend to be more positive against 

change than older. But, some leaders only thought it had to do with whether a subordinate is an 

engaged person or not. Both leaders and subordinates agreed that the leader has a vital role to 

manage the leadership in times of transformational change.  
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5.2 Leading transformational change by shared leadership  

The banking sector has traditionally been characterized by an evident hierarchical structure 

(Mehrotra, 2019; Schuchman & Seufert, 2015; Ullah, 2011). Pearce & Manz (2005) demonstrate 

that a top-down approach, where the directives are decided from the top management with the 

intent to permeate through the whole organization, traditionally been used in the bank sector. This 

approach has according to Schuchman and Seufert (2015) affected the sector in a way that does 

not involve the subordinates in uncertain environments. Compared to this case, it can be discerned 

that the hierarchical structure is still existing due to how the banks are structured in their nature, 

with several layers of middle managers, who affect the subordinates' involvement in a negative 

way. It can be distinguished that the leaders who have been interviewed are well aware that the 

organizations are exceedingly centrally controlled. However, our empirical findings show that the 

leaders still pay high attention to involving and engaging their subordinates during a 

transformational change.  

 

The respondents have expressed that even though some decisions regarding the change process 

already have been taken from the top management, they still communicate to their subordinates in 

the early stages to receive every individual's input and let them be involved in the automation 

process. Based on the empirical findings, it can be identified that the leaders in the bank sector 

today not solely use a top-down approach, nor an entirely bottom-up approach. Instead, the leaders 

used a more varied leadership approach combining the two different approaches. This reasoning 

goes in line with Nohria and Beer’s (2000) theory, which suggests that a mix of the two concepts 

is crucial to managing an organization in change. By combining the two approaches, the leader 

has the possibility to involve the subordinates to a greater extent.  

 

The literature exhibit that shared leadership is most suitable to accomplish a higher team 

performance through engaging the whole workforce towards a collective goal (Andersson & 

Tengblad, 2009). This entails empowering, supporting, and involving each subordinate in the 

process (Hällsten & Tengblad, 2006). To achieve an engaged workforce, a different approach than 

the traditional leadership styles are needed, instead, the leaders need to build relationships and 

create win-win outcomes for the group as a whole (Ullah, 2011). As the banking sector is 

characterized by a hierarchical structure, it affects the leaders’ opportunities to exert shared 
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leadership to a full extent, but several actions prove the evidence of shared leadership in this case 

during transformational change. The empirical findings of this study extend previous theory by 

proposing that shared leadership exists between the leaders and their subordinates in the bank 

sector. The leaders, in this case, urge to enable a climate among the subordinates to collaborate on 

both a team level and an individual level, this infers to encourage all subordinates to take their own 

initiative, one leader expressed; 

 

“I lead today to promote more self-leadership in the future. It is not intended that I should point 

with my whole hand, we do this together” 

- Respondent 3B   

 

Further, the leaders stated that different methods and techniques are needed to support each 

individual as the subordinates are not on the same level of engagement towards this 

transformational change. Foremost, it can be observed in the empirical findings that the leader's 

role is to understand each subordinates' needs in the organization and understand what engages 

each individual. Altogether, the empirical findings discern seven common ways; involve the 

subordinates, being transparent, communicating, individual coaching, delegate responsibility, 

promote collaboration within the group, and inspire the subordinates, of how the leaders use 

shared leadership to engage their subordinates in a transformational change. To further analyze in 

what way and to what extent leaders use shared leadership, the seven common ways how leaders 

engage subordinates have been put into the four categories of the shared leadership model used in 

theory. The shared leadership categories build on each other and are connected, why they have 

been organized based on the most fundamental component to the more advanced component 

below.  

5.2.1 Trust and openness 

Andersson and Tengblad (2009) mean that trust is a fundamental key in an organization to 

accomplish shared leadership. The literature states that the leader must dare to release the control 

and rely on others to create trust among the workers (Andersson & Tengblad, 2009). To increase 

trust, the leaders did one thing in common - they released their control by delegating responsibility 

to their subordinates. For instance, Respondent 2A delegated responsibility by letting the 
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subordinates be responsible for their own customer base. In theory, if trust exists towards the 

leader, the leader does not have to be present nor control situations (Andersson & Tengblad, 2009). 

In contrast to the argument of Andersson and Tengblad (2009), the leaders believed that trust and 

transparency could increase by being physically present in order to be visible and accessible at the 

office.  

 

According to Holton (2001), it is crucial that trust exists from both the leader’s side and the 

subordinates’ point of view since it develops through meaningful interactions. By the fact that not 

all subordinates, according to our survey, felt trust towards their leaders in times of change, this is 

something that can be questioned. The leaders said that they develop trust, but that is not how the 

subordinates perceived it. In theory, as people within an organization interact with each other, and 

accept each other, it will generate higher levels of trust (D'Innocenzo et al., 2014). Since trust 

develops within a group, through meaningful interactions with each other, and by sharing 

experiences, the openness in the organization also evolves (Andersson & Tengbald, 2009). To be 

open is further vital in order to comprehend others (Hällsten & Tengblad, 2006). Drawn from the 

theory, it could be interpreted that some subordinates might not have felt belonging, even though 

the leaders expressed they are trying to be open and include everyone. This may have harmed the 

subordinates’ ability to speak up.  

 

The literature signifies the need of being transparent to achieve openness and trust (Jiang & Men, 

2017). In line with the theory, the leaders clarified that they paid high attention to be open about 

the change process and be transparent with why they are doing changes, e.g going digital. They 

did this by keeping the subordinates updated and informed of what is going on in the organization. 

The literature suggests that leaders need to be directive and give task-focused directions (Pearce 

& Manz, 2014), to create an urgency for the change (Ullah, 2011). There are testimonials that the 

leaders believe that they are straightforward with their subordinates and being transparent about 

the underlying causes of why they are implementing a change. But, at the same time, the leaders 

also say that they give subordinates their own responsibility to accomplish tasks, which contradicts 

the theory that expects the leader to give clear directives. In this way, it could be assumed from 

the theory that the leaders tend to miss explaining some parts and that they are not sufficiently 
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open and honest with the subordinates, which may result in confusion and a decrease in trust 

among the workforce (Ullah, 2011; Pearce & Manz, 2014).  

 

According to Andersson and Tengblad (2009) trust and openness is something that takes time to 

develop and grow as people in the organization exchange ideas and interact with each other. 

Hällsten and Tengblad (2006) enlighten the importance of that disagreements should be respected, 

and that the leaders’ role is to solve this by constructive discussions together with the employee. 

In line with the theory, the leaders were aware that all individuals had different opinions about 

changes and that some subordinates would need more individual support to comprehend the digital 

shift, why the leader paid extra attention to these individuals to get all subordinates to understand 

the change process. If the understanding is not established, the trust and openness within the group 

and towards the leader may be harmed (Andersson & Tengblad, 2009). Comprehension for each 

individual and for the group is, therefore, a crucial factor to trust each other and work together 

(Andersson & Tengblad, 2009). When this is established, it will enable a greater possibility to 

collaborate on good terms. This leads us to the next theme within a shared leadership.  

5.2.2 Fellowship and collaboration 

It is impossible for the leader to possess all knowledge, skills, and abilities for all parts of an 

organization, why there is a high need for collaboration with subordinates in shared leadership 

(Pearce & Manz, 2005). The previous theme, trust and openness, can be seen as a necessity for 

collaboration and fellowship to work in an organization. Bligh et al. (2006) develops this and 

enlightens that commitment to the team is crucial in order to collaborate. It can be discerned from 

the empirical findings that the leaders agreed that they are not capable of managing change alone, 

they are needed to work as a team together to be successful. Thus, the leaders stated that they must 

encourage all of their subordinates to collaborate.   

 

To collaborate, the leaders mentioned that it entails getting everyone onboard and encouraging all 

subordinates to contribute with the best interest of the group. One concrete action the respondents 

used to accomplish this was to gather the whole group and set up common goals they should work 

for. Afterward, the leaders’ work was to inspire everyone, through meetings and coaching, and 

ensure that everyone is following their mutual goal. In parity with Herold et al. (2008) is this a 
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useful tool to assemble the group towards the same direction and for the leader to collect their 

insights. Further, Hällsten & Tengblad (2006) signify the importance of creating an environment 

where everyone feels belonging. The empirical findings highlight that several of the actions 

mentioned have the underlying meaning of creating an environment where the subordinate feel 

belonging. Another action that the leaders applied to increase collaboration in the group was to 

assemble common workshops for the whole group in order to interact with each other and improve 

teamwork. This action by leaders could be connected to the social aspect among colleagues that 

Nikolova et al. (2019) argue could increase employee engagement.  

 

Herold et al. (2008) and Ullah (2011) enlighten the importance of sharing and communicate the 

vision to the team and make clear indications of what it takes to reach the goal to earn credibility. 

This view on leadership is based on transformational leadership when the leader’s role is to guide 

the vision to their subordinates and pay high attention to their needs (Herold et al., 2008; Burns, 

1978). In parity with the literature, the leaders stated that their role is to set up a vision and take 

responsibility for that everyone understands it. If the leaders find any confusion, they indicate that 

they communicate individually with the subordinates. This goes also in line with Hällsten and 

Tengblad’s (2006) view on shared leadership, as it is crucial to pay attention to each subordinate, 

involve everyone, and support them. Further, Herold et al. (2018) mean that the leader must inspire 

the followers to raise their commitment to believe in the vision. The leaders were clear that they 

need to believe in the change in order to get the subordinates to do so as well. Respondent 4C 

expressed that “the leader’s responsibility is to be an inspiration and be the driver to the change to 

guide the way for the subordinates''.   

 

Andersson and Tengblad (2009) mean that shared leadership could lead to higher team 

performance by engaging the whole organization towards a common goal. In relation to the theory, 

the leaders also expressed that they set up common goals together with the subordinates to engage 

them and increase the team spirit. The collective commitment is a crucial factor to reach a higher 

moral cause and gradually get towards the goal (Díaz-Sáenz, 2011). To set up milestones will, 

according to Ullah (2011), increase the chance of getting to the final outcome. In line with the 

argument of Díaz-Sáenz (2011) and Ullah (2011), the leaders pointed out that they set up 

milestones with their subordinates that they then follow up. Respondent 2A specifically mentioned 
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that it is not possible to lead alone and possess all knowledge, why the followers are involved to 

create common goals together. Respondent 8D also said that the subordinates are the ones that 

interact with customers, why they could contribute with valuable information to the organization’s 

development. In this way, it could be assumed that the leaders wanted the best for the whole 

organization and not only favor themselves since they wanted every subordinate’s opinion and 

help (Andersson & Tengblad, 2009; Ullah, 2011).  

 

Shared leadership enables more people to be engaged in the leadership (Andersson & Tengblad, 

2009) which the leaders claimed that they are doing. But, when analyzing the survey with 

subordinates, there are divided opinions from the subordinates, and many did not feel involved in 

the leadership. This is an issue, as literature argues that leaders and subordinates need to be equally 

engaged in leadership during a transformational change (Ashkenas, 2015; Denning, 2018; Pearce 

& Manz, 2005; Ullah, 2011). Further, a unified organization with a common goal could facilitate 

the change process (Ashkenas, 2015; Denning, 2018; Norrman Brandt 2019; Schuchmann & 

Seufert, 2015; Seijts & Grandz, 2016). Since leaders today are required to collaborate with their 

subordinates due to the digital transformation (Ullah, 2011), it is a concern that all leaders’ 

subordinates do not feel involved in the leadership. As theory proposes, all employees need to be 

engaged in order to implement a change (Ashkenas, 2015; Seijts & Grandz, 2016). Even though 

the leaders should still set the guidelines, the theory expects the leader to involve subordinates to 

handle the transition (Beer & Nohria, 2000). There are thereby signs that the banks still are 

hierarchical, as the leadership still is perceived as centralized according to some subordinates. It 

could be concluded that the leaders in the traditional banks still face challenges with how to execute 

a shared type of leadership due to the digital transformation (Schuchman & Seufert, 2015). Once 

fellowship and collaboration within a team are established, it opens up for accountability within 

the team and fosters the subordinates to take initiatives.  

5.2.3 Accountability and initiative   

Accountability is subjective according to Johansson (1998), as it can be interpreted differently for 

each individual. The leaders expressed that some subordinates may feel engaged when they are 

given accountability, while others can interpret it as a burden. In connection to this, Pearce and 

Manz (2005) argue in their findings that there exists an increased bottom-up pressure from today’s 
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subordinates, compared to a decade ago, which results in that subordinates are more willing to take 

their own initiatives. This argument by Pearce and Manz (2005) could be recognized in practice, 

the leaders have experienced that some subordinates embraced the change faster than others, why 

many leaders tend to let these people take the initiative of being an informal leader. Several leaders 

exemplified this by appointing voluntary ambassadors who spread the word and encourage the 

change to the rest of their colleagues. Respondent 6C specifically mentioned that this could be one 

way to increase the willingness of taking initiatives in the group as a whole. This phenomenon is 

closely connected with shared leadership as it spreads through the whole group and could 

accomplish higher engagement towards change (Andersson & Tengblad, 2009).  

 

Furthermore, Andersson and Tengblad (2009) express the greatness of the leader to give their 

subordinates some free space and do not have too strict regulations to increase the accountability 

between the two parties. Out of our empirical findings can it be perceived that the leaders delegate 

and let their subordinates have responsibility for some projects to create accountability, but only 

to some extent. For example, some leaders let their subordinates manage their individual projects, 

while others let their subordinates solve their own problems and be responsible for their own 

customer base. Although the literature suggests that the leader needs to loosen the control to 

increase accountability (Andersson & Tengblad, 2009), it is not always possible. Even though the 

leaders expressed that they give accountability to their subordinates and let them take initiatives, 

it cannot be avoided that the banking sector is known to be exceptionally hierarchical (Schuchman 

& Seufert, 2015), which results in limitations for the leader to delegate responsibility completely 

free even if they wish to. Because of the structure of the banks, the leaders still need to follow the 

guidelines within the bank. Even though the leaders that have been interviewed in this case have 

been positive towards delegation and foster this behavior, they may not have the capacity to do it, 

still, they express the importance of delegating.  

 

One dilemma that can be discerned from the empirical findings is that the leaders have detected 

that some subordinates like to have their own responsibility, while others tend to be more 

comfortable with getting directives from above. To tackle this, the leaders stated that they try to 

understand each individual on their terms by adapting their leadership to each situation. This is 

aligned with theory, who suggests that the leader needs to give special attention to subordinates' 
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needs in specific situations (Bernard & Bass, 2008; Herold et al., 2008; Hällsten & Tengblad, 

2006; Podsakoff, 1990, Ullah, 2011). The literature further suggests that once responsibility is 

delegated, the leader needs to rely and treat the subordinate as an accountable person (Karlsson & 

Lovén, 2006), which requires earlier themes to be fulfilled. The leaders phrased that if the 

subordinates were given accountability, the leader experienced that the engagement increased.  

 

For the leaders to release their control and rely on their subordinates and vice versa, all of the 

previous themes within shared leadership, trust & openness, and fellowship & collaboration, must 

be established within the group. As Andersson & Tengblad (2009) suggest, the shared leadership 

model is an ongoing process where you can not exclusively focus on one single factor. Thereby, 

if the previous themes are not established, the phenomenon of delegating responsibility to create 

accountability would not work. Hence, all of the previously discussed themes are necessary in 

order to discuss the following theme, and the main purpose for the leaders, to create engagement 

and meaning for the subordinates.  

5.2.4 Engagement and meaning 

All of the above-discussed themes constitute the possibility for the most essential theme to be 

established. According to theory, the leader’s role in an organization is to create an environment 

where subordinates feel meaningful and engaged in their work (Hällsten & Tengblad, 2006). 

Shared leadership has been argued to foster each subordinate's engagement to work (Pearce & 

Manz, 2005). Engagement could further only be accomplished if the leader understands each 

unique individual and their specific needs (Hällsten & Tengblad, 2006). Only by understanding 

each individual, engagement through the whole workforce can be accomplished (Andersson & 

Tengblad, 2009). 

 

From the empirical findings, it seems to be a common pattern among the leaders that individual 

coaching and personal follow-ups are frequent ways of working to engage each subordinate. The 

leaders made it clear that some individuals needed more support than others depending on their 

attitude towards change. The leader has to make sure that everyone understands exactly why 

automation of services is being implemented, which respondent 5C expressed clearly. In line with 
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the literature is this an essential factor to create an increased meaning for the subordinates 

(Andersson & Tengblad, 2009).  

 

Individual coaching could also be connected to the transformational leadership theory. The 

transformational leader gives high attention to subordinates' needs in specific situations (Herold et 

al., 2008). To provide individual support for each employee, the leaders said that they did regular 

coaching meetings with each individual to listen to their thoughts and follow up on how it goes. 

According to Podsakoff (1990), listening to followers' insights and letting them give their opinion 

is an essential way to give individual support. Nikolova et al. (2019) proposed that these types of 

learning opportunities for the subordinate are an essential factor to increase employee engagement, 

performance, and well-being at work, which will also enhance meaning and engagement. It is a 

clear pattern among the respondents that all of them expressed the greatness of involving 

subordinates in the change process to increase engagement. The most common way of doing this 

among the leaders was through workshops with subordinates. They argued that these workshops 

opened up for discussions, all subordinates could bring up their individual input, and it made the 

subordinates feel more involved in the change process. Further, Respondent 4C enlightened that 

one way of increasing the engagement and involving the subordinates was to let them test the new 

systems. This approach goes in line with Podsakoffs’ (1990) suggestion of listening to the 

subordinates' insights and thereby involving them more in the process. According to Bernard and 

Bass (2008), the leader encourages subordinates to bring their input and to be involved in problem-

solution situations. The empirical findings show that the leaders believed it was crucial to involve 

the subordinates in the whole changing process and let them be a part of constructing the process 

together with the leader.  

 

 

 



 
 

50 

6. Conclusion & Discussion  

In this section, the role of shared leadership in the banking sector will be concluded. Thereafter 

what leaders express they do in practice will be presented. Lastly, future research will be 

suggested.  

6.1 The role of shared leadership  

The main purpose of this study has been to examine the role of shared leadership in 

transformational change connected to the automation of professions in the banking industry. It 

can be concluded that the empirical results are to a certain degree related to the theory of shared 

leadership. Further, the increased bottom-up pressure, which the literature exhibits increases 

employee engagement (Pearce & Manz, 2005), has also been identified to be present in the banking 

sector. The leaders have experienced a willingness among the subordinates to be engaged in the 

change process. To foster this behavior, the leader devoted a lot of time to involve the subordinates 

in the transformation. Thereby, the leaders try to use shared leadership to take advantage of this 

situation and accomplish a greater outcome for the team.  

 

This thesis shows that the leaders expressed they conduct a shared leadership, they have given 

several examples of how they do to engage the subordinates in a transformational change. 

However, one lesson from the case is that certain aspects disclose that the leaders in the banking 

sector do not use shared leadership to the same extent that the literature explains how it should be 

used. Firstly, by the fact that not all subordinates felt involved in the leadership nor felt trust 

towards their leader in a digital transformational change, it is possible to conclude that the leader 

and the subordinates are not mutually engaged in the change process, which the literature about 

shared leadership argue to be a requirement (Andersson & Tengblad, 2009; Ashkenas, 2015; 

Pearce & Manz, 2005; Seijts & Gandz, 2018; Ullah, 2011). Secondly, it can be read between the 

lines that even if the leaders wanted to engage their subordinates in transformational change, the 

hierarchical structure has counteracted the pursuance of shared leadership. For instance, some 

decisions have already been taken from top management, which the leaders highlighted. Thus, 

even if the leaders said that they involved the subordinates, and let them have inputs about the 

process, the decisions have already been taken above. Consequently, in the end, the subordinates 

do not have the ability to contribute to the extent they wish to. It can further be concluded that the 
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transformational change has taken long to be established, mainly due to leaders’ struggle with 

engaging their subordinates in change. However, it is important to mention that the responses we 

have received from the subordinate survey cannot be viewed as complete truths due to the small 

population and the short amount of time.  

 

The literature stated that traditional banks face challenges as a consequence of the digital 

transformational change and that the leaders are forced to collaborate with subordinates to tackle 

these challenges (Ullah, 2011; Schuchmann, 2015). In practice, this challenge could be identified 

among the banks, as the leaders expressed the dilemma that all subordinates had different 

approaches and attitudes towards change, why it was problematic and time-consuming to get 

everyone on the same track during a change process. This is similar with the challenges Ashkenas 

(2015) explains transformational change could bring, it creates a higher demand from leaders to 

engage the subordinates and it is a time-consuming process.  

6.2 What leaders do in practice  

The subquestion of this thesis has aimed to explore; what do leaders express they do in practice to 

engage subordinates in a transformational change? Hällsten & Tengblad’s (2006) shared 

leadership model has been indicative to sort out what the leaders do in practice during the 

transformational change the banking sector is experiencing. As the literature suggests, the model 

should be seen as an ongoing process (Andersson & Tengblad, 2009) where you cannot solely 

focus on one single factor of the four themes, trust & openness, fellowship & collaboration, 

accountability & initiative, and engagement & meaning. Thus, several actions combined are 

needed for the leaders to engage their subordinates. In connection to the shared leadership model, 

several actions have been identified among the findings e.g. involve the subordinates, being 

transparent towards the subordinates, individual coaching with each subordinate, delegate 

responsibility, promote collaboration, and be a source of inspiration.   

 

The empirical findings signify that different actions have been needed for different occasions for 

the leader to engage the subordinates. The interplay between the different actions has been found 

to be important to create an engaged workforce. For example, if trust is not established, the leader 

will find it hard to create an environment where the subordinates feel engaged. Further, the most 
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fundamental finding is the importance for the leader to understand what engages each subordinate. 

In connection to our theoretical framework can it be concluded that shared leadership is being used 

by the leaders according to the four components, but sometimes the leaders need to spend more 

time on one component depending on the group and its attitude towards change. However, even if 

the leaders believed that they use shared leadership during a transformational change, some 

subordinates still did not agree with that, which is a concern since shared leadership requires 

subordinates and leaders to be equally involved in the change. If the leader and the subordinates 

are not mutually engaged, the literature suggests it will be hard to implement change (Ashkenas, 

2015; Andersson & Tengblad, 2009; Norrman Brandt 2019; Pearce & Manz, 2005; Winberg et al., 

2009).  

 

Leadership is a subjective phenomenon (Slevitch, 2011), which certainly complicates the role of 

shared leadership in a transformational change. Consequently, the result shows that leadership can 

be interpreted differently for each individual. The subjectivity results in the following 

problematization, what some individuals may interpret as engaging, others may interpret as harm. 

Vice versa, what the leader thinks is engaging, the subordinates may not receive as the leader 

intended. This challenge is what Andersson and Tengblad (2009) also explain with employee 

engagement. This can affect mutual engagement at the work in a negative way, as individuals may 

interpret the same action differently.  

6.3 Further research  

To further examine the role of shared leadership and what leaders do in practice to engage their 

subordinates in the banking sector, it would be possible to do this research under a longer time 

period, a so-called longitudinal study, instead of a case study. Consequently, it would be possible 

to find out if shared leadership becomes more crucial at some specific stages in the transformation 

process. Through this study, it would also be possible to further research the development of the 

different components in the shared leadership model to see if any of the components are more 

important than the other to handle transformational change by shared leadership. It would further 

be interesting for future researchers to examine more in detail how the subordinates interpret the 

leader's actions. To accomplish a study like that, interviews could be held with subordinates instead 
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of leaders. An additional way to further investigate this complexity could be to compare our case 

with another historical stable industry that faces challenges due to digital changes.  
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Appendices 

Appendix 1. Interview guide  

 

Introductory questions:  

1. Vill du inleda med att berätta kort om dig själv och din roll på kontoret?  

1.1 Berätta hur länge du haft den ledande positionen du har idag? 

1.2 Berätta om hur många medarbetare du ansvarar för?   

2. Beskriv vad du gör som ledare på daglig basis?   

  

3.  Beskriv hur du ser på ledarens roll i den förändringsprocess banksektorn står inför?  

  

Engagement & Meaning  

4. Beskriv vad du gör som ledare vid en förändringsprocess? Hur engagerar du medarbetarna vid 

en förändring?  

 

5. Beskriv hur du arbetar för att öka medvetenheten för förändring hos de anställda?  

  

6. Hur engagerar ni medarbetare till att genomgå en förändring när deras arbetsuppgifter blir 

automatiserade? 

  

 Fellowship and Collaboration 

7. Beskriv hur du inkluderar anställda vid en organisationsförändring och om du anser att era 

medarbetare är inkluderade i att forma ledarskapet?  

  

8. Berätta om hur kommunikationen fungerar mellan ledare och medarbetare? 

  

 Accountability and Initiative 

9. Beskriv hur du går tillväga för att få dina medarbetare engagerade? 

 

10. Berätta om dina medarbetare själva tar initiativ eller ansvar för att delta i förändringsarbete? 

Om ja, på vilket sätt?  
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Trust and Openness  

11. Beskriv hur pass bekväm du känner dig i ditt utövande av ledarskap vid en transformell 

förändring?  

  

12. Berätta hur du hanterar situationen när medarbetares arbetsuppgifter blir mer automatiserade 

och när ni måste avskeda folk då maskiner ersätter mänskligt arbete?  

  

13. Är det något du känner att du skulle vilja tillägga som du inte fått sagt? 

 

Appendix 2. Digital survey  

 

1. Hur ser du på förändring i ditt arbete? 

Skala 1-5 Mycket positivt, mycket negativt  

 

2. Hur upplever du att digitalisering påverkar dina arbetsuppgifter?  

Skala 1-5 Mycket positivt, mycket negativt  

 

3. Vad känner du när fler och fler jobb inom banksektorn blir automatiserade? (välj en) 

Underlättad, Rädsla, oro, glädje, misstro,  

 

4. Känner du dig involverad och inkluderad i ledarskapet som bedrivs hos ditt företag?  

SKala 1-5, Ja, Nej 

 

5. Hur pass stor tilltro har du till ledaren när företaget står i en förändring.  

Skala 1-5 


	1. Introduction
	1.1 Background
	1.2 Problem statement
	1.3 Research purpose
	1.4 Research question

	2. Literature review
	2.1 The rise of transformational change
	2.2 Leadership in transformational change
	2.2.1 Increased bottom-up pressure from the subordinates
	2.2.2 Transformational leadership
	2.2.3 Is shared leadership possible in the banking sector?

	2.3 Shared leadership
	2.3.1 Trust and openness
	2.3.2 Fellowship and collaboration
	2.3.3 Accountability and initiative
	2.3.4 Engagement and meaning

	2.4 Future professions in a digital era
	2.4.1 Lessons from the newspaper industry

	2.5 Theoretical framework

	3. Method
	3.1 Methodological overview
	3.2 Research design
	3.2.1 Deductive approach
	3.2.2 Case study

	3.3 Data selection
	3.4 Data collection
	3.5 Qualitative data analysis & coding process
	3.6 Research reliability
	3.6.1 Ethical considerations

	3.7 Limitations

	4. Empirical findings
	4.1 The empirical setting
	4.2 Need for leadership in transformational change
	4.3 Attitude towards automation of services
	4.4 Leadership in a digital era
	4.5 Engage subordinates
	4.5.1 Involve the subordinates
	4.5.2 Being transparent
	4.5.3 Communicating
	4.5.4 Individual coaching
	4.5.5 Delegate responsibility
	4.5.6 Promote collaboration within the group
	4.5.7 Inspire the subordinates


	5. Analysis
	5.1 Current situation
	5.1.1 The digital change in relation to the newspaper industry

	5.2 Leading transformational change by shared leadership
	5.2.1 Trust and openness
	5.2.2 Fellowship and collaboration
	5.2.3 Accountability and initiative
	5.2.4 Engagement and meaning


	6. Conclusion & Discussion
	6.1 The role of shared leadership
	6.2 What leaders do in practice
	6.3 Further research

	References
	Appendices
	Appendix 1. Interview guide
	Appendix 2. Digital survey



