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Abstract 

Digitalization has been a debated subject in the 21st century, especially during the SARS-CoV-2 pan-
demic when telework has become the base pillar for sustainable economy. This is the reason why, in 
this paper, the authors are analyzing the interplay between leadership, digitalization and how these two 
concepts are affecting the productivity in the business world. Starting from the recent articles and stud-
ies, our focus is to investigate how the organizations are implementing digital transformation, while 
aiming for better results and outcomes. 

The analysis was carried out by referring to international literature for which the authors have enumer-
ated different ways and situations where productivity was affected by telework; nevertheless, given 
that the pandemic is not over yet and that the timeframe these studies for mass remote working are less 
than a few years, there is a lot of room for further research on the effect of remote working, connected 
to productivity when longer periods are used as reference.  

By exploring the results of the literature review and studies performed on different industries and in 
different countries, as well as by running a quantitative analysis of leaders’ perception toward digitali-
zation, telework and productivity in Romania, the authors identified a viable, long-lasting or even per-
manent trend for many leaders – to continue to work remotely as a beneficial and much better business 
plan with positive results in productivity.  

Furthermore, the article develops a better understanding of future leadership trends and at the least, 
point toward three fundamental objectives specified as follows: identifying the growth rate of telework-
ing in the last two years, identifying specific decisions of organizations and leaders willing to prevent 
decreased productivity levels by changing their processes, and identifying possible new leadership 
trends for post pandemic business sustainability. 
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Introduction 

Many articles, studies and books have been describing the leadership styles, competences, and values 
of the practitioners; during the last years, all concepts suffered different changes and updates along 
with the dynamic environment we all live in. Starting with the economy evolution, the generations and 
trends, leadership had different perfectible practices and methods.  

Right now, as the entire society is learning to adapt to this unprecedented 21st century crisis, that had a 
worldwide impact across all areas of interest (economy, governments, communities), we encountered 
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increasing social differences, modified status quo of all aspects of life and even a different interest to 
new models of business. 

Digitalization is an extensive process where “a firm employs digital technologies, to develop a new 
digital business model that helps create and appropriate more value for the firm” (Verhoef, et al., 2019). 
This new process will affect operational routines, and even business decisions and capabilities (Li, et 
al., 2018). Leaders should take a moment for creating a consensus of interpretation for the existing 
crisis within the organizations, while obtaining a shared and tight agreement on the vision and actions 
to be taken for full commitment (Carrington, Combe and Mumford, 2019).  

According to Carrington, Combe and Mumford (2019), the risk is including the bivalency of this pro-
cess as the senior leadership is a strong pillar and have a key-role to play. Therefore, we are expecting 
a leadership cultural legacy in terms of new business reality by following the changes that occurred 
due to the pandemic. 

 
The relationship between digitalization and leadership in times of pandemic  

Digitalization is an ardent topic these days as the governments, companies and even citizens have em-
braced this concept, especially nowadays. In the context of leaders, digitalization is known as a corpo-
rate instrument used for value creation or for day-to-day tasks. Executive leaders have noticed the 
companies do not operate isolated from what is happening around the world in terms of development, 
change or even pandemics. The opposite is true due to the influence and impact of economic institutions 
have in the era of digitalization. Therefore, change and orientation toward a new leadership style is 
necessary for including the benefits and advantages involved in this shift.  

Beginning from 2019, digital transformation has been explained and defined as an implementation that 
can improve business processes and support the profit and loss statement and operational efficiency by 
using process optimization as the basic pillar (Cenamor, Parida and Wincent, 2019).  Digitalization 
was an incredible worldwide force in 2020 even until the global pandemic completely transformed it. 
Today, digitalization is not just a source of innovation, as specialists refer to digitalization on a require-
ment level (Mitsuru, 2020). 

The main connection toward digitalization and leadership is the new policy of working from home or 
telework. Studies have been conducted to investigate and capture to what extent the attitude the man-
gers have toward telework can make it more difficult to adopt it in organizations. The results revealed 
that personal belief-oriented factors such as self-perception of self-efficacy and facilitation conditions 
have a strong influence on the perceived ease of telework use. To put it differently, the results con-
firmed what the literature hypotheses related to management issues have become the barrier for tele-
work programs while also, on the other hand as executives become more familiar with telework and 
see positive experiences emerging out of it, the adoption of telework tends to increase (Silva, Montoya 
and Valencia, 2019). 

A different approach when assessing telework was focused more on what are the life stage employees 
are and how does that affect them, examples included gender, marital status, or parenthood; specifi-
cally, irrespective of gender and marital status, parents are less likely to telework compared to those 
without children. Regarding individuals without children, single individuals are more likely to telework 
than married ones, and males more likely than females. In contrast, for individuals with children, the 
partnered parents are more likely to telework than single parents, and females more likely than males. 
Our findings suggest that as the most important feature in family-life stages, children play a vital role 
in telework behavior (Zhang, et al., 2020). 

When it comes to flexible work arrangements, we understand that this means giving the employees the 
possibility of moving away from regular working hours of traditional office locations. According to 
studies connecting preferences of leaders toward telework point out that different leadership styles tend 
to prefer or not teleworking – looking now only from the perspective of output controls, we can see the 
tendency that managers who focus more on output control will be more willing to favor teleworking 
empowering employees to have more autonomy, while on the other hand the managers who actively 
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monitor performance and micromanage employees will be less likely to favor teleworking (Groen, 
2018). 

However, not all reports share the same insights and a different report from World Economic Forum 
suggests that 78% of the business leaders interviewed belied that the hybrid and work from home pro-
grams will have a negative impact on productivity. This is a result of mental health and well-being 
difficulties as well as distractions connected to childcare or connectivity. The Future of Jobs report also 
found that about 60% of works from high-income countries like Switzerland or US cannot work re-
motely while economies such as Egypt or Bangladesh the percentages increase to 80%-90%. One-third 
of the leaders have also replied that they are taking steps to create a sense of belonging and community 
with their employees in the online space (Whiting, 2020).  

Different studies have proposed and tested models of leadership which can be applied during telework 
and they are focusing on the ability of the teleworking employee namely competence or incompetence 
levels and their social saturation or isolation on one side and the role of the leader, such as to incorporate 
the teleworker to the team or expect move in the teleworker’s social isolation or develop the tele-
worker’s relationship and skill or finally, focus on upgrading the teleworker’s skills (Wojcak, 2016). 

Regular challenges that affected employees who had to extensively work remotely, and for whom this 
was not the default work schedule, include the lack of designed home office space that resulted in 
improvised working setups and the closure of schools that forced parents to supervise their children 
also during standard work hours. A different study looks into how mindfulness practices can help em-
ployees not with the logistical challenges but rather how they internalize more from building a stronger 
psychological framework. The study demonstrates that mindfulness might help employees in three 
ways: facilitating psychological detachment from work, improve attention to work related tasks and 
better help them recover from Zoom and screen fatigue (Toniolo-Barrios and Pitt, 2020). Therefore, 
studies have been conducted to investigate and capture to what extent the attitude the mangers have 
toward telework can make it more difficult to adopt it in organizations.  

 
Telework - Productivity connection translated within the pandemic business environment 

In this part of the article, the authors have investigated how remote working is affecting the level of 
productivity that employees have consider first that productivity is a key success objective in most of 
the businesses. Research has been conducted to reflect on insights connected to the rapid adoption 
changes and the effects on the productivity of the mass remote working policies and emerging behav-
iors, the IT systems and business procedures that had been changed to better suite remote work, why 
remote working is better suited for certain industries or specific tasks and impractical for other and 
what produces different changes in productivity from both leadership and management side as well as 
logistics and personal conditions of remote workers.   

There is no doubt that different changes can have a stressing effect on the employees and during the 
pandemic they included worries about safety, layoffs or taking care of children who are attending dis-
tance learning; according to State of Work survey, 84.5% of business do intend to continue to offer the 
possibility for workers to continue to work remotely as an option while some like Twitter go even 
further and have instituted permanent remote working policies; first and foremost we need to agree on 
what productivity actually symbolizes so that we can assess the impact that working remotely has on 
it – to put it simply, productivity is how efficient people are at completing tasks, how effective they are 
to produce a desired result (Nevogt, 2020). 

The pandemic has accelerated the number of employees working from home or remotely for example 
in USA pre-pandemic the number of employees who were not working from office premises were 
between 5% and 16% however this has increased to 65% according to studies in 2020; Initial finding 
have shown that productivity has not changed or has even increased at least in the first months follow-
ing the decisions for mass remote working for employees and surveys have pointed out that it is largely 
influenced by company culture and its existing leadership (Kazi, 2021). 
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Figure no. 1. The evolution of telework levels in USA during the SARS-CoV-2 crisis 

Source: Developed by the authors according to Chandni, 2021 

Because remote working was not a common practice in the majority of companies many leaders and 
employees did not have the necessary data to test and improve working from home policies and meth-
ods and had to rapidly adopt it with the learning curve associated with any new competence and be-
havior (Nemțeanu and Dabija, 2020). A study was done before the pandemic where 42% of the man-
agers answered that the monitoring of the productivity levels of their own employees is the biggest 
challenge for them and this has outweighed concerns linked with communication or interpersonal con-
nection; The possible distractions or different schedules employees had to adapt to while working from 
home has created an emerging need of flexibility for them and so a hypothesis can be made that if 
managers are checking the levels of productivity by monitoring attendance to virtual meetings or on-
calls during business hours, then they might use the wrong measuring methods. As a result, one alter-
native to use the full potential of technology is not to use it as surveillance but rather create trust and 
use tech for remote collaboration opportunities; Alternatively, while surveillance can be counterpro-
ductive research show that employees want to be visible and the need for recognition has increased by 
levels of 30% during remote working (Alper-Leroux, 2021). 

Companies both who offered IT applications for remote collaboration systems and teleworking tools 
have seen the demand for their products increase exponentially, Zoom for example saw the number of 
downloads in March 2020 to multiply 14 times in US, and between 20 and 55 times in European coun-
tries such as UK, Spain and Italy; not only that the adoption of Zoom has increased exponentially but 
also other IT companies started putting more effort into such remote collaboration products and inno-
vate the space to ride this trend. Nevertheless, while the adoption of these platforms was critical for 
employees to continue to work remotely as they have done in the offices and so that their productivity 
not to be affected, the technology has leveled the fields and knowledge, and know-how remains one of 
the most important competitive advantage a company has; focus should be kept on that they can exert 
it at the same level and not be affected using more modern collaboration tools and systems (Kodama, 
2020). 

There are however aspects we need to deep dive to assess the conditions different surveys are being 
conducted and how the results could be affected by them. To illustrate such an example, a work re-
motely experiments followed by a survey at the Trip.com Group Chinese company, which is the biggest 
online travel company in China, have shown that for the first nine months since testing work from 
home there was no drop in productivity, but in contrast the productivity went up by 20%. While this 
has come as a pleasant surprise for the management, we need to state that to benefit from the work 
remotely policy the participant had to meet several requirements including to not have children, to have 
an additional room besides the bedroom as well as to have a good quality internet. Unfortunately, we 
cannot rely only on this data as the pandemic begins and all people were put into lockdown and work 
from home, these three conditions could not be met by all employees and as such, the results in produc-
tivity can be different (Myska, 2020). 

Another way to look at research is to run them similarly but in different time periods – as such, another 
interesting research that studied knowledge workers in particular both in 2013 and again in 2020 found 
that among other things, the lockdown helped people focus more on the tasks that really matter, helped 
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employees take more responsibility on their own schedules while doing 50% more activities because 
of their own choose while half as many for the ones someone else has asked them to do it (Birkinshaw 
and Stach, 2020). 

Studies have shown that productivity can be increased also by working more hours, so attention also 
needs to be given when comparing productivity changes when employees work from office and work 
from home. One study has stated that remote workers work an average of 1.4 more days per month, 
which adds to an additional 3 weeks per year. Also tied or not with more time spent working, the results 
also showed that 29% of them struggle with work-life balance while 31% answered that they should 
take a day off to support their mental health; suggestion on how remote workers can stay productive 
because of Airtasker survey includes taking breaks spread throughout the day and using time-manage-
ment technique such as Pomodoro, set a fixed interval for work hours and keeping a to-do list; the study 
also showed that the biggest benefit is not having to commute to work while the biggest challenge 
relates to connecting with coworkers remotely (Caramela, 2020). 

Other surveys seem to back up the results that employees tend to work more hours when they work 
remotely and as such a survey done with CoSo Cloud employees shows that 23% of them are willing 
to work longer hours to get the tasks done, 52% are less likely to take time off while 30% believe they 
accomplish more in less time. Another survey done by FlexJobs on remote workers states that 66% of 
participants agree that their productivity improves while not in the office while 76% believe there are 
fewer distractions outside the office, however we must consider the aspect that one thing is measuring 
how the participants perceive the impact it had on their productivity and quite another for productivity 
to be measured by proper methods and afterwards compared with the time when work was done in the 
office; interesting enough we are moving more and more into a generation change in the field of work 
where more roles are being filled by millennials demographic group, 85% of them prefer working from 
home all the time while now for examples according to a study in America almost half of the millennial 
workers are freelancing. Perhaps even more interesting survey done by Stanford University found that 
employee’s turnover or attrition was reduced by half when they were offered remote work options, and 
this is perhaps one of the most important aspects managers have as priority (Andersen, 2021). 

Because different cultures have different behaviors, work patterns and preferences, in a sense cultural 
difference, when it comes to human interaction and how work gets done, one hypothesis that the authors 
wanted to research about was if teleworking has different effects on employees and their productivity 
when we research different countries around the world (Acosta-Prado, et al., 2020).  

A different research has also looked at how indoor environmental quality (noise, air quality, natural 
light) affects productivity when working in the office or from home; findings include that worker’s 
productivity was most affected by the noise levels while the air quality aimed more at the comfort and 
health and given that homes and apartments are not a professional environment, we can see how the 
noise levels can be out of the teleworker’s ability to influence especially with neighbors and other 
sources of noise (Rasheed, Khoshbakht and Baird, 2021). 

In a research done in Japan, the main findings reveal that appropriate teleworking hours actually in-
crease labor productivity while longer hours have the opposite effect; teleworking seems to increase 
life satisfaction and this has a positive effect on labor productivity, however it also increases the stress 
in work-life unbalance; nevertheless the stress does not automatically have a negative effect on labor 
productivity the finding also mentioned; the study also points out that telework is more efficient to 
improve labor productivity if employees commute more than one hour or by crowded public transpor-
tation during rush hours in Japan; finally extra tasks like trivial duties arise irresponsible of schedules 
that are given by managers or colleagues are more likely to be avoided during teleworking however, 
the study also demonstrates the importance of these tasks  (Kazekami, 2020). 

In Sweden, a study showed that from a transportation perspective, there is more optimism regarding 
teleworking as it leads to reduced travel demand, the increase usage of active transport modes and the 
relief of congestion is something that is a positive aspect in the lives of teleworkers (Elldér, 2020).  

Another research from Portugal on how productivity is affected by remote electronic access has shown 
that the possibility of working remotely specifically connected to remote access, is more likely to be 
harmful for productivity specially for non-exporting, small firms that are not in R&D and harmful for 
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employees with what is considered a below-average skill level and competence. (Monteiro, Straume 
and Valente, 2021) 

Yet, from another angle and focusing more toward leadership, a  research looked into what are the 
connection between enjoyment (gamification) of work and its effects on productivity and the role of 
the leader; first and foremost gamification is an internal process in which activities, processes and 
organizational structures  are transformed with the aim to achieve an experience much like playing 
games – as such the study has determined that using gamification to effect the enjoyment of work is 
producing positive effects also to productivity but mainly to employees with leadership responsibilities 
(Gerdenitsch, et al. 2020). 

There are surveys which are already looking beyond the current pandemic and what could be the most 
optimum balance between the amount of time people spend in the office or at home and unilaterally 
employees want flexibility, which is having the best of both worlds, a hybrid model where the need 
dictates if the employee will work from home or office and not the other way around; Different points 
are being made that a solution implemented across industries and without taking note of the specificity 
of the job or the tasks, is detrimental to productivity: more than half the workforce cannot work re-
motely or in other words their job or tasks cannot be done remotely from utilizing only a computer and 
a solid internet connection and examples include the need for collaborating with other people, utilizing 
specialized machinery, the working location is not an office in the first place or the task is linked with 
making deliveries; There are additional aspects to be considered such as even though some activities 
can be done remotely, the levels of productivity and quality has declined considerably, and an example 
is teaching. The industries that have a tail wind however are finance and insurance, management, busi-
ness services and IT. Perhaps one of the biggest impediments to productivity that is technical is the 
connectivity aspect; researchers found that only 65% of Americans surveyed said they have a good 
enough fast internet service that can help with video conference calls and US is a developed country, 
we can only imagine the situation is far worse in developing economies and their effects on productivity 
(Lund, et al., 2020). 

Now more toward the future, a study concerning the post-pandemic aftermath, focused on the deploy-
ment of smart offices and information communication technology; in this regard, it demonstrates how 
this makes it possible to meet the needs of the organization and increase the levels of productivity by 
providing an immediate benefit, creating results from the interrelation between technology and em-
ployee and by redefining labor mix and organizational structure (Papagiannidis and Marikyan, 2020). 

 
Research Methodology  

The authors proceeded an analysis of a worldwide relevant literature in the field of leadership, digital-
ization, and productivity and how these three terms are connected. After understanding the existence 
of few empirical data, the authors decided to focus on a descriptive paper, and both a qualitative and 
quantitative analysis. Therefore, the main research instruments used in the construction, selection and 
development of this paper is the descriptive analysis, followed by the critical analysis of the factors 
involved in and a survey run on a represented number of managers and leaders of organizations in 
Romania, in order to probe both the existing research and if the literature findings do match, as well as 
testing a new hypothesis concerning digitalization, telework and the changes in productivity.  

In the end, the authors will present their own observations regarding the direct contact with telework, 
having in mind that all these studies for mass remote working are less than a few years and understand-
ing that there is a lot of room for further research on the effect of remote working connected to produc-
tivity when longer periods will be used as reference. 

 
Results and discussions  

As we have identified from our literature research this point toward that if leadership in companies 
favors remote working then their teams will follow in the same direction; we have concluded that fo-
cusing our survey on leaders and managers only, will give us a good indication on how digitalization 
and teleworking cascades within the entire companies. 
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When it comes to our survey, which was conducted to analyze how managers and leaders have experi-
enced digitalization and teleworking during the pandemic in Romania, the demographics show that 
50% were aged 30 to 39, approximately 70% of them were women and almost 90% have been working 
between 3 to 4 days remotely.  

When we look at the results of how productivity has changed for them during the pandemic, it does 
confirm what we investigated in the majority of the global studies, which is that for the majority of 
participants, more than 35% of them mentioned that their productivity has increased slightly, followed 
by 25% who sees no changes in their productivity levels. Interesting enough when asked what the 
effects on productivity in their own teams were, the leaders have provided almost identical answers 
and results. 

Perhaps one of the most important questions we have asked leaders to probe the studies conducted, was 
how difficult were for leaders to find a balance between work time and free time while working from 
home; here as well the results confirmed that one of the most difficult aspect of teleworking is separat-
ing and balancing work and personal time – our results show that over 35% of our responders have 
found this difficult with almost 15% stating that it has been very difficult for them.  

Finally, when asked what were the types of activities or programs that had a positive impact on their 
productivity, the leaders have given examples such as the flexibility of standard working hours, well-
being programs, subscriptions to mindfulness apps, home desk furniture and short Friday working 
hours. 

As a conclusion, the authors have enumerated different ways and situations where productivity can be 
affected and mentioned several studies and their insights; the results of the survey done for Romanian 
leaders  do seem to back up the general existing studies investigated and provide new evidence on 
novel ideas on how productivity can increase also during telework; nevertheless, given that the pan-
demic is not over yet and that the timeframe for these studies on mass remote working are less than a 
few years, there is a lot of room for further research on the effect of remote working connected to 
productivity when longer periods will be used as reference. 

 
Conclusions 

First, the authors have drawn the main characteristics of the leadership digitalization from a sample of 
25 related papers. The repetitive characteristics inside the articles were disregarded, resulting in 13 
main impacts of the digital leadership concept and its connection with productivity.  

Second, the authors identified a conceptual link where they underlined the characteristics match be-
tween leadership, digitalization, and productivity. The main antecedents start from economic capabili-
ties to organizational capabilities (employees wellbeing due to social saturation or isolation) and envi-
ronmental capabilities.  

Thirdly, a quantitative analysis was done with the respondents being selected from the leaders and 
managers of several multinationals from Romania and the results were connected with previous re-
search on the topics of digitalization, telework and how productivity is affected because of that. 

In the end, the authors attest that obtaining business sustainability implies a series of characteristics 
that need to be highlighted in the digitalization of leadership; followed by adopting these characteris-
tics, especially during and inside the tumultuous business environment in the time of the pandemic. 

During digitalization, leaders had changed their business model as they had to include a few extra 
processes for their remote workforce:  

 New policies including flexible workhours and clear expectations for communicating remote 
 Work computers, home desk furniture and other devices for their teams 
 Wellbeing programs including access to mindfulness apps 
 Onboarding or offboarding employees  
 Access and configuration to business and collaboration applications 
 Setting Network/VPN access and secure login capabilities 
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The authors concluded that the greatest challenge for leaders is to create a sense of belonging and 
community with their employees and teams in the online space; arguing that digitalization could be the 
sustainable answer to the leadership trends post SARS-CoV-2 crisis. 
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