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Abstract
The digitalisation of the public sector was already an 
emerging trend prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
However, the use of Information and Communication 
Technology (ICT) tools in municipal administrative 
settings was gaining traction in limited fields, with 
the digital preparedness of employees yet to be fully 
established. As already argued within academic de-
bates, digitalisation leads to the emergence of e-lead-
ership. As such, in order to evaluate the dynamics in 
operation, this study focuses on local municipalities 
in Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and Germany, analysing 
the pre-pandemic practices. Moreover, it examines 
the challenges to public servants brought about by 
the adoption of ICT tools. As a pilot study, proposing 
further avenues for future research to explore, it ex-
pands the theoretical understanding of how digitalisa-
tion fosters e-leadership in local administration. The 
qualitative analysis relies upon interviews with man-
agers and employees within local municipalities. The 
results suggest that even in the pre-pandemic period, 
an overall positive attitude towards digitalisation and 
e-leadership had already been established. However, 
the findings demonstrate that there are emerging 
challenges stemming from the process. More often 
than not, they are associated with the need for suitable 
training, difficulties in establishing an appropriate 
work-life balance, and disparities between the tradi-
tional organisational culture and digitalisation.
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Introduction
The increased use of ICT tools is transform-
ing the way institutional settings and em-
ployees are managed, controlled, evaluated 
and led. The newly adopted changes shape 
the functioning of central and local public 
administration. The role of digitalisation is 
becoming increasingly important at a mu-
nicipal level, due to the expectation of high-
er efficiency and transparency, as expressed 
by citizens and political elites alike. The 
swift adoption of ICT tools is at the core of 
the process. As an emerging process, digi-
talisation fosters new aspects of leadership, 
thus expanding the common understanding 
of the term to include electronic leadership 
(e-leader ship). 

Leadership as such is a subject of endur-
ing interest within debates in the fields of 
general management (e.g. Northouse, 2015; 
Schedlitzki and Edwards, 2017; Lang and 
Rybnikova, 2014; Yukl, 2013) and public sec-
tor management (Tummers and Knies, 2016; 
Vogel and Werkmeister, 2021). However, 
notwithstanding the extensive use of the 
term, a universally accepted definition is yet 
to be established. More often, it is understood 
as ‘the process of influencing others [regard-
ing] what needs to be done and how to do it, 
and the process of facilitating individual and 
collective efforts to accomplish shared objec-
tives’ (Yukl, 2013, 7). 

Unsurprisingly, as a complex organisa-
tional process, leadership is directly impact-
ed by digitalisation and ICT. Whilst pivotal 
for any institutional setting, specific guidance 
as to how to approach effective e-leadership 
within municipalities continues to be found 
wanting. Consequently, the process is sim-
ply treated as a side-effect of digitalisation. 
The resulting dynamics are two-fold. On the 
one hand, leaders are perceived as influenc-
ing the implementation of ICT and digital-
isation projects, whilst establishing norms, 
suitable culture and policy within organisa-
tions, thereby informing the attitudes and 

behaviour of employees. On the other hand, 
however, leadership can be seen as being 
shaped and altered by the introduction of 
ICT and digitalisation. This paper engages 
extensively with the latter issue, specifically 
evaluating the process in the context of local 
government. As already recognised with-
in academic literature, there is a significant 
difference in terms of leadership values and 
approaches to the matter between public and 
private sector settings (Franken et al., 2020; 
Walker and Andrews, 2015). This stems from 
a higher degree of accountability, involving 
various stakeholders, and higher levels of 
formalisation established within the public 
sector (e.g. Boyne, 2002; Orazi et al., 2013). 
As such, the successful implementation of 
e-leadership within public sector structures 
deserves further attention.

The aim of this paper is to shed light on the 
practices of e-leadership in the public sector, 
whilst placing the emphasis on municipali-
ties, in the period preceding the COVID-19 
pandemic. Drawing upon existing academic 
literature, this study constitutes a pilot proj-
ect designed to inform future research and 
to suggest potential avenues for exploration 
in terms of the evaluation of good practices 
associated with e-leadership. The analysis 
relies upon qualitative data collected in mu-
nicipalities in Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia and 
Germany prior to the onset of the global pan-
demic (July – October 2019). 

Notwithstanding the varying historical 
trajectories in terms of local governance, 
the countries have been selected due to their 
similar continental models of public admin-
istration (e.g. Kuhlmann and Wollmann, 
2019). However, when it comes to evaluating 
the implementation of digitalisation in pub-
lic administration settings, the cases selected 
exhibit considerable variation. Whilst the 
Baltic states have emerged as frontrunners, 
Germany continues to make rather slow 
progress in that respect (e.g. Mergel, 2021). 
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The remainder of the paper will first en-
gage with the existing literature on e-leader-
ship, both in general terms and specifically 
in the case of the Baltic states and Germany, 
with the aim of identifying the main themes 
and persistent limitations of research thus far. 
Next, it will introduce the data and methods 
employed for the purposes of the exploratory 
study. This will then be followed by a section 
dedicated to the empirical results obtained in 
the four cases evaluated. The paper will con-
clude with a discussion of the contribution of 
the pilot project and potential implications of 
the findings for future research.

1. Literature review 
1.1. Previous research on e-leadership
A substantial body of the literature to date 
focuses on e-government and e-governance 
(e.g. Bannister and Connolly, 2011; Meijer, 
2015), whilst further elucidating on e-lead-
ership (e.g. Avolio et al., 2014; Jawadi et al., 
2013; Kahai et al., 2017; Wilson et al., 2006). 
Notwithstanding the considerable inter-
est, there is an observable scarcity of studies 
placing sole emphasis on e-leadership in the 
public sector, with the topic predominantly 
addressed in general terms. 

It has been argued that the main distinc-
tion between leadership and e-leadership 
lies in the context (Avolio et al., 2014, Van 
Wart et al., 2019) whereby work is mediated 
by information technology. E-leadership re-
fers to the process of conducting leadership 
tasks and activities through electronic chan-
nels and ICT-mediated communication. The 
most widely accepted definition of the phe-
nomenon is provided by Avolio and his col-
leagues (2014, 107), who define e-leadership 
as ‘a social influence process embedded in 
both proximal and distal contexts mediated 
by Advanced Information Technology (AIT) 
that can produce a change in attitudes, feel-
ings, thinking, behaviour, and performance’. 
In addition, Van Wart and his colleagues 
(2019, 4) elucidate that e-leadership further 

encompasses ‘the effective use and blending 
of electronic and traditional methods of com-
munication’, implying technical competence 
and an awareness of current technical options 
that could be employed in the process. As an 
emerging concept, it calls for wider empiri-
cally-based research in order to advance the 
identification of various e-leadership modes 
and patterns (Van Wart et al., 2017).

E-leadership is assumed to affect commu-
nication and commitment amongst employees 
due to the lack of physical presence in the pro-
cess. The findings thus far suggest that e-lead-
ership negatively impacts the commitment 
level of employees due to reduced verbal com-
munication and physical interaction with su-
pervisors. Consequently, feelings of trust and, 
by implication, assurance decrease. Trust is 
considered a fundamental factor, being of piv-
otal importance in the process and determin-
ing the outcome, whether a success or a fail-
ure, in virtual and electronic environments 
(Jawadi et al., 2013; Wilson et al., 2006, 188). 
Moreover, it is deemed to provide a means for 
coping with complexity and uncertainty in 
contexts with high levels of interdependence 
and interaction between various actors. Trust 
further aids the creation of a climate of coop-
eration and shared social context at individual 
and collective level, whilst fostering good citi-
zenship behaviour and improving the quality 
of the decisions made (Kanawattanachaï and 
Yoo, 2002). Consequently, as argued in aca-
demic literature, e-leaders should be acutely 
aware of the importance trust holds in virtu-
al environments (Kanawattanachaï and Yoo, 
2002; Liu et. al., 2011, 2018). 

Previous studies on e-leadership focus pre-
dominantly on the new requirements arising 
from the introduction of ICTs. As Groysberg 
(2014) asserts, in the context of e-leadership, 
leaders from all levels of the organisation-
al hierarchy are expected to be familiar with 
new information and communication tech-
nologies in order to facilitate team and com-
munication dynamics accordingly. Moreover, 
leaders should be aware of the distinct differ-
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ence between in-person and digital commu-
nication. For instance, motivational language 
via e-mail exchange is perceived differently 
to messages with similar content, communi-
cated face-to-face (Fan et al., 2014). The is-
sue of a suitable e-leadership style is also the 
subject of academic attention. Debates revolve 
around a number of propositions in the virtu-
al environment, such as transformational and 
transactional (Hambley et al., 2007; Kahai et 
al., 2013) leadership. However, as recognised 
in the literature, a distributed leadership style 
has proven the most popular and highly con-
ducive to a successful e-leadership process 
(Jameson, 2014; Kahai et al., 2017; Liu et al., 
2018). Overall, there is broad agreement 
among scholars that e-leadership creates new 
requirements for suitable behaviour: finding 
new ways to assert oneself as a motivating, 
communicative and thoughtful leader; trust-
ing employees to work independently away 
from the typical office environment; abandon-
ing symbols of hyperarchy and steering away 
from undisputed authority; fostering an atti-
tude of agility and flexibility; and measuring 
success in a different manner, both organisa-
tionally and personally (Bansal, 2010). 

Notwithstanding the growing academic 
interest, there is a scarcity of research focus-
ing on e-leadership in public sector settings. 
Thus far, the studies which have evaluated the 
process have highlighted a number of poten-
tial challenges (see Van Wart, 2017; Van Wart 
et al., 2019) related to communication (mis-
communication, communication overload, 
loss of informal interactions, loneliness and 
a weakened sense of belonging), motivation 
(monitoring employees and milestone ac-
complishment, recognition, rewards, devel-
opment of employees) and change manage-
ment (positive attitudes towards change are 
difficult to foster in virtual environments).

1.2. Digitalisation and e-leadership  
in the Baltic states and Germany
The evaluation of e-leadership in local mu-
nicipalities would require further elucidation 

on the dynamics in each of the four cases se-
lected. Lithuania has already adopted e-gov-
ernment services and is currently dealing 
with all the challenges and opportunities it 
offers. Despite its introduction, e-leadership 
remains a novel concept which is yet to be 
fully explored. Instead, Lithuanian scholars 
focus their attention on subjects such as ICT 
use in public administration, e-government, 
e-services, and leadership aspects at the na-
tional level, without an emphasis on local 
specifics. Consequently, albeit with a few 
exceptions, there is a scarcity of studies that 
contribute significantly to the body of aca-
demic literature on e-leadership in the con-
text of Lithuania. Examining the dynamics 
in the country, Paražinskaitė (2014) focuses 
on the application of ICT at the ministeri-
al level. As she asserts, a positive approach 
demonstrated by the leader and well-present-
ed benefits of innovation may bring about 
suitably positive attitudes among employees. 
E-leadership in Lithuania has been evaluat-
ed in research by INSEAD (INSEAD eLab, 
2012). As per the argument made, every 
e-leader should possess in-depth knowledge 
in a certain area (e.g. science, engineering, 
ICT, social sciences), as well as general skills 
(e.g. negotiation, critical thinking, design 
and systematic thinking, entrepreneurship, 
etc.). Rybnikova et al. (2015) examine vari-
ous leadership practices in local self-govern-
ment in Lithuania, as compared to Germany, 
asserting that technology may soon become 
a substitute for leadership. 

A substantial body of literature on ICT 
in the local government of Latvia focuses on 
e-government, e-governance and e-services. 
According to Lielpēters (2019), that country 
is currently experiencing rapid digital devel-
opment, offering an easily accessible digital 
environment conducive to interaction and 
cooperation between citizens and public 
administration. According to Dumpe and 
Arhipova (2012), in order to further increase 
the use of e-services in Latvia, suitable pol-
icies and strategies designed to facilitate the 
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smooth adoption of the electronic process 
should be introduced. Stučka (2018) em-
phasises the specifics of local government 
in Latvia, whereby the chairperson of the 
municipality is a political leader with exec-
utive and decision-making functions. Such 
dynamics may restrict the scope of leader-
ship activities, including e-leadership, due 
to the need for interaction with all political 
parties. She argues that agility may be im-
pacted as a result. 

E-leadership is yet to become the subject 
of rigorous research in Estonia. Teichmann et 
al. (2015) evaluate the preparedness for e-gov-
ernance amongst public and private sector 
managers and teleworkers. Further, Roosna 
and Rikk (2019) assert that most innovations 
shaping digital development are informed by 
rigorous academic research and swiftly adopt-
ed within the private sector. However, the role 
of government and public service has recently 
increased, transforming their activities from 
catalytic and stimulating into core leadership 
in the context of digital technologies and their 
implementation in Estonia. 

Previous studies on digitalisation in pub-
lic administration in Germany suggest that 
e-leadership and the associated introduction 
of digital technologies remains a ‘clear weak-
ness’, marked by modest progress (Thijs et al., 
2018). Notwithstanding the early introduction 
of various initiatives and laws two decades 
ago, the country is still lagging behind the 
EU frontrunners in terms of digitalisation. 
Research to date has predominantly focused 
on services for citizens, businesses and civil 
society. As such, e-leadership and the required 
digitalisation in local government settings is 
yet to be evaluated. Comparing the dynam-
ics in Lithuania and Germany, Rybnikova et 
al. (2015) demonstrate that the Baltic state is 
more digitally advanced. As they argue, lead-
ership processes in communal organisations 
in Germany remain less influenced by digital 
technology. Whilst commonly utilised digital 
tools such as email communication and in-
tranet platforms have been introduced in both 

states, they are rather considered supplemen-
tary, without any core function in the leader-
ship process in Germany. 

Evaluating the existing body of litera-
ture on e-leadership, it becomes apparent 
that the specifics associated with the pro-
cess in the public sector, and by implication 
in municipalities, are yet to be examined. 
Research to date does not place the emphasis 
on e-leadership, focusing instead on e-gov-
ernment in the public realm and engaging 
predominantly with citizens’ perspectives. As 
such, empirically driven research that exam-
ines e-leadership as an internal organisation-
al process remains a high priority. 

Taking into account the dynamics dis-
cussed in the context of the Baltic states and 
Germany whilst acknowledging the limita-
tions of the existing academic research, this 
study seeks to answer two research questions: 
1. What type of e-leadership practices could 
be distinguished in municipalities in Estonia, 
Latvia, Lithuania and Germany and how are 
they justified by the employees? 2. What were 
the challenges faced by supervisors and em-
ployees in municipalities associated with the 
adoption of e-leadership prior to the global 
pandemic?

2. Methods 
This study compares four countries which, 
whilst sharing similar continental models of 
public administration, differ in terms of local 
government structure and digital progress. 
In the past 30 years of post-Soviet history, 
the Baltic states have made huge social, eco-
nomic and technological progress, there-
by reinventing their local self-government 
systems. In contrast, Germany is a well-es-
tablished Western democracy, enjoying 
advanced development and long-standing 
traditions of local self-government in line 
with the continental model (Hiden, Salmon, 
2014; Vodyanitskaya, 2016). Importantly, 
the Baltic states and Germany differ dra-
matically in terms of digitalisation of public 
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service. Whilst Estonia is recognised as an 
EU trailblazer (Arm et al., 2019), Germany 
is perceived as lagging behind in terms 
of the digitalisation of the public sphere 
(European Commission, 2017; Wegrich, 
Hammerschmid, 2018). Notwithstanding the 
aforementioned disparities, as per the argu-
ments made in research to date and in accor-
dance with the findings of this study, the four 
countries share considerable similarities. 
This is particularly the case in terms of digi-
talisation as a factor framing work conditions 
and leadership in municipalities. Moreover, 
the four cases selected are similar in terms of 
their legal basis of digitalisation. In the last 20 
years, a considerable body of normative acts, 
laws and regulations has been introduced 
in order to facilitate the adoption of digital 
technologies at state and local government 
level. In terms of the implementation of dig-
ital services at the local level, there is a slight 
variation in the scope of digital tools adopt-
ed. Diverging from Germany, local structures 
in the Baltic states have already implemented 
a more impressive variety of digital solutions. 

In order to evaluate the practices and chal-
lenges associated with e-leadership in munic-
ipalities in the Baltic region and Germany, 
the explanatory empirical approach is 
deemed most appropriate. According to an 
argument made by Mollick (2014), it permits 
the development of an evolving topic, whilst 
providing useful foundation for future theory 
building. 

As a main method, this study relies on 
semi-structured interviews, which were 
con ducted with supervisors and employ-
ees in various municipalities in all four 
countries – Lithuania, Latvia, Estonia and 
Germany – between July and October 2019. 
The interview guide was developed and vali-
dated by the authors of the paper. It consisted 
of five parts: details of the specific organisation, 
position and experience in local government 
of the interviewee (three questions); e-gov-
ernance and digitalisation in the specific or-
ganisation (six questions); e-leadership prac-

tice, including e-HRM tools and work modes 
(seven questions); the effects, impact and 
challenges of e-leadership (six questions); and 
demography (four questions). It consisted of 
25 open-ended questions and one close-ended 
question enquiring about the gender of the in-
terviewee. The interview guide was translated 
into all four languages – Lithuanian, Latvian, 
Estonian and German. 

Sample size in qualitative research is often 
a source of controversy. ‘Saturation’ is used as 
an appropriate measure, implying that no sig-
nificantly different results could be obtained 
beyond a certain number of interviews. 
However, the definition of saturation often 
varies. Whereas ‘thematic saturation’ implies 
that the desired point is reached when all 
topics are covered by the interviews conduct-
ed, Weller et al. (2018) propose that it should 
be established based on the inclusion of the 
most salient items. Consequently, saturation 
as per Weller’s definition can be achieved in 
small samples. This study follows Weller’s 
rationale, thereby relying on a small sample 
of interviewees – supervisors and subordi-
nates – in each of the four states. As such, it is 
envisaged that the point of saturation would 
be reached by incorporating the most salient 
issues in regard to e-leadership in municipal-
ities. A small sample size is also appropriate 
for an exploratory study, such as this project, 
in order to gain initial knowledge of the field 
and to derive new ideas (Swedberg, 2020). 
Moreover, the authors believe that the con-
tribution of this pilot study stems from its 
potential to reveal new dynamics and to cap-
ture ‘situational uniqueness’ (Tsoukas, 2011, 
286) in regard to e-leadership in municipal-
ity settings. The final sample for the analysis 
consists of eight interviewees from selected 
municipalities, or two per country. In each 
state, interviews were conducted with one 
supervisor and one of their employees, or 
a leadership dyad, in order to examine both 
perspectives. 

The study employs the purposive sampling 
technique (Burger, Silima, 2006; Etikan et al., 
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2016), thereby following a threefold criterion 
for the selection of interviewees in various mu-
nicipalities: experience with digitalisation, 
with emphasis on medium-sized municipal-
ities in terms of organisation; duration of em-
ployment in the local government of at least 

six months for employees; and experience 
of supervision in the local government of at 
least one year for supervisors (see Table 1). 
All interviewees signed the Specific Privacy 
Statement in order to ensure confidentiality 
and voluntary participation. 

Table 1. Overview of conducted interviews 

Lithuania (N=2) Latvia (N=2) Estonia (N=2) Germany (N=2)

Size of municipality
Medium-sized 

(100,000)
Medium-sized 

(23,000/10,000)
Medium-sized 

(20,000)
Medium-sized 

(100,000)

Field of activity
Social issues  
department

City council  
member / PR

Partnerships / Council 
Office

IT department

Experience in the 
position, in years

17/3 2/2.5 1/7 6/5

Age of interviewees 48/45 40/25 40/37 59/27

Gender  
of interviewees

f/f m/f f/f m/f

Number of people 
supervised

150/0 0/0 3/0 16/0

Source: own elaboration

The interviews took place in the offices 
of the selected interviewees, with a duration 
of 30 to 90 minutes, or an average time of 60 
minutes. All interviews were recorded, tran-
scribed and content-analysed, employing 
the thematic and template analysis approach 
(Brooks et al., 2015). The answers of the re-
spondents were codified according to the 
country and the order of the interview: LT_1, 
LT_2, LV_1, LV_2, EST_1, EST_2, GER_1 
and GER_2. As e-leadership practices in mu-
nicipalities are marked by a high degree of 
country-dependent specifics, the thematic 
analysis was conducted individually in each 
state in order to account for local particular-
ities. The initial main themes, however, were 
set deductively for all four countries evaluat-
ed, tackling the research question pertaining 
to the practices of e-leadership and chal-
lenges stemming from the implementation 
of the process. The remaining sub-themes 
were generated inductively, informed by the 
data obtained during the interviews. For each 
country, a template was developed, outlin-
ing the main themes and sub-themes. In the 

ensuing section, the paper engages with the 
results, evaluating e-leadership practices and 
the associated challenges in the pre-pandem-
ic period in the four individual countries. 
A discussion of the findings then proceeds.

3. Research results
3.1. Lithuania
Results obtained in Lithuania demonstrate 
that both the supervisor, a top official, and 
the employee utilised ICT in their daily activ-
ities. Moreover, ICT formed an integral part 
of the tools facilitating various tasks, even 
in the pre-pandemic period. Together with 
email, accepted as the usual means of com-
munication, the Beehive document manage-
ment system was evaluated as an easy and ac-
cessible instrument. It was further appraised 
as an appropriate operational tool, facilitating 
the leadership and supervision of employees: 
And it is always possible to assess how many 
were late, etc. It helps in the pursuit of quality. 
For us as, managers, such a system is very good 
(LT_1). 
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Interviews have also indicated that 
Lithuanian local government representa-
tives do not solely rely on organisational 
platforms. They further incorporate public 
platforms for a variety of management activ-
ities, including leadership. Google offerings 
were considered as useful for more efficient 
time planning: With my supervisors we also 
have Google Calendars. <…> You open it 
and you already know what a specialist is do-
ing this week or today, what tasks. <…> It is 
much more convenient (LT_2). The supervi-
sor utilised public platforms for task coor-
dination and communication. Social media, 
and Facebook in particular, were further 
employed as a relevant alternative form of 
communication, often used to resolve issues 
with colleagues from other institutions: I find 
him on Facebook and we become friends. 
<…> Then I write a letter. <…> The next 
day I receive an e-mail, sent by the head of de-
partment, who has collected the information. 
<….> That’s what speed is (LT_1). 

Employees willingly accepted the vari-
ety of electronic tools, acknowledging that 
they offer an easy and swift alternative for 
communication with their supervisors. 
Recognising their benefits, supervisors were 
constantly searching for novel products that 
provide an even higher functionality: I know 
there are other programmes that are more 
useful and convenient for communication. 
But there is no system which makes it possible 
to see the task as it is performed, to control it 
(LT_1).

Notwithstanding the benefits, interview-
ees have also highlighted certain aspects of 
ICT usage that could pose challenges. As the 
most important aspect, personal skills and 
willingness of supervisors and employees 
were seen as being pivotal to the adoption of 
ICT: I think everything depends on the man-
agers. How you set an example, how you teach, 
how you educate (LT_1). The respondents 
further indicated that appropriate training 
for the adoption of e-tools remains want-
ing: We get more psychological, managerial 

training on how to empower our employees, 
but not about e-systems, tools (LT_1). Such 
a lack of training created the impression that 
an established national policy in Lithuania 
is lacking, particularly in regard to enabling 
supervisors and employees to develop their 
ICT proficiency. An additional problematic 
aspect of e-leadership resulting from the ef-
ficiency of ICT tools was identified, namely 
the increased workload: Work becomes more 
efficient, but more and more work is being cre-
ated (LT_2). Intimately linked to the growing 
list of tasks was another concern of the in-
terviewees, according to whom e-leadership 
could seriously impact work-life balance, 
particularly when the boundaries between 
private and work environment become ob-
scured, as in the case of remote working: 
Some look at remote working as motivation for 
employees, but sometimes I think of it as an in-
trusion into your personal space. And we work 
more hours then (LT_2). As ICT has become 
an integral part of daily life, such dynamics 
led to around-the-clock availability: Even 
though I’m working from home, I am always 
available thanks to these technologies, “they 
follow me” (LT_2). Furthermore, ICT usage 
changed the work style of supervisors, as 
multitasking and working on various assign-
ments simultaneously, combined with high 
fragmentation of managerial work, became 
the norm: It can be both positive and nega-
tive when you can do five jobs at once. On the 
one hand, it mistunes a person; on the oth-
er hand, I cannot imagine how to deal with 
so many areas (LT_1). Finally, as prompted 
by the increased adoption of ICT tools, su-
pervisors are required to find new strategies 
to demonstrate respect and appreciation for 
employees by blending e-tools and personal 
communication: Perhaps it is also our prob-
lem that we do not find ways to show a person 
that his or her work makes sense and adds val-
ue (LT_1). Overall, as demonstrated, super-
visors and employees were very proactive in 
utilising ICT tools for leadership purposes 
even in the pre-pandemic period. 



181Digitalisation and e-leadership in local government…

3.2. Latvia
In Latvia, e-government and digitalisation 
became increasingly important, thereby fa-
cilitating communication and improving the 
quality of services provided to citizens. Staff 
at Latvian municipalities adopted the use of 
an organisational tool – a document manage-
ment system called Lietvaris – for their daily 
activities. Such a move brought about success 
in terms of time-saving and simplifying the 
process, particularly in relation to the stan-
dardisation of the flow of delegated tasks, as 
implemented in Lietvaris: When a task is en-
tered into the system, its performance sequence 
is automatically generated <…>. By standard-
ising the flow, we save time (LV_2). 

The majority of digital innovations, how-
ever, were designed to improve the quality 
of services provided to citizens. Currently, 
Latvian citizens are able to submit all their 
requests to the local authority electronically. 
E-mail communication adopted in the pro-
cess has proven very helpful: We also offer 
an e-mail service – an opportunity for resi-
dents and businesses, offering them the ability 
to communicate with all municipal offices elec-
tronically using their e-mail addresses (LV_1). 
An ever-expanding variety of tools was fur-
ther employed, such as webpage information 
and monthly municipal newsletters delivered 
via e-mail. Municipalities offered an interac-
tive map, displaying business enterprises reg-
istered in the area and free Wi-Fi hotspots. 
Moreover, an electronic queue management 
system was introduced, combined with a mo-
bile application, allowing residents to obtain 
a service number remotely and thus to reduce 
waiting times. Furthermore, a free municipal 
hotline was launched, subject to continuous 
improvements: Residents can call us and get 
advice from professionals within the munic-
ipality, make claims or ask questions (LV_1).

Overall, ICT tools were utilised to com-
municate with citizens, to speed up the com-
munication process and to reduce bureau-
cracy. A variety of communication platforms 
were employed, such as Facebook, Twitter 

and Instagram. The resulting transparent and 
timely manner of interaction with citizens 
had a positive impact on the reputation of the 
local authority: As a municipality, we strive 
to be active in social networks. <…> therefore, 
people often choose this channel to get answers 
to their questions as quickly as possible (LV_1). 
Facebook was often the social platform of 
choice: Facebook is clearly considered to be 
the most effective, because communication is 
moving in two directions – we communicate 
current issues and receive questions, and quite 
often find out much more quickly about the is-
sues of population, and this allows us to react 
and act immediately (LV_2). 

Notwithstanding a myriad of advantages, 
ICT tools were evaluated as posing certain 
challenges. Electronic bill payment was one 
of the procedures requiring additional train-
ing: Getting used to the electronic bill payment 
process is a challenge and we regularly ar-
range training for our staff to ensure that our 
personnel understand the procedure (LV_1). 
Inflexibility, as demonstrated by the local 
authority, has also proven to be challenging. 
The issue arose in relation to the retroactive 
correction of errors, which is difficult to im-
plement electronically: No changes are ex-
pected in municipalities, everything is done as 
usual. <…> However, the possibilities of ICT 
are minimally used (LV_2). Moreover, one of 
the interviewees disclosed that they struggle 
with the lack of a strategic approach in the 
context of e-leadership: Lacking a strategic 
approach, different systems in use (LV_1). 

The use of ICT tools was swiftly adopted 
in order to simplify day-to-day operations, 
reduce the volume of printed materials, and 
provide easily accessible information to em-
ployees and citizens alike. However, such rap-
id digitalisation found supervisors under-
prepared. This was particularly the case in 
relation to maintaining motivation levels 
of employees in an electronic environment: 
Managers should be able to explain to employ-
ees the necessity and benefits of change, and, 
despite the increasing volume of digital solu-
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tions in their daily work, be able to motivate 
and engage with their employees in the process 
of getting used to e-tools (LV_1). In an e-lead-
ership context, the balance between remote 
and direct communication had to be main-
tained: Of course, there is also a need to en-
sure that personal communication in the work 
environment would not be lost (LV_2). As 
demonstrated, Latvian municipalities were 
more than willing to adopt various ICT tools, 
including for leadership purposes. 

3.3. Estonia

A significant part of the digital infrastructure 
in Estonian municipalities was made avail-
able by the central government. It included, 
but was not limited to, a register of the pop-
ulation, a training platform and an e-invoice 
system. The interviewees willingly acknowl-
edged that in the past 10 years there has been 
considerable progress made towards digital-
isation, both at state level and locally: What 
the state has done is, for example, enacted 
a law which has now come into force as of July, 
which prevents public authorities, including 
local municipalities, from accepting any paper 
or PDF invoices or anything other than e-in-
voicing – which means that it is cross-system 
e-invoicing. And this is happening nationwide 
(EST_1). Simultaneously, the development 
and provision of municipal services, includ-
ing e-services, was decentralised. It was left 
to the discretion of the local authority to de-
termine the extent to which the process could 
be transferred to an electronic platform. 

The Estonian interviewees disclosed that 
they do indeed utilise organisational tools in 
their daily activities, for instance a platform 
for e-services: We have this new SPOKU sys-
tem (self-service environment for citizens) 
(EST_1); when it comes to the social area, 
they have their STAR programme (EST_1). 
Communication and interaction with citi-
zens were mainly facilitated by e-mail or tele-
phone, with some of the services provided 
via an internet platform. Moreover, an inter-
active page was created, displaying relevant 

statistical information for the municipality: 
In our district, there is a web page – it is an 
interactive environment that basically displays 
the district’s statistics, collected from various 
state databases (EST_1). 

Notwithstanding considerable progress 
made at the national level, interviewees still 
asserted a lack of digital advancement on a lo-
cal scale. According to them, the ever-evolv-
ing digital tools on offer were designated 
to facilitate interaction with citizens, rather 
than aid the intra-organisational processes 
at the municipality. The systems established 
within the organisation were commonly used 
office software products. The introduction of 
novel digital tools, for instance an accounting 
programme or a digital solution to manage 
school and nursery lists, was still at the dis-
cretion of the local authority. As disclosed, 
it could be quite time-consuming to initiate 
the introduction of new digital products, if 
a such proposal were met with lacklustre sup-
port by the unit manager. 

There were no specific management-ori-
ented digital tools in the selected Estonian 
municipality. The interviewees confided that, 
although in possession of myriad advanced 
technical tools, the vast majority remained 
unused within the organisation due to a lack 
of staff competence. The main forms of dig-
ital interaction were basic channels, such as 
e-mail correspondence and file-sharing sys-
tems. For instance, an advanced Skype con-
ference call system was readily available, al-
beit remaining largely unused due to a lack 
of training provided to employees. Moreover, 
Microsoft 365 Teams software offered a vari-
ety of digital communication solutions which 
remained unexplored, as staff were not made 
aware of its potential. 

An established policy in the municipality 
allowed staff to occasionally work remotely, 
on the condition that employees were avail-
able via e-mail and telephone: When working 
remotely, the channel remains the same, so you 
communicate via email or phone, or use the 
same file management software (EST_1). It 
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should be mentioned that the policy was not 
widely used due to the small size of the es-
tablishment and the preference of staff for of-
fice-based work. As such, face-to-face com-
munication remained the preferred form of 
interaction. 

The age composition of the cohort with-
in the municipality also played an important 
role in the process of digitalisation: People 
have been working here for 10-20 years and 
they do not want any changes. When I got 
here, I sort of went back to the past (EST_2). 
The main obstacle to the process of digital-
isation turned out to be the resistance of 
senior-aged managers, who resisted the in-
troduction of novel technologies. As the in-
terviewees disclosed, the number of employ-
ees who willingly adopted digitalisation was 
equal to the number opposing the process: 
But it depends on the supervisor; for example, 
one department that has employed a young 
supervisor, who is under 40, uses all avail-
able software and does it perfectly (EST_1). 
Despite progress made towards digitalisation 
on a national scale, the pre-pandemic period 
saw slower introduction of ICT tools within 
Estonian municipalities, particularly for in-
tra-organisational purposes.

3.4. Germany

Whilst German respondents evaluated their 
municipality as being far less advanced com-
pared to the Baltic states, the interviews 
demonstrated that there was a range of dig-
ital tools already in use. This was especially 
the case in relation to citizen-oriented stan-
dard services, such as digital parking fines. 
Moreover, digital solutions for internal use 
were further established, for instance an 
HRM tool for digital job applications, an 
HRM pay-off system and a software pro-
gramme that facilitated the management of 
employees’ suggestions. Extensive use of the 
Microsoft Outlook platform was also adopt-
ed by employees and supervisors alike, in 
order to facilitate appointments or to moni-
tor the engagements of colleagues. The inter-

viewed supervisor further disclosed that they 
rely extensively on e-mail communication in 
order to provide instructions to staff, rather 
than written correspondence, as was previ-
ously the established practice. They specif-
ically emphasised the adoption of e-mail as 
a positive, particularly compared to phone 
communication: Email is my favourite solu-
tion, because thereby a commitment occurs 
(GER_1). 

Doodle – an online scheduling tool of-
fered by Google – was also popular, espe-
cially in the management of large groups of 
employees, and was perceived as enhancing 
group work. Whilst all offices were equipped 
with phones, permitting conference calls, 
the supervisor disregarded the option due 
to the proximity of the office spaces and 
the need for face-to-face interaction. 

Both interviewees from the German local 
authority referred to three main factors be-
hind the increased adoption of digital tools. 
According to them, increased efficiency, im-
proved accessibility to services for citizens 
(‘sofa municipal services’, as aptly described 
by the supervisor), and political pressure to-
wards digitalisation in municipalities were 
the main catalysts. Political pressure was fur-
ther emphasised as being very significant: 
Management is also driven by politics and cit-
izens to move forward with this and expects it 
to bring about rationalisation that translates 
into cost, staff savings, faster operations and 
more services (GER_1). As demonstrated, dig-
italisation was considered to be motivated by 
considerable societal expectations and stip-
ulated by political elites in the city, with the 
local authorities more than willing to adapt. E

Notwithstanding the motives behind 
digitalisation and the advancements made, 
the interviewees remain reserved in their 
appraisal of the success achieved thus far, 
citing structural challenges stemming from 
the nature of municipal tasks and the strat-
egies adopted by the city council. They also 
mentioned organisational and psychologi-
cal difficulties encountered in the process. 
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The structural challenges were related to the 
heterogeneous nature of municipal tasks, 
whereby general digitalisation was not fea-
sible, instead requiring different approach-
es and different digital solutions for every 
field: The underlying processes are complete-
ly different and that makes automation very 
difficult because we don’t have a lot of syn-
chronisation (GER_1). According to the 
interviewees, handling sensitive aspects of 
the activities in the local authority was not 
conducive to full digitalisation: Like, for ex-
ample, digital complaints. <…> You will cer-
tainly have to use your fingertips to pick up the 
phone and drive there, instead of answering it 
digitally (GER_1). Moreover, the diversity of 
citizens made digital solutions somewhat un-
suitable. For instance, foreigners and refugees 
lacking proficiency in German or English re-
quired personal assistance and interpreters, 
instead of a digital tool, in order to fully ben-
efit from the municipal services offered. 

As the interviewees asserted, the most 
significant challenge to successful digital-
isation was the lack of personnel resourc-
es. According to them, new job vacancies 
should be created, specifically facilitating 
the process. As digital projects were carried 
out by existing staff, digitalisation constitut-
ed an add-on to their existing list of tasks: 
That’s just one of many tasks and not neces-
sarily what would do justice to it (GER_2). 
Consequently, the respondents recognised 
the disparity between the high relevance of 
digitalisation, as rhetorically asserted, and its 
low importance in practical terms. This was 
to remain the case until personnel shortages 
were addressed. 

The municipality further faced an organ-
isational challenge associated with e-leader-
ship – the local institutional culture, whereby 
face-to-face contact and personal interac-
tion were seen as pivotal. The requirement 
for in-person communication as an estab-
lished institutional norm was strongly linked 
to group cohesion, resulting from previous 
personal interaction. As such, the expected 

digitalisation of leadership was seen as sub-
optimal, since in-person contact was held in 
high regard for all leadership purposes, be it 
performance feedback or work instructions. 
Unsurprisingly, it was still the preferred 
method of communication for supervisors as 
well as for the employees: I personally would 
find it strange if I received a digital work in-
struction from my boss – he sits three doors 
down. I would ask myself why he hadn’t ap-
proached me personally. I think I would always 
find that a bit weird (GER_2). Such attitudes 
suggest that digitalisation and e-leadership 
are yet to be embraced due to their conflict 
with the established local organisational cul-
ture. Consequently, supervisors were faced 
with yet another challenge – the successful 
blending of digital and in-person activities. 
They had to exercise judgement and be-
come highly selective in terms of appropriate 
modes of interaction, thereby differentiating 
between leadership issues requiring face-to-
face communication and digital engagement.

4. Discussion
The results of the exploratory study demon-
strate that e-leadership was already taking 
place in municipalities, even in the pre-pan-
demic period. However, it was a side-effect of 
proliferating digitalisation attempts, main-
ly related to services provided to citizens, 
such as speedy communication via e-mail or 
Facebook, or digital documentation manage-
ment. Concurrently, internal administration 
processes became increasingly digitalised as 
well. As such, e-leadership, holistically un-
derstood as supervision of staff via technical 
channels, emerged as an integral part of daily 
leadership activities. Despite the lack of offi-
cial guidelines focusing on the process, initial 
hands-on experiences were already occur-
ring. However, it has to be recognised that 
e-leadership was still regarded as somehow 
inferior, since face-to-face engagement was 
considered the gold standard in leadership 
activities during the pre-pandemic period. 
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Focusing on the first research question, 
related to practices of e-leadership in mu-
nicipalities in Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania and 
Germany, this study revealed that there was 
a range of e-leadership activities observed in 
the specific context. It incorporated the coor-
dination of tasks and meeting management 
via Google tools; phone, e-mail, Microsoft 
Teams or Facebook communication with em-
ployees; and various HRM electronic solu-
tions. According to public servants, the main 
advantages stemming from the adoption of 
ICT tools were the increased efficiency and 
time-saving solutions they offer, be it for ex-
ternal (citizen-focused) or internal (employ-
ee-focused) activities. Moreover, the process 
of digitalisation gained traction, stimulated 
by considerable societal and political pres-
sure. Interviewees acknowledged that the use 
of the newly adopted digital tools – and, by 
implication, the emerging e-leadership – pro-
vided a myriad of advantages, such as speed-
ing up communication between employees 
and supervisors, reducing bureaucracy by 
simplifying daily activities, reducing the 
volume of printed materials, and making 
information more easily accessible for em-
ployees and citizens alike. Importantly, of-
fering digital solutions was considered an 
enhancing factor for the reputation of the 
municipalities. However, as emphasised by 
public servants, e-leadership did not provide 
a complete solution, with face-to-face leader-
ship remaining significantly important in the 
pre-pandemic period. E-leadership was seen 
as suitable for routine daily activities such as 
task-based communication. 

Addressing the second research question, 
it is important to note that whilst there was 
an overall positive attitude towards digitalisa-
tion and e-leadership, interviewees highlight-
ed a number of challenges which are yet to be 
addressed by municipalities. Lack of suitable 
personnel, specifically focusing on digital-
isation, was reported as a significant struc-
tural obstacle. With digital projects carried 
out by existing employees as ‘on-top-jobs’, 

e-leadership remained either a lower priority 
issue or a process emerging spontaneously, 
thereby lacking any solid foundation, prepa-
ration or time for reflection. Moreover, the 
lack of training, specifically targeting dig-
italisation, did not allow supervisors and 
employees to adequately address the ev-
er-increasing requirements for advanced 
technological knowledge and skills. Further 
challenges stemming from the intensifica-
tion and fragmentation of work in the new 
electronic context could be identified. With 
the increased usage of platforms, such as 
Facebook, for private as well as for work-re-
lated communication, the work-life balance 
of staff began to suffer in the process. An ad-
ditional challenge posed by e-leadership was 
its conflict with the established organisational 
culture. With face-to-face communication es-
tablished as the gold standard, the absence of 
personal interaction was considered as disre-
spectful or even embarrassing. As interviews 
asserted, the variety of communication chan-
nels employed, offering around-the-clock 
availability and blurring work-life boundar-
ies, increased stress levels for supervisors and 
employees alike. This, in turn, had a signifi-
cant impact on work motivation. In the new 
electronic environment, motivating employ-
ees and maintaining their engagement in the 
process has proven crucial. 

This exploratory study significantly con-
tributes to the existing body of literature on 
e-leadership, demonstrating the increasing 
importance of the process in the public sec-
tor. With previous research mainly address-
ing the issue in private settings (e.g. Liu et 
al., 2018; Kahai et al., 2017; Jameson, 2014), 
this paper offers an additional perspective 
on e-leadership in the context of the public 
sector and local government in particular. 
By evaluating the practices and highlighting 
the challenges emerging – many of them yet 
to be addressed by municipalities, such as 
conflict with organisational culture, grow-
ing work fragmentation and intensification, 
increased training requirements and per-
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sonnel needs – this study provides relevant 
insights into the process. The results diverge 
from previous findings in regard to chal-
lenges posed by e-leadership in the public 
sector. Whilst Van Wart and his colleagues 
(2017; 2019) cite communication risks, so-
cial loneliness, a weakened sense of belong-
ing, decreased motivation and demanding 
change management, this study reveals that 
fundamental organisational processes are the 
culprit. They include sufficient personnel re-
sources, adequate training, transformation of 
organisational culture, and suitable work-life 
balance in the context of digitalisation. Such 
problematic areas remained relevant during 
the COVID-19 crisis and will continue to be 
so in the post-pandemic period. 

This pilot study provides one of the first 
empirically based accounts of e-leader-
ship in municipalities of the Baltic States 
and Germany. As such, it represents a valu-
able resource, suggesting further avenues 
to explore for future research in the field of 
digitalisation and e-leadership in local gov-
ernment. Conducted in the pre-pandemic 
context, the COVID-19 crisis dramatically 
changed the institutional fabric in the pe-
riod of 2020-2021, thereby giving an even 
greater prominence to e-leadership. As 
demonstrated by the analysis of the four 
cases selected, ICT tools became a necessi-
ty, rather than an additional opportunity 
for municipal administrations. However, 
the global pandemic brought about new 
challenges associated with e-leadership for 
staff and local government. Most significant 
were the organisational disruptions related 
to changes in regulations on teleworking; 
job-based challenges, affecting dynamics 
between employees and supervisors; and 
leadership-based issues (Juknevičienė et al., 
2021). As other studies attest (Toleikienė et 
al., 2020; Dwianto et al., 2021), certain chal-
lenges of e-leadership in municipal settings 
were promptly resolved. Remote working 
was approved by the national regulation as 
a legal form of daily activity in the public 

sector, subsequently embraced by leaders as 
the new norm. Moreover, novel ICT tools 
were swiftly introduced and adopted even by 
staff who had previously opposed digitalisa-
tion and with a strong preference for face-to-
face interaction. However, certain challenges 
persisted during the pandemic. New skills 
required from municipal leaders and man-
agers remained underdeveloped. They were 
required to ensure a smooth organisational 
process, to transition swiftly and efficiently 
to new channels and platforms of commu-
nication, to adapt to new political, social 
and technological contexts, to learn how 
to allocate more autonomy, responsibility 
and freedom to employees, and to manage 
the emotional and psychological toll brought 
about by the pandemic (Toleikienė et al., 
2022). Leaders’ skill development remained 
as important as their abilities to build trust 
within the institutional setting, to facili-
tate communication and coordination, and 
to foster ethical behaviour (Elyousfi et al., 
2021) in the context of the post-pandemic 
period. Importantly, the maintenance of the 
motivation levels of employees by e-leaders 
remained crucial during the COVID-19 out-
break (Bajaba et al., 2021; Aristovnik et al., 
2021), albeit difficult to execute via digital 
communication (Yilmaz et al., 2020). 

Whilst useful for future research, several 
significant limitations of this study should 
be acknowledged. As a starting point, it is 
important to emphasise yet again that this 
project is of purely exploratory character, 
thereby evaluating the dynamics in a limit-
ed number of municipalities, whilst relying 
on a small sample of qualitative interviews. 
Consequently, no claims are made in regard 
to the representative nature of the findings. 
Considerable disparities between munici-
palities in the countries evaluated were taken 
into account, which were further highlight-
ed by interviewees. Such country-specific 
variations in regard to e-leadership were not 
explored in depth, as the study employed an 
identical interview instrument and initial 
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scheme for interview analysis in all four cas-
es. Whilst the procedure allowed for a coun-
try-based comparison, country-sensitive 
analysis was impacted to a certain degree. 

Measures brought about by the global 
pandemic forced local government organ-
isations to swiftly deploy digital tools and 
implement remote work for public servants. 
Unsurprisingly, the new context raises fur-
ther questions for future research. Three 
themes emerge as deserving of special atten-
tion in the field of e-leadership in the pub-
lic sector: 1) the co-existence of face-to-face 
and digital communication in leadership, 
and challenges stemming from the pro-
cess for supervisors and employees alike; 2) 
work-life imbalance in the process of e-lead-
ership and potential ways to restore the 
balance in the context of continuous multi-
tasking activities and increased workload; 
3) providing and maintaining staff motiva-
tion. Additionally, a comparative analysis of 
e-leadership practices in foreign municipal 
establishments offers a promising direction 
for future research. 

Conclusions
Fully embracing the digitalisation of public 
sector activities affects the management pro-
cess in local government, altering leadership 
styles and methods. Traditional aspects such 
as motivation-building, communication, 
and control exercised through face-to-face 
interaction evolve under the influence of 
the electronic environment. Newly intro-
duced ICT tools, as adopted in the lead-
ership process, alter the structure and the 
content of such traditional activities. ICT 
solutions enable supervisors to implement 
better time-management, more efficient task 
scheduling, swift decision-making, simpli-
fied operations, and ultimately reduce the 
bureaucratic burden. 

In the period preceding the COVID-19 
pandemic, e-leadership was already asso-
ciated with certain challenges, such as the 

fragmentation of digital systems, the lack of 
specifically appointed personnel, and suit-
able training. Moreover, the proliferation of 
ICT tools and communication channels led 
to an increase in multitasking activities and 
blurred work-life boundaries. Such challeng-
es have proven crucial, thereby impacting the 
successful implementation of e-leadership. 

The main recommendation for repre-
sentatives of local government structures is 
to focus on the provision of institutional sup-
port necessary for the development of e-lead-
ership. Suitable training, technical equipment 
and motivation will enable the rapid develop-
ment of e-leaders’ technical and managerial 
skills, allowing them to respond to the chang-
ing work requirements stemming from tele-
working. 
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