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Abstract 
Digital transformation has profound social and technological implications. Given its 
magnitude and depth, it fundamentally challenges traditional ways of doing business. In this 
context, organizations need to adopt innovative strategies for changing customer 
requirements, keeping new market participants at bay and remaining relevant in the digital 
era. Given the pressure on companies to continuously adapt and innovative, organizations 
need to find equilibrium between stability and flexibility that requires a mind-set which goes 
beyond a traditional command and control narrative. The challenges associated with corporate 
digital transformation has given rise to reinvention of self-management principles. In this 
context, a structured questionnaire among 200 experts from the financial services serves the 
following three distinct objectives: (1) introduce the general perception of participants on self-
managed teams, (2) present risks and opportunities of its introduction, and (3) outline the 
implications on the wider organization in the context of digital transformation. Against the 
background of the research conducted, the results highlight general openness and a positive 
attitude towards self-management principles, the requirement of senior management support, 
investments in skilled personnel, smart expectation management, as well as the need for a 
holistic approach including all relevant internal and external stakeholders. The research 
results are part of a comprehensive research project on strategic management and digital 
transformation at the Bucharest University of Economic Studies. 
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Introduction 
Considering the latest wave of digital transformation, a profound and fundamental disruption 
of the business environment becomes apparent. Traditional rent-seeking business models 
come under pressure from new competitors entering the scene. Former barriers of market 
entry are swept away by lower transaction costs and a shift in supply and demand driven by 
digital business solutions. Hence, organizations are forced to reinvent their ways of doing 
business, in order to stay relevant. At the same time, digital transformation is not a local 
phenomenon that affects only isolated parts of the world. It has developed into a global 
challenge which sees various peculiarities among different regions around the world. The 
pace of development and current level of sophistication differs from country to country which 
translates into a mixed profile in terms of risks and opportunities. Lastly, there is the social 
dimension of digital transformation that is driven by a new digital savvy generation entering 
the workforce, the collaborative nature of the internet, as well as the prevalence of social 
media platforms. The combined force of the different factors of influence impact on the 
organizational structure of businesses. In this context, self-management principles have 
gained momentum across the academic world as well as in the professional discourse. 
Therefore, the paper aims to elaborate on the current state of research and contribute 
additional research on the perception, opportunities and requirements for implementing self-
managed work teams. 
 
Theoretical Framework 
When it comes to the country dimension of digital transformation, individual indexes help to 
shed light on the current situation across borders. The Digital Scoreboard is based on more 
than 100 indicators selected by European Commission services divided into thematic groups, 
which illustrate some key dimensions of the European information society that measures the 
performance of Europe and the Member States in a wide range of areas, from connectivity 
and digital skills to the digitization of businesses and public services. An important indicator 
is the Digital Intensity score that counts how many out of 12 technologies are used by each 
enterprise. Then they are divided into four clusters of digital intensity: Very Low (scores 0-
3), Low (score 4-6), High (score 7-9), Very High (score 10-12). The hierarchy in the Digital 
Scoreboard follows the hierarchy in the European Innovation Scoreboard, which shows us 
that learning and digitization are closely correlated (Murswieck et al., 2019) (Fig. no. 1). 
 

 
Fig. no. 1 Digital Intensity score for EU Enterprises 2019 (% of enterprises by level) 

Source: Commission, E., 2020. Digital Scoreboard - Data & Indicators. [online] Digital Scoreboard. 
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Digital transformation has another important component, the social dimension. By exploring 
the dimension in more detail, it becomes evident that the substantial alterations in 
communication, collaboration, and social fabric force organizations to amend or reinvent their 
internal structures. In this context, self-management principles have regained momentum 
which feeds into the social dimension across three layers: 
Personal layer: Digital skills are critically important not only for accessing the labour market 
but also for harnessing the benefits of the digital transformation that is currently underway. 
In Netherlands, United Kingdom, Finland, Denmark and Sweden at least half of the labour 
force in each of these countries have above basic skills, while, at the opposite pole, Romania 
and Bulgaria have half of the labour force with low or no digital skills (Fig. no. 2). 
 

 
Fig. no. 2 Digital skills of the EU labor force, 2019 (% individuals, by skills level) 

Source: Commission, E., 2020. Digital Scoreboard - Data & Indicators. [online] Digital Scoreboard. 
 
When it comes to the individual dimension, it becomes evident that web-based services and 
solutions provide new ways of purchasing products, communicating among another, and 
collaborating in the workplace. People enjoy the collaborative power of the internet, where 
content and information can be shared within seconds. Transfer times and costs have sunk 
substantially allowing people to cooperate on common projects across borders and time zones.  
Connecting with people sharing the same interests is easier and the role of status is far less 
important than in the real world. All these components have significant repercussions for the 
business world. Alongside with new professions and knowledge, employees will be required 
to have new, improved skills and professions. Young people joining the workforce with the 
necessary skills for the digital economy want to see this flat hierarchy, collaborative nature 
reflected in their future employers. This stands in stark contrast to the command-and-control 
structures preserved in many companies. The fight for talent puts the younger generation in a 
better bargaining position. At the same time, organizations are forced to undergo fundamental 
changes to address the demands of their new hires. This, however, will only be mutually 
beneficial if the true benefits of such new organizations are clear and understood. In this 
context, value-driven organizations are likely to gain the upper hand over companies only 
paying lip service concerning their own transformation. (Hamel, 2012; Stahl, 2018, Grab et 
al., 2019a). 
Team layer: Drastic changes in the technological environment as well as social ramifications 
are expected to have a considerable influence on the workplace of tomorrow. Current trends 
such artificial intelligence, internet of things, big data management and advancements in 
cloud computing will alter the course of many white- and blue-collar professions. With 
technological solutions gradually reaching a higher level of overall sophistication, work 
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activities mainly consisting of repetitive tasks are at risk of being replaced rather sooner than 
later. In this context, employees’ expertise in operating digitalized processes and flows is 
critical, especially as according to recent studies (Marquardt et al., 2018), the main obstacle 
aligned with business digitalization is a lack of IT skills of the employees and availability of 
specialists. Manyika and Sneader (2018) describe the impact of technological solutions on 
close to 1000 professions, where almost half of all work activities could be replaced going 
forward. While this does not necessarily translate into a complete job loss, the implications 
for future work design is fundamental. Companies with self-managed teams’ structure could 
use numerous possible ways to organize networks of employees to independently work 
towards a common target (Grab et al., 2019a). This requires individual teams to have a broader 
toolbox including problem-solving, communication and decision-making skills. Continuous 
learning is also expected to play a more prominent role going forward. All in all, the principles 
of self-management are likely to gain momentum given the challenge posed by digital 
transformation (Hamel, 2012; Landrum, 2017; Grab et al., 2018; Grab et al., 2019b).  
Company layer: Considering the challenges discussed on personal and team level, it becomes 
evident that organizations are fundamentally tested to come up with new, innovative solutions 
for the future. For organizations and society in general, the innovation skill is vital to ensure 
development and competitiveness in new digital challenges, staff training and skills being 
important factors that lead to positive levels of innovation performance. There are two 
important points of consideration for companies to reinvent their organizations: trigger an 
innovation spirit and enhance their digital talent management. The most powerful force in 
business is culture, so successful leaders needs to support, plan and grow a innovation culture 
(Maier et al., 2014). The focus needs to shift from internal office politics and power play to 
the requirements of the customer. At the same time, change is likely to be the new normal, 
therefore building adaptive and change-embracing organizations can be a key advantage. This 
also means that a drastic mind-set change among all employees and the willingness of the 
senior management to give up control is an acceptable base case. Managing a transformation 
of such magnitude is a potential make-or-break scenario that requires diligence, perseverance, 
planning and the right people. Attracting employees with the right skills, intrinsic motivation 
and willingness to learn is crucial. Setting up the right work structures can assist skilled 
employees in improving performance, transparency and employee engagement. The results 
of the practical research aim to highlight key preconditions for a successful implementation 
of self-managed work teams, as a means of supporting this transformation (Hamel, 2012; 
Schallmo et al., 2017; Ross, 2017; Newman, 2018; Grab et al., 2019b). 
 
Research Objectives and Methodology 
In addition to the theoretical research part consisting of an extensive desk study, the results 
of practical research conducted in the form of a structured questionnaire shall be introduced. 
The survey was executed with the help of more than 200 international professionals from the 
financial services industry during a four-week period in August 2019. Based on twelve 
research questions (fig. no. 3), the adopted methodology aims to follow three distinct 
objectives: (1) introduce the general perception of participants on self-managed teams, (2) 
present risks and opportunities of its introduction, and (3) outline the implications of the wider 
organization in the context of digital transformation. The first four questions establish an 
understanding of the population by gathering information on personal points such as gender, 
age, type of employment and country of residency. Followed by three questions centring on 
the general understanding of the effects of digital transformation. Questions 8-12 focus 
exclusively on the different facts of self-managed work teams and therefore form the 
backbone of the research results. Against this background, the key results of the practical 
research part complement the academic results of the desk study. While it primarily aims to 
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support the academic discourse on the research topic, important lessons can be derived for 
formulating a transformation roadmap on organizational level. 

 
Fig. no. 3 Overview of research questionnaire and survey questions categories 

Source: own illustration 
 
Research Results 
Following the insights provided through the desk study on digital transformation and the role 
of self-management principles as a potential cornerstone for organizational development. The 
structured questionnaire provides the followings results based on the initial objective of the 
conducted research: 
General perception of participants on self-managed teams. With reference to the objective of 
defining the general perception of survey participants on self-managed work teams, the 
question focusing on the willingness of individual experts to work in such an organization 
setting gives supporting insights. As showcased in fig. no. 4, responses indicate high approval 
(combined value of „strongly agree” and „agree” answers) ratings of 75%. This translates into 
a positive perception of survey participants towards the concept of self-management in a 
business context. 
Risks and opportunities of self-management teams in the context of digital transformation. In 
light of the issue of risks and opportunities of self-managed teams, question 9 and 10 introduce 
various elements to be qualified by survey participants (table no. 1). When it comes to the 
positive aspects of the concept, self-management scores favourably concerning flexibility of 
work design, innovation capacity and job enrichment. Having said that, all elements show at 
least a combined approval rating of 61%. The picture differs considerably when the downsides 
of self-management are taken into consideration. The highest combined approval ratings are 
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less pronounced, while showcasing a tendency towards teams struggling with too many 
requirements, constant pressure and potential cultural clash, if self-management is introduced 
in a hierarchical organization. Interestingly, survey participants do not believe that self-
managed work teams have a negative impact on job losses as shown by a combined approval 
rating of 35%. 

 
Fig. no. 4 Perception of survey participants towards willingness to work in self-

managed teams in the context of digital transformation 
Source:  Own data processing based on research participants perception survey 

 
Implications of self-managed teams on the wider organization in the context of digital 
transformation. When considering the introduction of self-managed teams, organizations 
need to factor in several important elements. Hence, question 8 focuses on the main 
requirements for such a roll-out. Given the generally high combined approval ratings of 
minimum 86%, all elements should be regarded as important (table no. 2). This asks for a 
holistic approach providing self-managed teams with adequate assistance, time and resources 
while senior management and wider organizational support shall be safeguarded accordingly. 

 
Table no. 1 Upsides and downsides of self-managed teams in the context of digital 

transformation 

Source:  Own data processing, based on research participants perception survey 
 
 

Strongly agree, 
29%

Agree, 46%
Disagree, 11%

Strongly 
Disagree, 2%

Don't know, 
12%

Going forward, I would like to work in a self-managed team
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Table no. 2 Requirements of self-managed teams, in the context of digital 

transformation 

 
Source: Own data processing, based on research participants perception survey 

 
Conclusions 
Digital transformation fundamentally impacts on the way companies compete in the market 
place. The rules of supply and demand, the degree of competition on a global scale and the 
pressure on organizations to be quicker, more efficient and increasingly customer-centric are 
essential questions for organizations in the digital era. Self-management is considered to be 
positive element that receives positive connotation by survey participants. However, the 
implementation comes with both risks (teams struggling with too many requirements, 
constant pressure and potential cultural clash, if self-management is introduced in a 
hierarchical organization) and opportunities (flexibility of work design, innovation capacity 
and job enrichment), which asks for a holistic approach focusing on the needs of the affected 
units as well as the wider organization during the introductory phase of self-managed teams. 
For future research it would be interesting to investigate to what extent self-managed teams 
could adapt to new forms of remote work (working from home, working from anywhere) and 
what are the risks and opportunities of organizing self-managed teams in the context of the 
new challenges of a pandemic that forces all organizations to reinvent the way employees 
work. Another point of interest would be to explore the perception of the international 
professionals regarding the coordination and the activity of the self-managed teams measured 
during or after such challenges undergo major changes. 
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