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Managing Generational Tensions Toward Digital
Transformation: A Microfoundational Perspective
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Abstract—The rise of digital technologies poses new organiza-
tional challenges, redesigning organizational structures, paving the
way for new opportunities. Despite the growing body of research
on digital transformation, there has been relatively little research
on the microfoundational mechanisms that contribute to the suc-
cessful digital transformation of workplaces. Drawing from the
microfoundational perspective, this study examines managers’ cog-
nition regarding the digital transformation of the workplace, with a
particular focus on how generational differences among managers
influence such cognitions. To explore this topic, a case study was
conducted using 25 semistructured interviews and field observa-
tions at a Dutch multinational enterprise. The findings identify key
mechanisms related to digital transformation processes, highlight-
ing how generational differences between managers belonging to
Generation X and Generation Y necessitate efficient coordination
to cope with organizational tensions and successfully pursue the
digital transformation of workplaces. This coordination can be
supported by orchestrating managers, a shared vision, and the
development of a flexible paradigm. The study concludes with a
discussion of the implications, limitations, and avenues for future
research.

Index Terms—Digital transformation, digital workplace, gen X,
gen Y, managerial cognition, microfoundations.

I. INTRODUCTION

THE fourth industrial revolution is fueling the application
of digital technologies to complex systems, changing the

nature of organizations and workplaces [1], [2], [3], [4]. The
incorporation of such digital technologies in business processes
is, thus, becoming a strategic imperative on top management
agendas [5], [6], [7].
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From this standpoint, digital transformation can be con-
ceived “as an organizational transformation that integrates
digital technologies and business processes” [8], requiring sig-
nificant changes in strategy formulation processes [9], more
technologically-skilled human resources [10], and greater levels
of agility and strategic alignment [11], [12].

Extant research focuses on the spread of digital technologies
across organizational boundaries, exploring how such digital
technologies are adopted and integrated into the existing systems
and practices of different organizations. Most of the studies
within this field of research have employed a macroperspective
to examine how organizations implement digital technologies
into their systems and practices (e.g., [13]).

However, research tends to overlook the significant impacts
that meso- and individual-level factors can have on the success
or failure of digital transformation processes [3], [14]. Against
this backdrop, microfoundations literature supports academics
in enriching the extant body of knowledge on digital transfor-
mation beyond the macrolevel of analysis, embracing meso-
and individual-level perspectives [15]. A key issue in the study
of microfoundations originates in the possibility of inferring
key meso-level outputs by analyzing micro-level fluctuations
and patterns [15], [16], [17]. Indeed, recent studies suggest that
the success or failure of digital transformation initiatives within
organizations is often determined by the cognitive framings, ac-
tions, and behaviors of individuals as the adoption and effective
use of new technologies by these individuals can be a key factor
in the overall success of digital transformation efforts [6], [18].

In this perspective, digital transformation can be seen as a
socially-constructed phenomenon, relying on how individuals
interpret and execute the strategy [6], [7], [13]. Accordingly,
organizational change processes have roots in the analysis of
cognitive microfoundations [19], as cognitive layers exert sig-
nificant influence on action and coordination [20], [21], [22]. In
this sense, cognitive frames are stable constructs that offer an
individual lens to examine a given situation [23]. The interplay
between cognitive elements (e.g., perceptions, beliefs) can act
as an enabler of digital transformation, as cognitions orient
individuals toward the implementation of effective action plans
to process the organizational change [24], [25].

In order to understand such cognitive patterns within organi-
zations, research has employed various theoretical perspectives.
One such perspective pertains to the literature on generational
differences. Generations can be thought of as discourses or
mental frameworks that people use to understand the world
around them [26], [27]. A generational differences perspective
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suggests that different generations may exhibit different atti-
tudes toward the adoption of new technologies since different
generations show differences in terms of personalities, work
values, attitudes, leadership and teamwork preferences, leader
behaviors, and career experiences [27]. For example, newer
generations may be more neurotic, extroverted, conscientious,
and self-assured compared to older generations. Younger gener-
ations may also place a higher value on career proficiency and
rely more on social connections.

Indeed, the examination of generational variations in the
managerial cognitive frameworks can be a crucial factor in the
integration of digital technologies within organizations [14],
[28]. Consistently, several studies emphasize the cognitive di-
mension as a way to examine how digital technologies are
framed, accepted, and integrated into organizations [24], [25].
Yet, most existing studies on the topic are built on a top-down
approach highlighting how digital technologies spread within
the organizational boundaries, while less attention has been
devoted to how managers engage in the digital transformation
process [7], [14]. To address this gap, following a cognitive
perspective, in this study, we carried out 25 interviews with
managers and numerous field observations at a Dutch multina-
tional enterprise (MNE) following the prescriptions of grounded
theory [29]. This case study examines the impact of digital trans-
formation on the cognition of Generations X and Y managers
in a Dutch MNE operating in the design furniture industry [30].
The industry’s complexity and technological innovation make
it an ideal context to explore the managers’ cognitive processes
regarding product development and innovation. Additionally,
MNEs operating across different countries and cultures are
particularly interesting due to the added complexity of man-
aging digital transformation [30]. The findings contribute to
the microfoundations literature by illustrating how managers’
cognitive frameworks play a decisive/crucial role in successful
digital transformations.

Also, Lyons and Kuron [27] called for qualitative analyses of
generational differences in the organizational context. In fact,
even if scholars agree on the existence of generational differ-
ences in the workplace, evidence has not always been convergent
nor empirically supported [31]. Thus, by comparing the different
beliefs on digital technologies of the so-called “Generation X”
(i.e., people born between 1965 and 1980) and “Generation
Y” (i.e., people born between 1981 and 1995), this study also
contributes to the extant literature on generational differences
in the workplace [26], [27], highlighting how such differences
manifest in the digital landscape, and outlining key mechanisms
to cope with them, relying on orchestrating managers, a shared
vision, and the development of flexible paradigms.

The rest of this article is organized as follows. In Section II,
we develop the theoretical background, reporting key concepts
on 1) a microfoundational perspective to study digital transfor-
mation and 2) digital workplace transformation and generational
differences. Next, we present the case background and research
method in Section III. After that, we illustrate the emerging
findings of the case in Section IV. The study concludes with a
discussion of the main implications in Section V, and limitations
and avenues for future research in Section VI.

II. THEORETICAL BACKGROUND

A. Microfoundational Perspective to Study Digital
Transformation

Digital transformation is not just about the integration of
digital technologies themselves, but it is mostly about strategy
[6], [7], [13], requiring an agile alignment of organizational
mechanisms and their underlying structures, processes, routines,
business models, teams, and individuals [16].

Following these lines of reasoning, Appio et al. [16] framed
the study of digital transformation around three levels of anal-
ysis. The first involves the changing nature of relationships
between the organization and the surrounding ecosystem (i.e.,
macrolevel of analysis), the second pertains to firm-level capa-
bilities, processes, routines, and business models (i.e., mesolevel
of analysis), while the third relates to teams and individuals (i.e.,
microlevel of analysis). A major challenge within the analysis
of the microlevel concerns how people and their interactions
enhance macro- and mesolevel organizational outcomes [15].

At the macrolevel of analysis, digital transformation shapes
industrial boundaries and reorganizes how firms are intercon-
nected, offering opportunities and exposing firms to threats. At
the mesolevel of analysis, scholars have focused on how organi-
zations develop firm-level capabilities, processes, and routines
to cope with digital transformation [16].

At the microlevel of analysis, scholars have highlighted the
necessity to disentangle how individuals condition the trans-
formational mechanisms, setting the ground for new business
systems and underlying operating models [16]. Studies in this
stream of research highlight how digital technologies affect
routines and work practices. For example, Aversa et al. [32]
showed how digital technologies affect employees’ cognitions
of space and time, which, in turn, is connected to the framing of
organizational routines.

As suggested by Vial [33], the microfoundation theory is a
theoretical lens we can use to examine how microlevel analysis
affects digital transformation and the possibility of studying
organizational outcomes by examining individuals as units of
analysis [15], [17]. Following this line of thought, scholars
acknowledge that the study of managerial cognitions is crucial to
understand the process of organizational change toward digital
transformation [22], [23].

Despite extant research, the microlevel of analysis has not
been fully investigated, leaving the comprehension of how indi-
viduals contribute to digital transformation partly unfolded [3],
[14]. As a result, this study adopts a microlevel of analysis to
study how organizations realize digital transformation.

B. Digital Workplace Transformation and Generational
Differences

Firms are responding to the challenges of the fourth industrial
revolution by redesigning the way in which individuals work in
digital workplaces [1], [4], [34]. Digital workplaces are “the
physical, cultural, and digital arrangements that simplify work-
ing life in complex, dynamic, and often unstructured working
environments” [2].
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To enhance the probability of a successful redesign of work-
places in a digital fashion, firms have to increase individual
connectedness (i.e., the extent to which individuals engage with
each other, with stakeholders and customers, with information
and knowledge, and with ideas within the organization, [2]), re-
ducing the distance between the digital and physical dimensions.

Recent studies have highlighted the necessity to analyze how
digital technologies are processed and integrated within organi-
zations [1]. In this perspective, digital workplace transformation
is defined as “a phenomenon of new technologies causing the
cognition of significant changes to a variety of work-related
aspects” [35], related to coping with challenging tasks and
processes, framing social relations, and improving the overall
work experience.

Despite scholars having acknowledged the theoretical rele-
vance of analyzing the digital transformation of workplaces, this
phenomenon is often regarded as multifaceted and complex [1],
[2]. Given this complexity, adopting an adequate lens may be
necessary to study the phenomenon. Following the argument
by Shore et al. [36], a way of studying digital transformation
is to rely on diverse sources within organizations. In the orga-
nizational context, generational differences among individuals
represent a relevant source of diversity [27]. In this stream,
scholars have theorized that generational differences should
clearly emerge in the organizational domain [26]. In this regard,
Joshi et al. [37, p. 393] clarified that the concept of generational
identity is a multifaceted construct defined as “an individual’s
knowledge that he or she belongs to a generational group/role,
together with some emotional and value significance to him
or her of this group/role membership.” Therefore, generational
differences have roots in different collective memories of shared
events that occurred in the generation’s late formative years [38],
as well as biological factors, generational differences influence
people’s personalities, emotions, cognitions, and behaviors [27].

In the context of workplaces, the literature on generational
differences has shown that generational differences exist in terms
of personalities, work values, work attitudes, leadership and
teamwork preferences, leader behaviors, and career experiences
[27]. For example, newer generations are more neurotic, ex-
troverted, conscientious, and self-assess themselves more pos-
itively than older generations. Likewise, younger generations
express a higher interest in career proficiency and rely more
on social configurations. As regards technological shifts, a key
contribution to an extant literature is provided by Foster [31]. In
her study, Foster [31] conceptualized generations as discourses
or mental structures people leverage to decode the context where
they are embedded. Based on the narratives provided by the
participants of her study, she mapped generation as a difference,
where individuals recur to the concept of generation to explain
shifts in work orientations, and generation as a socio-historical
dynamic, where the concept of generation is used to frame
progress (e.g., technological change). When generational dif-
ferences emerge, managers can perceive them as an opportunity
to leverage diversity and converge value from different sources
in a unique path toward organizational change [26], [27].

In spite of the growing amount of studies on genera-
tional differences within organizations, scholars have not yet

articulated a detailed map of causal relationships among this
source of diversity and organizational-level variables regarding
strategy-making processes, performance outcomes, and success-
ful organizational changes [26]. Given this gap, and the necessity
to shed more light on how the microlevel of analysis interacts
with the meso- and macro-levels, in this study, we focus on
how managers belonging to different generations process digital
transformation through a cognitive lens.

III. CASE BACKGROUND AND RESEARCH METHOD

This study is based on a qualitative approach and particularly
on a case study research [39]. This methodological choice was
made to analyze managerial cognitions in the context of digital
transformation, emphasizing the generational differences among
managers and how the organization coped with them. A single
case study is particularly suitable for microlevel processes [30].

A. Sample and Setting

This case study focuses on Generations X and Y managers
operating in a Dutch-based MNE. We argue that examining
Dutch MNEs in the design furniture industry offers an appro-
priate analytical context, given the distinctive characteristics of
their ecosystem [30]. In particular, the technological innovation
and complexity of the industry allow for a nuanced investigation
of the impact of digital transformation on managers’ cognition,
especially on the processes of product development and inno-
vation [30]. In addition, MNEs operating in multiple countries
and cultural contexts are particularly relevant to this study due
to the added complexity of managing digital transformation.
Dutch MNEs have advanced technological capabilities and can
provide insights into how managers’ experience and knowledge
of digital technologies influence their cognition [30]. Data col-
lection lasted from March to September 2022. We collected
qualitative unstructured data focused on managers employed by
the firm at the time of research. Specifically, we concentrated
on understanding how Generations X and Y managers frame
digital environments and which mechanisms arise to cope with
emerging tensions.

Overall, the sample included 25 managers between 26 and 58
of age. Managerial profiles involve product managers, category
managers, account managers, tender managers, middle man-
agers, digital asset marketers, communication advisors, sales
managers, interior architects, design managers, digital acceler-
ators, global sales managers, and general senior managers. The
sample is composed of 13 managers belonging to Generation X
and 12 managers belonging to Generation Y.

B. Data Collection and Analysis

We adopted a qualitative method based on semistructured
interviews to develop our study. The semistructured interviews
were conducted at the MNE’s headquarters in The Netherlands.
Each interview lasted about 60–90 min. In addition to the
qualitative data from the interviews, we collected data from
organizational documentation and the official website. In order
to gain a more thorough and comprehensive understanding of
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the case study, we used a triangulation approach, incorporating
data from various sources. This allowed us to capture a more
nuanced and well-rounded view of the organizational practices
we studied and to better align our findings with the realities
within the organization. By using multiple sources of data, we
were able to increase the validity and reliability of our findings,
providing a more robust and accurate depiction of the case study.

The data collected for this study were processed using an it-
erative grounded theory coding process. This involved regularly
reviewing and analyzing the data as well as relevant literature to
allow categories and themes to emerge from the material [29].
We started the analysis by examining publicly disclosed ma-
terials, mainly based on information retrieved from the official
firm website, articles in the business press, magazines, and some
informal conversations with industry experts [29].

As prescribed by grounded theory methodology [29], we em-
ployed a three-step coding process that involved a constant cross
check of inferred information. In the first step, we generated open
codings based on the in vivo codes present in the terminology
used by the interviewees. Then, we used these codes to identify
patterns and create first-order indicators [40]. In the second step,
we clustered similar patterns together to generate more abstract
categories (i.e., second-order concepts). Finally, in the third step,
we identified the four emerging theoretical themes and analyzed
the relationships between the second-order concepts and the
aggregate analytical dimensions.

Based on the patterns that emerged during the initial cod-
ing process, we conducted a second review of the literature
to further refine the second-order concepts. We constructed a
model (reported in Table I) to represent the connections and
interactions between the first-order indicators, second-order
concepts, and theoretical themes. To improve the understanding
of our findings from the microfoundational perspective, we also
analyzed the second-order concepts in light of their distinctive
microlevel components, drawing on the conceptualization pro-
posed by Felin et al. [41]. According to this, we derived organi-
zational routines and capabilities from three basic microfounda-
tions (i.e., individuals, social processes, and structures) or their
interactions.

IV. FINDINGS

Fig. 1 summarizes the findings that emerged. Findings high-
lighted the presence of managerial cognitions associated with
digital transformation. These findings are categorized into four
higher order themes, i.e., digital literacy, social embeddedness,
integration of multiple modes, and overcoming complexity.
Generations X and Y managers exhibit differences and shared
cognitions related to the four constructs. From the interaction be-
tween managers of different generations, organizational tensions
arise. Such tensions are loosened by the action of orchestrating
managers who support digital transformation efforts. Said dif-
ferently, the actions of the orchestrators support the resolution
of generational tensions, acting as generational mediators. The
improvement of digital literacy, the social embeddedness of
individuals, the integration of multiple modes, and the over-
coming of complexity, together with the support of generational

TABLE I
FIRST-ORDER INDICATORS, SECOND-ORDER CONCEPTS, AND THEORETICAL

THEMES

Fig. 1. Data synthesis.

mediators, foster a successful digital transformation of the
workplace. Table II lists selected quotes of each second-order
concept.

A. Digital Literacy

The rapid expansion of digital technologies in the busi-
ness domain requires individuals to acquire new skills and
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TABLE II
SELECTED QUOTES

competencies to carry out complex tasks and solve novel is-
sues in the digital landscape [42]. The acquisition of such new
skills and competencies can be labeled as “digital literacy”
[43]. The selected firm aimed to increase individual digital
literacy by promoting the learning of new emerging digital
paradigms (see Section IV-A-1) and gradually adapting to new
digital scenarios (see Section IV-A-2) (see Table II for selected
quotes). Individual-level (e.g., managers’ prior knowledge and
experience) and process-level (e.g., incorporation, adaptation,

incremental adjustments, situated learning, and informal forms
of coordination) components affect the learning of and the
adaptation to such new digital paradigms.

1) Learning New Digital Paradigms: The interviews show a
higher propensity of Generation Y managers to deal with digital
technologies as opposed to Generation X managers. Genera-
tion Y managers perceive these digital technologies as “log-
ical,” “simple,” and “intuitive,” facilitating internal processes
and communication. Generation X managers perceive digital
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technologies differently from their younger colleagues. For in-
stance, most Generation X managers recognize the potential
of digital technologies but experience difficulties in integrating
them into day-to-day operations (“When digital systems were
first introduced in our routines, I had some trouble learning
how they worked”—Generation X manager).

In addition, a Generation Y manager noticed that for a
successful digital transformation, “it is necessary to establish
well-defined roles and tasks. It’s like there is a gap between our
employees: some possess advanced knowledge of the processes
and business practices, and others are digitalization experts:
The groups first proceed separately, then, they are put to work
together to refresh routines.”

Both generations recognized the necessity of coordination
and guidance. Still, generations found different levels of ease
in integrating digital solutions. The reasons for these different
intergenerational managerial cognitions of digital adoption may
lie in the managers’ prior knowledge that leads to the asym-
metrical development of digital capabilities between the two
generations. Prior knowledge represents the strategic heritage,
whereby all employees can ensure operational continuity and
avoid process disruption while developing new digital capabil-
ities. A Generation Y manager used the expression “brick by
brick” to describe this construction process. The importance
of prior knowledge is confirmed by the evidence that digital
transformation helped the firm to “innovate and make routines
more efficient” (Generation X manager) but, at the same time,
the firm had a leading competitive position in its sector even
before undertaking such digital transformation (see Quote 1).

2) Adapting to New Digital Scenarios: As reported by a
Generation X manager, mutual support among managers be-
longing to different generations has played a central role in the
success of digital transformation (see Quote 2). This mutual
support allowed the firm’s managers to partially overcome the
difficulties experienced during the digital transformation. In
fact, this process was complex and required several short-term
adjustments and radical changes in the medium run.

At first, managers of both generations experienced that the
digital transformation had slowed down several processes that
worked fluently prior to the change. The situation improved over
time as the middle managers sustained the digital transformation
process (see Quote 3). These professional profiles acted as
orchestrators during the different digital transformation phases,
supporting the digital transition process over time. In this regard,
a Generation Y manager highlighted that “My task was to remove
obstacles during the digital transformation to prevent issues
in the process. You know, the importance of this is crucial:
You have to secure the daily processes and routines by being
forward-looking.”

B. Social Embeddedness

Social embeddedness can be conceived as “the extent to
which individuals are engaged in stable, repeated, multiplex
social exchanges” [44], [45]. The degree of social embedding
of individuals in an organizational network depends on their
identification with the network, which lessens the gap between

the self and the organization [44]. As a result of our analysis,
social embeddedness mainly refers to two second-order themes,
i.e., collaboration to carry out difficult tasks (see Section IV-B-1)
and social integration of the individuals within the organization
(see Section IV-B-2) (see Table II for selected quotes). Under-
standing these two concepts is essential for defining the firm’s ef-
forts toward intraorganizational identification and commitment
development. The microcomponents of processes and structure
come to the fore in relation to social embeddedness. Concerning
the process dimension, digital technologies enable the creation
of flexible teams, improve the organization’s ability to timely
address emerging problems, and facilitate collaborations based
on mutual support. Sharpening digital processes allows the firm
to overcome the potential constraints deriving from a tall organi-
zational structure by enabling bottom-up and cross-boundaries
forms of communication.

1) Collaboration to Carry Out Difficult Tasks: Generations
X and Y managers agree that meetings on a continuous ba-
sis help the firm create more flexible teams, able to leverage
digital technologies to develop multiple projects. For instance,
a Generation Y manager reports: “We can work even more
flexibly in a virtual environment compared to physical systems.”
Digital workplaces enable problem-solving dynamics based on
mutual exchange, collaboration, and strengthened relationships
with colleagues, as suggested by a Generation X manager (see
Quote 5). A Generation Y manager suggests that continuous
meetings with colleagues are aimed at planning, discussing,
getting feedback, and finally providing suggestions on the best
use of new technologies: “[Digital transformation] is a process
that needs to be accompanied step-by-step and, I think, it’s
best done as a team. Now collaborating is easier by leverag-
ing such versatile digital technologies.” Therefore, we record
that managers perceive meetings with colleagues as effective
working modes to facilitate the digital transformation process
and carry out daily work activities in coordination. In particu-
lar, digital technologies can help large corporations overcome
the lack of interconnection among organizational units (see
Quote 4).

2) Social Integration of the Individuals Within the Organiza-
tion: Digital technologies connect managers on multiple levels
by enabling bottom-up, cross-boundaries communication and
rapid adjustment. Generations X and Y managers show diverg-
ing cognitions concerning how digital transformation affects
communication speed, work relationships, and informal network
creation. Generation Y managers believe that digital technolo-
gies support horizontal communication among colleagues and
vertical communication with senior managers. A Generation Y
manager perceived reduced distance from his superiors due to
the application of digital solutions. Thus, digital applications
made communication more flexible among individuals with
different hierarchical positions, especially for quick things and
minor issues (see Quote 6).

Generation X managers show enhanced attention to building
relationships in a physical environment. Such orientation can
explain why managers interpret the social sphere of digital
transformation differently. A Generation X manager stated: “For
me, it is necessary to meet face-to-face. It raises the social aspect
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of being here just to see some colleagues.” On the contrary, Gen-
eration Y managers mainly show a higher propensity for virtual
exchanges. Their cognitions of digital technologies are influ-
enced by task accomplishment and functional and instrumental
issues. Generation Y managers tend to think that “meeting in
presence remains important for first encounters or first project
teams. Subsequently, it can become just a bit more inconvenient,
therefore, if you use digital tools, then it’s fine […] because you
catch up and you’re done” (Generation Y manager).

Multiple Generation X managers’ report that digital technolo-
gies appear not to have helped overcome relational barriers with
superiors (see Quote 7). Instead, the interviewed Generation
Y managers found informal channels instrumental to reducing
hierarchical divisions.

C. Integration of Multiple Modes

The integration of multiple modes at work broadly pertains
to the sphere of self-management, learning to cope with the
plurality and coordination of different types of activities [46].
Thus, embracing multiple modes of work and different tasks
enhances time and resource management, stimulating continu-
ous learning and individual flexibility at work [47]. Our analysis
shows that the theme of multiple modes integration is divided
into hybrid modalities of work (see Section IV-C-1) and efficient
individual resource allocation (see Section IV-C-2). Table II
provides the selected quotes. By integrating multiple working
modes, individuals and processes can more effectively embrace
their microcomponents. This approach requires cognitive ca-
pacities of guiding resource allocation and facilitating flexible,
multispace learning processes.

1) Hybrid Modalities of Work: In the firm under study, it
emerged that physical and virtual spheres complement each
other. They allow workers to alternatively perform different
tasks by choosing the most suitable place to maximize the
expected results. For instance, team-communication software
supports one-to-one meetings and larger but quick meetings.
However, when the number of participants reaches a specific
critical threshold, the marginal benefit of a virtual meeting
diminishes. Generations X and Y managers share this cognition.
A Generation Y manager said he prefers virtual meetings “to
tick things off briefly” or “for 1 on 1 meetings.” However, he
finds “virtual tools unsuitable for larger meetings where tough
decisions must be made or for an entire brainstorming session.
That must be physical.” Therefore, it emerges that the highest
perceived utility depends on the kind of activity that needs to be
performed, as reported by a Generation X manager (see Quote 8).

Generations X and Y managers agree upon the time man-
agement effectiveness promoted by digital technologies. Digital
work allows organization members to save time, avoid time-
consuming commuting, and concentrate on the most value-
added activities, as reported by a Generation Y manager. In
addition, by optimizing time, digital work potentially increases
the number of activities one can perform every day. Therefore,
effective time management enabled by digital work raises the
productivity frontier to a higher level (see Quote 9).

2) Efficient Individual Resource Allocation: Digital tech-
nologies also facilitated more efficient individual resource
allocations. As confirmed by a Generation X manager, “Dig-
ital adoption speeds up this process [finding new solutions for
customers] since our organization can communicate real-time
information and overcome knowledge limitations about the mar-
ket by promoting cross-boundaries collaboration.” Therefore,
digital adoption increases the organizational ability to activate
cross-fertilization mechanisms to overcome structural rigidities.

Generation Y managers agree that digital work can lead
to a productivity increase through better individual resource
allocation and more flexibility at work (see Quote 10). While
discussing with managers from Generation Y, the digital tech-
nologies were often adopted with relatively low effort, while
Generation X managers spent more effort to gradually adapt
to this new work mode. Similar to Generation Y managers,
Generation X managers agree that “digital solutions go in the
direction of flexibility. By deciding where to work, I can keep up
with the pace of my life, family, and leisure.” However, driven
by the desire to build relationships in a physical environment
rather than in a virtual context, Generation X managers show
some resistance to the wide adoption of virtual solutions. Also,
Generation X managers perceive work in a physical environ-
ment as a way to preserve high organizational commitment and
identification.

Indeed, Generation X managers tend to believe that digital
technologies negatively affect the firm’s long-term productivity,
as a growing number of employees will decrease their commit-
ment (see Quote 11). In other words, Generation X managers
tend to embrace a long-term vision when evaluating digital adop-
tion consequences. They contend that fewer interactions within
the work environment may weaken the organization’s lock-in
mechanisms to retain skilled employees, which may embark on
the search for a new job to fulfill their career expectations.

D. Overcoming Complexity

The concept of complexity relates to the computational diffi-
culty that characterizes business activities and day-to-day oper-
ations [48]. Complexity is based on dealing with a plurality of
objects and actors [49], and it requires cognitive efforts in terms
of coordination and constant process improvements [50], [51].

In the context of this research, the analysis revealed that the
theme of organizational complexity can be decomposed into
coping with organizational tensions (see Section IV-D-1) and
improvement of processes and routines (see Section IV-D-2).
Table II lists the selected quotes. The broad sphere of orga-
nizational complexity refers to the microlevel components of
individuals and processes, where social interaction between
individuals and cognitive capabilities facilitates organizational
routines and orchestration through digital technologies that in-
crease operational efficiency.

1) Coping With Organizational Tensions: Digital transfor-
mation constitutes a valuable opportunity to deal with organi-
zational tensions. Managers and employees can easily access
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stored space on the cloud, combining knowledge and infor-
mation compared to collaborating in nondigital environments.
Thus, people operating in the organization can update files
and share information in real time with reduced time lags.
Generations X and Y managers share the cognition that dig-
ital technologies offer effective support in this sense. Indeed,
“digital adoption improves the coordination between us and our
employees. For example, we have a general place where we
can store everything, which everyone can access” (Generation
X manager), “digital technology is very important in terms of
coordinating quick operations” (Generation Y manager), and “if
you call someone immediately by virtual means, you will have
direct contact and you will have your answer much faster. The
entire process becomes, to say, well-coordinated” (Generation
Y manager).

Digital transformation of workplaces supports managers and
employees in coordinating internally while increasing their abil-
ity to cope with external stakeholders, such as handling multiple
customer requests. The first contact with customers often re-
quires physical face-to-face meetings to make the conversation
more personal, analyze body language, increase empathy, and
strengthen trust. This opinion is shared by Generation X (see
Quote 12) and Y managers (see Quote 13).

2) Improving Processes and Routines: Digital technologies
can help a firm to deal with high pressure and absorb intense
work rhythms. As suggested by a Generation Y manager: “It
is not easy sometimes, delivery performance is difficult, and
customer satisfaction puts additional pressure. Every company
has some degree of chaos, and the pressure is always fully on.
That just is, so yes. In these contexts, digital adoption is timely
because it assists us with keeping performance high while under
pressure.”

However, Generations X and Y managers share the cognition
that the outcomes of digital transformation initiatives largely
depend on the ability to orchestrate activities in the digital
workplace. Orchestration and coordination activities are crucial
to aligning the digital capabilities and business knowledge ex-
pertise between different generations. Therefore, the role of the
coordinator appears to be crucial. The firm should arrange all
the necessary corrective mechanisms to prevent inefficiencies.
A Generation Y manager argues that adopting virtual tools does
not guarantee the productivity of the interaction. “It depends
on how you manage the meeting. The meeting manager should
provide clear indications of how participants have to behave and
when they must intervene. But you can have the same difficulties
in the presence of many voices talking together at the same
time.” Generation X managers highlight that an increase in short-
and medium-term individual productivity may come at some
costs, such as social interaction, organizational commitment,
and identification reduction.

In addition, Generations X and Y managers also share the
knowledge that side effects related to the crowding of working
spaces are not completely overcome by using digital technolo-
gies. For example, during an online meeting, “if you are with
about ten people, it does not matter the technology but your
ability to manage the tone and the rhythm of the conversation”
(Generation X manager). Therefore, managing noise appears to

be associated with management capabilities and behavioral at-
titudes and not with digital technology adoption (see Quote 14).

E. Comparing Generations X and Y Managers: Differences
and Shared Cognitions

In summary, Generations X and Y managers share some
commonalities in their perception of digital technologies within
the organization. However, some notable differences remain. For
example, concerning digital literacy, Generation Y managers
appear more confident. Generation X demonstrates a slower
learning pace and less effective short-term adaptation capability
of the new digital paradigm than their younger colleagues.

At the same time, Generations X and Y managers show similar
perceptions in relation to the gradual and incremental logic
underpinning digital transformation. Digital learning and capa-
bility development imply long-term adaptation and step-by-step
switches to prevent side effects while entering such a digital
transition. Generations X and Y managers cooperate to facilitate
this digital transition.

Although Generations X and Y managers both value social
embeddedness, they have significant differences in their ap-
proaches. Generation X managers emphasize the relevance of
building relationships in physical environments more than Gen-
eration Y managers, as Generation X managers believe that the
physical environment can enhance organizational commitment
and identification. Interestingly, Generation Y managers tend to
integrate the digital paradigm more than Generation X managers,
boosting work effectiveness and improving time and resource
management.

Generations X and Y managers also exhibit perceptual differ-
ences regarding the effects of digital technologies in mitigating
pressure from higher hierarchical levels. Generation X managers
tend to believe that digital technologies do not alleviate existing
hierarchical divisions. Generation Y managers argue that digital
technologies might reduce formal distance as they facilitate
more immediate interactions.

Despite these divergences, Generations X and Y managers
share many perceptions. For instance, concerning the integration
of multiple modes, Generations X and Y managers share similar
views on physical–virtual embeddedness and time management.
Specifically, both generations concur that digital technologies
better facilitate online communication when a limited number
of people participate in the debate. Also, Generations X and
Y managers agree on the importance of meeting regularly to
develop flexible work routines and teams, on the centrality of
digital technologies in creating horizontal informal networks
and overcoming structural rigidities, and on their low effective-
ness in sustaining major project development activities. Both
Generations X and Y managers believe that digital technologies
are highly effective in terms of enabling minor and quick ad-
justments and that digital technologies contribute to fostering
digital coordination within organizational boundaries.

Generations X and Y only partially agree on the effectiveness
of digital technologies when it comes to seeking smart solutions
for customers. In fact, while they believe that digital work
enables new systems to generate cross-contamination effects,
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thus improving the firm’s ability to develop customer-oriented
plans of broad scope, they show substantial differences of opin-
ion on the wide-ranging impact of digital technologies. For
Generation X managers, the effective use of digital technolo-
gies can support individual skills and knowledge to cope with
markets and consumers. Generation Y managers believe that
digital technologies can also be used to build new knowledge
and acquire key information about markets and consumers.

Finally, both Generations X and Y managers perceive digital
technologies as a lever to improve coordination. Managers of
both generations acknowledge that orchestrating managers are
relevant figures that coordinate human resources in the pursuit
of digital transformation.

V. DISCUSSION

The present study contributes to two main streams of research:
the microfoundational and generational differences literature. To
begin with, this study contributes to the ongoing academic debate
on the microfoundations of digital transformation, examining
how managerial cognitive frames affect the digital transition
process. Specifically, we analyze how managers frame digital
technologies around four key dimensions: digital literacy, social
embeddedness, integration of multiple modes, and overcom-
ing complexity. Our case study shows that orchestrating man-
agers support these dimensions to facilitate a successful digital
transformation of the workplace. Precisely, digital literacy and
social embeddedness encompass the importance of collective
alignment in an attempt to build a shared vision. Integration of
multiple modes and overcoming complexity relate to the need
to pursue a flexible paradigm.

Microfoundational theory suggests that macrolevel outcomes
are the result of mesolevel and microlevel actions and interac-
tions [15], [16], [17]. Thus, the present study contributes to the
microfoundational theory by bridging microlevel outcomes to
digital transformation. In the context of digital transformation,
microfoundational theory implies that the successful implemen-
tation of digital transformation initiatives at the organizational
level depends on the actions and interactions of individuals at
the microlevel. The study shows how microlevel attitudes and
behaviors could affect organizational paradigms while orches-
trating managers can mediate digital transformation processes
by reconciling organizational tensions and rigidities. In this
perspective, we also corroborate the theoretical relevance of
analyzing managerial cognition to understand organizational
change [20], [23].

Moreover, this study contributes to the generational differ-
ences literature [26], [27]. In particular, we observe that Gener-
ations X and Y managers frame digital technologies differently
in the context of digital transformation. The present study em-
phasizes the need to orchestrate figures to deal with generational
tensions that stem from different cognitive frames during a
digital transition.

From our study, it clearly emerges that there are differences
in digital literacy between Generations X and Y managers, with
the latter being more prone to mastering digital technologies.
On the other side, both generations have a similar understanding

Fig. 2. Interpretative framework.

of the gradual and incremental nature of digital transformation
and the importance of long-term adaptation. Both generations
value social embeddedness but have different approaches: Gen-
eration X places more emphasis on physical relationships, while
Generation Y is more absorbed in the digital paradigm. Both
generations also have similar views on how integrating multiple
working modalities but differ in their perceptions of the impact of
digital technologies on hierarchical levels and customer-oriented
solutions. Despite these differences, both generations recognize
the importance of digital technologies and their role in improving
coordination, as well as the role of orchestrating managers in
leading a digital transformation.

The data analysis revealed that managers utilize multiple prac-
tices to address intergenerational tensions caused by discrepan-
cies in their cognitive frames regarding the digital transition.
To successfully achieve a digital transformation, it is a key for
managers to address generational tensions within their teams.
Also, they have to share their vision and promote flexibility in
the workplace.

Fig. 2 represents our interpretative framework and illustrates
how digital transformation unfolds from a microfoundational
perspective. It is worth mentioning that, as it emerged from
our interviews, shared cognition can be considered a smoothing
factor in the relationship between intergenerational cognitions,
weakening the magnitude of eventual organizational tensions
coming from different cognitions about the digital transition.
In fact, both Generations X and Y recognize several benefits
that stem from the implementation of digital transformation in
their workplaces. In such dynamics, orchestrating managers are
essential in building a shared vision during the various phases
of the digital transformation process and cultivating flexible
paradigms inside the organization. In that sense, management
ability works as a mediator between the two generations’ cogni-
tions and facilitates digital integration. The process culminates in
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enhanced digital awareness, acceptance, adoption, coordination
improvement, and, overall, greater digital alignment.

For a successful digital transformation, the digital workplace
construction should be approached incrementally and gradually,
incorporating trial and error, learning from failure, accepting
feedback, holding follow-up meetings, and fostering continu-
ous interactions. On the other hand, radical change can have
undesired consequences, such as unsolved bottlenecks and or-
ganizational breakdowns [52].

By valuing both physical and virtual working environments,
employees may perceive digital transformation as an oppor-
tunity rather than a limitation [3], leading to increased or-
ganizational commitment and identification. This aligns with
the literature that indicates that intergenerational organizational
commitment tends to decrease in newer generations [27].

To effectively manage the process of digital transformation,
it is crucial that managers enhance their knowledge and skills in
several key areas. These include digital literacy, digital leader-
ship, digital agility, digital culture, digital collaboration, digital
operations, and digital governance [53]. By building these com-
petencies, managers can help the firm effectively leverage new
technologies and shape a vision for the future. These competen-
cies serve as a foundation for a successful digital transformation
process.

Moreover, managers should also prioritize the development
of digital capabilities in their teams and organizations, such
as digital literacy, digital skills, digital communication, digital
collaboration, digital planning and implementation, and digital
security. These capabilities enable the firm to explore innova-
tive opportunities, adapt to technological changes, and improve
overall business performance.

It is imperative for managers to recognize the significance
of digital transformation and its effect on the sustainability
and profitability of their firms. To do so, they must ensure
that the firm’s digital vision is clear and well-defined and that
the digital transformation strategy is in line with the organiza-
tion’s overall mission and goals. By effectively managing the
digital transformation process, managers can allow the firm to
take advantage of the opportunities offered by digital technolo-
gies. This corroborates the relevant practical implications of
digital transformation. Indeed, integrating digital technologies
into an organization can bring about numerous benefits, in-
cluding improved efficiency, increased productivity, enhanced
collaboration, greater flexibility, increased competitiveness, and
the ability to stay competitive in an increasingly digital world
[2].

However, it is important to consider the potential implications
of such a change. Implementing digital technologies may be
costly and require significant upfront investments [33]. The
integration of digital technologies may require changes in the
workforce, including retraining or hiring employees with new
skills or coping with existing tensions within the organization
[9], [54]. Some managers and employees may resist the change,
especially if they are unfamiliar with the new technologies or
feel threatened by them. In order to address these concerns and
facilitate a smooth transition, it is important to provide adequate

guidance to such people, effectively orchestrating the digital
transition. Thus, our study of digital transformation also paves
the way for a better understanding of the role of leadership in
driving change and for studies collecting new insights into how
technology is changing the nature of work and the skills required
to be successful in the workforce.

Indeed, at a practical level, by studying digital transformation
from a microfoundational perspective, this study provides new
insight into the individual factors that influence the success
of digital transformation. This understanding can support the
creation of informed strategies and interventions that promote
digital literacy, social embeddedness, and integration of mul-
tiple working modalities, as well as address complexity and
challenges during the transformation process. It can also enable
organizations to identify and support the development of neces-
sary skills and capabilities among their employees and to foster
a culture and environment conducive to digital transformation.
Additionally, by considering the perspectives and experiences of
different generations, this study supports managers in tailoring
their approach to digital transformation to better meet the needs
and expectations of other managers and employees.

In conclusion, the microfoundational approach to studying
digital transformation provides valuable insights for organi-
zations seeking to effectively implement and leverage digital
technologies in the workplace. By considering the impact on
individuals and their behaviors, organizations can better under-
stand and address the challenges and opportunities presented
by digital transformation, which will, in turn, lead to more
successful and sustainable outcomes.

VI. CONCLUSION

This study aimed to investigate the cognitive framings of
Generations X and Y managers during the digital transformation
process in a single case study. The mechanisms of management
orchestration, together with a shared vision and the development
of a flexible paradigm, supported the digital transformation of
the workplace.

However, the present study has some limitations. It does
not consider the dynamics of interaction between managers
and employees, which could be a relevant factor in the digital
transformation process. Furthermore, it relies on self-reported
data from the managers, which may be subject to biases or sub-
jective interpretations. Additionally, the study did not examine
other potential factors that may have influenced the success of
the digital transformation process, such as the availability of
resources, support from upper management, or external market
conditions. Future research should carefully scrutinize these and
other variables.

Moreover, the findings of this single case study may not
be generalizable to other organizations or contexts, as other
firms may have different experiences or use different approaches
when implementing digital workplaces. The study also only
examined the cognitive framings of two successive generations
and did not consider other generations nor the perspectives of
other employees or stakeholders, which may limit the scope
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of the findings and the ability to draw conclusions about the
broader dynamics of the digital transformation process within
the organization.

REFERENCES

[1] A. Colbert, N. Yee, and G. George, “The digital workforce and the
workplace of the future,” Acad. Manage. J., vol. 59, no. 3, pp. 731–739,
2016.

[2] K. Dery, I. M. Sebastian, and N. van der Meulen, “The digital workplace is
key to digital innovation,” MIS Quart. Executive, vol. 16, no. 2, pp. 71–82,
2017.

[3] A. Hanelt, R. Bohnsack, D. Marz, and C. Antunes Marante, “A systematic
review of the literature on digital transformation: Insights and implications
for strategy and organizational change,” J. Manage. Stud., vol. 58, no. 5,
pp. 1159–1197, 2021.

[4] A. Messeni Petruzzelli, G. Murgia, and A. Parmentola, “How can open in-
novation support SMEs in the adoption of I4.0 technologies? An empirical
analysis,” R&D Manage., vol. 52, no. 4, pp. 615–632, 2022.

[5] M. Fitzgerald, N. Kruschwitz, D. Bonnet, and M. Welch, “Embracing
digital technology: A new strategic imperative,” MIT Sloan Manage. Rev.,
vol. 55, no. 2, pp. 1–12, 2014.

[6] G. C. Kane, D. Palmer, A. N. Phillips, D. Kiron, and N. Buckley, “Strategy,
not technology, drives digital transformation,” MIT Sloan Manage. Rev.,
pp. 1–25, 2015.

[7] G. C. Kane, A. N. Phillips, J. R. Copulsky, and G. R. Andrus, The Tech-
nology Fallacy: How People Are the Real Key to Digital Transformation.
Boston, MA, USA: MIT Press, 2019.

[8] D. Y. Liu, S. W. Chen, and T. C. Chou, “Resource fit in digital transfor-
mation: Lessons learned from the CBC Bank global e-banking project,”
Manage. Decis., vol. 49, no. 10, pp. 1728–1742, 2011.

[9] J. Björkdahl, “Strategies for digitalization in manufacturing firms,” Cali-
fornia Manage. Rev., vol. 62, no. 4, pp. 17–36, 2020.

[10] S. Schneider, M. Leyer, and M. Tate, “The transformational impact of
blockchain technology on business models and ecosystems: A symbiosis
of human and technology agents,” IEEE Trans. Eng. Manage., vol. 67,
no. 4, pp. 1184–1195, Nov. 2020.

[11] E. Baralou and H. Tsoukas, “How is new organizational knowledge created
in a virtual context? An ethnographic study,” Org. Stud., vol. 36, no. 5,
pp. 593–620, 2015.

[12] C. Rocha, C. Quandt, F. Deschamps, S. Philbin, and G. Cruzara, “Collab-
orations for digital transformation: Case studies of industry 4.0 in Brazil,”
IEEE Trans. Eng. Manage., vol. 70, no. 7, pp. 2404–2418, Jul. 2023.

[13] N. Van Zeebroeck, T. Kretschmer, and J. Bughin, “Digital ‘is’ strategy:
The role of digital technology adoption in strategy renewal,” IEEE Trans.
Eng. Manage., to be published, 2021.

[14] E. Solberg, L. E. Traavik, and S. I. Wong, “Digital mindsets: Recognizing
and leveraging individual beliefs for digital transformation,” California
Manage. Rev., vol. 62, no. 4, pp. 105–124, 2020.

[15] T. Felin, N. J. Foss, and R. E. Ployhart, “The microfoundations movement
in strategy and organization theory,” Acad. Manage. Ann., vol. 9, no. 1,
pp. 575–632, 2015.

[16] F. P. Appio, F. Frattini, A. Messeni Petruzzelli, and P. Neirotti, “Digi-
tal transformation and innovation management: A synthesis of existing
research and an agenda for future studies,” J. Product Innov. Manage.,
vol. 38, no. 1, pp. 4–20, 2021.

[17] J. A. Barney and T. Felin, “What are microfoundations?,” Acad. Manage.
Perspectives, vol. 27, no. 2, pp. 138–155, 2013.

[18] D. Cetindamar, B. Abedin, and K. Shirahada, “The role of employees in
digital transformation: A preliminary study on how employees’ digital
literacy impacts use of digital technologies,” IEEE Trans. Eng. Manage.,
vol. 68, no. 3, pp. 489–500, Jun. 2021.

[19] G. Gavetti, “Cognition and hierarchy: Rethinking the microfoundations
of capabilities’ development,” Org. Sci., vol. 16, no. 6, pp. 599–617,
2005.

[20] G. Gavetti and J. W. Rivkin, “On the origin of strategy: Action and
cognition over time,” Org. Sci., vol. 18, no. 3, pp. 420–439, 2007.

[21] S. Nadkarni and P. S. Barr, “Environmental context, managerial cognition,
and strategic action: An integrated view,” Strategic Manage. J., vol. 29,
no. 13, pp. 1395–1427, 2008.

[22] J. F. Porac and H. Thomas, “Managing cognition and strategy: Issues,
trends and future directions,” in Handbook of Strategy and Management,
A. M. Pettigrew, H. Thomas, and R. Whittington Eds. London, U.K.: Sage,
2002, pp. 165–181.

[23] G. P. Hodgkinson and M. P. Healey, “Cognition in organizations,” Annu.
Rev. Psychol., vol. 59, no. 1, pp. 387–417, 2008.

[24] J. P. Eggers and S. Kaplan, “Cognition and capabilities: A multi-level
perspective,” Acad. Manage. Ann., vol. 7, no. 1, pp. 295–340, 2013.

[25] G. Marzi, M. F. Manesh, A. Caputo, M. M. Pellegrini, and B. Vlačić, “Do
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