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Abstract

This article explores the dichotomy between empowerment- and guidance-oriented
strategies in the leadership exercised over teachers, particularly within national digital-
transformation initiatives and the teacher-professional-development schemes designed
to sustain them. Building on European Commission frameworks and tools (SELFIE,
DigComp, DigCompEdu, DigCompOrg), we conducted 16 semi-structured interviews
with the officials formally responsible for digital-education strategy in each of Spain’s
15 Autonomous Communities and the INTEF-governed enclave. Deductive coding of
17 leadership traits reveals a spectrum of territorial approaches: eight jurisdictions
privilege guidance-focused leadership, seven adopt mixed models that blend central
direction with pockets of school autonomy, and one prioritises empowerment,
redistributing decision-making and nurturing communities of practice. These patterns
suggest that system size, technical capacity and political alignment shape whether a
region emphasises oversight, autonomy or a negotiated midway position. We argue
that successful digital transformation requires a context-sensitive mix of structured
support and professional agency, enabling teachers both to follow clear trajectories
and to act as active agents of change. By foregrounding leadership logics rather than
individual personalities, the study contributes a transferable analytical framework for
comparing territorial strategies across decentralised educational systems.
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Introduction

Policy development and enactment are far from mere technical or standardised
procedures. They are intricate processes assembled in unique ways, tailored to
specific contexts, locations and objectives (Ball, 2016). Global, national and regional
strategies are not simply hierarchical levels of adoption; they configure interdependent
scenarios of development in which decisions impact every actor involved, and at the
same time, reshape the way different phenomena, such as digital transformation,
impact on society (Reis and Melao, 2023).

Digital adoption is pervasive in almost all contexts pursuing educational transformation,
and the digitalisation of educational institutions became a priority for national and
supranational regulations and initiatives (Cobo and Rivas, 2023; European
Commission, 2023; European Union, 2019). In recent years, there has been a
noticeable surge in frameworks, tools, regulations, and investment initiatives designed
to enhance infrastructure, improve digital competences, and seamlessly integrate
Educational Technologies into everyday educational practices. These advancements
are spreading across diverse territories through various channels, supported by a
range of political endorsements (Delgado et al., 2015; Lestari and Subriadi, 2021).

Political decisions regarding education, particularly, those regarding digital
transformation have a direct impact on essential institutional educational aspects (Ball,
2003). How governments channel these changes to schools through governance
strategies and policies is a key driver of what some authors named as pedagogical
frailty (Kinchin and Winstone, 2017): a fragile alignment of learning aims, teaching
practices, and feedback loops that can splinter under external pressure. Such
strategies span a continuum from tightly guided, top-down directives that seek uniform
and efficient policy enactment to more open, empowerment-oriented approaches that
entrust schools and teachers with greater agency.

Guidance-oriented leadership emphasises central direction, formal power and
efficiency (Helmold 2020; OECD 2012). Conversely, empowerment-oriented leadership
redistributes decision-making, nurtures professional agency and relies on collaborative
communities of practice (Robbins 2016; Banutu-Gomez 2015; Tomassini et al. 2011).
Framing territorial strategies through this dual lens allows a critical reading of digital
transformation: it highlights who drives change, how responsibility is shared and which
forms of agency are enabled or constrained. Accordingly, it is essential to critically
analyse the decisions associated with this transformation (Castro Benavides et al.,
2020; McCarthy et al., 2022), as they are a fundamental part of the digital
transformation process of education.
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This article maps the leadership strategies reported by territorial authorities during
Spain’s digital-education push and highlights the diversity of pathways stakeholders
themselves describe. The research framing this study has analysed how different
territories in Spain have implemented their educational digital transformation plans and
whether they have used the educational tools (e.g. SELFIE and
SELFIEforTEACHERS) and conceptual frameworks (e.g. DigComp, DigCompOrg and
DigCompEdu) provided by the European Commission (Castafieda et al., 2023). Within
the scope of this general approach, this study focuses on understanding the impact of
a predefined objective can have on the strategic decisions made by each territory and
how these decisions translate to a guiding strategy or an empowerment strategy for the
participants. The goal is to comprehend the territorial operationalization process of the
digital transformation of education, considering the complexity of each territory,
especially its historical, political, or contextual conditions. This complexity influences
the choice of strategy, highlighting how each region's unique circumstances force a
particular approach, consolidating a variety of approaches towards digital
transformation of education as a general idea.

Exploring leadership styles in the context of educational digitalisation is crucial
because leadership practices fundamentally shape how innovation is framed,
communicated, and implemented across educational systems. As the digital
transformation of education becomes a key policy priority across Europe and globally,
understanding how subnational actors interpret and enact leadership offers valuable
insight into the diversity and complexity of real-world implementation processes.

This study contributes to the field of educational leadership by providing empirical
evidence on how digitalisation strategies are constructed and led across multiple
governance levels. Although the focus is on Spain, its decentralised structure and
strong alignment with European policy instruments make it a compelling case for
international comparison. The findings presented here offer a lens through which other
countries or regions can examine their own leadership practices in relation to digital
transformation—particularly in contexts where centralised guidance coexists with
regional autonomy.

1. Research Context: Strategical Approaches of Educational Digital
Transformation in Europe

The integration of technology into education has been a longstanding institutional goal,
representing a shift from a desirable horizon to a tangible reality, particularly
accentuated by the COVID-19 pandemic (Bozkurt et al., 2020; Caena, 2014; Hodges et
al., 2020). This rapid transition has prompted a broader understanding of digital
competence and digital teaching competence, beyond mere tool usage (Marin and
Castarieda, 2023). There is a growing recognition that the impact of technology in
education extends far beyond the adoption of specific tools in the classroom. Instead, it
encompasses a more situated, contextual, emancipatory, and critical perspective
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(Avello-Martinez and Marin, 2016; Cetindamar Kozanoglu and Abedin, 2020; European
Union, 2018).

Similarly, the approach to technological change in education has evolved. Previously, it
was often perceived as a managerial task focused on providing devices and
connectivity for teachers to implement technology. However, it has now transformed
into a systemic, multi-level process, recognizing educational systems and schools as
complex entities requiring coordinated efforts across various levels to achieve genuine
transformation (Esteve-Mon et al., 2023).

Within this context of understanding, the European Commission (EC) has developed
several frameworks that define with clarity some of the most relevant aspects and
processes related to the digital transformation of education. In particular for digital
transformation, the following frameworks have been developed: the Digital
Competence Framework for Citizens (DigComp), the Digitally Competent Educational
Organisation Framework (DigCompOrg), and the Digital Competence Framework for
Educators (DigCompEdu). Additionally, EC has developed hands on tools to reflect
about some of those competences, concretely, SELFIE -as a tool for self-diagnosis of
the Digital Capacity of an educational organization—, and SELFIEforTEACHERS, for
the self-reflection of the digital competence of educators. Under Article 165 of the
Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, the EU holds a supportive—rather
than legislative—competence in education. Accordingly, DigComp, DigCompEdu,
DigCompOrg and the SELFIE tools are non-binding reference frameworks. Their
uptake is encouraged through soft-law instruments (e.g., Council Recommendations
2018, 2023) and through financial conditionality in programmes such as Erasmus+ and
the Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF)'.

Spain, by its part, follows a shared-competence model. Under Article 149 of the
Spanish Constitution and Organic Law 2/2006 on Education (as amended by LOMLOE
3/2020), the Ministry of Education,Vocational Training and Sports (MEFPD) sets the
national core curriculum, minimum teaching requirements and system-wide evaluation,
and it represents Spain in EU negotiations. The 17 Autonomous Communities legislate
and implement the remaining curriculum, infrastructure, and teacher-development
policies— including digitalisation—within their territories 2. Through its technical arm,
INTEF (The National Institute for Educational Technology and Teacher Training), the
MEFPD also governs the enclaves of Ceuta, Melilla and Spanish overseas schools.
Although EU frameworks and tools such as DigComp and SELFIE are non-binding, the

' Article 165 TFEU; Council Recommendation of 22 May 2018 on key competences https://eur-
lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32018H0604(01) ; Council
Recommendation of 23 Nov 2023 https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-
content/EN/TXT/PDFE/?uri=0J:C_202401115 on digital education enabling factors.

2 Art. 149 & 150 Spanish Constitution
https://app.congreso.es/consti/constitucion/indice/titulos/articulos.jsp?ini=149&tipo=2 ; Organic
Law 2/2006 https://www.boe.es/buscar/pdf/2006/BOE-A-2006-7899-consolidado.pdf ; LOMLOE
3/2020 https://www.boe.es/buscar/doc.php?id=BOE-A-2020-17264
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MEFPD links access to Recovery and Resilience Facility (RRF) funds and other grants
to their adoption, creating a strong— if indirect— incentive for each Autonomous
Community to embed these tools in its own digital-education strategy.

The application of these frameworks and tools varies across territories. In Spain, there
are influenced by cultural, political, and social factors. Although Spain is not legally
obliged to transpose EC frameworks, the Ministry of Education references them in the
national Digital Education Plan (2020) and makes their use an eligibility criterion for
RRF-funded regional projects—providing an indirect but powerful incentive for
Autonomous Communities and for the INTEF-governed enclave. Recognizing this
diversity, the research team carried out a comprehensive investigation to explore and
understand the political approaches that every Autonomous Community in Spain has
developed to increase the Digital Competences (DC) of their Teachers and Schools.
Spain's decentralized political structure, diverse regional landscape, and ambitious
digitization initiatives, guided by the European frameworks and bolstered by recent
funding (via RRF that is a temporary instrument of the EU’s programme
NextGenerationEU to support Europe’s economic recovery from the coronavirus
pandemic crisis), provide an ideal environment for understanding the territorial
enactment of EC Tools and Frameworks. The primary aim of this research was to
identify how these tools (SELFIE and SELFIEforTEACHERS) and frameworks
(DigCompOrg, DigCompEdu and DigComp) have been included/used/ as inspiration —
or not— in these developments and the rationale behind these decisions, from a
regulatory point of view (Castafeda et al., 2023). The information collected came from
national and regional educational stakeholders, reflecting their own perspectives.

2. Leadership Strategic Styles: Guidance and Empowerment as
perceived extremes of a continuum

Leadership determines who drives digital innovation, how authority is shared, and what
professional agency teachers retain—three levers that condition the success or failure
of territorial digital-policy enactment (Ball 2016; Forde & Torrance 2021). Because
those levers determine which digital tools are selected, resourced and legitimised,
leadership becomes a primary lens for understanding why similar policies produce
different outcomes during digital transformation.

Although the theoretical framework borrows from classic leadership styles, our analysis
focuses on how these forms of leadership are reflected in territorial decision-making.
Therefore, we use the term strategic leadership styles to refer to the policy logics or
approaches—rather than to personal traits of individual leaders.

As noted above, in any political initiative, different factors and aspects are considered,
including technical decisions but not only. Decisions regarding any adoption in
education, including of course digital transformation, have impacts on various aspects
of the educational culture and on the perception and engagement of participants in the
change process (Ball, 2016; Forde and Torrance, 2021). Various researchers have
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remarked the emergence of bottom-up new forms of governance that undertakes the
relevance of the participants’ responsibility (Forde and Torrance, 2021). Nevertheless,
the way responsibilities are distributed and digital transformation policies are
implemented in different territories and institutions impact fundamental concepts such
as teachers' professional agency (understood as their decision-making capacity)
(Campbell, 2019; Panti¢, 2021), and give participants —mostly teachers and schools
principals— more or less autonomy, in a context where professional autonomy can
directly affect educational processes (Biesta et al., 2020; Priestley et al., 2015).

Guidance-oriented leadership is leader-centred, stresses formal authority and
efficiency, and relies on clear rules and external monitoring to ensure uniform roll-out
(Helmold 2020; OECD 2012; Robbins 2016). Empowerment-oriented leadership
redistributes decision-making, cultivates professional identity and community, and
frames change as a collective, public process (Tomassini et al. 2011; Banutu-Gomez
2015). It aims to enhance individuals' abilities and confidence to act autonomously and
make decisions, cultivating a sense of autonomy and self-value among individuals
within the organization (Robbins, 2016). It fosters the creation of individual pathways to
identity construction, while also providing space for emotional expression and
functioning as communities of practice (Tomassini et al., 2011). Additionally, it ensures
that every level feels involved in decision-making processes and recognizes change as
a public event, encourages citizen engagement and collective action, offers
opportunities for developing one's competences and perceives empowerment because
of changing work conditions (Banutu-Gomez, 2015; OECD, 2012).

However, the conditions of these adoption styles are neither linear nor simple.
Territorial policies that prioritise guidance recognise that no single style fits all
situations, and the approach is adapted by borrowing elements from other styles or
completely changing their style based on the circumstances (Helmold, 2020).
Empowerment, by its part, is a gradual process that requires sustained engagement
and the ability to balance short-term and long-term impacts, and advocates for
collective actions to effect political change and supports decentralization while
strengthening local governance (OECD, 2012).

Nevertheless, both sides, depending on many contextual conditions, are crucial for
effective leadership in workplace, and for human development, as highlighted in the
research (Banutu-Gomez, 2015; Helmold, 2020; OECD, 2012).

In practice, boundaries blur the two styles are not mutually exclusive. Hybrids emerge
when territorial strategies mix central templates with local discretion or when autonomy
is granted but bounded by national evaluation tools. Research shows that context—
system size, political alignment and digital culture—often pushes territories towards
one pole while borrowing practices from the other (Biesta et al. 2020; Campbell 2019).
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Analysing Spain’s regions through this lens therefore illuminates the grey zones where
guidance and empowerment intersect, revealing how territorial authorities balance
coherence, equity and teacher agency during rapid digitalisation.

3. Methods

As previously mentioned, the research underlying this study has investigated the way
Spanish territories have approached the digital transformation of education in their
territories. In this article, we examine the decisions that have led different territories to
different kind of leadership.

To examine the various approaches from different territories to gain a comprehensive
understanding of a very particular phenomenon—we adopted a multiple case study
approach (Stake, 2005).

The data for this research was collected through in-depth interviews conducted with
policymakers, including representatives from the national approach led by the Ministry
of Education and Vocational Educational Training (MEFP) through the National
Institute for Educational Technology and Teachers’ Training (INTEF). Additionally,
interviews were conducted with officials responsible for digital education policy
enactment in 15 of the 17 Spanish Autonomous Communities (Aragén, Islas Baleares,
Canarias, Cantabria, Castilla-La Mancha, Castilla y Ledn, Catalufia, Comunidad de
Madrid, Comunidad Foral de Navarra, Comunidad Valenciana, Extremadura, Pais
Vasco, Principado de Asturias, Regiéon de Murcia and La Rioja). All interviewees held
formal responsibility for designing or coordinating the territory’s digital-education plan;
no classroom teachers or school-level staff were interviewed. Nevertheless, some
officials had previously worked as teachers or school leaders and therefore brought
practitioner experience to their current roles; the other interviewees had backgrounds
in public administration or ICT policy. Throughout the article we therefore refer to them
collectively as ‘policy-level officials’, while acknowledging that some also possess first-
hand pedagogical expertise. All interviewees operated within this shared-competence
structure, where regional ministries implement policy under the national baseline set by
the MEFP.

We conducted 16 semi-structured online interviews, one per territory. Fourteen
interviews involved a single official; two territories preferred a paired interview, giving a
total of 18 participants. Each Autonomous Community’s education ministry (or, for
INTEF, the national Directorate-General) was asked to nominate the person formally
responsible for the regional digital-education plan; ministries decided whether that role
was shared by two officials. Although multiple contact attempts were made,
representatives from Andalusia and Galicia were unavailable to participate during the
study window due to scheduling limitations associated with post-election administrative
turnover. Their exclusion was not intentional, and both regions conveyed interest in
future engagement. No intentional exclusion was made by the research team, and both
regions expressed interest in future collaboration. Despite these absences, the 15
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participating territories represent approximately 64% of Spain’s school population and
all major geographic zones.

We use the umbrella term territory for any sphere in which a public authority designs
and executes digital-education policy. Fifteen territories correspond to Spain’s
Autonomous Communities. The sixteenth covers Ceuta, Melilla and the network of
Spanish schools abroad, which are administered directly by the National Institute for
Educational Technology and Teacher Training (INTEF) under the Ministry of
Education,VET and Sports. Although INTEF is a national agency rather than a regional
government, within this enclave it performs the same executive functions as an
Autonomous Community: setting strategy, allocating resources and supporting teacher
professional development. Treating the INTEF enclave as a territory therefore places
all sixteen cases (coded A—P for anonymity) on an equal analytical footing and allows
us to compare guidance- and empowerment-oriented leadership styles across the full
spectrum of governance arrangements in Spain. For tabular summaries we replace
those letter labels with non-sequential numeric codes (1-16) generated at random; the
mapping is known only to the research team and cannot be reverse-engineered by
readers.

For the interviews, we utilized a semi-structured interview script that was developed
collaboratively and underwent multiple iterations for refinement. It included sections
framing the interview objectives, providing contextual information, and structuring
questions about educational digital transformation plans, utilization of EC Tools and
Frameworks, and other relevant topics (all the instruments are available in the general
report at Castafeda et al., 2023). Besides the core blocks on the territorial plan and the
use of EC frameworks, the guide contained a short section on contextual drivers and
barriers (e.g., “What political or historical factors have facilitated or hindered this plan in
your territory?”) as well as prompts on funding flows and stakeholder roles. These
questions connect the interview data with our objective of relating leadership choices to
each region’s specific conditions. Contextual cues (e.g., technical capacity, funding
dependence) are reported only when raised by interviewees. The interviews were
conducted in Spanish, considering it as the primary language used during the data
collection process.

To facilitate homogeneity among interviewers, a checklist was developed to ensure
consistency in following the interview process. The participants were selected through
a self-selection process initiated by each Autonomous Community, following a request
for participation from the research team and supported by the national Spanish Ministry
of Education,VET and Sports. The data obtained from interviews were analysed using
descriptive and deductive coding methods, aiming to identify patterns, themes, and
insights related to the study objectives. The interviews content was coded using a
deductive method based on the traits of the two leadership styles discussed in the
previous section. This coding process was conducted in two stages. In the first stage,
the project team followed a simultaneous coding method (Saldafa, 2015) that used a
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deductive concept-driven approach for identifying segments that clearly reflected the
leadership style traits mentioned in the literature.

The set of leadership traits used to analyse the interviews was developed deductively
based on the theoretical contributions reviewed in the literature, particularly Helmold
(2020), Banutu-Gomez (2015), Robbins (2016), OECD (2012), and Tomassini et al.
(2011). These sources provided the foundation for defining a table of traits associated
with guidance- and empowerment-oriented leadership, which was then used to code
and interpret each interview, as follows:

Traits related to Guidance leadership

Guidance.1. Motivating Teams: Encouraging collective work towards common
goals and objectives.

Guidance.2. Balanced Power Distribution: Ensuring a balance between formal
authority and informal influence.

Guidance.3. Assumption of Limited Knowledge: Recognizing individuals' limited
understanding of the process, content, or dynamics of change.

Guidance.4. Adaptability: Acknowledging that a single leadership style may not
be suitable for all situations and being willing to adapt accordingly.

Guidance.5. Focus on Efficiency: Maintaining a strong emphasis on achieving
efficient outcomes.

Traits related to Empowering leadership:

Empowering.1. Redistribution of Tasks and Decision-Making Power.

Empowering.2. Creation of Personal Identity Pathways and recognizing
the importance of emotions within leadership contexts.

Empowering.3. Functioning as Communities of Practice.

Empowering.4. Development of Individual Competencies.

Empowering.5. Empowering Changes in Working Conditions.

Empowering.6. Inclusive Involvement, every participant feels involved.

Empowering.7. All participants understand the change as public.

Empowering.8. Interdependence of Decisions.

Empowering.9. Shared Knowledge.

Empowering.10. Time and Sustained Engagement.

Empowering.11. Support for Decentralization and Local Governance.

Empowering.12. Fostering a sense of autonomy and self-value.

In the second stage, the results of the previous coding were analysed to create a
general characterization of the specific case-territory. Finally, the segments that were
clearly linked to specific traits were analysed to gain a detailed understanding of them.

Although an analysis has been carried out that includes the identification of segments
associated with traits, we understand that the assessment of each interview as being
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close to one or another leadership style cannot correspond to an evident quantitative
criterion but is revealed not only in the number of associated segments, in what these
segments affirm, but also in the distribution of these segments. Distribution’ refers to
how widely a given code appeared across the five topical sections of the interview
guide (strategy design, teacher training, monitoring, funding, perceived barriers). A
leadership style was considered dominant when its codes were both numerically
frequent and dispersed across several sections, indicating that the theme permeated
the interview rather than being mentioned in one isolated block.

For every interview we created a dedicated spreadsheet with one row per a-priori code
(the 17 guidance/empowerment traits) and five columns corresponding to the topical
sections of the interview guide (strategy design, teacher training, monitoring, funding,
barriers). A cell was ticked yes when at least one quotation in that section evidenced
the code, and the relevant quotation(s) were pasted beneath the tick for context. Thus,
distribution of coded segments refers to how many topical sections within the same
interview contained the code, not merely how often it appeared. A leadership style was
judged dominant when its codes were both frequent and spread across several
sections, showing that the theme permeated the conversation. With sixteen transcripts,
a spreadsheet offered sufficient functionality (filtering, pivot tables) while keeping the
data visible to the whole team. Automated text-mining or machine-learning tools were
deemed unnecessary because the small corpus allowed close, context-rich reading by
the interviewers themselves.

To benefit the project and emphasize the constructive focus of our study, we decided
to anonymize the cases included in this study; therefore, the Autonomous Communities
will be referred as "territory A," "territory B," etc.

4. Findings

Given that this study focuses on analysing how different territories approached the
leadership of digital transformation in education, we first summarise the presence of
each trait across all territories (Table 1) and then discuss the results of the coding of
the various traits identified based on the 'profiles' to which the various territories
respond.

Table 1. Frequency of each leadership trait (all territories aggregated)

Territories
Trait n %
Traits related to Guidance leadership
Motivating Teams: Encouraging collective work towards common 8 50%
goals and objectives.
Balanced Power Distribution: Ensuring a balance between formal 8 50%
authority and informal influence.
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Territories
Trait n %

Assumption of Limited Knowledge: Recognizing individuals' limited 6 38%
understanding of the process, content, or dynamics of change.
Adaptability: Acknowledging that a single leadership style may not 13 81%
be suitable for all situations and being willing to adapt accordingly.
Focus on Efficiency: Maintaining a strong emphasis on achieving 11 69%
efficient outcomes
Traits related to Empowering leadership
Redistribution of Tasks and Decision-Making Power. 7 44%
Creation of Personal Identity Pathways and recognizing the 6 38%
importance of emotions within leadership contexts.
Functioning as Communities of Practice. 8 50%
Development of Individual Competencies. 11 69%
Empowering Changes in Working Conditions. 5 31%
Inclusive Involvement, every participant feels involved. 4 35%
All participants understand the change as public. 0
Interdependence of Decisions. 9 56%
Shared Knowledge. 3 19%
Time and Sustained Engagement. 7 44%
Support for Decentralization and Local Governance. 6 38%
Fostering a sense of autonomy and self-value. 4 25%

This analysis explores how some territories seem more committed to clear guidance
processes for institutions, while others seem to prioritise the empowerment of
educational institutions and teachers.

4.1. Profiles for leadership style
4.1.1. Guidance Leadership Style

Half of the territories analysed—eight out of the sixteen (including the fifteen
autonomous communities plus the enclaves of Ceuta, Melilla, and overseas territories
administered by INTEF)—display a leadership style that aligns predominantly with the
guidance-oriented approach. These territories (B, C, E, F, H, I, J, and K) articulate
development proposals that emphasize direction, structure, and expert-led processes,
consistent with the features identified in the guidance framework.

Among them, Territories B and K stand out for the comprehensive presence of
guidance-related traits in their interviews. In Territory K, nearly all traits are represented
except for Guidance.2 (Balanced Power Distribution), while in Territory B, all are
present except for Guidance.4 (Flexibility to Change Leadership Style if Necessary).
These omissions do not undermine the overall impression; both interviews convey a
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clear preference for leadership that is structured, centralized, and oriented towards
providing direction.

A particularly interesting case is Territory H, where the interview does not contain
multiple distinct references to the guidance traits, but rather, certain traits such as
Guidance.2 and Guidance.5 (Focus on Efficiency) appear to permeate the entire
discourse. Though not explicitly itemized in separate statements, these dimensions
define the overall tone and approach of the leadership described, indicating a strong
internal coherence with the guidance style.

In most of these guidance-oriented interviews, traits associated with empowering
leadership are either minimal or completely absent. Only Territories B and F include
isolated references to empowering traits. In Territory B, the presence of Empowering.4
(Development of Individual Competencies) is evident in their focus on targeted training
efforts:

"we focused a lot of the courses on digital competence and then on the tools that
were specifically requested" (Interview, Territory B).

This illustrates a recognition of the need to build individual capacity, though it is
embedded within a broader, top-down training strategy rather than a decentralised
approach to empowerment.

In the case of Territory F, the only empowering trait identified is Empowering.8
(Interdependence of Decisions). The interview reflects an awareness of how
institutional decisions frame and legitimize individual actions, as seen in the following
quote:

"You had to use this tool and fulfil these blocks of the school’s Digital Plan so that it
could be seen that the modality in which you were participating in ANONIMYZED
was part of a school strategy, not an occurrence of a teacher who really likes these
things" (Interview, Territory F).

Here, the emphasis is placed on the alignment of individual initiatives with collective
institutional frameworks, which, although empowering in terms of coordination, remains
tightly coupled with top-down validation.

Overall, the interviews in these eight territories reflect a leadership approach where
guidance is foregrounded, and empowerment—when it appears—is instrumental and
constrained, rather than fully integrated as a guiding principle.

4.1.2. Empowering Leadership style

Only in one of the cases (Territory G) there is no clear allusion to leadership focused
on guidance. However, in this territory, there is strong and consistent evidence of a
leadership style entirely oriented towards empowerment. The whole interv iew revolves
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around the idea of promoting autonomy, shared responsibility, and emotional
connection with the schools, which corresponds directly with multiple traits of the
empowering leadership category defined in our coding framework.

A first relevant trait identified in the discourse is the redistribution of tasks and decision-
making power (Empowering.1). The respondents emphasize not only their commitment
to the schools, but also how resources are strategically allocated to enhance local
agency and effectiveness:

"We are committed to the people in the schools. They go to schools periodically
and, so to speak, almost weekly. That is why we have made a commitment that
this investment, these economic funds, should be invested in resources that we
can strengthen" (Interview territory G).

This quote shows how leadership is exercised through concrete actions that shift
power and responsibility to the local level, fostering empowerment through support
rather than control.

In addition, the interview highlights the creation of personal identity pathways and the
recognition of emotions as central elements of leadership (Empowering.2). Leadership
here is not reduced to planning and control—it is about building trust through personal
connection and affective engagement:

"First and foremost, listen. To listen you have to go. You have to go. To go
means to go personally to the schools. And once you have listened to the
schools and, obviously, you have visited the schools, work with them" (Interview
territory G).

This statement illustrates how being physically present and emotionally attuned is
understood as a prerequisite for authentic collaboration and co-construction of
meaning, aligning with the affective dimension of empowering leadership.

Finally, a key point in the interview is the way school autonomy and self-assessment
are supported and encouraged, corresponding to the trait fostering a sense of
autonomy and self-value (Empowering.12). The use of strategic tools like SWOT
(Strengths — Weaknesses — Opportunities — Threats (strategic-diagnosis matrix)) and
CAME (Correct — Adapt — Mitigate — Exploit) matrices is presented not as an obligation,
but as a possibility that each school can adapt to its own context and goals:

"Then we also proposed to them, based on the selfie, to carry out the SWOT
matrix, this matrix that allows us to even some of us have gone a little further
and we have also carried out the CAME matrix, so that each centre could work
on it" (Interview territory G).

In this case, therefore, the leadership narrative is consistently aligned with a logic of
empowerment, making Territory G a paradigmatic example of this style in our study.
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4.1.3. Mixed Leadership Style

Seven territories (A, D, L, M, N, O and P) exhibit a more balanced approach that
places them in an intermediate position on the guidance—empowerment continuum.
These cases combine elements of directive support—typical of guidance leadership—
with practices that foster autonomy, participation, and distributed agency, which are
core features of empowering leadership.

Among them, Territory O presents the most balanced case. This territory brings to the
forefront issues tied to guidance, particularly regarding the importance of motivation as
a leadership tool (Guidance.1). The interview emphasizes the need to persuade rather
than impose changes on teachers and institutions, reinforcing the idea that leadership
must show the practical benefits of innovation to promote authentic engagement. The
interview also reflects concerns about the lack of perspective and overestimation of
digital competence by some participants (Guidance.3), underscoring the necessity of
tailored guidance for effective development.

At the same time, Territory O also displays a firm commitment to empowerment.
Several traits from our framework emerge here, including functioning as communities
of practice (Empowering.3), inclusive involvement (Empowering.6), interdependence of
decisions (Empowering.8), time and sustained engagement (Empowering.10), and
support for decentralization (Empowering.11). These are illustrated in quotes such as:

"it is on a webinar/videoconference format and it allows them to reconcile much
more, that is to say, it has allowed people to train at their own pace" (Interview
with Territory O)

This quote reflects sustained engagement (Empowering.10) and inclusivity
(Empowering.6), showing that leadership choices are adapted to individual needs,
enabling flexible, self-directed professional development.

In parallel, the same territory comments on the dependence of smaller regions on
national structures for evaluation tools, revealing a nuanced tension between
empowerment and structural limitations:

"For the evaluation we will use the INTEF tool [a tool created by INTEF], the
small communities do not have the capacity of developing their own". (Interview
with Territory O).

Here, the reference to considering others as "allies" and to “empowering them” speaks
directly to the intention of sharing leadership and involving other actors in strategic
decisions.

A similar notion appears in the interview with Territory L, where autonomy and flexibility
are at the forefront of leadership strategies:
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"we have taken them as allies and empowered them, which was what we
wanted at the time". (Interview with Territory P).

This quote reflects traits such as Empowering.1 and Empowering.12 (Fostering a
sense of autonomy and self-value), emphasizing leadership through enabling rather
than directing.

Nevertheless, these same territories also articulate a leadership stance grounded in
guidance, particularly in response to knowledge gaps or uncertainties among
participants. A quote from Territory N illustrates this:

"from 2006 onwards, all of us who are in counselling have been telling people,
now it's not done like this, now it's done like this, and people asked us to tell
them how to do things" (interview with territory N).

This reflects Guidance.3 (Addressing Lack of Perspective), revealing a demand for
clear direction and training, where leaders are seen as reference points for best
practices.

We also observe also motivation as a key to leadership (Guidance 1), when
respondents say for example that:

"now our mission is to convince people to use this for educational purposes, it
takes a lot of work, that transformation of an ICT [Information and
Communication Technology] coordinator" (Interview territory N).

This statement highlights the emotional and persuasive dimension of leadership,
aiming to foster buy-in rather than impose mandates.

All guidance traits appear in the discourse—except for Guidance.1 (Motivation)—but
the presence of empowering elements such as Empowering.2 (Personal Identity and
Emotions), Empowering.4 (Development of Individual Competencies), Empowering.8
(Interdependence of Decisions), Empowering.9 (Shared Knowledge), and
Empowering.10 (Time and Sustained Engagement) shows that this territory also
recognizes the importance of long-term professional growth and distributed
responsibility. In this case, the coexistence of both leadership logics reflects an
awareness of institutional complexity and the need to adapt leadership practices
accordingly.

Table 2 details the presence of every trait in each territory, using the anonymised
numeric codes defines in the Methods section. A cell was marked X when at least one
quotation in that section evidenced the trait; therefore the tables report whether a trait
surfaced, not how many times it was mentioned.

Table 2. Trait matrix by territory (anonymised numeric codes).
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z 2
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| eeome |2El G 8l@l3lg $F lglo g iglelsloiale §If 8
1 Both - E bias 80 X X X X 66,67 X X X X X X X X
2 Both 40 X X 41,67 X X X X X
3 Both - E bias 60 X X X 58,33 X X X X X X X
4 Both - E bias 80 X X X X 75,00 X X X X X X X X X
5 Both - E bias 40 X X 41,67 X X X X X
6 Guidance 80 X X X X 25,00 X X X
7 Guidance 60 X X X 25,00 X X X
8 Guidance 60 X X X 16,67 X X
9 Guidance 40 X X 25,00 X X X
10 Empowerment 41,67 X X X X X
1" Guidance 60 X X X 8,33 X
12 Guidance 60 X X X 25,00 X X X
13 Both - G bias 80 X X X X 41,67 X X X X X
14 Guidance 60 X X X 33,33 X X X X
15 Guidance 80 X X X X 8,33 X
16 Both - E bias 40 X X 50,00 X X X X X X

4.2. Cross-cutting Leadership Traits: Prevalence and Absences:

When analysing the leadership traits individually—beyond their classification under a
general leadership style—it becomes evident that most of the territories studied (fifteen
out of sixteen, all except Territory G) express features that relate simultaneously to
both guidance and empowerment. This reinforces the idea that leadership practices in
these contexts are hybrid in nature, and that individual traits can often coexist across
the continuum.

Among the traits examined, one of the most widespread is the focus on efficiency
(Guidance.5), defined as the maintenance of a strong emphasis on achieving concrete
and timely outcomes. This trait appears clearly in 13 out of 16 interviews and is often
linked to strategies for meeting objectives through structured planning or resource
optimization. For instance, Territory L stresses the importance of aligning efforts
around common deadlines and shared expectations:

"We have all started at the same time and the same deadline, it is a question of
willingness to meet the objective or not" (interview with Territory L).

This statement reflects a leadership culture that prioritizes goal orientation and expects
commitment from all participants to reach agreed-upon targets.

A complementary view is expressed by Territory D, where efficiency is associated with
the centralization of expertise and the use of pre-designed materials to save time and
streamline policy enactment:
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"The fact that a group of experts has been prepared, revised, adapted and
made available benefits us all because we are not experts and it saves us a lot
of time" (interview with Territory D).

Here, the guidance-oriented trait of efficiency is operationalized through resource
provision and expert support, reducing the burden on individuals and facilitating swift
action.

In addition to this dominant trait, eleven territories provide evidence of a dual emphasis
on two traits that, although categorized under different styles, are complementary in
practice: Guidance.3, which reflects the assumption that participants may have limited
knowledge of the process or digital change; and Empowering.4, which involves the
intentional development of individual competencies to address such limitations.

This convergence suggests that many leadership approaches acknowledge knowledge
gaps while simultaneously taking steps to bridge them through capacity-building and
support, revealing synergies rather than opposition between the two logics.

On the contrary, one trait—Empowering.7, defined as the shared understanding that
the change process is public and collective—is notably absent or unclear in the
interviews. While other empowering traits such as autonomy or redistribution are widely
cited, this particular aspect of public awareness and shared responsibility for change is
not explicitly articulated by participants. This could reflect an implicit assumption, or it
may signal that the collective and political dimensions of transformation remain
underemphasized in leadership discourses at the local level.

In sum, the independent analysis of traits highlights both the fluid boundaries between
leadership styles and the importance of examining specific practices that may not align
neatly with a single category, but instead reflect the complexity and pragmatism of
educational leadership in action

5. Conclusions and Discussion

In general terms, the analysis identifies three distinct leadership profiles among the
territories: guidance-focused leadership, empowerment-focused leadership, and mixed
or adaptable leadership style.

Half of the Autonomous Communities in Spain (eight territories out of the sixteen
studied) emphasize guidance-related features in their development proposals. The
prevalence of guidance-focused leadership suggests a preference for maintaining
control and ensuring consistency across educational initiatives.

Seven territories combine guidance and empowerment traits. In their interviews,
structured directives (e.g., common timelines and centrally prepared materials) coexist
with references to autonomy-enhancing practices such as self-paced teacher training
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or school-led diagnostic tools. This pattern indicates that leadership arrangements in
Spain often draw flexibly from both ends of the guidance-empowerment continuum
rather than conform to a single ideal type.

Spain’s decentralised system—coupled with national soft-law incentives—thus offers
an informative case for other contexts seeking to understand how non-binding
European frameworks translate into diverse regional strategies. While guidance-
oriented approaches are more prevalent, the integration of empowerment elements
shows that territories adapt leadership practices to local technical capacity, funding
conditions and political alignment. Future work that triangulates stakeholder accounts
with systematic political or infrastructural indicators could clarify why a given territory
gravitates toward one part of the continuum.

Only one Autonomous Community displayed an almost purely empowerment-focused
leadership style, with no clear allusions to guidance traits. This approach is seen as
both a responsibility and a motivational tactic, enhancing the engagement and
commitment of educators towards common goals (Banutu-Gomez, 2015; Helmold,
2020).

Most territories (15 out of 16) exhibit traits associated with both leadership styles. The
Focus on Efficiency (Guidance 5) seems capital for most of the Autonomous
Communities: 13 territories emphasize achieving efficient outcomes. Many of the
governments participated in this interview (11 of them) assume individuals’ (teachers')
and institutional (schools’) limited understanding of the process, content, or dynamics
of change (Guidance 3). Nevertheless, most of them (11 Autonomous Communities)
also highlight the importance of developing individual/institutional competences for the
change (Empowering 4).

It is remarkable that none of them pointed issues related to the understanding of the
public nature of the change, they do not specifically mention the importance for
participants to understand the processes either the expected changes (Empowering 7).

The ongoing conversation between agency and structure highlights the complex
interplay between individual actions and systemic conditions. In this context,
empowerment is not only about granting autonomy, but also about motivating
individuals to align with organisational goals, thus improving overall performance and
commitment (Banutu-Gomez, 2015).

The study indicates a prevalence of mixed leadership approaches among the
Autonomous Communities in Spain. This blend of guidance and empowerment reflects
a comprehensive strategy towards educational leadership, aiming to balance
structured oversight with fostering independence and initiative among educators and
institutions. While guidance-focused leadership remains dominant, the integration of
empowerment elements highlights a nuanced approach to leading digital
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transformation in education. This combination of strategies underscores the importance
of adaptability and responsiveness to both local and global educational challenges.

The unique conditions and comprehensive approach of this study in Spain offer a
useful vantage point for examining how non-binding EU frameworks are interpreted
and operationalized in diverse governance settings. Spain's decentralized political
structure, diverse regional landscape, and ambitious digitization initiatives, guided by
the European frameworks and bolstered by recent funding, provide an ideal
environment for understanding how the territorial operationalisation of EC Tools and
Frameworks lead to the digital transformation of education. By examining Spain's
experiences, other territories can glean valuable insights into navigating similar
challenges and may inform future comparative and policy work in other settings. Our
findings illustrate how ‘soft-law’ EU tools can still orient sub-national leadership choices
when coupled with funding streams and reputational pressures. The typology must be
read against Spain’s two-tier governance: the MEFPD supplies a non-binding but
financially incentivised framework, and each Autonomous Community chooses how
closely to align. The complete study offers a comprehensive analysis of Spain's
educational landscape but also provides grounded insights for policymakers and
researchers seeking to understand and navigate digital transformation processes in
diverse educational settings.

The recommendations below are a concise extract from the broader JRC science for
policy report that extends this interview study (Castafieda et al., 2023). That report
draws on the same interview corpus plus documentary analysis, so the
recommendations complement—rather than derive solely from—the data presented in
this article: i) a clear need to contextualize the digital transformation plans to the “local’
circumstances, needs and interests; ii) providing space for flexibility and adaptation in
the use of EC resources (adapt vs adopt); iii) importance of defining clear and
transparent goals of the plan; iv) awareness among the education community is key for
the success of the plan and finally, and v) support teachers as agents of change.

Across the guidance-dominant territories, interviewees pointed to three shared
conditions: (i) large school systems requiring central coordination; (ii) lower in-house
technical capacity, which increases reliance on national templates; and (iii) political
alignment with the national government during the RRF funding cycle. By contrast, the
empowerment-dominant territory is small, enjoys a long-standing digital culture, and
has access to a stable team of itinerant advisors. Mixed territories typically combine
mid-level technical capacity with a rhetorical commitment to school autonomy, but
temper it through common evaluation tools supplied by the MEFPD or neighbouring
regions. These tentative patterns suggest that future comparative research should
jointly consider system size, prior digital infrastructure, and inter-governmental funding
dependence when analysing leadership choices in digital education policy.
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Several territories closely mirror the INTEF framework, whereas others diverge from it,
a pattern that appears linked to differences in political alignment with the national
government and in the technical capacity available within their administrations.

This study presents limitations that should be acknowledged. First, the analysis of
leadership styles is based on interviews with individuals appointed by each regional
government as responsible for digital education. While these figures hold significant
responsibility and decision-making power, their accounts may not fully represent the
broader political dynamics or all layers of policy implementation. Second, the study
focuses on how digital transformation is discursively framed by policymakers rather
than examining the actual practices or effects of these strategies across the system.
This was a deliberate choice, as the aim was to understand the narrative construction
of leadership approaches rather than their operational deployment. Third, although we
repeatedly contacted all Autonomous Communities, interviews could not be secured in
two key regions (Andalusia and Galicia) due to scheduling constraints beyond our
control. Despite these limitations, the study offers valuable insights into how
subnational educational leadership is articulated in the context of digital transformation.

Understanding local policies and their adoption is crucial for assessing their impact on
national and global agendas. Explaining why a territory gravitates toward guidance or
empowerment will require future studies that triangulate stakeholder accounts with
systematic political, economic and infrastructural indicators. Analysing leadership
styles within specific territories provides concrete examples of practices that can
influence broader educational policies. As Ball (2016) suggests, critical examination of
territorial leadership approaches helps us understand how these practices shape and
are shaped by national and global educational agendas.
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