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ABSTRACT

Growing demand on higher education institutes (HEls) to
consider digital transformation and sustainability at the same
time has raised interest among scholars in digital readiness as
a strategic driver for sustainable long-term organizational
performance. The purpose of this study is therefore 3-fold:
First, by means of a systematic review, to synthesize what we
know about how digital readiness is defined and understood in
the context of HEls. Adopting a systematic literature review
(SLR) design and guided by PRISMA 2020, this investigation
analyzed 96 high-quality articles between bellwether year, 2015
to prognostic year of interest 2025. A thematic synthesis was
carried out to explore the predominant patterns, mechanisms
and theorizing of the digital readiness-performance link.
Findings Five interdependent themes are brought to light: (1)
digital readiness as a strategic capability, (2) governance and
data-driven readiness enabling evidence-based sustainability,
(3) human and cultural readiness in the guise of mediating
mechanisms, (4) technological and infrastructural readiness
propelling operational sustainability, and finally (5) digital
leadership and strategic alignment as catalysts. The synthesis
shows that the digital readiness is more than just about
technological readiness, and include institutional capabilities
that promote efficiency, resilience, innovation and governance
legitimacy. In the absence of appropriate compendium, this
study has gone a step forward by combining RBV DCs and
sustainability to produce an integrated theoretical framework
that offers new insights on both theory and practice for HEI
leaders and their policy makers in search of sustainable digital
transformation.
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INTRODUCTION

Higher Education Institution (HEIs) is going through a deep change because of the fast
going digital trend and more global pressure for HEIs to integrate sustainability practices (Ul
Hassan, et al., 2025; Trevisan et al., 2023). In an era of constant change, HEIs need to move from
being traditional learning centres into digitally capable, environmentally friendly and socially
resilient faculties (Mohamed Hashim et al., 2022). Yet, digital technologies have the capacity to
quicken sustainability achievements energy efficiencies, e-governance without paper
governance, diminished operational wastage and heightened stakeholder consultation but HEIs'
level of digital readiness vary across the sector leading to uneven contributions towards
organizational sustainability (Kamsker et al., 2020). This disparity illuminates an important lack of
knowledge on how digital readiness operates as a strategic driver for sustainable organizational
performance.

Despite ever growing international interest in the digital transformation of HEls, very little
has been done to re-balance existing fine-grained literature (spotlighting for instance e-learning
adoption, ICT infrastructure or educators’ and students’ digital competence), research that is
indeed concentrated on specific geo-regions (providing new angles on otherwise society-vanilla
questions) or worst still useless given its unwarranted generalization (Caton et al., 2025). Partial
approaches like these do not capture digital readiness as an organizational capability position
available that includes all: technological infrastructure, digital culture, leadership significance of
people capital secondment and governance in addition to long term strategic alighnment
(Chounta et al., 2024; Veseli et al., 2025). Hence, we have lack of clarity on the dialectic between
digital readiness and sustainable organizational performance when considering economic
resilience, societal responsibility and environmental stewardship (Mohamed Hashim et al,,
2022). Such a broken paradigm undermines HEIs' attempts to craft a holistic digital-
sustainability strategy that accounts for the complexity and multifaceted layers of sustainability
programs.

In addition, when it comes to evaluating the sustainability performance of an HEls, we are
not just assessing the environmental yardsticks (e.g., carbon reduction or resource efficiency)
but extended to include issues concerning institutional governance and ethical practices, equity
and community engagement (Findler et al., 2019). Combining these dimensions of sustainability
with digital transformation demands systemic changes, cross-functional cooperation and the
evolution of adaptable organizational capabilities. However, evidence suggests that many HEls
do not have a coordinated approach to linking digital readiness with sustainability outcomes
and can treat digital initiatives and sustainability strategies as discrete agendas (Limani et al.,
2019).

Increasing evidence base reports that digital readiness could be a vital enabler for
sustainability transformations via smart campus systems, digital governance, data-based
decision-making and improved administrative efficiency (Martinez et al., 2021). However,
because of a lack of an integrated and systematic comprehension on the relationship between
these research areas, theoretical progress remains limited and offers few guidelines for HEI
leadership in practice. The lack of a comprehensive system also has implications in terms of
policy making, resource allocation and institutional preparation that are particularly important in
developing countries where there is great variability in digital preparedness (Ndibalema, 2022).

Thus, there is a need for a systematization of the existing literature on this subject for the
development of theoretical interconnections and to map both theoretical and empirical gaps
concerning digital readiness in higher education so that one can explain how digital readiness
contributes to the achievement sustainable organizational performance (Farias-Gaytan et al.,
2023). It is the kind of synthesizing work that needs to support scholarly debates, direct future
research agendas and pave a way for HEIs to align strategic approaches towards sustainability in
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the digital age into international frameworks (e.g.,, SDGs, ESG principles and grey literature
accounting for the green digital transition), only beginning to emerge (Popowska & Sady, 2024).

Digital readiness in HEIs now widely spoken of, but it is also a rapidly changing area and
the evidence base to underpin sustainable organizational performance is scarce. Until now, the
literature has been more engaged in operational-level items of digital readiness (such as ICT
infrastructure (Mohamed Hashim et al., 2022) or digital competences (e-learning adoption),
relevant to technology-push explanations without putting them into an organizational capability
puzzle to drive sustainability transformation process (Saini et al., 2025, 2026). In the same vein,
environmental practices and governance systems or local engagement are among the drivers of
research for sustainability in HEls, rarely pointing out how digital maturity can enhance
sustainable development in a long-term perspective (Leal Filho et al., 2021). It is this separation
of the digital and sustainable conduits which leads to (surprisingly) few theoretical frameworks
available to help us understand how digital preparedness affects economic, social, and
environmental performance. In fact, there are relatively few studies adopting a systemic
institutional perspective where digital culture is related to leadership commitment, data
governance and readiness for change concerning sustainability indicators (Rieg et al., 2021).
Without this integrative synthesis, theoretical development is limited and practical guidance to
HEI leaders remains limited, particularly in emerging economies that have digital capability gaps
(da Silva et al., 2025). Accordingly, there is a need for systematic literature review to integrate
these fragmented findings and form into an overall model in understanding the inter-linked
relationship between digital readiness and sustainable organizational performance.

The following research questions guided the literature systematic review:

RQ1: How is digital readiness conceptualized as a strategic capability that contributes to
sustainable organizational performance in higher education institutions?

RQ2: How do governance structures and data-driven readiness enable evidence-based decision
making to support sustainable organizational performance in higher education institutions?

RQ3: How do human and cultural readiness mediate the relationship between digital readiness
and sustainable organizational performance in higher education institutions?

RQ4: How does technological and infrastructural readiness contribute to operational
sustainability and resilience in higher education institutions?

RQ5: How does digital leadership and strategic alignment reinforce the impact of digital
readiness on sustainable organizational performance in higher education institutions?

RQ1 extending knowledge on the conceptualization of digital readiness as a strategic
capability that contributes to sustainable organizational performance in HEls. This question is
framed also by the literature on digital readiness, which suggests that it is not just a matter of
technical orientation but one of institutional strategic fit and value adding (Akhmetshin et al.,
2020; Abidin & Al-ldrus, 2025). RQ2 looks at governance structures and data-driven readiness to
enable sustainability-oriented performance, in line with the raised interest towards digital
governance, data management and accountability at HEIs (Chounta et al., 2024; Cosenz, 2022).

RQ3 also investigates the mediating position of human and cultural readiness in the
association among digital readiness and sustainable organizational performance. “In reviewing
the literature, L.T.E. reveals that given these findings there is a need to examine digital
competences, organizational learning culture and readiness for change as potential constructs
that explain why transformational plans do not necessarily translate into sustainable
performance” (Aboobaker & KA, 2020, 2021; Burk3aitiené et al., 2021; Veseli et al., 2025)

RQ4 addresses the role of technology and infrastructure readiness to operational
sustainability and organizational resilience in guaranteeing service continuity and effectiveness
at HEls (Al-Fadhel et al., 2020; Rawi et al., 2022; Ndibalema, 2022). Finally, RQ5 concerns the
reinforcing effect of digital leadership and strategic alignment on building the influence of digital
readiness in sustainable organizational performance, as highlighted in research on digital
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leadership, strategic coherence and sustainability governance in higher education (Lim & Teoh,
2021; Leal Filho et al., 2021; Souli & Pierrakeas, 2025).

The contribution of this paper lies in the novelty of its content which is a unique study as
the first comprehensive and integrative synthesis which views digital readiness as a strategic
enabler of sustainable organizational performance in higher education institutions. In the past,
studies have almost always considered digital transformation-related and sustainability-related
activities as either (completely) separate or as only very loosely connected (Mohamed Hashim et
al., 2022) with very few integrating these two fields into one comprehensive analytical
framework. This will be a novel review, for it takes a systemic approach to assess digital
readiness as multi-faceted complex capacity at organizational level such beyond technology
infrastructure including digital culture, inspiring leadership and human capital to govern with
data and drive sustainable transitions, within universities (Alenezi &Cameron 2023).

LITERATURE REVIEW

Digital Readiness in Higher Education Institutions (HEIs)

Digital readiness has evolved as an important concept to explain how higher education
institutions (HEIs) deal with rapid technological change and strive for sustainable institutional
development. In reference to the higher education sector, educational readiness does not just
include the availability of digital technologies but it also includes the ability of institutions to have
a strategy, governance support such as leadership and management, human dimension and
organizational culture that enables them to effectively adopt digital solutions in both academic
and administration processes (Limani et al., 2019; Mohamed Hashim et al., 2022). Recent studies
further and increasingly frame digital readiness not as a one-dimensional or technical state, but
rather in broad and strategic terms outcomes that imply multilevel interventions by
governments.

Technological and infrastructural readiness has been shown in a number of studies to be
the capital dimension landmark of digital readiness for HEls. Sound digital infrastructures,
learning management systems and integrated information platforms are proved to improve
institution effectiveness, learning continuity, as well as high quality service provision (Agasisti et
al., 2020; Rawi et al., 2022; Martinez et al., 2021). Evidence from the crisis areas, especially during
the period of the COVID-19 pandemic, indicates that HEIs which have a higher readiness in ICT
were more innovative and organizationally productive (Al-Fadhel et al., 2020; Ndibalema, 2022;
Saleh et al., 2023).

In addition to infrastructure, academics point toward the need for human and societal
readiness. Academic and administrative staff digital competencies, organizational learning
culture and openness to change was found to be central enablers in a successful
implementation of I0CT (Aboobaker & KA, 2020, 2021; Burk3aitiené et al., 2021). Similarly,
research also emphasises the importance of psychological safety, organisational trust and digital
confidence in driving staff involvement with digital initiatives, and how these factors affect the
sustainability of performance outcomes (Abdelfattah et al., 2025; Veseli et al., 2025).

Another predominant stream of research is that which considers governance, leadership,
and strategic alignment as antecedents to digital readiness. HEls digital transformation needs a
clear governance framework, a data-driven decision-making approach and leadership
commitment for the purpose of addressing how digital initiatives are connected with their
institutional missions and sustainability targets (Chounta et al., 2024; Cosenz, 2022; Leal Filho et
al., 2021). Further, empirical evidence indicates that digital leadership enhances the relationship
between digital readiness and institutional performance by promoting coordination,
accountability and long-term strategic coherence (Lim & Teoh, 2021; Souli & Pierrakeas, 2025).

By definition, the literature argues that digital readiness in HEIs is a complex
organizational capability integrated at an institution-wide level and involving technological,
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human, cultural and governance aspects. When planning intelligently, digital readiness becomes
a main driver of sustainable organizational performance since it provides efficiency, flexibility,
innovation and long-term institutional sustainability (Aleixo et al., 2018; Findler et al., 2019;
Abidin & Al-ldrus, 2025).

Sustainable Organizational Performance in Higher Education Institution (HEIs)

Sustainable organizational performance has emerged as a core concern for higher
education institutions (HEIs) confronted with intensifying demands associated to digital
transformation, accountability and societal expectations. In the context of higher education,
sustainable organizational performance goes beyond immediate efficiency and includes the
organization's capacity to preserve academic consistency, operational versatility, social
usefulness and governability over time (Aleixo et al., 2018; Findler et al. 2019). This multi-faceted
view also mirrors the increasing importance of HEls as creators of knowledge, developers of
human capital, and sources for sustainable development.

Previous studies define sustainable organizational performance in HEls as a mix of
academic, operational and governance results. Academic sustainability encompasses an ongoing
enhancing of teaching and learning quality, curriculum relevance and student outcomes, whilst
operational sustainability pertain to efficiency, resource optimization and the stability of service
delivery (Cosenz, 2022; Roos & Guenther, 2020). Empirical evidence suggests that the presence
of mature organization control systems and performance measures in HEls are less likely to have
conflicting effects towards a long-term institutional stability.

A second significant body of literature identifies governance and strategy management as
enablers for sustainable performance. Governance arrangements, transparency and evidence
base decision-making can all help to strengthen institutions' accountability and resilience,
especially in complex front uncertain situations (Leal Filho et al., 2021; Grunwald et al., 2025).
Governance for sustainability facilitates the collaring of organizational goals with wider
economic and environmental purposes; advancing in turn legitimacy and trust from
stakeholders in the institution.

More specifically, organizational resilience and adaptability are increasingly perceived as
central elements of sustainable performance. Research carried out in crisis and post-crises
scenarios has shown that HEls with the ability to adapt configurations, processes and delivery
mechanisms are more likely to maintain high performance in a disrupted environment (Rieg et
al., 2021; Ndibalema, 2022). Such flexibility is fundamentally tied to organizational’ innovation
capability, organizational learning and capacity to incorporate new technologies and practices in
institutional routines (Bekesiene et al.,, 2025; Santos, et al., 2024). Together this literature
indicates that sustainable organizational performance in HEls is a flexible and multiple
constructs. It arises from the combination of academic quality, operational efficiency, good
governance and organizational resilience and establishes sustainability as a strategic priority
rather than an add-on in higher education management (Aleixo et al., 2018; Findler et al., 2019).

Digital Readiness Drive Sustainable Organizational Performance in Higher Education
Institution

The digital readiness and sustainable organizational performance nexus had garnered
growing interest from scholars as higher education institutions (HEIs) respond to digital
transformation and sustainability mandates. Digital readiness is increasingly acknowledged as a
key enabler that enables HEls to apply digital technologies in a strategic way to improve long
term institutional performance. Rather than just technological readiness, digital readiness
includes, amongst others organizational capabilities, governance mechanisms and human
competencies as the enablers for sustainable outcomes (Limani et al., 2019; Mohamed Hashim
et al., 2022).
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Because of that, studies provided empirical evidence to support the claim that HEIs that
are digitally ready perform better in term of efficiency, continuity, and resilience aspects which
have been established as successful dimensions for operation sustain. For example, studies on
technological and infrastructural readiness show that strong digital systems, learning
management systems and integrated information infrastructures enhance administrative
convenience and academic delivery in the institution while supporting institutional sustainability
(Agasisti et al., 2020; Rawi et al., 2022; Al-Fadhel et al., 2020). Evidence from crisis situations also
demonstrates that HEls with high levels of digital readiness were less impacted during
disruption, indicating the potential of digital readiness for organizational resilience (Ndibalema,
2022; Saleh et al., 2023).

In addition, in literature it is emphasized that human and organizational readiness
moderates the influence of digital readiness on sustainable performance. Supporting digital
competencies, learning-focused cultures and preparedness for change can help HEls leverage
their investments in digital solutions to deliver sustainable improvement and innovation
(Aboobaker & KA, 2020, 2021; Burk3aitiené et al., 2021). Additionally, psychological safety and
organizational trust increase digital initiatives usage by grounding the sustainability of
performance results (Abdelfattah et al., 2025; Veseli et al., 2025).

The roles of governance and leadership in enhancing or detracting for digital readiness
and performance linkages are also recognized. Efficient digital governance and a data-based
decision-making process help manage digital initiatives toward institutional sustainability goals,
and digital leadership ensures that the strategy is coherent and adds value in the long term
(Chounta et al.,, 2024; Lim & Teoh, 2021; Leal Filho et al., 2021). In general, the literature posits
that digital readiness is a strategic enabler for sustainable organizational performance in HEls
through orchestrating technology, people and governance in a unified sustainability-based
framework (Aleixo et al., 2018; Findler et al., 2019).

METHODS

The present study adopts systematic literature review (SLR) method to diligently compile
evidences on the influences of digital readiness as a prerequisite determinant to sustain the
organizational performance in HEls. The review was conducted adhering to the protocols of
evidence - based reviews in management and education (Tranfield et al., 2003; Denyer &
Tranfield, 2009; Snyder, 2019) and conforming to PRISMA 2020 reporting standards (Page et al.,
2021), such that transparency and replicability are assured. Three key stages: planning, conduct
and reporting were considered in the review process and followed a protocol that details the
research questions, search strategy, inclusion/exclusion criteria (quality assurance of
international health promotion strategies), quality assessment and methods for synthesizing
evidence.

The primary study question that guided this research was: How much is digital readiness
predicting sustainable organizational performance for higher education institutions? Main and
sub-questions Questions Sub-questions Question (i) How can digital readiness be conceptualized
as a strategic capability that supports sustainable organizational performance in HEI? (ii) What is
the mediation of governance mechanisms and data-driven readiness in effecting evidence-
based decision making on sustainable organizational performance by HEIs? (iii) How does human
and cultural readiness play a mediating role to link digital readiness with sustainable
organizational performance in higher education institution? (iv) What is the role of technology
and infrastructure readiness in ensuring sustainability and resiliency for how higher education
were able to operate? (v) How does digital leadership and strategic alignment strengthen the
effect of digital readiness on sustainable organizational performance in the higher education
industry? These questions steered database choice and search string development as well as
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screening choices, based upon the argument that SLRs are question led (Papaioannou et al.,
2016), and driven by theory (Sauer & Seuring, 2023).

We conducted a systematic search in key academic databases pertaining to digitalization
studies, sustainable organization research and higher education including Scopus, Web of
Science, ScienceDirect, IEEE Xplore and SpringerLink. Search strings containing controlled
vocabulary and free-text terms, including “digital readiness”, “digital transformation readiness”,
“digital capacity”, “digital competence”, “higher education institutions; university”, and
“sustainable performance; organizational sustainability”. The frame of reference was defined to
be the period from 2015 (when strategy shift toward digital transformation and sustainability
intensified in higher education) through 2025. We included only [peer-reviewed] empirical
journal articles and conference papers in English (excluding [book chapters, opinion pieces,
theses, grey literature not informed by scientific research] to maintain methodological rigor and
comparability).

The multi-stage screening followed PRISMA (Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic
Reviews and Meta-Analyses) logic (see fig. 1). In the initial identification stage, 1,074 records were
retrieved from the databases. In stage screening, after removal of duplicates and non-relevant
titles and abstracts, 578 articles remained. In stage eligibility, full texts of 231 articles were
evaluated against the inclusion criteria. In the final inclusion stage, 96 articles met all criteria and
were included in the qualitative synthesis. All 96 retained articles satisfied the predefined quality
thresholds and were classified as high quality. The PRISMA flow captured these numbers and
stages in detail. The inclusion criteria required that studies explicitly examine digital readiness, e-
readiness, digital competence or digital transformation readiness in HEls and link these
constructs—directly or indirectly—to organizational or sustainability-related performance
outcomes.

Figure 1. THE PRISMA METHOD
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Quality appraisal was undertaken using criteria adapted from prior review studies in
education and management (Popay et al., 2006; Snyder, 2019). Each article was assessed with
respect to clarity of objectives, methodological transparency, appropriateness of research
design, analytical rigor, and alignment between evidence and conclusions. Both quantitative and
qualitative studies were included, as well as mixed-methods designs. Conceptual papers were
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retained only where they proposed testable conceptual linkages between digital readiness and
sustainable organizational performance in HEls. No included study was excluded at the quality-
appraisal stage, as all 96 papers met minimum quality standards.

Data extraction was based on a coded form, including bibliographic data, geographical
setting, research approach, unit of analysis and concepts and indicators of digital readiness (e.g.,
infrastructure, digital skills, governance, culture strategy) as well as concepts for sustainable
performance (e.g., academic quality stakeholder satisfaction operational efficiency
environmental and social impact). Thematic synthesis and narrative synthesis were then used to
draw cross-study patterns, mediating mechanisms and contextual contingencies (Thomas &
Harden, 2008). By means of this iterative process, higher-order themes that explained how the
capabilities associated with digital readiness informed sustainability-focused organizational
performance patterns in HEIs were formed.

RESULTS

Descriptive Results

The results section aims to provides a consolidated synthesis of 96 high-quality studies
(published from 2015 to 2025) contributed by authors based in different countries, and covers
almost the entire spectrum of scholarly literature on digital readiness and sustainability at HEIs.
Characteristics are sectioned in order to highlight the most efficiently descriptive aspects, such
as disciplinary distribution, document types (DTs), major source titles, top research keywords
and global geographical interests, which reveal the evolution of digital readiness research as a
multidisciplinary and globally appealing area. Taken together, these findings contribute to
empirical evidence of digital transformation initiatives and achieving sustainability agendas
moving closer in HEls, and also show tensions between them as well as unexplored areas that
shape the debate on theoretical contributions, contextual gaps and future research needs.

Table 1. Descriptive Document

Subject Area Document Type and Keywords
Countries

Social Sciences (n=32); Document Type: Higher Education (n=49);
Computer Science (n=19); Journal articles (n=73); Digital Transformation (n=18);
Environmental Science Conference papers (n=23) Sustainable Development
(n=12); Business, Countries: (n=17); Teaching (n=14); e-
Management, and Accounting | Malaysia (n=9); Indonesia learning (n=14); Engineering
(n=10); Decision Sciences (n=8); United States (n=8); Education (n=12); Artificial
(n=9); Psychology (n=7); Saudi Arabia (n=7); India Intelligence (n=12); Student
Economics, Econometrics, (n=7); United Kingdom (n=5); | (n=11); Online Learning (n=7);
and Finance (n=5); Arts and Spain (n=5); Jordan (n=5); Sustainability (n=6);
Humanities (n=2) South Africa (n=4); Australia Educational Technologies (=6)
(n=4)

Source: Own elaborate (2026)

Table 1 shows that research on digital readiness and sustainability in higher education are
predominantly located within the social science and the computer science disciplines, which
evidences the interdisciplinary nature of digital transformation at universities. Strong social
sciences presence, with a focus on organisational change; pedagogy; governance and readiness
(institutional); Computer science contributions on digital infrastructure & learning technologies,
including Al-based systems. Environmental science included This could indicate the growing
integration of sustainability issues, but business & management elements are equally under-
represented indicating room for more extensive (Strategic) performance emphasis.
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Table 1 peer review journal articles are overwhelmingly represented in the evidence base,
with over half of included studies being peer reviewed conference papers. This suggests a fairly
mature and theoretically based stream of investigation. Conference papers and reviews also
indicate the emergence of a technology-mediated discourse as discussed later with respect to
the latest digital tools and platforms. This table also shows that production is uneven in
emerging and developing countries for Court decisions, mainly in Southeast Asia and the Middle
East. This pattern is consistent with the strategic need to establish digital readiness for campus
development, access growth and transition towards sustainability in HE systems confronted by
structural and resource limitations. However, the under-representation of resources from
developed world countries offers an opportunity for a more even perspective - indicating the
need to undertake broader cross country comparative research.

The distribution of keywords in Table 1 indicates a clear focus on higher education from
the perspective of (digital) transformation and teaching-learning. The high incidence of
sustainability-related terms is an indication, that digital readiness is more and more considered
as a driver for the local implementations of sustainable development goals in HEIs. Increasing
focus on Al-related keywords also suggests a movement toward advanced digital capabilities as
strategic resources for the long-term performance and resilience of organizations.

Digital Readiness as Independent Variable
Table 2. DIGITAL READINESS INDICATORS

Digital Readiness
Dimensions

Technological
Readiness

* Availability of IT infrastructure;
* Reliability of digital networks &
systems; « Integration of LMS,
ERP, and digital platforms.

Demonstrate the technical readiness of
HEIs to support academic and
administrative processes on an ongoing
basis. A mature infrastructure enables
efficiency and continuity of service.

Human & Digital
Competency
Readiness

* Digital competence of
lecturers & staff; « Data and Al
literacy; « Readiness to adapt to
new technologies.

Human resource capabilities are a
prerequisite for technology to be
transformed into sustainable
organizational performance.

Organizational &
Cultural Readiness

+ Digital innovation culture; *
Openness to change; * Learning
culture.

Organizational culture mediates the
success of digital transformation and
ensures the sustainability of change.

Strategic &
Leadership
Readiness

+ Clarity of digital vision; * Top
leadership support; « Alignment
of digital strategy with
institutional goals.

Digital leadership ensures that readiness
is not ad-hoc, but rather focused on long-
term performance.

Governance & Data
Readiness

* IT & data governance; * Data
security and privacy; ¢ Evidence-
based decision making.

Data governance and utilization enable
strategic decision making for sustainable
performance.

Process & Change
Readiness

* Change management
readiness; * Business process
flexibility; « Technology
integration in workflow

Demonstrates the institution's ability to
manage the digital transition without
disrupting performance stability.

Source: Own elaborate (2026)
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A detailed list of indicators that represent Digital Readiness within HEIs in a multi-faceted
manner (i.e., Technological, Human, Organizational, Strategic, Governance and process-related)
is shown in Table 2. Technological readiness signifies the basic capability of HEIs in providing a
foundation for digital transformation in terms of availability and reliability of IT infrastructure
including digital networks and LMS, ERP and other integration modes from digital platforms.
Previous research has concluded that solid and integrated digital infrastructure are critical
factors in delivering continuity of service, operational effectiveness and organisational resiliency,
especially for education institutions with strong digital presences (Agasisti et al., 2020; Al-Fadhel
et al., 2020; Rawi et al., 2022).

Above and beyond infrastructure development, human and digital skills readiness reflects
the significance of lecturers' and staff's readiness in terms of digital competencies, such as data
literacy in Al), including their preparedness to develop simultaneously such new technologies.
The literature consistently highlights the significance of human capital for leveraging digital
investments toward sustainable organizational performance, as technology alone cannot
produce value in the absence of competent and flexible users (Aboobaker & KA, 2020, 2021;
Burksaitiené et al., 2021; Abdelfattah et al., 2015).

The dimension of organizational and cultural readiness refers to the level at which HEls
encourage a digital innovation culture, openness to change, and learning-focused environment.
Indeed, the empirical evidence reveals that organizational culture acts as a mediating
mechanism in the success of digital transformation (i.e., organizations with supportive cultures
are better able to institutionalize their digital practices and maintain performance gains over
time (Rieg et al., 2021; Santos et al., 2024).

In addition, Top management and Leadership readiness highlights the necessity of well-
defined digital vision, strong support from top management and integration between digital
strategies into organizational objectives. A crucial enabler for guiding digital preparedness
initiatives to focus strategically on the long-term sustainability rather than atomistic adoption of
technology has been identified as digital leadership (Lim & Teoh, 2021; Souli & Pierrakeas, 2025).
In addition to this, governance and data readiness concern IT governance, data governance but
also data security, privacy and evidence-based decision making which overall empower
accountability and strategic coherence in digitally enabled HEIs (Chounta et al., 2024; Cosenz,
2022). Finally, process and change readiness is the capability of the institution to pave the way
for digital transitions through adoptive business processes and effective change management
(allowing HEls to take in new technologies without performance impact) (Mohamed Hashim et
al., 2022, Veseli et al., 2025).

Sustainable Organizational Performance as Dependent Variable
Table 3. Sustainable Organizational Performance Indicators

Sustainable

Performance Conceptualize

Dimensions
Academic * Quality of digital learning; * Digital readiness improves the quality
Performance Continuous curriculum innovation; * [of the learning process and academic
Sustainability Student satisfaction. achievement in a sustainable manner.
Operational & « Efficiency of academic & non- Digital technology improves operational
Administrative academic processes; * Speed and  |efficiency which supports
Efficiency accuracy of service; » Reduction of |organizational sustainability.

operational costs.

Organizational * Crisis response capability; ¢ HEls that are digitally ready are more
Resilience & Organizational flexibility; * resilient to environmental changes and
Adaptability Continuity of service. crises.
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Sustainable

Performance Conceptualize
Dimensions
Innovation & * Innovation in educational services; |Digital readiness drives continuous
Continuous « Utilization of data for continuous |innovation as a source of long-term
Improvement improvement; « Digital performance.
collaboration
Stakeholder & * Lecturer and staff satisfaction; *+  |Sustainable performance encompasses
Social Sustainability | Inclusiveness of digital access; * the social and stakeholder dimensions
Contribution to SDGs. of HEls.
Governance & * Transparency and accountability; * |Digital readiness strengthens
Institutional Quality of decision-making; institutional governance and legitimacy
Sustainability Institutional reputation. in the long term.

Source: Own elaborate (2026)

Table 3 presents Sustainable Organizational Performance (SOP) in HEIs as a multi-
dimensional concept, representing the institution’s capacity to realize sustainable long-term
academic excellence, operational efficiency, resilience, innovation, social responsibility and
legitimacy of governance. Academic performance sustainability is one of the key factors in SOP,
including digital learning quality, continuous curriculum renewal and student satisfaction.
Previous works have argued that integration of digital technologies to teaching and learning
enhance the quality of instruction, as well as contributes to sustained academic outcomes
(especially if they are consistent with institutional strategy and learners' needs) (Agasisti et al.,
2020; Alotaibi, 2022; Bekesiene et al., 2025).

This dimension refers to the degree of efficiency in both operations and management; it
measures how well HEIs can streamline academic and non-academic processes, enhance
services speed and accuracy as well as reduce operating expenses. Literature on sustainability
management and digital transformation in higher education emphasizes the need for efficient
operations to ensure institutional viability as well as sustained performance over time,
particularly amidst resource scarcity, mounting demands for accountability (Roos & Guenther,
2020: Cosenz, 2022). Process automation and integrated information systems Digital
technologies are key enablers in increasing these efficiencies.

Resilience and adaptability at the organization level is another important dimension of
sustainable performance. The evidence as reviewed points to the fact that HEIs are known to
stand out with regards their ability to handle crisis decently, adapt organisational structures and
continuity of service in episodic turbulent environments can sustain performance (Rieg et al.,
2021; Ndibalema, 2022). The adaptation capability has been conspicuously clear during times of
uncertainty, digital-enabled institutions had significantly higher adaptability and resilience.

Moreover, innovation and ongoing improvement describe how the institution can create
new educational services, use data for the continuous betterment of the services they provide,
and deploy digital tools to collaborate. Innovation as an ongoing process has been
acknowledged to contribute significantly to the long-term performance and survival of
organizations in the HEIs (Santos et al., 2024; Bekesiene et al., 2025). The stakeholder and social
sustainability level broadens performance “Beyond internal efficiency concerns” to encompass
lecturer and staff satisfaction, digital inclusion, and alignment with wider society necessities such
as sustainable development goals (Aleixo et al., 2018; Findler et al., 2019). Finally, governance
and institutional sustainability focus on the transparency, accountability and the quality of a
judgement as well as reputation that is indispensable to assure legitimacy in higher education
systems (Leal Fllho et al., 2021; Grunwald et al., 2025).
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Digital readiness and sustainable organizational performance in higher education
institutions (HEIs)

As an evolving strategic capability that would grant higher education institutions (HEIs) the
ability to achieve and maintain long-term organizational performance, the literature repeatedly
conceptualizes digital readiness. Compared to technological preparedness, digital readiness, at
present, is conceptualized as a broad-based organizational capability; it encompasses not only
the necessary technical infrastructure but also people competencies', governance
systems/structures' and “strategic orientation' that help in creating and sustaining value over
time (Limani et al.,, 2019:39; Mohamed Hashim et al., 2022; Blakong et al., 2025). The view
presented here places digital readiness within strategic management semantics, in which digital
assets are intentionally aligned with institutional missions and sustainability agendas.

There is evidence that digitally-capable HEIs are more strategically placed in the
development of new academic and administrative processes, service quality enhancement and
performance continuity strategies in changing circumstances. Digital readiness promotes socially
responsible performance of the organization through organizational efficiency, quality education
delivery and institutional resilience especially during disruptive and crisis times in particular
(Akhmetshin et al., 2020; Agasisti et al., 2020; Al-Fadhel et al., 2020). Organizations with higher
readiness score have a higher adaptation capability and hence can respond to technological
change and external pressures proactively (Ndibalema, 2022).

The literature underlines particularly that digital readiness is creation of value through
intangible, institution-specific skills from several resources: such as digital competences of
academic and administrative staff, organizational learning culture and knowledge, willingness to
change (Aboobaker & KA, 2020, 2021; Burksaitiené et al., 2021; McManus et al., 2024). Such
elements are able to turn HEIs' digital investments from short-term efficiencies into sustained
performance benefits. Additionally, governance and digital leadership are important in further
anchoring digital readiness as a strategic capability through aligning digital initiatives,
institutional strategy, and sustainability targets (Lim & Teoh, 2021; Chounta et al., 2024; Leal Filho
et al., 2021). In general, the studies reviewed converge and present digital readiness as a
fundamental strategic capability of sustainable organizational performance in HEIs (Aleixo et al.,
2018; Abidin & Al-Idrus, 2025; Albashiry, et al. 2024).

Governance and Data-Driven Readiness - Enabling Evidence-Based Sustainability

The works of literature point to governance and data-driven preparedness as two key
mechanisms, by which digital readiness leads to sustainable performance at the organisational
level in HEIs. Governance readiness refers to the institutional policies, IT governance practices,
data management operations and accountability mechanisms that align digital transformation in
a rational and well-considered fashion. Research highlights that, in the absence of a strong
governance, digital transformation initiatives tend to be scattered and do not produce long-term
performance returns (Cosenz, 2022; Leal Filho et al., 2021).

The need for sustainability-supporting data-driven decision-making A rising tide of
evidence highlights the role of DD in driving a performance that is more sustainability-oriented.
HEIs that show preparedness in terms of data governance—including data quality assurance,
security and privacy protection and analytical capability—are more enabled to assess
performance impacts and link digital investments with institutional missions (Chounta et al,,
2024; Santos et al., 2024). There is emerging evidence indicating that data-informed governance
could lead to improved transparency, better quality assurance systems and strategic planning -
key factors for sustainable good organizational performance (Abello-Romero et al., 2025).

Furthermore, governance readiness allows HEIs to reconcile efficiency aims with wider
sustainability objectives. Governance frameworks based on the principles of sustainability make
it easier to integrate digital technologies into institutional visions of quality in education, social
inclusion and social responsibility (Roos & Guenther, 2020; Grunwald et al., 2025). Thus,
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governance and data-driven readiness as structural enablers stabilise and enable the
performance benefits incubated with digital readiness to continue strengthening the legitimacy
of the institutions and creating value over long term in a HEls (Yan et al., 2025).

Human and Cultural Readiness as Mediating Mechanisms

Human and cultural readiness seem to be the main mediating mechanisms that change
digital readiness into sustained performance for HEls. Many research works highlight that
enhanced performance is not determined by the mere introduction of digital tools, but rather,
on academic and administrative staff university’'s competences, attitudes and behavioural
commitment (Aboobaker & KA, 2020, 2021; BurkSaitiené et al., 2021; Pratama et al., 2025). Digital
skill such as data and Al literacy will allow people in institutions to interact meaningfully with
their digital systems and be users of the iterative vision for improvement.

Otherwise, in addition to hard skills or individual competence, organizational culture has a
significant influence on the sustainability of digital transformation. Studies show that HEIs with
learning- and innovative-oriented, and change-supportive cultures are more successful in
embedding digital practices into the institutions and sustaining performance improvements
(Rieg et al., 2021; Santos et al., 2024; Sofkova Hashemi et al., 2023). Cultures like this promote
experimentation, learning and collaboration, which are critical to long-term adaptability.

The literature also emphasises the consideration of psychological factors such as trust,
perceptions on institutional support and propensity to psychological safety in influencing digital
initiatives engagement. There is evidence that staff are more likely to accept digital
transformation initiatives when they perceived the change as consistent with their professional
values and institutional goals, leading them to exhibit less resistance towards such a change,
which will be reflected on performance outcomes (Abdelfattah et al., 2025; Veseli et al., 2025).
Altogether, these observations place human and cultural readiness as key mediators connecting
digital readiness to the sustainability of organizational performance in HEls.

Technological and Infrastructural Readiness for Operational Sustainability

Technology and infrastructure readiness is repeatedly referred to as one of the
cornerstones in supporting operational sustainability in an HEls. This dimension describes the
access, stability and integration of digital infrastructure such as learning management systems,
enterprise platforms or networked technologies that facilitate academic and administrative
activities. Empirically, it is evident that HEIs with strong Digital Infrastructure are able to enhance
their levels of efficiency, service continuity and low-cost optimization, which enhance the
sustainable organizational performance of the institutions concerned (Agasisti et al., 2020; Rawi
et al,, 2022; Ahmad et al., 2023).

The literature also suggests that technological readiness substantially facilitates the
resilience and adaptability of an organization, especially in time of crisis. During and post-COVID-
19 pandemic, studies have shown that HEIs were able to effectively continue teaching and
learning administrative activities during emergencies with preparedness in digital capacity (Al-
Fadhel et al., 2020; Ndibalema, 2022; Saleh et al., 2023). This capability for continuity hightlights
the strategic value of infrastructure preparedness, beyond run-of-the-mill operational efficacy
(Nazyrova et al., 2025; Lam & Phi, 2025)

Crucially, if technological readiness is mainstreamed in institutional workflows and
facilitated by supporting organisational practices it adds to the sustainability of such EHL
practice. Research accentuates that an infrastructure, by itself, has no power to assure
sustainable functioning; instead, its investment makes sense when digital tools are infused in the
working processes and institutional strategies (Mohamed Hashim et al., 2022; Martinez et al.,
2021). Additionally, technological and infrastructural readiness is also a prerequisite condition
rather than an adequate condition for the operational sustainability of HEIs (Darwish et al.,
2025).
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Digital Leadership and Strategic Alignment as Reinforcing Factors

Digital leadership and strategic alignment are considered generally as the drivers that
enhance the effect of digital readiness on sustainable organizational performance in HEls.
Leadership commitment is found in the literature to be critical for providing clear digital vision,
securing resources and obtaining buy-in from organisational members to support these
transformation efforts (Lim & Teoh, 2021; Souli & Pierrakeas, 2025). Leaders are in a unique
position to set priorities and maintain focus across digital initiatives.

Strategic alignment is intended not to allow digital readiness initiatives being isolated but
as part of an institutional mission and sustainability agenda. Research studies have indicated
that when digital strategies are closely aligned with organisational objectives, HEIs will be more
able to attain sustainable performance gains rather than merely attain short-term efficiencies
(Leal Filho et al., 2021; Grunwald et al., 2025). In addition to strengthening the provision of care,
alignment improves efficiency among educational and administrative units, reducing duplication
and divisiveness (Zakharov et al., 2021).

In addition, digital leadership acts as a driver for sustainability by up-righting new
behaviours like accountability, innovation and learning. Empirical facts proved that good digital
leadership fosters the cross functional cooperation and helps to be adaptable in respect to
technological as well environmental changes (Sharma et al., 2024; Razi-ur-Rahim et al., 2025). In
sum, from an extant body of work, digital leadership and strategic alignment enhance the effect
of digital readiness transforming it into a sustained supply of organizational performance in
HEls.

DISCUSSION

Theoretical Interpretation of Digital Readiness and Sustainable Organizational
Performance

This original work makes two contributions to the literature, firstly by framing digital
readiness as a theoretically grounded antecedent of sustaining organizational performance in
HEls. Based on a thematic synthesis of 96 identified studies, the conclusion also draws on three
supplementary theoretical perspectives—Resource-Based View (RBV), Dynamic Capabilities, and
sustainability-frameworks in higher education—to create an explanatory narrative of how and
why digital readiness engenders long-term institutional performance.

Digital Readiness through the Lens of the Resource-Based View (RBV)

From an RBV viewpoint, digital readiness could be viewed as a package of strategic
resources which are imbedded in HEls. RBV claims that resources, which are valuable, rare,
inimitable and non-substitutable lead to company performance. The literature we review implies
that digital readiness satisfies these criteria, provided it is not limited to technologies per se but
encompasses organization specific blends of digital infrastructure, human skills and capabilities,
governance structures or practices and culture (Mohamed Hashim et al., 2022; Lytras et al.,
2024).

There is an empirical body of evidence from the HEI context (‘case system’) showing that
digitally enabled universities exploit interoperable LMS, enterprise-wide platform applications
and data governance tools to improve processes and academic standards in ways difficult for
competing players to imitate (Limani et al., 2019; Kisahwan et al. 2025). In addition, the human
and cultural readiness-e.g., digital skills, learning culture and openness to change are intangible
assets that would boost the strategic value of digital investment (Aboobaker & KA, 2020, 2021;
Burk3aitiene et al., 2021). In this context, digital readiness is congruent with RBV in that it
operates as a heterogeneous and path-dependent resourcing strategy for sustainable
performance advantages in HEls.
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Digital Readiness as a Dynamic Capability

Whereas RBV explains the foundation of advantage, the results are also aligned to
Dynamic Capabilities theory that focuses on an organization's ability to sense opportunities,
seize them and reconfigure resources in response to change. According to the thematic
synthesis, readiness in the digital sphere provides HEIs exactly with these adaptive capacities.
Institutions that are digitally ready will be more able to detect changes in technology and
pedagogy, take advantage of opportunities for digital evolution, and reconfigure academic,
business and administrative processes as needed (Akhmetshin et al., 2020; McManus et al.,
2024).

A number of studies show that governance and readiness of data allows HEls to monitor
the performance constantly, assess digital initiatives and redesign strategies to fulfil
sustainability goals (Chounta et al., 2024; Santos et al., 2024). This adaptive ability was thrown
into sharp relief, notably in times of crisis, like the COVID-19 pandemic where digitally prepared
HEIs exhibited higher resilience and sustainable operation of functions (Al-Fadhel et al., 2020;
Ndibalema, 2022). Therefore, digital readiness may be viewed as a dynamic capability which
enables HEIs not only to apply digital resources effectively, but also to renew and transform
them over time in order that organisational performance can be maintained.

Future Research Agenda

By conducting this systematic literature review, we have discovered several opportunities
for future research to explore digital readiness and sustainable organizational performance in
HEls. First, it is important for future research to go beyond conceptual discussions and use
longitudinal and comparative research designs to investigate how digital readiness develops as
a strategic capability. The majority of the studies in place tend to be cross-sectional and hence
offer few insights into how digital readiness drive sustained performance rather than short term
results. Longitudinal data would enhance the RBV by capturing path-dependent and
accumulative character of digital readiness as a source of sustained advantage. Second, research
is needed to explore governance and data-driven readiness in relation to mixed-methods
designs and more institutional-level data. Although the importance of e-governance and digital
governance is widely acknowledged in the literature, there are relatively few empirical studies to
validate their significance. Other possible avenues for future research could be to explore the
role of data analytics maturity, Al-enabled governance and digital accountability mechanisms on
sustainability outcomes in other - especially regulatory or cultural - contexts. Third, human and
cultural readiness as a mediating mechanism need to be better understood. Future studies
need to explicitly capture the role of digital competencies and organisational learning culture as
mediators, or psychological safety as a mediator in closeness at upper structural level between
digital readiness and sustainable performance by employing alternative strategies (PLS-SEM,
multilevel). Furthermore, qualitative studies could investigate micro-level mechanisms by which
academic and administrative staff plan to adopt the digital transformation and sustainability
narratives.

CONCLUSION

This systematic literature review offers a holistic synthesis of how digital readiness is
conceptualized and supports the sustainable performance of organizations in higher education
institutions (HEIs). Based on 96 high-quality studies released between 2015 and 2025, and
inspired by PRISMA 2020, the review illustrates that being digitally ready is no longer considered
as solely a technical status but also as a heterogeneous strategic capability that supports long-
term organizations’ sustainability.

The results demonstrate that digital readiness impacts sustainable organizational
performance via interacting processes of technological (infrastructure) preparedness,
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governance and data-based decision making, human/cultural preparedness, and digital
leadership with strategic alignment. Together, these dimensions allow HEIs to improve
academic quality, operational effectiveness, organizational resilience, innovation capability and
governance legitimacy. Most importantly, the review reveals that sustainable performance is not
about particular digital initiatives, rather, about an integrated purpose of digital readiness within
the institutional mission and governance structure as well as its sustainability agenda.

From a theoretical point of view this research contributes to the literature by merging RBV
and DC coupled with sustainability frameworks to demonstrate digital readiness as a resource-
based source for sustainable organizational performance in HEls. The synthesis indicates that
intangible and institution-specific capabilities (e.g., digital competencies, learning culture and
leadership commitment) play a role in translating digital readiness into sustainable performance
effects.

On a practical level, the results highlight that the HEI leaders and policymakers should
embrace digital transformation in their institutions as a complex endeavour which requires not
only technological investment but also governance maturity, human capacity building, and
strategic leadership. In sum, this review presents a solid theoretical footing and an agenda for
future research on how to develop sustainable digital transformation in higher education.

LIMITATION

Despite providing a comprehensive synthesis of the literature on digital readiness and
sustainable organizational performance in higher education institutions (HEls), this study is
subject to several limitations. First, although the review followed PRISMA 2020 guidelines and
applied rigorous inclusion and quality appraisal criteria, the analysis is inherently constrained by
the scope and quality of the existing studies, which are dominated by cross-sectional designs
and self-reported measures, thereby limiting causal inference. Second, the review primarily
relies on peer-reviewed journal articles indexed in major academic databases, potentially
excluding relevant insights from grey literature, policy reports, and practitioner-oriented studies
that may offer alternative perspectives on digital readiness and sustainability in HEls. Third,
variations in conceptual definitions, measurement approaches, and contextual settings across
the included studies may affect the comparability and generalisability of the synthesized
findings. Finally, while this review integrates multiple theoretical perspectives, it does not
empirically test the proposed conceptual framework, suggesting that the relationships identified
should be interpreted as theoretically informed rather than causally established. Future
empirical and longitudinal research is therefore needed to validate and extend the insights
generated by this review.
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