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Highlights

Please indicate how your work links to systems science via your contributions to systems
practice, theory, or methodology.

• This paper demonstrates that digital transformation is an interconnected system of
cultural change work, where leadership, strategy, communication, resistance, and
learning interact to shape digital organisational culture.

• This paper provides a practical framework that helps university leaders manage digital
transformation by integrating leadership, strategy, employee support, and continuous
learning to foster digital organisational culture.

What are the main findings and/or the implications of the main findings?

• The study found that digital organisational culture emerges through the interaction
of leadership, strategy, communication, and continuous learning rather than through
technology alone. The findings highlight the importance of adopting an integrated
approach to digital transformation.

• The study shows that institutional context shapes how digital organisational culture
emerges, indicating that there is no universal pathway to digital transformation.

Abstract

This comparative case study investigates the impact of digital transformation (DT) on
the development of a digital organisational culture (OC) within two distinct university
settings: one in Saudi Arabia and the other in the United Kingdom. Adopting a qualitative
interpretive methodology, the research examines the intricate dynamics of cultural shifts
triggered by digital transformation. Drawing on Alvesson and Sveningsson’s framework,
the study explores how changes in the nature of work and the emergence of new collective
meanings influence organisational culture within the context of digital change. Through
in-depth qualitative analysis, the research offers valuable insights into the complexities
of transformation within two culturally diverse higher education institutions (HEIs). The
study identifies digital strategy as the primary catalyst for this shift, emphasising that
robust leadership and management support are essential to aligning strategic initiatives
with cultural objectives. The research further establishes that a digital strategy capable of
fostering a digital organisational culture is built upon three key pillars: a culture of com-
pliance, performance reshaping, and a culture of continuous learning. However, existing
studies identify leadership, resistance, strategy and training as important DT factors. This
study extends the literature by demonstrating that these are not independent variables but
interconnected forms of cultural change work through which digital organisational culture
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emerges. These findings contribute to a deeper understanding of the complexities of digital
transformation and organisational culture change, providing practical implications and
recommendations for successful digital integration within university environments.

Keywords: digital transformation (DT); organisational culture (OC) change; comparative
study; universities

1. Introduction
Previous research documented that the business landscape has witnessed a profound

transformation [1]. Specifically, the higher education (HE) sector has experienced a change
in its current business model, and it is mainly attributed to the influence of digital trans-
formation (DT) on universities [2]. Thus, the integration of digital technologies within the
operational framework of universities has not only improved academic delivery methods
but has also brought significant changes in the organisational culture (OC) of these insti-
tutions, such as fostering a culture of adaptability, resilience, continuous improvement
through leadership, employee engagement, and communication [3]. At the same time,
understanding the culture of an organisation can be critical for the success of a business,
with Hamdani et al. [4] arguing that the organisational culture within an institution impacts
the strategy required for digital transformation. More critically, Rodríguez-Abitia et al. [5]
state that a university’s implementation of digital transformation may fail due to a lack of
changes in the OC together with other factors, such as lack of leadership support [6].

Previous studies mentioned previously identified factors, such as leadership [7], strat-
egy [8], resistance [9], communication [10], and training [11], as important determinants
of digital transformation success. These factors are typically examined as distinct organ-
isational capabilities or managerial practices. However, existing studies provide only a
fragmented understanding of how these factors collectively reshape organisational culture
during digital transformation, particularly within higher education institutions. This study
aimed to deal with this gap, as the factors mentioned previously should not be understood
as independent drivers of digital transformation but rather as interconnected forms of
cultural change work through which digital organisational culture emerges. Drawing on
Alvesson and Sveningsson’s [12] framework, this paper shifts attention from identifying
isolated success factors towards explaining the dynamic processes through which mean-
ings, work practices, values, and organisational relationships are reconstructed during
digital transformation.

This research investigates how digital transformation reshapes organisational culture
within higher education by examining how digital organisational culture emerges through
ongoing processes of cultural change work. Using a comparative interpretive case study
of two universities, one in Saudi Arabia and one in the United Kingdom, the study re-
sponds to calls for richer theoretical explanations of organisational change during digital
transformation [13,14]. Rather than treating leadership, strategy, resistance, and training as
separate determinants of digital transformation, the study examines how these dimensions
interact to reshape organisational values, work practices, and collective meanings, thereby
contributing to the emergence of a digital organisational culture.

Through this exploration, the study contributes to the digital transformation and organ-
isational culture literature in three ways. First, it extends Alvesson and Sveningsson’s [12]
concept of cultural change work to explain how digital organisational culture emerges
during digital transformation within higher education institutions. Second, it demonstrates
that leadership, strategy, resistance, and learning are not independent antecedents of digital
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transformation success but interconnected processes through which organisational culture
is actively reconstructed. Third, by comparing universities operating in distinct institutional
contexts, the study illustrates how different governance environments shape the processes
through which digital organisational culture develops.

Therefore, the paper seeks to address these objectives:

1. To examine how digital transformation reshapes organisational culture through in-
terconnected processes of cultural change work within two distinct universities in
two countries.

2. To explain how leadership, strategy, resistance, and changes in work practices interact
to produce the emergence of a digital organisational culture.

The structure of the paper is as follows: the next section will present a comprehensive
literature review on aspects of digital transformation and organisational culture, while
Section 3 provides a discussion of the theoretical framework followed in this study. Section 4
provides a detailed analysis of the research methodology, while Section 5 presents the
findings and discussion part. Finally, Section 6 provides the concluding remarks for
this research.

2. Literature Review
2.1. Digital Transformation and Organisational Culture in Higher Education

DT is defined as “the process of enhancing an organization by instigating substantial
modifications to its characteristics using a blend of information, computing, communication, and
connectivity technologies” [15], p. 118. Digital transformation represents a form of business
transformation driven by emerging technologies [16], and while digital transformation
is crucial for business value and competitiveness, its impact on organisational culture
remains unclear [17]. The adoption of new technologies has affected the way people within
organisations communicate, collaborate, and make decisions [18], and thus organisations
need to have a clear understanding on how digital transformation influences the reshaping
of organisational culture [19].

Key components of organisational culture identified across studies include values,
norms, cultural forms, traditions, procedures, attitudes, and subcultures [20,21]. More
specifically, the formation of organisational culture is influenced by various factors, such as
founders, managers, work groups, organisational characteristics, and the external environ-
ment [22]. Specific elements that contribute to an innovative digital culture include mission
and vision statements, democratic communication, safe spaces, flexibility, collaboration,
boundary spanning, incentives, and leadership [23]. Organisational culture in universities
tends to be based on the culture of clan, adhocracy, hierarchy and market orientation [24],
with hierarchical, patriarchal, servile, and interdependent values being the underlying
characteristics of organisational culture, shaping the choice of leadership styles in the
management of universities [25,26].

Deep [3] emphasised the importance of leadership, employee engagement, and com-
munication in fostering a digital-centric mindset. The risk of failure increases, as people
typically exhibit resistance to change [3]. While certain individuals may find satisfaction,
happiness, and benefits in change, others may experience distress, pressure, and draw-
backs [27]. As de Sousa Jabbour et al. [28] show, organisational culture should support
technology adoption and make resistance to change less of a risk. Digital strategy provides
the strategic direction through which organisations leverage existing and emerging digital
capabilities to achieve long-term objectives. Rather than focusing solely on technological
adoption, digital strategy aligns digital technologies with broader organisational goals to
support value creation and competitiveness within the digital economy [29].
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Thus, the impact of COVID-19 on universities resulted in innovation in the area of
resources (material–economic dimension) and in the area of relationships (socio-political
dimension), while the discursive dimension (cultural-discursive dimension) was negatively
impacted [30]. The emergency shift to remote delivery in universities during the COVID-
19 pandemic resulted in high satisfaction levels and clearly reflected the relevance of
enhancing the digital components within future learning experiences in HE.

Although existing studies consistently identify leadership, employee engagement,
communication, resistance to change, and digital strategy as important factors influencing
digital transformation, they largely examine these as independent organisational deter-
minants. Consequently, current research provides only a fragmented understanding of
how these factors interact to reshape organisational values, work practices, and collec-
tive meanings during digital transformation. As a result, there remains limited theoret-
ical understanding of how these organisational factors become interconnected forms of
cultural change through which digital organisational culture emerges. Addressing this
limitation requires a richer theoretical perspective capable of explaining digital transforma-
tion as an ongoing process of cultural change rather than merely a collection of isolated
success factors.

2.2. Explaining Cultural Change During Digital Transformation: Current Theoretical Limitations

Digital transformation has been examined through several theoretical perspectives, in-
cluding strategic (digital strategy), organisational (dynamic capabilities and organisational
change), technological (technology adoption), innovation, and leadership perspectives.
Collectively, these perspectives explain how organisations develop digital capabilities,
implement new technologies, and align digital initiatives with strategic objectives. Digital
strategy research highlights the importance of establishing a clear strategic direction for
digital transformation, either through context-specific approaches or by adapting estab-
lished strategic management principles to digital environments [31]. Organisational change
research views digital transformation as a process that reshapes organisational structures
and practices to enable continuous adaptation within digital business ecosystems [32]. Tech-
nology adoption research has primarily focused on identifying the factors that facilitate
successful digital transformation adoption, including perceived ease of use, time-saving,
security, and financial considerations [33]. Innovation management research provides
only a fragmented understanding of how innovation management interacts with digital
transformation to influence organisational change [34]. Digital leadership research focuses
on how leadership capabilities facilitate digital transformation by supporting organisa-
tional change and digital initiatives [35]. Collectively, these perspectives have significantly
advanced understanding of the strategic, organisational, technological, and managerial di-
mensions of digital transformation. However, they primarily explain individual aspects of
digital transformation rather than how these organisational processes collectively reshape
organisational culture.

Despite these contributions, existing perspectives predominantly conceptualise digital
transformation as a strategic, technological, or capability-building process. The literature
in digital transformation does not provide an overall and clear clarification for what makes
digital transformation succeeds. What we see is that the information systems (IS) literature
handles these issues separately and that there is a lack of a holistic understanding. Organi-
sational culture focuses on the impact digital transformation can have on us and helps us
understand how its adoption can be successful in the face of cultural and organisational
struggle, which current IS literature lacks. Therefore, this study provides a limited explana-
tion of how organisational values, meanings, work practices, and employee interpretations
evolve throughout digital transformation. As a result, digital transformation is frequently
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represented as a collection of managerial success factors rather than an ongoing process of
organisational and cultural reconstruction.

This limitation is reflected in the existing literature on digital transformation and
higher education [36], where leadership, communication, digital strategy, employee en-
gagement, resistance, and training are commonly identified as determinants of digital
transformation. Although these factors are undoubtedly important, they are generally
examined independently, offering only a fragmented explanation of how they collectively
contribute to the emergence of a digital organisational culture.

Alvesson and Sveningsson’s [12] concept of cultural change work offers a useful
perspective for addressing this limitation. Rather than treating organisational culture
as a static organisational attribute, the framework conceptualises culture as something
continuously constructed and reconstructed through leadership, organisational discourse,
work practices, employee interactions, and everyday organisational activities. This per-
spective shifts attention from identifying isolated determinants of digital transformation
towards explaining the processes through which organisational culture evolves during
digital transformation. The authors shift the focus from “organisational culture change” as
a static outcome to “cultural change work” as a dynamic process. This concept refers to the
ongoing, active effort and struggle to influence meanings, understandings, and identity
within the organisation. Essentially, their theory posits that culture is not static; rather, it
is constantly being “worked on” by managers and employees through daily interactions.
Prior research has leveraged Alvesson and Sveningsson’s [12] framework, as demonstrated
in Table 1.

Table 1. Studies that have applied Alvesson and Sveningsson’s framework [12] and how it will be
applied in this research.

Study Result
The Application of Alvesson and
Sveningsson’s (2015) [12]
Framework

Chatman and O’Reilly [37]

Explored the significance of culture
in relation to performance and
discerned that culture pertains not to
behaviour but to the perception of
value and reality.

This study used Alvesson and
Sveningsson’s [12] framework to
show how culture can be better
understood if the investigation
focuses on values. This implies that
digital transformation impacts
organisational culture from the top
down and that cultural values play a
role in the success or failure of
bringing about culture change
through digital transformation.

Kouhizadeh et al. [38]

Inferred from Alvesson and
Sveningsson’s [12] work that
resistance to digitisation can arise
from a combination of internal and
external factors, spanning individual
and organisational levels.

This study used Alvesson and
Sveningsson [12] to explain
resistance as a response to
digitalisation change, which supports
the use of the framework in this
study to understand how digital
transformation is impacted by the
nature of work methods and
practices and how resistance can be
an impact.
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Table 1. Cont.

Study Result
The Application of Alvesson and
Sveningsson’s (2015) [12]
Framework

Van Rooij and Fine [39]
The need to transform the values and
work methodologies within the
organisation.

This study acknowledges the
primary organisational challenge
identified in Alvesson and
Sveningsson’s [12] research. This
supports the use of Alvesson and
Sveningsson’s [12] framework in this
study, as it seeks to find out whether
cultural values, work practices and
methods play a role in the impact of
DT on organisational culture change
in universities.

Johansson and Heide [40]

Demonstrate how Alvesson and
Sveningsson [2] and other scholars
endeavour to comprehend how
individuals interpret change
initiatives and how their perceptions
and understanding influence the
outcomes.

This is important for the analysis of
the case studies included in this
study, which focus on how
participants understand the changes
that digital transformation promises
to bring about in universities.

The studies in Table 1 argue that digital transformation transcends mere technical
upgrades and is fundamentally a form of “cultural change work” Comprehending digital
transformation requires an analysis of values, resistance, work practices, and employee
discourse—all core components of Alvesson and Sveningsson’s theory. For instance, Chat-
man and O’Reilly [37] demonstrate that culture is not simply behaviour but is rooted in
deep-seated values and perceptions of reality. While digital transformation impacts culture
from the “top down,” its success is contingent upon these underlying values. Similarly,
Kouhizadeh et al. [38] frame resistance to digitisation not as mere stubbornness, but as
a complex interplay of internal and external factors. Consequently, this study utilises
the framework to interpret resistance as a natural response to shifting “work methods
and practice” By reframing digital transformation from a “project management” task to
“cultural change work” this research investigates the struggle over meaning and work
that occurs during a university’s digital transition. Collectively, these studies demonstrate
that understanding digital transformation requires moving beyond technological imple-
mentation towards explaining how organisational meanings, work practices, and values
are continually negotiated. This provides the theoretical foundation for the present study.
Therefore, a second gap exists in the literature. While digital transformation research has
identified numerous organisational determinants of successful transformation, relatively
little attention has been paid to understanding digital transformation as an ongoing process
of cultural change. Accordingly, this study adopts Alvesson and Sveningsson’s [12] con-
cept of cultural change work to explain how leadership, digital strategy, communication,
resistance, and changing work practices become interconnected organisational processes
through which digital organisational culture emerges.

2.3. Comparative Understanding of the Emergence of Digital Organisational Culture

Comparative research is a systematic approach that examines similarities and differ-
ences across multiple cases or contexts to develop a deeper understanding of organisational
and social phenomena [41]. Within digital transformation research, comparative studies
have been used to investigate variations in digital transformation adoption, implementation
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challenges, and organisational outcomes across different settings [42]. Such an approach
provides valuable insights into how organisational and institutional contexts shape digital
transformation and organisational culture [43]. Unlike single-case studies, comparative
research enables researchers to distinguish context-specific practices from broader organ-
isational patterns, thereby strengthening theoretical explanations of organisational and
cultural change [44].

Institutional context plays a critical role in shaping the success of digital transformation,
and comparative research has been particularly valuable in demonstrating how differences
in organisational and national contexts influence digital transformation outcomes [45].
Comparative studies show that institutional factors, including leadership, governance,
organisational culture, and policy environments, significantly influence the implementation
of digital transformation in higher education. For example, a comparison of universities
in Ukraine and the Czech Republic demonstrates that successful digital transformation
depends on policy consistency, institutional leadership, and inclusive access, while also
revealing important differences in how these factors operate across national contexts [46].
Similarly, studies have shown that institutional context shapes organisational values and
operational practices [47], influences leadership and organisational culture in Indonesian
universities [48], determines levels of digital maturity in Spanish universities [49], and
affects employee participation through knowledge sharing and employee mobility [50].
Furthermore, institutional context also influences organisational resistance to change, with
developed and developing countries experiencing different context-specific challenges
during digital transformation [51].

Nevertheless, most comparative studies focus on comparing organisational outcomes,
digital maturity, or implementation success rather than explaining how digital organisa-
tional culture emerges during digital transformation. As a result, they provide limited
theoretical understanding of why similar digital initiatives produce different cultural
outcomes across institutional settings.

This study addresses these limitations through a comparative interpretive case study
of two universities operating within distinct institutional contexts. By drawing on Alvesson
and Sveningsson’s [12] concept of cultural change work, the study explains how organisa-
tional values, leadership, work practices, strategy, and employee interpretations interact to
shape the emergence of a digital organisational culture.

3. Theoretical Framework
Conducting a study on organisational culture change, specifically comparing two

universities operating in distinct environments, requires insights from a framework that can
effectively explicate and comprehend such organisational changes. This study incorporates
insights from Alvesson and Sveningsson [12] for comprehending organisational cultural
change because they provide a means of understanding the impact of digital transformation
on organisational culture and effectively show the emergence of the digital OC. The data
collection and analysis processes are guided by the following principles from Alvesson and
Sveningsson [12]:

• Effects on the nature of work: Understanding how the nature of work evolves during
the process of DT is the key to understanding the change in organisational culture.
Changes in work methods and practices caused by digital transformation can signify
the emergence of a digital organisational culture. Analysing how automation affects
the performance and delivery of work, and exploring the repercussions of these
changes in work methods and practices, will elucidate the role played by digital
transformation in reshaping the traditional ways into a digital organisational culture.
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• Interpretation of new collective meaning: Examining how digital transformation has
engendered new digital meanings for work within the two universities is also critical.
The study focuses on elucidating the collective meanings, such as the newfound
emphasis on transparency, that have emerged as a result of digital transformation
and how these have influenced the perception and experience of digital work in
university settings.

Guided by these principles, the framework informs both data collection and thematic
analysis by focusing on changes in work practices and the construction of new collective
meanings during digital transformation.

4. Methods
4.1. Research Methodology

This research adopted a qualitative methodology [52], which was used to examine
how a digital organisational culture emerges during the process of digital transformation.
Adopting a qualitative approach is suitable for this study because it allows for a deeper
understanding of complex cultural shifts, changes in individual behaviours, and how
different actors interpret new collective meanings within university environments.

4.2. Research Strategy

This research adopted an interpretive case study research strategy [53,54] of DT and
changing organisational culture in a Saudi university and a United Kingdom university.
Thus, the focus of the study was on how changing an institution’s culture into a digital
culture is possible through achieving digital transformation within two universities [55].
Central aspects of culture change work theory adopted from Alvesson and Sveningsson [12]
were used as the main tool for enabling and guiding data collection and analysis.

4.3. Data Collection

Data collection was conducted through semi-structured interviews. The main sample
targeted for this research was IT managers and employees at a Saudi and a United King-
dom university that had an active role in the digital transformation process. The snowball
sampling method was applied to identify participants. Snowball sampling was consid-
ered appropriate because many of the key actors involved in the digital transformation
programme occupied specialised organisational roles that could not easily be identified
through publicly available organisational information. Data was analysed by first transcrib-
ing the interviews, then identifying themes in the data and explaining and interpreting
the themes using theory insights from Alvesson and Sveningsson [12] and the literature to
support the findings.

To identify and select participants for this research, a purposive approach was com-
bined with the snowball sampling method. This selection process began by targeting key
“seed” participants at both universities, focusing on senior IT managers and other managers
who had an active role in planning the digital strategy. Following the semi-structured
interviews with these main actors, they were asked to recommend other colleagues, such
as system managers and operational employees, who were directly involved in or affected
by the digital transformation process. This referral method allowed the researchers to
access a sample population of 23 participants who possessed deep insights into the in-
stitutional transformation. The sampling process was continued until data saturation
was reached, meaning that no new themes or cultural dimensions emerged from the
subsequent interviews.

Although the sample population of 23 participants provided a comprehensive under-
standing of the digital transformation process, relying on the snowball sampling method
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introduces certain limitations regarding perspective bias. Specifically, the sample is mainly
composed of IT managers, deans, and senior administrators who had an active role in
driving the digital strategy. This means that management and technical viewpoints are
heavily represented in the findings. At the same time, the experiences of frontline academic
staff, particularly those who may have shown resistance to automated workflows or ex-
perienced digital isolation, are less represented in this study. However, because the main
objective of this research is to interpret and understand how strategic leadership actions
and management support align to make culture change work, focusing on these key actors
was necessary to understand the governance of the transformation.

4.4. The Two Case Studies

This is a comparative case study of two universities, one located in the Kingdom
of Saudi Arabia and the other in the United Kingdom, and the selection of these two
higher education institutions (HEIs) was not arbitrary. Instead, it represents a purposeful
approach designed to investigate how digital transformation (DT) plays a role in changing
organisational culture across distinct environments, so they were purposefully selected to
maximise theoretical variation.

First, the national policy environments present different drivers for each institution.
The Saudi university operates within a highly centralised framework, driven by govern-
ment policies such as Vision 2030 [56] that aim to optimise administrative and digital
systems. Conversely, the UK university functions like a business within a marketised
corporate model. In this setting, digital transformation is mainly used as a strategic tool to
maintain competitiveness within a highly commercialised higher education sector.

Second, the technological maturity timelines and governance models offer clear points
of comparison. The Saudi institution represents a historic public university that began
a real process of transformation as early as 2007, moving from mainframe systems to
advanced enterprise resource planning (ERP/SAP) and business intelligence (BI) tools. On
the other hand, the UK university, which was established in the 1880s, underwent a sudden
structural restructuring in 2016. This led to the centralisation of its systems to facilitate
digitisation under a significantly reduced workforce footprint.

Adopting an interpretive lens to compare a university culture driven by top-down com-
pliance and government support (Saudi Arabia) against an institutional culture shaped by
market survival and process efficiency (United Kingdom) enables a deeper understanding
of how a new digital organisational culture emerges.

These contrasting institutional settings were deliberately selected because they rep-
resent theoretically different governance environments while sharing the common char-
acteristic of institution-wide digital transformation. Two universities were chosen as case
studies: a major public university in Saudi Arabia founded in the 1960s, and a univer-
sity in the United Kingdom founded in the 1880s, both of which had undergone digital
transformation. The universities had started a process of digital transformation before
this study was conducted, and the digital methods had been introduced prior to the start
of this research. It is a retrospective study that offers an opportunity for staff from both
universities to consider notable events and identify the obstacles faced during the journey
of DT, as well as examine how this transformation influenced the organisational culture
of their university. To grasp the full impact of digital transformation on the university
culture, a comprehensive study of the institutions and their personnel was conducted,
generating a significant amount of data that contributed to the research’s main focus. The
research process started in May 2023, when semi-structured interviews were carried out to
gather the data for this research. The interviews offered a method to gain a comprehensive
understanding of how digital transformation led to a change in the organisational culture of
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the two universities [57]). The interviews were carried out with a sample population of 23
participants (11 participants at the university in the UK and 12 participants at the university
in Saudi Arabia). Different actors involved in the digital transformation process were
interviewed. Each interview lasted between 1 and 1.5 h. A description of the participants is
found in Table 2.

Table 2. The participant sample.

Role Gender Institution Participant Code
Name

Manager M Saudi university SA-1
Vice dean M Saudi university SA-2
Librarian M Saudi university SA-3
Manager M Saudi university SA-4

Dean M Saudi university SA-5
Manager M Saudi university SA-6
Vice dean M Saudi university SA-7
Manager M Saudi university SA-8

Deputy manager M Saudi university SA-9
Deputy manager M Saudi university SA-10

Employee M Saudi university SA-11
Manager M Saudi university SA-12

Senior academic M UK university UK-1
Senior manager F UK university UK-2
Senior academic M UK university UK-3

IT F UK university UK-4
Librarian F UK university UK-5

IT manager F UK university UK-6
IT manager M UK university UK-7

IT M UK university UK-8
Manager F UK university UK-9

University
executive M UK university UK-10

Senior manager F UK university UK-11

4.5. The Interview Questions

The interviews were carried out from July 2023 to September 2023. The questions were
based on Alvesson and Sveningsson’s [12] theoretical framework. The first question aimed
to shed alight on the history of digital transformation at the universities and the impact it
had on the organisational culture and the creation of a new digital organisational culture.
The rest of the questions were designed to identify factors related to digital transformation
that had an impact on the organisational culture at the universities, including how values,
norms and management can aid a shift towards a digital culture.

Regarding how the interviews were conducted, an informal approach was followed,
and the interviewer ensured that open-ended questions were asked in order to encourage
the participants to open up and share their views, opinions, and experiences. To accom-
modate the preferences and locations of the participants, the semi-structured interviews
were carried out either face-to-face or virtually via digital platforms such as Microsoft
Teams, depending on participant availability. Each interview lasted between 1 and 1.5 h.
To ensure accurate data collection, the sessions were audio-recorded with the permission
of the participants, and detailed notes were taken during the discussions. For the case
study in Saudi Arabia, the interviews were carried out in Arabic to allow the participants
to express their views freely, and the data was subsequently translated into English. For
the United Kingdom university case study, all interviews were conducted in English. This
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setup allowed different actors involved in the digital transformation process to consider
notable events and identify the obstacles faced during the journey of digital transformation.

The specific questions asked during the semi-structured interviews were designed
based on Alvesson and Sveningsson’s [12] theoretical framework. The first question
aimed to elicit information on the history of digital transformation at the universities
and the impact it had on the organisational culture and the creation of a new digital
organisational culture. The rest of the questions were designed to identify factors related to
digital transformation that had an impact on the organisational culture at the universities.
To investigate the theoretical dimension related to the “effects on the nature of work,”
participants were asked open-ended questions to understand how the nature of work
evolves during the process of digital transformation. This included questions such as
“How has the introduction of digital platforms changed your day-to-day administrative or teaching
methods?” and “What obstacles did you face when moving from paper-based to electronic functions?”
Furthermore, to interpret and understand the “emergence of new collective meaning” at
work, questions focused on elucidating collective meanings, including “How do you perceive
the impact of increased transparency and data accessibility on employee relationships?” and “In
what ways has the digital strategy influenced the values and work norms within your department?”
This setup ensured that the questions could identify how values, norms, and management
can aid a shift towards a digital culture.

4.6. Data Analysis

Creswell [52] outlined a methodical approach to analysing data in six steps. The initial
stage involves organising and preparing the data for analysis, which includes tasks such
as transcribing interviews. The data is then carefully reviewed to highlight key points
relevant to the research questions. The subsequent phase involves coding the interview
data, which involves segmenting the data into meaningful sections and explaining the
significance of each part [52]. These segments are then grouped into categories based on the
type of participant. The coding process is then used to identify themes for further analysis.
Lastly, the researchers interpret the data by linking the key findings with the findings
in existing literature. The data analysis process for this study followed the qualitative
analysis techniques proposed by Creswell [52], combined with the theoretical insights on
organisational culture change presented by Alvesson and Sveningsson [12]. This involved
clarifying the results based on specific themes, and the utilisation of theory in this research
followed an iterative process of data collection and analysis [53].

Following the transcription of the interviews, data analysis was conducted using the
qualitative analysis techniques proposed by Creswell [52], combined with the theoretical
insights on organisational culture change presented by Alvesson and Sveningsson [12].
This involved an iterative process of data collection and analysis to ensure a rigorous
approach. Initial open coding was performed independently by the researchers, which
resulted in identifying raw codes such as transitioning from paper applications, loss of
community, and fear of losing professional roles. To manage subjectivity and ensure the
trustworthiness of the qualitative analysis, any disagreements regarding the interpretation
of codes or classification boundaries were thoroughly discussed between the authors until
a mutual consensus was reached.

The progression from initial codes to the final themes was directly guided and shaped
by our theoretical framework. For instance, open codes reflecting guidance-driven habits
and incentives/KPIs were grouped under the sub-theme of leadership and management
culture, which was ultimately mapped into the primary pillar of culture of compliance. Sim-
ilarly, codes capturing ready-made reporting and workflow speed were categorised under
business process improvement within the theoretical dimension of effects on the nature of

https://doi.org/10.3390/systems14080935

https://doi.org/10.3390/systems14080935


Systems 2026, 14, 935 12 of 31

work. Utilising the theory in this manner ensured that the empirical data was systematically
connected to our theoretical dimensions, rather than remaining purely descriptive.

The data analysis process followed a systematic approach for coding and identifying
the final themes. First, the open coding process was conducted by segmenting the tran-
scribed interview data into meaningful sections to identify initial meanings. This initial
stage resulted in generating descriptive, raw codes based on the direct experiences of the
participants, such as using automated smart forms, relying on digital fingerprinting, and
working from home. Second, these initial codes were axially grouped into categories based
on their similarities to form sub-themes. For instance, raw codes tracking the usage of auto-
mated workflows were grouped under the sub-theme of business process improvement,
while codes capturing the reduction in community work were grouped under changes
in individuals. Finally, the theoretical concepts of Alvesson and Sveningsson [12] were
applied to map these sub-themes into the final main themes of the study. Sub-themes
reflecting leadership support and structural changes were aligned with the main theme of
strategy, whereas sub-themes highlighting workplace adaptations and process engineering
were mapped into emergence of a digital culture. This structured approach ensured that
the empirical data was systematically connected to our theoretical dimensions, rather than
remaining purely descriptive.

Following Lincoln and Guba [58], and in order to assure the credibility and trust-
worthiness of the qualitative analysis, several steps were followed to ensure a rigorous
approach. First, researcher triangulation was applied during the data analysis process.
Initial open coding was performed independently by the authors, and any interpretive
differences or coding boundaries were thoroughly discussed until a mutual consensus
was reached. This collaborative process helped manage subjectivity and enhanced the
consistency of the findings. Second, the study relied on providing a detailed description
of the empirical data. This was achieved by integrating extensive, direct quotations from
different actors across both universities, which allows readers to clearly see the direct
connection between the raw interview transcripts and the final theoretical themes. Finally,
member checking was conducted by sharing select interpreted findings and the developed
theoretical framework with academic collaborators and key informants. This step was
important to ensure that our interpretations accurately reflected the institutional realities of
the digital transformation journey within the studied environments.

5. Findings and Discussion
The results and discussion are structured based on the three main themes of strategy,

the emergence of digital culture, and meaning at work and digital transformation. These
themes derived from our interviews and are based on Alvesson and Sveningsson’s [12]
insights. These themes enabled us to better understand the implementation of digital
transformation and identify the impact of digital transformation on organisational culture
change (Table 3).

The strategy theme illustrates how digital transformation (DT) initiatives impact cul-
tural values and norms, specifically by fostering a culture of compliance through clear
management actions and strategic leadership. As digital transformation evolves, changes
in work methods and practices—such as the transition from paper-based to electronic
processes and the implementation of automation—serve as tangible manifestations of
organisational culture (OC) change. Interview data provided evidence that as technology
reshapes how tasks are communicated and completed, it fundamentally alters the tradi-
tional nature of work. Finally, the study highlights how digital transformation facilitates
the production of new collective meanings within the organisation. In accordance with
Alvesson and Sveningsson’s [12] framework, the emergence of transparency as a new
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reality in both universities serves as a definitive sign of a shifting organisational culture
toward a digitalised version (Table 4).

Table 3. Themes from the results.

Main Theme Sub-Themes

Strategy

• Leadership and management culture
• Cultural values
• Cultural norms

The emergence of a digital culture

• Business process improvement
• Changes in individuals
• Changes in universities departments
• Transparency
• The pain behind DT

Meaning at work and DT

Table 4. Synthesis mapping of research objectives, theoretical dimensions, empirical themes, and
sample evidence.

Research Objective
Theoretical Dimension
(Alvesson &
Sveningsson [12])

Empirical Main Theme &
Sub-Themes

Case-Specific Patterns &
Empirical Examples

Objective 1: To explore
organisational culture
and digital
transformation status in
UK and Saudi
universities.

Cultural change work &
strategy implementation

Strategy:
• Leadership &

management
• Cultural values
• Cultural norms

Saudi: Top-down,
state-guided (Vision 2030),
policy compliance,
incentive/KPI-driven
governance. “Leadership must
reward and punish as a result of
using technology” (SA-1).
UK: Marketised,
business-driven model
focusing on competitive
survival and cost efficiency.
“In the UK HE works like a
business. So if they don’t go
through DT, they will not be
competitive” (UK-1).

Objective 2: To interpret
actors’ experiences of
digital transformation’s
impact on
organisational culture
change.

Effects on the nature of
work

Emergence of a digital
culture:
• Process improvement
• Individual changes
• Departmental changes

Saudi: Formalised training
programs, transition from
Excel to SAP, increased
structural engagement via
project teams. “Training had to
be provided for use . . .” (SA-6).
UK: Lack of structured
training culture, reliance on
self-learning, centralisation
causing staff reduction and
reliance on digital portals.
“Now it is a portal request or an
e-mail to an unnamed inbox”
(UK-3).
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Table 4. Cont.

Research Objective
Theoretical Dimension
(Alvesson &
Sveningsson [12])

Empirical Main Theme &
Sub-Themes

Case-Specific Patterns &
Empirical Examples

Objective 2: To interpret
actors’ experiences of
digital transformation’s
impact on
organisational culture
change.

Interpretation of new
collective meanings

Meaning at work &
emergent realities:
• Transparency
• The pain behind DT

Saudi: Emergence of
technological compliance and
attendance tracking
(fingerprint systems) as new
collective accountability.
“Accountability and transparency
have increased” (SA-5).
UK: Emergence of digital
isolation, reduced sense of
community working, and fear
of professional staff job
displacement. “It reduces the
sense of community working
together . . .” (UK-1).

5.1. Strategy

To understand organisational culture change, there is a need to look at the digital trans-
formation strategy, because through strategy implementation one can determine changes
in the way management deals with cultural norms and values. This theme discusses or-
ganisational culture change from the perspective of three main issues, namely leadership
and management culture, cultural norms and values. These themes derived from the
data analysis.

5.1.1. Leadership and Management Culture

Universities have developed plans and strategies to improve their services through
digital transformation [5]. In the UK, the university management adopted a policy that
integrates digital transformation as a key component of its overall strategy, while the
Saudi university prioritised the enhancement of its digital systems, driven by government
policies aimed at improving administrative and financial functions. Both universities
established a well-defined strategy for digital transformation, which plays a pivotal role in
its successful implementation and utilisation. This is supported by the existing literature,
as demonstrated by Kane et al. [59], Becker & Schmid [60], and Touijer & Elabjani [61],
which highlights how a well-executed digital strategy contributes to the maturity of the
implementation of digital systems. Thus, strategy can play a role in preparing the scene for
the digital transformation, and leadership plays an important role in making the strategy
happen. This was clear at both universities.

As one respondent from the UK university described:

The university’s strategy is something that really helped us understand what we were
doing. I think you get a lot of ideas and innovation, but without that strategy to underpin
the whole thing, it is really quite difficult to actually get anything done. Also, leadership
style and support makes a huge difference. (UK-6)

A respondent from the Saudi university explained that:

Leadership must reward and punish as a result of using technology. Once the goals are
clear and the KPIs are clear, technology is a tool that helps you achieve your goals and
transform your business. (SA1)
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In the two case studies, leadership and management culture influenced the devel-
opment of a strategy for digital transformation. Thus, leadership and management in-
volvement and participation in the implementation of the strategy created a culture of
compliance by the users that helped achieve the goals set by management. The clarity of
the strategy objectives in the UK case and the incentives given in the Saudi case proved that
strategy could create a culture of compliance that is a result of leadership and management
culture. The literature discusses compliance and digital transformation from different
perspectives, but the closest recent study to this study showed that digital transformation
strengthens the governance of information systems [62], and compliance with the strategy
can help with digital transformation governance and lead to organisational culture change.

These findings suggest that leadership shapes digital organisational culture through
different institutional mechanisms rather than through a universal approach. In the Saudi
university, leadership created compliance by aligning digital transformation with govern-
ment policies and formal performance controls. In contrast, leadership in the UK university
generated compliance by framing digital transformation as essential for organisational
competitiveness and long-term sustainability. These differences demonstrate that digital
culture is not produced by leadership alone but emerges through the interaction between
leadership practices and the wider institutional environment.

5.1.2. Cultural Values

Kazim [63] pointed out that, during digital transformation leadership, organisations
may change their style and characteristics to adapt to the new digital era. Employees
can change their ways of working once executives have given them a clear vision and
their commitment and support. This study tallies with previous findings that digital
transformation not only affects the leaders but also exerts an opposing influence on them.
In the case of universities, digital transformation instigates significant changes that enhance,
improve, and reshape their performance. This implies that cultural values are driven by
digital transformation and help reshape organisational performance in a way that leads to
improvement in such performance, as found in other studies, such as Chouaibi et al. [64].
A respondent from a UK university provided insight into this phenomenon, stating:

. . . DT can also have an impact on leadership because they always listen to the market.
They listen to the effectiveness of digital transformation. (UK-1)

At the Saudi university, the vice president’s leadership played a pivotal role in facili-
tating the shift toward digital transformation. He offered both financial and moral support
to ensure the success of the project. As one respondent from the Saudi University stated:

If it were not for the university’s support for the project and its supervision and president,
the (vice president), who supervised the project, his role would have been crucial in the
project. (SA-2)

The impacts of digital transformation can be many, such as improving productivity
and efficiency, leading to an improvement in performance. This leads to the first important
factor on the impact of digital transformation on organisational culture change and the
emergence of new digital culture that relates to cultural values that arise in universities:
performance improvement.

The literature (e.g., Leão and da Silva [65]) shows that digital transformation impacts
company competitiveness (e.g., Sui et al. [66]), primarily in terms of innovation (e.g., Chen
& Kim [67]), efficiency (e.g., Al-Saudi & Flayyih [68]), cost reduction (e.g., Leão & Silva [65])
and the impact on the global value chain in terms of specialisation (e.g., Leão & Silva [64])
and geographical scope (e.g., Leão & Silva [65]). For example, one respondent argued
the following:
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Also, if you look at leadership decision-making, they really want to be competitive. So,
they really want to remain competitive in the market because we all know that in the UK
HE works like a business. So if they don’t go through digital transformation, they will
not be competitive. (UK-1)

This study showed that the ability to compete and thrive within the UK business
environment leads to the use of competitiveness as a tool that enables a cultural value to
be used that is related to applying competitiveness in a business culture that impacted
universities. This underscores the significance and vision of how digital transformation
can aid universities not only to survive but also to flourish in a competitive landscape.

The comparison also demonstrates that organisational values evolve in response to
different strategic priorities. While the Saudi university associated digital transformation
with organisational development and alignment with national reform, the UK university
viewed it primarily as a mechanism for maintaining competitiveness within a market-
oriented higher education sector. Consequently, digital organisational culture reflects the
strategic priorities embedded within each institutional context rather than a common set of
digital values.

5.1.3. Cultural Norms

Leadership during challenging times can significantly influence how digital transfor-
mation can facilitate navigation through crises, such as the COVID-19 pandemic (e.g., Hai
et al. [69]). The integration of technology and digital systems has played a crucial role in
the delivery of education at both universities. A participant in the UK university explained
how leadership played a role in this integration:

I think it was driven by the university leadership, I think the leadership saw what was
happening during COVID, and they said this is what we need to do. What leadership has
done at the senior level has looked at the way education is moving. (UK-8)

Other participants discussed how productivity changed across the institution:

The level of productivity also increased. COVID-19 speeded this up! (UK-1)

DT gave more meaning, reducing and eliminating paper was obvious before COVID-19.
(SA-3)

During the COVID-19 pandemic, students and lecturers had to adapt to a whole
process of teaching and learning online that led one participant to say that students started
to self-learn [70], self-reflect and self-own. These can be considered to be new cultural work
norms instigated by the COVID-19 days within universities.

The UK university devised a comprehensive strategy that involved acknowledging the
necessity of digital transformation through direct engagement with users, thus comprehend-
ing their input. This approach significantly contributed to the successful implementation
of digital transformation and increased user satisfaction. Thus, employee participation [71]
and communication improvement became clearer following the DT project in the university.
The literature (e.g., Zhang, Xu, Y. & Ma [8]; Cui [72]) points to the importance of strategic
actions for digital transformation. A respondent from a UK university further elaborated:

They have done a lot of talking to the staff to find out what was good and what was bad.
There is an A-Team who have specialists and they will work with the library and look at
it in depth and they have the technical expertise. The system that you end up with is a
better system because it has been looked at by somebody who knows what they are talking
about in a more technical way. (UK-5)

The older systems did not meet the requirements adequately, prompting the adoption
of new systems and the necessity for digital transformation that specifically addressed
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the administrative and financial needs of the Saudi university. A new digital cultural
norm emerged in the university, which is involvement in discussion and sharing employee
views freely on digital transformation. A respondent at the Saudi University expanded on
this point:

The number of employees is high, if the procedures are completely automated, this number
will decrease and the procedures will speed up. Most employees are used to working under
guidance. It is an old culture. It is forbidden to discuss. It is forbidden to bring ideas.
Now with the new system, it was necessary to have a third party, and we had a company,
and we were beneficiaries and we had the employee and the project manager and they
were asking the company to follow up on it. So that we do not repeat the same mistake at
ERP, now the new system can be developed by any company. (SA-4)

Some participants at the UK university mentioned the lack of training culture, which
indicates that this is absent from the UK university strategy to implement digital systems.
The literature calls for innovative training related to digital transformation [73]. One of the
participants said:

It’s very difficult when there is no support and no team that can help you and support
you. There is no culture to provide training, I don’t think people recognise actually the
value of sharing culturally or sharing ideas on how to drive things forward. (UK-5)

However, in the Saudi university, the situation was different:

Training had to be provided for use, and our previous experience is different, such as
knowing how to connect, and there are new sections for the first-time technology is used.
In general, we have not had much change, and the main principles are the same. (SA-6)

These findings indicate that cultural norms surrounding digital transformation are
shaped by how organisations support employees during change. Structured training and
employee involvement encouraged the normalisation of new digital practices in the Saudi
university, whereas limited institutional support in the UK increased reliance on individual
adaptation. This suggests that continuous learning is not simply a technical requirement but
an important cultural mechanism through which digital organisational culture develops.

5.2. The Emergence of a Digital Culture

Organisational culture is transformed as a result of digital transformation in organisa-
tions (e.g., Rodriguez-Lluesma et al. [5]). The nature of academic work and administrative
work in both universities changed with digital technologies, with the activities now benefit-
ting greatly from technology (Mohamed Hashim et al. [74]). Additionally, both universi-
ties share a common history of relying on paper-based processes, which have gradually
transitioned toward electronic processes for numerous functions in both academic and
administrative realms. For example, a respondent from the UK said that:

All that we had for the students was based on paper. So yeah very much from a paper-based
application right through to an app-based application. (UK-4)

Similarly, a Saudi participant stated that:

We achieve this level this year and our electronic transactions have moved from paper-
based to electronic, and now the university has passed this. . . (SA-2)

5.2.1. Business Process Improvement

In the UK university, the need for process improvement (e.g., Kerpedzhiev et al. [75])
was also indicated by one of the participants:

We need to make sure that the process is ready for that. You cannot do the DT for a
problematic process. You cannot do the digital transformation when the staff is not ready.
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We also need to do the DT with a good purpose, so we need to have a very good purpose
for that. And there should also be good consultation behind that. (UK-1)

In a similar manner, a participant from the Saudi university emphasised that:

In any DT, processes are supposed to be modified to suit the capabilities of technology. For
example, a faculty member offers me a teaching load allowance. A committee meets, and
the transaction is transferred from person to person. You must complete this procedure.
It is necessary to apply business intelligence and activate smart forms, introduce artificial
intelligence, and improve the procedure accordingly, and engineering the procedure with
the transformation process is important. (SA-1)

While at the UK university, it was observed that:

. . . something that is more visible now, just thinking back an all of the paper-based forms
that you had to fill in if you wanted to do any kind of report and it was very much a
counting exercise of sheets of paper potentially, or entries in a spreadsheet. Whereas
now we have a lot of ready-made reports that we can just run so it makes things more
accessible, we can give more meaningful data, more accurate data. (UK-11)

These findings imply that business process improvement represents more than opera-
tional efficiency. Redesigning organisational processes changed how employees interacted
with digital systems and with one another, reinforcing new patterns of work that gradually
contributed to the emergence of a digital organisational culture.

5.2.2. Changes in Individuals

Digital transformation changed the way academics and administrators perform ad-
ministrative and financial work (e.g., Zhai et al. [76]), and especially teaching, at both
universities. It also improved employee engagement (e.g., Chanias et al. [77]) with other
stakeholders. As one respondent at the UK university said:

For me, it has been a continuous journey, but if I were to think of the day-to-day job of an
academic now relative to back then, yeah, technology has made it fundamentally different
not just in teaching and learning activity, but also in how we engage with many other
university-level activities, as well. (UK-4)

At the Saudi university, automation (e.g., Tschang & Almirall [78]) played a role in
such transformation of work:

Throughout the financial and administrative system, digital transformation is a necessity.
What helps meet needs, transformation, self-service provision, and complete automation
have become a necessity. The beginning of the transaction comes from the employee
himself to whom the employee comes and deals with it. The change is due to automation.
(SA-4)

At the UK university, digital transformation reduced the sense of a tight-knit com-
munity and distanced people from working together; however, at the Saudi university, it
increased employee engagement. A participant from the UK university stated:

It has had some impact. especially at the operational level. Maybe increase the level of
confidence in the staff. But negatively it reduces the sense of community working together,
distancing the people from each other. So, I will say that digital transformation culturally
has had positive and negative impact. But I think the negative part will be overweight.
(UK-1)

At the same time, a participant from the Saudi university explained how digital
transformation actually increased engagement and communication:
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There is a third party to which I need to return, and we have a company to deal with and
we benefit. The problem is with the employee, the project manager (Deanship of IT) and
they are asking the company for (development) and I need to hear from him with a clear
understanding of the same issue. SAP is not limited to a specific company; any company
can work on it. We transferred the data. The company said it was the best practice, and
we took the company’s account. You have to communicate with the company, we don’t
have the tools. Project management is provided by the university. For example, if you
have problems, you do not have to have the best employees and contract with a company.
(SA-4)

However, digital transformation can affect staff performance and achievement of
universities’ targets [79], as indicated by one of the participants in the UK:

It is about saving money ultimately and doing things more efficiently, and I guess
they would say it is smartly innovatively and joined up and seamless and looking at
performance against targets looking at how we do things looking at processes. (UK-9)

Rather than reflecting objective, organisation-wide metrics, the findings highlight how
individual participants experienced and interpreted changes in workplace dynamics. For
example, a senior academic at the UK university perceived that digital transformation had
an operational impact that negatively reduced the sense of community working together
and created distance among staff (UK-1). Conversely, respondents from the Saudi university
described experiences where technological implementation, particularly surrounding SAP
systems and vendor coordination, actually served as a catalyst for increased communication
and employee engagement across departments (SA-4). Framing these findings as subjective
actor perceptions is crucial, as individual experiences of engagement or isolation vary
depending on role and operational involvement.

The contrasting perceptions also illustrate that digital transformation simultaneously
produces organisational benefits and social consequences. While automation increased
communication and collaboration in the Saudi university, participants in the UK perceived
reduced social interaction and weaker workplace communities. These findings suggest
that digital culture emerges through employees’ lived experiences of technological change
rather than through technology itself.

5.2.3. Changes in University Departments

At the UK university, a restructuring (e.g., Tran et al. [80]) took place in 2016, resulting
in the centralisation of the systems. This, coupled with a reduced workforce, required the
development of multiple systems to facilitate university digitisation. A respondent from
the UK university further elaborated on this development:

A lot of things were still paper-based, the restructure happened in 2016 and because the
teams were stripped back to very little and obviously a lot of the systems were centralised,
it meant that there wasn’t enough staff, and in this case a lot of systems were developed to
help. Digital now then, than there ever has been. So it has progressed quite significantly
in what I would say is a short period of time. (UK-4)

The Saudi university has expertise (e.g., Svistunov et al. [81]) in the implementation of
digital systems, which has been instrumental in its recent transformation. By meticulously
identifying its needs and selecting appropriate systems and partners, the university has
been able to effectively achieve its objectives through this digital transformation. With
ambitious goals and government support, the university has endeavoured to digitise its
operations, bringing about significant changes in its primary administrative and financial
systems to align with contemporary standards. A reduction in the duplication of work
processes was noticed in the UK university as a result of digitisation in the university. This
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is also true for the Saudi university, where administrative function processes were reduced
if they met the relevant rules and laws.

5.2.4. Transparency

Transparency emerged as a key theme based on the shared perceptions of participants
across both institutions. The consensus among the interviewed actors from both universities
was that digital tools led to a perceived increase in transparency and operational visibility.
At the UK university, participants interpreted transparency in terms of data accessibility
and automated reporting (UK-1). In contrast, at the Saudi university, participants associated
transparency with heightened accountability resulting from digital tracking tools, such as
fingerprint attendance systems (SA-5). While these findings reflect the qualitative insights
of key actors rather than formal institutional performance indicators, they offer valuable
understanding into how digital systems shape perceptions of organisational accountability.

This proved that transparency can be a result of digital transformation in developing
countries, as indicated by Shenkoya [82]. This emerged as a common theme during
interviews at both universities, with participants acknowledging it as an outcome of digital
transformation. The consensus among the participants from both universities was that
digital transformation had led to an increase in transparency.

A participant from the UK university stated:

When we go to any digitalisation and digital transformation, you see obviously that the
level of transparency will increase because the university will rely on the data and the
data will be accessible through the digital tools to people. (UK-1)

A participant from the Saudi university similarly reported:

To some extent, the best example of who we have added a fingerprint, employee attendance
has increased, accountability has increased, the level of delays has decreased, employee is
asking questions, and accountability and transparency have increased. (SA-5)

Although transparency emerged in both universities, it acquired different organisa-
tional meanings. In the Saudi university, it reinforced accountability through monitoring
mechanisms, whereas in the UK, it supported evidence-based decision-making through
improved access to organisational data. These differences demonstrate that identical digital
capabilities can generate different cultural outcomes depending on institutional priorities.

5.2.5. The Pain Behind DT

One respondent at the UK university pointed out that “pain” can be a result of digital
transformation [83] because its process is continuous and adapting to it requires training
and development. As one of the users pointed out:

So change is always good, including digital transformation. But it always brings pain.
And so, if you look at this, we talk about the transformation. I would say that if digital
transformation happens before processing improvement before enough training before
enough development, then the pain is gonna be even more, and perhaps the level of the
effectiveness of digital transformation will be reduced. So, we have to be very careful.
(UK-1)

The Saudi university has gone through different processes of digital transformation,
as explained by one of the respondents:

The DT in the university began in 2007, so the transformation started in a real way, as
the university was transformed into financial and academic systems and removed the
mainframe and converted the data into a structured and relational form. Now, we have
entered a second stage, the stage of transformation of business intelligence. (SA-1)
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Fear of losing jobs (e.g., Dengler & Gundert [84]) as a result of digital transformation
was mentioned as one of the problems of DT by a respondent from the UK university.
However, this was not the case in the Saudi university:

If you look at the humanistic approach, many staff lose their jobs as I said, especially the
professional staff, not the academic ones. so that would obviously have a negative impact.
(UK-1)

When it comes to values, a UK university participant acknowledged that digital
transformation has changed the way people think about their work:

I think it’s quite hard to separate the change in values around digitisation from the wider
change in values. And I think that has happened at the same time as digitisation, I think
they have collectively changed how people think. People work alone to a significant extent.
The university did become more centralised and its support functions. Now it is a portal
request or it is an e-mail to an unnamed inbox. I think people feel quite differently about
the dynamics of relationships now. (UK-3)

A respondent from the Saudi university, however, said that there was:

[A] positive impact on standards and values. In recruitment, our communication used to
be via email, and now we have requests such as identification statements that the employee
can print from his place. (SA-4)

This sentiment was repeated by another respondent:

Employee habits and values change indirectly through DT. (SA-1)

One of the values that emerged was that universities started to support remote work-
ing [85] as a result of digital transformation. At the UK university, one respondent said:

I can work digitally and I can work from home, it is less stressful. It has been improved
that balance for me. It’s been a driving force behind that. (UK-8)

At the Saudi university, one respondent said:

To shorten time, the university decided two months ago to give the employee the right to
work remotely for four days. This is the result of the availability of technical tools, the
shortening of time, and the ability to work anytime and anywhere. (SA-4)

As the way of work changed, the amount of work assigned to academics and ad-
ministrators increased as a result of digital transformation. In the UK, this led to a happy
workplace, according to one respondent:

With academic support, things became easier. But then on the other hand, I feel like that
increased their workload. And these processes and systems had come into place and things
were much more digital. I think it would make for a very happy workforce. (UK-11)

At the Saudi university, digital transformation has affected satisfaction and happiness,
as it has provided tools to increase productivity. However, some of the challenges of DT
are not related to technical matters but rather to resources (e.g., Manny et al. [86]), as stated
by a UK university employee:

We are still struggling with various things, but the majority of that is down to resources,
not necessarily digital [issues]. (UK-11)

Similarly, according to one participant in Saudi:

The challenge is not technological. Technology implements what is required, and the other
challenge is in culture, mindset. Feedback from the different departments would have
noticed a change in culture, especially in employee habits. The way employees worked
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changed, such as the purchasing department, who were working on excel sheets, and now
they are doing all their work in SAP. (SA-7)

These findings indicate that resistance should not be interpreted solely as opposition
to technology but as a response to organisational change. Where digital transformation
was supported by structured learning and clear governance, employees adapted more
positively. Where organisational restructuring and limited support accompanied digital
transformation, participants associated it with uncertainty and social disruption. This
highlights the importance of balancing technological implementation with human-centred
change management.

5.3. Meaning at Work and Digital Transformation

DT’s impact on teaching can be negative. The negative consequences were identified
by Piccoli et al. ([87], p. 6) as “role reversal, minimization of human interaction, and strategic
learning.” However, digital transformation can also make the work easier to perform, as
one respondent explained:

So unfortunately, digitalisation for teaching, for example, teaching online, it doesn’t
matter how advanced is going to be, it is not the most effective. In the classroom, you
talk to people, you see the body language there is a sense of community. When it comes
to research, the DT is more helpful for us. For example, look at all these things that we
are doing for the ref assessments. Yes, there is a pain, but perhaps the jobs are getting
easier for us. Look again at the new technology coming towards every single year in
terms of access to the papers, and for the leadership and administration, it can be overall a
grey area. (UK-1)

Also, digital transformation changes the way employees do their work [88], as
one UK university participant explained:

All sorts of things to do with the digital technologies that we have to use within the
university to help teaching and learning. And we were at the forefront when we moved
into that digital round from the pandemic. You know, we had to be the ones that were up
and running as quickly, faster because we had to support staff moving all of their teaching
into the learning spaces and have an understanding of that. So, that changed our way of
working. Doing things electronically and quickly. (UK-8)

A participant from the Saudi university had a different opinion:

I do not imagine that digital transformation will change the meaning of work and will
not change the nature of employee work, his interest, and his affiliation, but the employee
who has many problems will continue to have problems, and the employee who is late
will continue to be late, but if the organisation does not reward and punish, nothing
will change. It is the punishment that changes, not the technology. Technology is a tool
of the tools that are used in this part and the technical system increase the efficiency of
the employee. (SA-1)

5.4. Cross-Case Comparative Analysis

This section analyses the key similarities, differences, and underlying institutional
mechanisms between the Saudi and UK university settings across six core dimensions:

5.4.1. Leadership and Strategy Alignment

Both universities shared the similarity of relying on clear digital strategies driven by
executive leadership to guide cultural change work. However, the institutional motiva-
tion behind strategy development differed significantly due to external national policy
2009 environments. In the Saudi university, leadership acted as a centralised authority
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enforcing state-level digital mandates, where strategy was linked to clear financial and
administrative policies. Conversely, leadership decision-making in the UK university was
driven by market pressures, where digital transformation was framed as a strategic ne-
cessity for business survival and institutional competitiveness within a commercialised
sector.

5.4.2. Compliance and Employee Participation

The role of compliance and user participation presented distinct cultural dynamics.
In the Saudi case, cultural change work relied on formal compliance, where management
utilised explicit performance measures, KPIs, and reward-and-punishment mechanisms to
incentivise digital adoption. While this enforced compliance initially encountered an old
culture accustomed to strict top-down guidance, it gradually fostered new digital norms
allowing staff to share views more freely through project management teams. In contrast,
the UK university emphasised user consultation and participatory engagement during
early system design. However, because this participation occurred alongside workforce
reduction and centralisation, participants perceived compliance as an operational burden
rather than an empowering shift.

5.4.3. Training Culture and Technological Support

A major divergence emerged regarding the institutional support mechanisms accom-
panying DT. The Saudi university integrated formal training programmes as a core pillar
of its transition, which helped reduce employee friction when adopting complex enterprise
resource planning (ERP/SAP) platforms. In comparison, participants from the UK univer-
sity highlighted a distinct lack of training culture, reporting that digital tools were often
implemented without sufficient institutional support or structured learning teams. This
lack of training forced staff to rely on self-learning, thereby increasing the perception of
“pain” and stress associated with increased digital workloads.

5.4.4. Transparency and Accountability

Both case studies demonstrated that increased data accessibility and automated pro-
cesses fostered a shared perception of enhanced organisational transparency. In both
institutions, transitioning from paper-based transactions to digital workflows made op-
erational data accessible to management and staff. However, the cultural expression of
transparency differed. In the Saudi university, transparency was operationalised through
strict accountability tools, such as digital attendance and automated transaction track-
ing. In the UK university, transparency was primarily experienced as analytical reporting
efficiency, enabling departments to generate accurate data performance reports quickly.

5.4.5. Resistance to Change and the Dynamics of Relationships

While resistance is a natural response to changing work methods and practices, the
nature of resistance and social friction varied across the two institutional contexts. In the
UK university, resistance manifested as digital isolation and anxiety over job insecurity.
The centralisation of support functions into portal requests and unnamed inboxes reduced
face-to-face interaction, leading participants to express concern over a diminished sense
of community and changing relationship dynamics. In contrast, resistance in the Saudi
university was primarily centered on habits and mindset rather than job loss fears. Further-
more, because system implementation in the Saudi case required active coordination with
third-party vendors and internal IT deanships, it unexpectedly increased communication
and interaction among involved departments.
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5.4.6. Theoretical Synthesis

Interpreting these contrasts through the lens of Alvesson and Sveningsson [12], the
findings indicate that digital organisational culture does not emerge through a single
universal pathway. Instead, “cultural change work” is heavily mediated by institutional
governance. Where digital transformation is underpinned by state-supported resources,
centralised governance, and structured training (as in the Saudi case), cultural change work
fosters a culture of compliance alongside increased operational engagement. Where digital
transformation is driven by market competition, workforce restructuring, and rapid cen-
tralisation (as in the UK case), cultural change work creates tensions between performance
efficiency and employee isolation. Identifying these contrasting mechanisms underscores
that successful digital culture emergence requires balancing strategic leadership with
continuous learning and human-centred support systems.

5.5. The Developed Theoretical Framework

This theoretical framework focuses on three core questions: how digital transformation
(DT) enables cultural change, how it impacts the nature of work, and how it leads to the
emergence of new meaning within the workplace. The study identifies digital strategy
as the primary enabling tool for this cultural shift, emphasising that it requires robust
leadership and management support to align strategic initiatives with cultural objectives.

The foundations of a digital strategy that fosters a digital organisational culture are
built upon three key pillars:

• A culture of compliance: This ensures that digital initiatives align with the organisa-
tional goals established by leadership.

• Performance reshaping: The strategy enhances organisational performance by improv-
ing productivity and effectiveness, thereby securing a competitive market position.

• A culture of continuous learning: Digital strategy facilitates an environment where
employees are empowered to acquire and master new skills.

Within the context of university digital transformation, these changes manifest in two
primary ways. First, they redefine the meaning of work by altering how and why staff per-
ceive their roles. Second, they transform the nature of work by introducing structural shifts
in professional practices—specifically through business process improvements, increased
transparency, and redesigned workflows.

6. Conclusions
This study advances current knowledge by demonstrating that digital transformation

does not directly create a digital organisational culture. Instead, culture emerges through
a process of cultural change work in which leadership, digital strategy, communication,
and continuous learning collectively shape how employees reinterpret both the meaning
and the nature of work. Furthermore, the comparative findings show that this process
is mediated by institutional context, indicating that there is no single universal pathway
through which digital organisational culture emerges.

The focus of this study was to gain a deeper understanding on how digital transfor-
mation contributes to the emergence of a digital organisational culture within universities,
using a comparative case study of one UK and one Saudi Arabia institution. The findings
show that digital transformation does not reshape university culture directly; rather, it
works through a digital strategy that leadership translates into everyday practice. When
communication is clear and employees are well supported through the process, three
cultural pillars are formed: a culture of compliance that aligns digital initiatives with
organisational goals, performance reshaping that improves productivity and effectiveness,
and a culture of continuous learning that equips staff to acquire new skills. Together these
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pillars redefine both the meaning of work—how staff understand their roles—and the
nature of work itself, through redesigned processes and revised professional practices.

More specifically, rapid and significant changes in the workforce are driven by various
digital innovations such as artificial intelligence, robotics, data analytics, digital platforms,
and automation. Although these advancements pose genuine risks, such as unemploy-
ment, job instability, uncertainty, and increased surveillance, they may also encourage the
emergence of a work culture that prioritises relationships over transactions [5]. Digital
transformation is leading organisations towards flexible organisational structures that
facilitate ongoing adjustments, and this shift is integrated within, and impelled by, digital
business ecosystems [32]. The digital transformation process has challenged preconceived
notions about the nature of work, requiring employees to acquire new responsibilities
and skills. The automation procedure involves the replacement of labour with machines,
resulting in the displacement of the workforce, yet there are countervailing influences.
Digital transformation and its procedures provide prospects for the emergence of new tasks
and professional roles. The literature (e.g., [89,90]) shows that there is a need to investigate
organisational culture change in environments where culture is a very strong element. Such
investigation will enable researchers and practitioners to gain a clearer understanding of
how digital transformation can change organisational culture.

The findings also show that while both institutions experienced broadly similar struc-
tural pressures towards digitalisation, participants’ interpretations of these changes were
shaped by institutional context, management style, and national setting. The UK case
illustrates how the rapid shift to remote teaching accelerated cultural adaptation, whereas
the Saudi case highlights the role of accountability and reward structures in determining
whether new technologies translate into genuinely new ways of working, or are absorbed
into existing routines without altering underlying attitudes. This divergence reinforces the
notion that digital transformation alone does not produce a digital culture, but digital trans-
formation has to be seen as a catalyst whose cultural effects are dependent on leadership
commitment, institutional readiness, and the meanings employees themselves attach to
their changing work.

6.1. Contribution to Theory and Practice

This paper contributes to the literature on digital transformation and organisational
culture change in higher education by moving beyond a mere synthesis of existing frame-
works. While prior research often treats cultural change as a uniform outcome or focuses
primarily on corporate environments, this study extends Alvesson and Sveningsson’s [12]
concept of “cultural change work” into the higher education sector across two distinct
geopolitical landscapes.

Specifically, this study makes three key theoretical contributions:

1. The research reveals that digital organisational culture does not emerge through a
single universal process. Instead, it demonstrates how macro-level governance models
dictate the nature of cultural change work. In centralised, state-guided environments
(Saudi Arabia), cultural shift is mediated through state mandates and formal support,
fostering compliance alongside enhanced operational communication. In contrast, in
marketised environments (United Kingdom), cultural shift is driven by commercial
survival and workforce restructuring, which risks creating digital isolation despite
improvements in reporting efficiency.

2. The study contributes a novel framework (Figure 1) identifying three essential
pillars— a culture of compliance, performance reshaping, and a culture of continuous
learning—that act as the core operational mechanisms linking digital strategy with
cultural evolution.
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3. By examining actor experiences, the paper extends theoretical understanding re-
garding how automation redefines both the nature of work (workflow automation,
reporting, and transparency) and the meanin at work (shifts in professional identities
and relationship dynamics) within public institutions.

Figure 1. The developed theoretical framework.

This paper contributes to the field by identifying comparative analyses on the im-
pact of digital transformation on organisational culture change, especially on work and
how it plays a role in the emergence of a new digital organisational culture in two
universities—one in Saudi Arabia and the other in the UK—on which there is a lack
of literature (e.g., [91]). While research often highlights the intersection of digital trans-
formation and organisational culture, specific explorations of university culture remain
scarce [92]. This study addresses that gap by offering a theoretical framework validated by
two distinct case studies. Ultimately, the findings refine the analysis of similar institutional
contexts and deepen our understanding of how digital transformation drives cultural evo-
lution. By applying organisational culture change theory, this research provides a robust
lens for examining the mechanisms behind culture shifts in the digital age. The proposed
framework also provides a foundation for future research. Researchers can use the three
cultural pillars identified in this study—culture of compliance, performance reshaping,
and culture of continuous learning—as an analytical framework for examining digital
transformation across different organisational and national contexts. The framework may
also be applied, refined, or extended to investigate how emerging technologies, including
generative AI, reshape organisational culture in sectors beyond higher education.

6.2. Implications for Practice

The findings provide several actionable recommendations for leaders and managers
responsible for digital transformation within higher education institutions. Universities
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can use the results to gain a clear idea of how digital transformation can introduce a new
digital culture. This study also aids in gaining a clear understanding of how managers can
understand the effect of digital transformation on their institutions and thus ensure that
organisations can fully utilise new technologies as well as gain a return on their investments
from the implementation of digital transformation. More specifically, we would suggest that
since leadership and management support is the mechanism that converts a digital strategy
into cultural change, it is essential for HE institutions to lead the digital transformation
strategy visibly, not just administratively. Universities need to consider that in order
to build a culture of compliance where employees support digital transformation, they
also need to remove any triggers of resentment and ensure that training and support are
available. This further means that since digital transformation changes the nature of work,
a generic training programme is insufficient. Management has to be prepared to take
appropriate action to reduce job insecurity and nurture a culture of continuous learning
through structured ongoing training. Finally, if universities want to implement digital
transformation successfully, they have to communicate any changes through culturally
appropriate channels. This, in turn, can reduce resistance by treating it as a diagnostic tool
through which they can receive feedback from employees and relevant stakeholders, rather
than treating resistance just as a barrier.

6.3. Limitations and Future Research

This study is qualitative, and its findings are limited to the case studies. It would be
useful to carry out a study with a similar focus using quantitative methods to achieve a
better understanding of how digital technologies can impact organisations and organisa-
tional culture. A further limitation of this study relates to the timing of the data collection.
The empirical data was collected in 2023, prior to the rapid diffusion of generative ar-
tificial intelligence (AI) and subsequent advances in automation, digital platforms, and
institutional digital practices. While the study provides valuable insights into how digital
organisational culture emerges during digital transformation, the pace of technological
change means that organisational contexts may have evolved since the data was collected.
Future research could extend this work by examining how recent developments in gen-
erative AI and emerging digital technologies continue to reshape organisational culture
and digital transformation processes. One area of potential future research would be to
consider how organisational culture changed in relation to digital transformation so as
to develop a theoretical framework to describe the impact of emerging technologies and
digital transformation in different sectors, for example, within financial institutions. Fi-
nally, another limitation of this study relates to data source scope. The findings regarding
cultural dynamics—such as changes in sense of community, employee engagement, and
transparency—are based on the qualitative perceptions and lived experiences of the in-
terviewed actors. While these accounts provide deep contextual insights, they were not
triangulated with quantitative performance indicators or internal policy documents. Future
research could integrate document analysis and quantitative metrics to validate whether
these individual perceptions align with institution-wide outcomes.
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