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A FRAMEWORK FOR

DIGITALIZATION IN

HIGHER EDUCATION

Strategies from Latin America and Europe for Maintaining Relevance

This article explores the challenges and opportunities of digital transformation in
higher education, drawing insights from relevant literature and a series of interviews
with experts across Latin America and Europe, which we conducted as part of the
DigiUGov Capacity building project co-funded by the European Union.

It addresses the complexities posed by a ,VUCA" / “BANI" world,

emphasizing the need for adaptive governance, inclusive strategies,

and user-centric designs to navigate technological transitions.

B ased on the analysis and literature re-
view, we have designed a framework
for digitalization in higher education.
Key components include adopting a
unified vision, employing hybrid project
management models, fostering alliances
for resource sharing, and prioritizing di-
versity to enhance digital inclusivity. The
analysis suggests that successful transfor-
mation requires continuous adaptation,
leveraging creativity, and establishing
shared values within university commu-
nities to thrive in the digital age.

Problem Description

Digital transformation within higher
education institutions is a multifacet-
ed challenge that is increasingly critical
for institutions worldwide. It involves
technological upgrades, shifts in gover-
nance, strategy optimization, and cul-
tural adaptation across campuses.

In an analysis of Polish higher ed-
ucation institutions, researchers identi-
fied three primary hurdles that impede
successful digital transformation: insuf-

ficient financial resources needed for
systemic changes, lack of support from
state-public administration, and the in-
ability of existing management models
to adapt to technological innovations
(Poszytek et al. 2023, 96). Our experts
added lack of skills, safety concerns,
resistance (Kiibler-Ross curve), unclear
goals and diffusion, regulatory gaps and
inadequate internal governance.
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Latin American universities face
additional challenges, particularly con-
cerning internet connectivity, which re-
mains a persistent issue. Argiielles-Cruz
et al. argue that resolving these founda-
tional infrastructure challenges is essen-
tial before new technologies are imple-
mented effectively (Argiielles-Cruz et al.
2021, 106).

One would argue that all higher
education system come with specific re-
quirements, for example in Germany,
the federal system poses its own chal-
lenges due to different rules that come
from shared jurisdiction and lead to
slow implementation.

Technological changes within uni-
versities are inherently cultural; this is
vividly illustrated by—but not limited
to—Latin American HEIs where resis-
tance stems from hierarchical gover-
nance and fears of traditional academic
values being undermined (Serna Gémez
2021, 56). Furthermore, Cerd4 Sudrez
et al state in their study on Latin Amer-
ican higher education institutions, that
“the use of digitalization and techno-
logical systems and activities in higher
education leads to vision drift” (Cerdd
Sudrez 2021, 17).

The Context Universities
operate and its consequences
on management

This endeavor is underscored by our
increasingly complex global context,
which can be accurately categorized
under the acronym “VUCA”: volatile,
uncertain, complex, and ambiguous.
(Bennet 2014, 311 ff.). In 2020, James
Cascio introduced another framework,
the so-called “BANI” framework—
short for Brittle, Anxious, Nonlinear,
and Incomprehensible—in order to
describe a state, where “VUCA™’s vo-
latility or complexity have become a
commonplace and hence obsolete. Be-
sides being a tool for sense-making, the
BANI framework hints at opportuni-
ties for response: “brittleness could be
met by resilience and slack; anxiety can
be eased by empathy and mindfulness;

nonlinearity would need context and
flexibility; incomprehensibility asks for
transparency and intuition.” (Cascio
2020).

Edward Snowden in his Cynefin
framework argues that there are differ-
ent kinds of problems organizations
face, sorting “the issues facing leaders
into five contexts defined by the nature
of the relationship between cause and ef-
fect. Four of these—simple (or obvious
or clear), complicated, complex, and
chaotic—require leaders to diagnose
situations and to act in contextually
appropriate ways. The fifth—disorder
(or confusion)—applies when it is un-
clear which of the other four contexts is
predominant.” (Snowden 2007).

Public administration tradition-
ally treads within the realm of simple
problems with clear pathways to follow.
However, the challenging environment
of a BANI world confounds straightfor-
ward solutions and demands innovative
approaches for universities to remain
relevant, particularly as they face trans-
formative changes in their societal and
economic roles over the next decade
(Teker 2022).

A framework for digitalization
in higher education

Based on the analysis and literature
review, we have designed a framework
for digitalization in higher education,
which you can find below.

Vision and Strategy

Prioritize people and culture, enable effec-
tive strategy implemenmtion: For univer-
sities navigating the intricate landscapes
of digital transformation, developing a
cohesive and consensus-driven vision is
critical. This vision should define digital
transformation as an enabler for redefi-
ning academic roles, wherein initiatives
are prioritized then adapted in response
to evolving digital contexts.

Historical disruptions, such as the
Covid-19 pandemic, offer valuable les-
sons on flexibility and responsiveness in
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dynamic environments. In a chaotic VU-
CA world, leadership should focus rather
on the people and the organization’s cul-
ture, rather trying to predict whats go-
ing to happen next in the outside world
(Mitson 2025). When developing a strat-
egy, organizational leaders often priori-
tize strategy formulation, but the key to
successful implementation is focusing on
the three Cs: clarifying, communicating,
and cascading the strategy throughout
the entire organization (Edinger 2012).
A practical example of digital
transformation success was identified
in the strategic approach of Universi-
tat Jaume I (UJI). UJI has focused its
priorities on the development of digital
competencies, emphasizing communi-
ty involvement in the formulation of
its Digital Plan. This participatory ap-
proach has lent legitimacy to the plan
through constant communication. UJI


https://www.uji.es/institucional/estrategia/plans/uji-digital/#0
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Leaders must
communicate
urgency and
strategically lead
efforts from within,
forming coalitions
that reflect a
proactive stance
on technological
integration. Given
rapid shifts in
digital paradigms,
maintaining
institutional
integrity became
a keystone within
governance
models.

showcases that successful digital trans-
formation demands internal disrup-
tions that emphasize ongoing review
and improvement, with recognition of
continuous evolution as integral.

A new understanding
of Leadership

Foster business acumen through servant
leadership, emphasize agility: More mo-
dern leadership should provide a better
mix of business acumen and strategic
leadership. People leadership plays a
much greater role and moves from in-
structing how to do a job to leading
people and instilling business acumen.
This includes the ability to develop or-
ganizations in an agile or systemic man-
ner. Servant leadership, understood as
“an (1) other-oriented approach to lea-
dership (2) manifested through one-on-
one prioritizing of follower individual
needs and interests, (3) and outward
reorienting of their concern for self
towards concern for others within the

organization and the larger communi-
ty” (Nathan 2019), 114) is considered a
suitable approach.

Micro-leaders can play an import-
ant role in this, underlining the necessi-
ty of a change in roles. An example for a
role change is the IT department: when
in the past, their role was restricted to
the implementation of new technolo-
gies, in today’s work environment, they
are the drivers and enablers who imple-
ment new business models.

Change Management and
Continuous Improvement

Focus on change management and conti-
nuous improvement: Adopting a struc-
tured framework like John Kotter’s
8-step change management model
(Kotter 1996) can provide a roadmap
for universities undergoing significant
transitions. Leaders must communica-
te urgency and strategically lead efforts
from within, forming coalitions that
reflect a proactive stance on techno-



logical integration. Given rapid shifts
in digital paradigms, maintaining in-
stitutional integrity became a keystone
within governance models. Employing
multifunctional teams to spearhead ini-
tiatives ensures comprehensive coverage
and adaptation across organizational fa-
cets is considered useful.

For effective project manage-
ment, universities should adopt hybrid
approaches tailored to specific depart-
mental needs while retaining operation-
al flexibility. Agile methodologies must
coexist with lean principles or Kanban
systems, ensuring steadfast operational
standards are maintained without im-
pinging on departmental autonomy.
Incorporating the Deming cycle (Dem-
ing 1982) for continuous improvement
or the OKR-method helping to define
smart goals ensure focused iterative
advancements in digital offerings, sus-
taining momentum necessary for insti-
tutional resilience and growth.

User Experience and Training

Employ user-oriented design and provide
comprehensive training: Emphasizing
user-oriented design, rather than mere
interface updates, alongside compre-
hensive training programs helps mit-
igate these barriers. Enhanced focus on
user needs for example by the use of
user stories promotes smooth transiti-
ons, empowering faculty and students
alike with the skills necessary to thrive
in digitally transformed ecosystems.

In Colombia, the Universidad de
Los Andes is pioneering user-centered
digital transformation by reimagining
organizational roles and hierarchy. Their
strategy underscores the cultural factors
at play and prioritizes understanding us-
er needs for effective implementation.
Cultural considerations are deemed
vital, recognizing that digital transfor-
mation is not merely technological but
fundamentally rooted in understanding
human interactions with technology.
This emphasizes the need for strategies
that bridge technological innovation
with human-centric approaches.

Initiatives like TEC de Monter-
reys EdTEC underscore the signifi-
cance of leveraging technology to en-
hance learning experiences and digital
competency development. Universities
should pursue similar frameworks,
focusing on user needs and ensuring
holistic tech adaptation that prepares
faculty and students for continual ad-
vancements. Training should emphasize
both digital literacy and effective utili-
zation competencies.

Diversity

Incorporate diverse perspectives and adhere
to universal design principles: Integrating
diverse perspectives in planning phases
enhances alignment with universal de-
sign principles, broadening access and
promoting equity across transformation
endeavors. Digital transformation efforts
should incorporate diversity considerati-
ons from inception, engaging represen-
tatives from vulnerable groups to ensure
alignment with universal design princip-
les. This approach aligns with preserving
institutional heritage while democrati-
zing access to digital resources. By em-
bedding diversity strategies within trans-
formation plans, universities can better
serve diverse populations and strengthen
institutional inclusivity and equity.

Networks and Alliances

Create networks sharing resources and
Jollowing standardized practices: Expert
opinion strongly supports fostering
alliances and collaborations among in-
stitutions as vital in achieving scalable
digital transformation successes. Trans-
national cooperation, highlighted by
initiatives like the European Digital
UniverCity (EDUC), offers a glimpse
of potential benefits through shared
resources and harmonized practices.
Standardized platforms facilitate joint
initiatives, creating a unified acade-
mic culture that traverses traditional
borders, encouraging broader dissemi-
nation and uptake of successful collabo-
rative methodologies.
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Conclusion

In navigating digital transformation wit-
hin higher education, universities must
employ ongoing adaptation strategies,
recognizing that change management is
an intrinsic institutional feature as op-
posed to a transient operational phase.
Affirming a shared vision within digital-
ly savvy environments presents a com-
pelling identity, empowering university
communities and enabling proactive
responses to evolving external demands.

The role of creativity as a criti-
cal asset underscores the potential for
universities to surpass mere techno-
logical adoption and lead educational
transformations within dynamic global
landscapes. In this context, compre-
hensive resource allocation coupled
with inclusive strategic initiatives posi-
tions universities as resilient leaders in
the digital age, ensuring they not only
adapt to change but actively participate
in shaping the future of higher educa-
tion. By committing to sustained efforts
and continual improvements, universi-
ties attain a role as visionaries and pi-
oneers within an increasingly digitized
academic domain. m


https://www.educalliance.eu/
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