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Contemporary organizations and territories operate in an environment
characterised by technological acceleration, ecological constraints, demographic
change, geopolitical instability, growing social inequality and increasing demands
for institutional accountability. These processes are not isolated. They interact and
generate complex strategic challenges that cannot be addressed through traditional
management approaches focused primarily on short-term financial performance,
sectoral planning or the administrative distribution of resources. Sustainable
development increasingly requires the coordination of economic efficiency,
environmental responsibility, social inclusion, technological adaptability and
institutional resilience.

Digitalization and social innovation have become important determinants of
this transformation. Digital technologies expand the capacity of organizations and
public authorities to collect and analyse data, automate operations, coordinate
distributed actors, model development scenarios and provide services through new
channels. Social innovation creates new products, services, organizational models
and forms of cooperation designed to address social needs and generate collective
value. Their strategic integration can strengthen the sustainable development of

enterprises, public institutions, communities, cities and regions.
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However, neither digitalization nor innovation automatically produces
sustainable outcomes. Digital technologies may improve resource efficiency and
transparency, but they may also increase energy consumption, electronic waste,
cybersecurity risks, labour-market polarisation and unequal access to services.
Social innovations may successfully address local problems but remain
fragmented, underfunded or dependent on individual leaders. The central
managerial issue is therefore not simply whether organizations and territories
adopt digital technologies or support innovative initiatives. It concerns whether
these instruments are integrated into a coherent long-term strategy, supported by
appropriate governance structures, human capabilities, financing mechanisms and
systems of accountability.

Strategic management of sustainable development may be understood as a
continuous process of defining long-term priorities, identifying risks and
opportunities, mobilising resources, coordinating stakeholders, implementing
transformative initiatives and evaluating their economic, environmental and social
results. Its object is not limited to an individual organization. Sustainable
development increasingly depends on interactions among enterprises, public
authorities, universities, social economy organizations, financial institutions,
infrastructure providers and local communities. Consequently, strategic
management should operate simultaneously at organizational, sectoral and
territorial levels.

At the organizational level, strategic sustainability management determines
how environmental and social considerations are incorporated into corporate
purpose, business models, investment decisions, operations, supply chains,
human-resource policies and stakeholder relations. At the territorial level, it
coordinates infrastructure, innovation, entrepreneurship, public services,
environmental resources and community capacities within a specific spatial
context. The integration of these levels is essential because organizations depend

on territorial resources, institutions, labour markets and infrastructure, while
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territorial development depends on the strategies and investment behaviour of
organizations operating within it.

Sustainable development requires a broader interpretation of strategic
performance. Financial viability remains essential because an organization or
territorial programme that cannot maintain access to resources cannot achieve
long-term goals. Nevertheless, financial indicators alone do not demonstrate
whether economic value is created through environmentally responsible, socially
inclusive and institutionally legitimate practices. Strategic performance should
therefore include resource productivity, emissions, innovation capacity,
employment quality, digital inclusion, accessibility of services, resilience,
stakeholder trust and the long-term condition of territorial assets.

Digital transformation is one of the major forces reshaping this strategic
environment. It should be distinguished from the limited digitisation of documents
or the automation of individual procedures. Digital transformation involves the
systemic reconfiguration of organizational processes, structures, competencies,
relationships and value-creation models through digital technologies. Research
based on more than five hundred academic studies demonstrates that digital
transformation influences the organizational core, relationships with external
stakeholders and the broader ecosystems in which organizations operate [3]. It is
therefore primarily a strategic and organizational phenomenon rather than a purely
technological project.

The World Bank’s analysis of global digital development shows that
digitalization has accelerated, but its benefits remain unevenly distributed. The
information technology services sector has grown significantly faster than the
wider economy and has generated employment at a considerably higher rate, while
production and value added remain concentrated in a limited group of leading
economies. Digital adoption also differs substantially between large and small

enterprises and between regions with different levels of income and infrastructure

[1].
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These disparities have major implications for strategic management.
Organizations with access to finance, data, qualified personnel and digital
infrastructure may use technology to increase productivity, innovate and enter
international markets. Smaller enterprises, peripheral communities and
institutionally weaker territories may remain excluded from these opportunities.
Digitalization can therefore either reduce or reinforce existing territorial and
organizational inequalities depending on how it is governed.

The strategic value of digitalization lies in its capacity to improve
information quality, coordination, scalability and adaptability. Digital monitoring
systems may provide real-time information on energy use, emissions, equipment
condition, transport flows and demand for public services. Artificial intelligence
can support forecasting, optimisation and the identification of complex patterns.
Cloud computing can reduce the cost of accessing advanced information systems.
Digital platforms can connect producers, consumers, investors, communities and
service providers. Digital twins can model infrastructure, industrial processes or
urban systems before physical interventions are implemented.

These technologies can strengthen sustainable development by improving the
visibility of material and energy flows, reducing losses, enabling preventive
maintenance, supporting circular use of resources and facilitating evidence-based
decision-making. Nevertheless, the actual result depends on strategic intent.
Technology introduced exclusively to increase the volume and speed of
consumption may intensify environmental pressure. Technology designed around
sustainability objectives may contribute to dematerialisation, service-based
business models, resource sharing and lower environmental impacts.

The relationship between digital transformation and sustainability is therefore
bidirectional. Digitalization can become an instrument for achieving sustainability,
while sustainability requirements should influence the architecture, governance
and use of digital systems. The concept of digital sustainability reflects this

interdependence. It includes both the application of digital technologies to support
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sustainable development and the management of the environmental and social
consequences produced by digitalization itself [2].

A systematic review of the relevant literature indicates that digital
technologies can facilitate sustainability through operational efficiency,
innovation, stakeholder engagement, transparency and new business models. At
the same time, positive effects are not guaranteed and may be offset by increasing
demand for computing infrastructure, energy, critical materials and data storage
[2].

Strategic managers should therefore avoid treating digitalization as an
inherently sustainable solution. Every digital initiative should be assessed in
relation to its entire life cycle, including the production of hardware, energy use,
data-centre requirements, maintenance, cybersecurity, accessibility and end-of-life
management. The strategic question is not whether a process becomes digital, but
whether its digital transformation creates a net improvement in economic,
environmental and social value.

This distinction can be illustrated through digital reporting systems. An
organization may introduce an electronic sustainability dashboard and improve the
speed of data presentation without changing environmentally harmful operations.
In this case, digitalization strengthens information processing but does not
necessarily improve sustainability. A more advanced approach uses digital data to
redesign production, procurement, logistics and investment decisions. The
dashboard then becomes part of a strategic management system rather than a
symbolic reporting tool.

Strategic alignment is therefore a fundamental condition of sustainable digital
transformation. Digital and sustainability strategies should not exist as separate
documents administered by different departments. They should be connected
through shared priorities, governance mechanisms, budgets, performance

indicators and responsibility structures. Digital investments should be assessed for
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their contribution to environmental and social objectives, while sustainability
programmes should identify the digital capabilities required for implementation.

At the organizational level, such alignment begins with corporate purpose
and strategic positioning. Organizations should determine which sustainability
problems they are capable of addressing and how digital capabilities can support
this contribution. The answer may involve reducing the environmental footprint of
existing operations, developing products that help customers improve
sustainability, increasing access to essential services or creating platforms that
coordinate circular resource flows.

Empirical research confirms that digital transformation can strengthen
enterprise sustainability through technological, market and management
innovation. Analysis of listed enterprises indicates that digital transformation may
enhance sustainable development by improving innovation capability, enabling
more efficient resource allocation and supporting organizational adaptation [4].
These effects, however, depend on management quality, investment capacity and
the ability to translate technological adoption into structural organizational change.

A useful strategic distinction can be made between digital optimization and
digital transformation. Digital optimization improves existing processes without
fundamentally changing the organization’s value logic. Examples include
automated energy monitoring, electronic document management or predictive
maintenance. Digital transformation changes the way value is proposed, created,
delivered and captured. It may replace product ownership with access-based
services, connect previously separate actors through a platform or enable
customers to participate in production and resource management.

Both approaches can contribute to sustainability, but their potential differs.
Optimization may generate immediate efficiency gains, whereas transformation
may reduce structural dependence on resource-intensive models. Strategic
management should therefore combine short-term operational improvements with

longer-term business model innovation.
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The business model is a central mechanism linking digitalization and
sustainability. It defines the value offered to customers and stakeholders, the
resources and activities through which that value is created, and the mechanisms
through which the organization maintains economic viability. Sustainable business
models incorporate environmental and social value into these elements rather than
treating sustainability as a separate philanthropic activity.

Digital sustainable business models use digital technologies to create or
support economic, ecological and social value. Research identifies several
archetypes, including digital solutions that improve environmental performance,
product-service systems that replace ownership with access, sustainability
intelligence systems that generate actionable information and digital platforms that
coordinate multiple actors around sustainable exchange [5].

The development of such models requires dynamic capabilities.
Organizations must be able to identify technological and sustainability trends,
interpret their strategic significance, mobilise resources and continually
reconfigure structures and processes. The speed of technological change means
that competencies and systems can become obsolete before the end of
conventional strategic-planning periods. Sustainable development, however,
requires long-term commitment and investment. Strategic management must
therefore combine long-term direction with flexible implementation.

Scenario planning is useful in this context. Organizations can develop
alternative scenarios concerning technological regulation, resource prices, climate
risks, consumer expectations, labour-market change and territorial development.
The purpose is not to predict one future precisely but to test whether strategic
choices remain viable under different conditions. Digital modelling can improve
this process by integrating large datasets and simulating relationships between
operational, environmental and market variables.

Portfolio management is also necessary. Organizations should avoid

investing all resources in a single large digital solution whose social or
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environmental benefits remain uncertain. A balanced portfolio may include low-
risk efficiency projects, experimental business-model initiatives, employee
capability programmes and partnerships with external innovators. Pilot projects
allow organizations to test assumptions, but successful experiments should be
connected to mechanisms for scaling and institutionalisation.

Governance determines whether digital and sustainability strategies influence
real decisions. Boards and senior management should define strategic objectives,
risk tolerance and accountability. Responsibility should not be delegated entirely
to information technology or sustainability departments. Both functions should
participate in investment, procurement, product development, human-resource
management and risk governance.

The increasing importance of sustainability in corporate governance is
reflected in the expansion of sustainability disclosure and board oversight. The
OECD reports that the share of listed companies by market capitalisation
disclosing sustainability-related information increased between 2022 and 2024,
while board-level oversight of climate-related issues also expanded [12].

Disclosure, however, is not equivalent to strategic integration. An
organization may publish extensive sustainability information without changing
investment priorities or incentives. Effective governance requires measurable
objectives, assignment of responsibility, integration into capital budgeting and
regular evaluation of performance. Executive remuneration may include
sustainability indicators, but these indicators should be material, verifiable and
sufficiently long-term to prevent symbolic compliance.

Data governance is another essential component. Sustainable development
decisions increasingly depend on data generated by sensors, platforms, suppliers,
employees, customers and public institutions. Poor-quality or fragmented data
may produce incorrect strategic conclusions. Organizations need standards
concerning data collection, ownership, validation, interoperability, privacy,

security and retention.
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Environmental and social data present specific difficulties. Emissions,
biodiversity effects, working conditions and community impacts often occur
outside the direct boundaries of an organization. Digital supply-chain systems may
improve traceability, but smaller suppliers may lack the resources to participate.
Strategic managers should ensure that reporting requirements do not merely
transfer administrative costs to weaker partners.

Acrtificial intelligence introduces additional governance challenges. It may
improve demand forecasting, logistics, energy optimisation and risk analysis.
However, algorithms may reproduce historical bias, exclude individuals whose
circumstances are poorly represented in available data or produce decisions that
cannot be adequately explained. The sustainability of artificial intelligence should
therefore be evaluated in relation to energy use, data quality, fairness, transparency
and accountability.

Human capital is a decisive factor in sustainable digital transformation.
Technologies create value only when employees, managers and partners possess
the competencies and motivation to use them. Digital skills should be combined
with systems thinking, sustainability literacy, ethical judgement, communication
and collaborative problem-solving. Organizations that focus only on technical
training may fail to develop the broader capacity required for strategic
transformation.

The labour effects of digitalization should also be actively managed.
Automation may reduce physically demanding or repetitive work, but it can also
displace employees, intensify monitoring and increase work insecurity.
Sustainable management requires early assessment of occupational change,
reskilling, employee participation and fair distribution of productivity gains.

Social sustainability concerns employment quality, equality, health, safety,
human rights, participation, inclusion and community well-being. Research
indicates that the social effects of digital technology have received less systematic

attention than economic and environmental outcomes [7].
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This imbalance can produce strategies that appear efficient but create hidden
social costs. For example, a digital public service may reduce administrative
expenditure while excluding people without internet access or digital skills. An
automated scheduling system may improve capacity utilisation while reducing
employee autonomy and income stability. A platform may create flexible
economic opportunities while transferring business risks to individual workers.

Strategic sustainability assessment should therefore examine who gains
access, who loses control, whose work changes and whose interests are
represented in technology design. Digital inclusion should not be treated merely as
the availability of an internet connection. It also includes affordability,
accessibility, skills, trust, language, data protection and the existence of non-
digital alternatives where necessary.

Social innovation complements digital transformation by focusing on unmet
needs, social relationships and collective capacity. It may involve a new service,
process, organizational form or partnership that addresses a social problem more
effectively while creating new patterns of cooperation. Its novelty is contextual: an
approach may be established in one place but innovative in another where
institutional conditions and needs differ.

The strategic significance of social innovation arises from the limitations of
conventional public and market mechanisms. Complex problems such as long-
term unemployment, demographic ageing, territorial exclusion, affordable
housing, access to healthcare and environmental adaptation involve multiple
causes and stakeholders. They cannot be resolved through isolated administrative
programmes or individual commercial products.

Social innovation frequently emerges through cooperation among public
authorities, social enterprises, community groups, conventional businesses,
universities and citizens. This cooperation allows different forms of knowledge
and resources to be combined. Local communities contribute practical

understanding of needs, public institutions provide legitimacy and infrastructure,
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enterprises provide management capabilities, and universities may support
research and evaluation.

Social innovation should not be equated with any socially beneficial
initiative. A project may provide valuable assistance without changing the
relationships, practices or institutional mechanisms that produced a problem.
Social innovation typically involves a new solution and a transformation in how
actors cooperate, make decisions or access resources.

Its effectiveness should be evaluated through social impact rather than
activity volume alone. The number of events, platform users or grants distributed
provides information on implementation but not necessarily on whether the
underlying social problem has been reduced. Strategic management requires a
theory of change explaining how activities are expected to produce outcomes and
how those outcomes can be measured.

Strategic territorial management should therefore identify synergies and
trade-offs. Digital infrastructure may allow remote communities to access
education, healthcare and markets, reducing territorial disadvantages. At the same
time, the closure of physical services based on assumed digital access may
increase exclusion. Renewable-energy development may attract investment and
reduce emissions, but local communities should participate in decisions and
receive a fair share of benefits.

Digital public infrastructure can support territorial development by providing
interoperable systems for digital identification, payments and data exchange. The
World Bank defines such infrastructure as foundational, reusable digital building
blocks serving the public benefit and emphasises interoperability, inclusion, user-
centred design, privacy and strong governance [8].

The strategic importance of digital public infrastructure lies in its capacity to
reduce duplication and enable multiple services. A secure identification system
may support social protection, healthcare, taxation and entrepreneurship. Payment

infrastructure may improve access to financial services and enable rapid support
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during crises. Data-exchange systems may facilitate coordinated planning and
reduce administrative burdens.

Territorial social innovation also requires intermediaries. Individual
community initiatives often lack access to finance, administrative knowledge,
political networks or evaluation capacity. Intermediary organizations can connect
local initiatives with public authorities, universities, investors and larger
enterprises. Research on territorial social innovation shows that intermediaries
help create shared narratives, coordinate heterogeneous actors and support the
transition from isolated projects to broader territorial processes [11].

The OECD’s Start—Scale—Sustain framework provides a useful structure. The
start stage involves experimentation, local engagement and testing of solutions.
The scale stage focuses on replication, capacity-building, finance and adaptation to
new contexts. The sustain stage concerns institutionalisation, long-term resources,
legal support and integration into public policy or service delivery [10].

Scaling should not be interpreted as mechanical expansion. Social
innovations are often dependent on local relationships, trust and institutional
conditions. Replication should preserve core principles while allowing adaptation.
A model successful in one territory may require different partners, financing and
implementation procedures elsewhere.

The strategic relationship among sustainability, digitalization and social
innovation can be summarised in Table 1.

The dimensions presented in Table 1 should not be managed independently.
Strategic alignment determines why transformation is undertaken. Data-driven
governance provides information for decisions. Sustainable business models
translate strategic objectives into value-creation mechanisms. Social innovation
ensures that unmet needs and collective capacities are included. Territorial
coordination connects organizational initiatives with spatial development, while

accountability supports legitimacy and learning.
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Table 1

Dimensions of strategic sustainable development management

Strategic dimension

Main instruments

Expected result

Strategic alignment

Integrated digital and sustainability
strategies

Coherent long-term priorities

Data-driven governance

Analytics, digital platforms and
monitoring

Evidence-based decisions

Sustainable business

models

Product-service systems and digital
platforms

Economic, social and

environmental value

Social innovation

Co-creation, experimentation and
partnerships

Solutions to unmet social needs

Territorial coordination

Place-based planning and

innovation ecosystems

Inclusive regional development

Accountability

Indicators, reporting and impact
evaluation

Transparency and continuous
improvement

Source: developed by the author on the basis of [2; 6; 8; 9; 10; 11].

A strategic management cycle for sustainable development should begin with

diagnosis. Organizations and territories should assess their economic,
environmental, social, digital and institutional conditions. This assessment should
identify not only internal resources but also dependencies on infrastructure,
suppliers, public institutions, communities and ecosystems.

Digital maturity and sustainability maturity should be evaluated jointly. High
digital maturity does not imply sustainability if digital capabilities are used mainly
to accelerate resource-intensive growth. High sustainability ambition may remain
ineffective if the organization lacks data, coordination and innovation capacity.
Joint assessment reveals where digital investment can support sustainability and
where technology itself requires stronger governance.

Stakeholder analysis is an important element of diagnosis. Stakeholders differ
in power, vulnerability, knowledge and interest. Strategic managers should
identify groups affected by transformation, including those who may not
participate in formal consultations.

The next stage is the formulation of a strategic vision. A vision should define
the desired future condition rather than merely list projects. For an organization, it

may involve transitioning from the sale of resource-intensive products to service-
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based circular solutions. For a territory, it may involve creating an inclusive low-
carbon innovation ecosystem supported by digital public services and local
entrepreneurship.

Strategic objectives should be specific enough to guide resource allocation
but flexible enough to allow innovation. Objectives may concern emissions,
resource productivity, employment quality, digital access, service availability,
innovation participation, community resilience and business diversification. Each
objective should be supported by indicators, responsible actors and time horizons.

Digital technologies can also intensify consumption through personalised
advertising, rapid product cycles and frictionless purchasing. The sustainability
impact of digitalization must be evaluated across the entire business model and
user behaviour rather than only internal operations. Social risks include exclusion,
algorithmic discrimination, surveillance and the erosion of employee autonomy.
Impact assessments should be conducted before high-risk systems are introduced.

The integration of digitalization and social innovation creates a potential
pathway towards sustainable development, but it also increases managerial
complexity. Digital technologies operate at speed and scale, while social
innovation depends on context, relationships and participation. Strategic
management must connect these different logics. Technology can scale solutions
rapidly, but scaling without contextual understanding may produce exclusion or
resistance. Social innovation provides contextual knowledge and legitimacy, but
may struggle to achieve sufficient reach.

This integration should be guided by several principles. Digitalization should
serve clearly defined sustainability and social objectives. Innovation should be
evaluated by its contribution to public and stakeholder value. Data should be
governed as a strategic resource with rights and responsibilities. Participation
should influence substantive decisions. Transformation costs and benefits should
be distributed fairly.
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At the organizational level, the principal priority is to integrate digital and
sustainability strategies into the business model, governance and investment
system. At the territorial level, the priority is to create place-based innovation
ecosystems connecting infrastructure, entrepreneurship, public services,
communities and knowledge institutions. Both levels require measurable
objectives, dynamic capabilities, stakeholder participation and adaptive learning.
Strategies should be stable in their long-term direction but flexible in instruments.
Digital systems should provide evidence, while human judgement and democratic
accountability should determine choices.

The strategic management of sustainable development should ultimately be
evaluated by whether it improves the capacity of organizations and territories to
create long-term value without undermining ecological systems or social cohesion.
Technological sophistication is not sufficient. Sustainable transformation requires
responsible governance, institutional capability and collective purpose.
Digitalization can improve productivity, transparency, coordination and access.
Social innovation can mobilise communities, redesign services and create new
forms of cooperation. Their combined potential is substantial, but only when they
are embedded in coherent strategy and supported by appropriate organizational
and territorial institutions.

The central managerial task is therefore the construction of a system in which
digital capabilities, sustainable business models, social innovation, territorial
resources and stakeholder interests reinforce one another. Such a system enables
organizations and territories not merely to respond to change but to shape
development trajectories that are economically viable, environmentally

responsible, socially inclusive and institutionally resilient.
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