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Abstract: The study explores how the COVID-19 outbreak prompted digital innovation in a Higher
Education Institution (HEI) by providing evidence on the dimensions leveraged, the initiatives
organised and the organisational results achieved. By means of an exploratory single case study based
on a School of Management located in Northern Italy, the study proposes a process model to highlight
how digital innovation has been fostered during the emergency. Results highlight the relevance of
both technological and cultural aspects that supported the digital transformation during the crisis.
The dimensions of digital readiness and cultural openness, together with a defined strategic orientation,
represented relevant facilitators of the digital innovation process. In turn, digital innovation had
important implications for sustainability, which was fostered by increasing the accessibility to quality
education and addressed as a topic of many of the digital contents delivered. Thus, the study
contributes to the stream of research that investigates how digital innovation in HEIs and other public
administrations happens and how such an innovation can support sustainability. Finally, the paper
provides practical implications on both technological and cultural aspects of innovation.
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1. Introduction

The COVID-19 outbreak forced the digitalisation of most of the public services worldwide,
collapsing in a few weeks a process of strategic planning and deployment that would have taken
years to fully realise [1]. In a world on lockdown, Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) reacted
promptly by transforming almost all their activities—teaching, research, administration and the
so-called “third mission”—into a digital format, totally switching to a forced digitalisation [2,3].
Online teaching and learning activities were soon labelled emergency remote teaching—as they lost
the fundamental pre-stage of planning and instructional design that characterises online teaching [4].
Despite its potentiality for the democratisation of Higher Education (HE) [5], online education has
rather exacerbated equity issues during the crisis, generating barriers especially for lower-income
students and highlighting the extent of the digital divide [6]. This aspect has important implications for
the sustainability of HEIs as providers of quality and equitable education, which is crucial in pursuing
the sustainable development goal related to ensuring quality education for all [7]. The picture of
emergency increased, in turn, the pressure on the faculty and the administrative staff, who adapted
their activities of teaching, research and student support to a distance mode only [6].

Several layers of complexity were thus amplified during the shock caused by the COVID-19
crisis, whose characteristics of disruptiveness and massiveness prompted digital innovation in an
unprecedented way [8]. From a complementary perspective, however, the recent crisis offered
unprecedented opportunities to foster digital innovation by leveraging on the resiliency generated by
the disruptive shock, which in turn can generate positive external effects on sustainability, by means of
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a broader digital communication on sustainability topics as well as through additional forms of open
and free quality education [9].

Interpreted either as an accelerator of an ongoing process or as a radical changemaker [1], the shift
of paradigm imposed by COVID-19 and undertaken by HEIs poses the issue of figuring out how they
approached such a transformation. Despite many interventions being designed to be temporarily,
they are likely to affect the functioning of the HE sector structurally [4]. Such a context generates a gap
with previous research about the digital transformation, which mainly investigated the dimensions,
the opportunities and the challenges of a strategic implementation of digitalisation, stressing a planning
stage that was missing during the crisis [10–12]. The specificities of the new dynamics in HE have been
recently investigated by international scholars, who mostly focused on the impact of the shift to online
teaching [4,13,14], despite the fact that the turnaround that invested HEIs is much broader and includes
any kind of core and support activities carried out by universities. The current research addresses this
gap, by taking a holistic approach to the digital innovation prompted by COVID-19 in the HE context.

To do so, the paper analyses the School of Management to which the authors are affiliated by
means of an exploratory case study approach. By realising semi-structured interviews to the key actors
in the organisation and by triangulating results with secondary data sources, the paper proposes a
process model to understand how HEIs react to an exogenous state of emergency to develop new digital
attitudes and processes and what are the internal dimensions leveraged as well as the organisational
results observed. The empirical setting of the research is represented by Italy, the first western country
affected by the pandemic, where the main set of fast-track procedures involved school and university
closure [15,16]. In detail, the HEI under investigation is located in Northern Italy, one of the areas
mostly hit by the pandemic and characterised by a marked resiliency. This is also one of the peculiar
traits of the organisation, which reacted, initially, by adapting its activities and routines to a new
way of working and, secondly, by creating new set of digital routines, making the most out of the
forced digitisation. In this transformation, both technological and cultural aspects emerged as central
elements to support a proactive response to the emergency.

The paper contributes to highlight the existence of a close relationship between the propensity
to technological innovation and the organisational culture, by contributing to expand the realm of
knowledge about the factors fostering digitalisation in public administrations, especially in response
to an exogenous shock as the one caused by COVID-19. Moreover, the paper highlights how digital
innovation can contribute to foster sustainability through quality education, by widening its accessibility
and equity, and how it can reinforce the knowledge on sustainability matters, often addressed in the
digital contents delivered by the School. In practical terms, the paper provides indications on digital
innovation initiatives that can support the plan for digitalisation that HEIs must undertake from now
on [1].

The remainder of the paper is organised as follows. Section 2 presents the conceptual background
of the paper, while Section 3 refers to the main materials and methodology used in the study.
Further, Section 4 reports the results obtained by our investigation, which are finally discussed in
Section 5.

2. Conceptual Background

Conceptually, the paper is based on the literature about digital innovation and digital
transformation, as well as on the concept of corporate entrepreneurship, defined as a strategic
organisation-wide transformation in the allocation of resources to new activities, in a turnabout that
reflects entrepreneurial behaviour [17,18]. For both concepts, we discuss the main definitions as well
as the main drivers and challenges.

The concept of digital innovation, in its broader definition, can be referred “as a product,
process, or business model that is perceived as new, requires some significant changes on the part of
adopters, and is embodied in or enabled by IT” [19] (p. 330). Chan et al. [20] trace a roadmap to digital
innovation that starts from digital technologies that, combined with organisational capabilities and
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environmental influences, may produce digital innovation and, in some cases, turn into a disruptive
digital innovation. The introduction of digital innovation in public administrations has been often
labelled under the term “e-government”, meaning the use of ICT to deliver public services. This strand
of research has attracted much attention among public sector scholars, who investigated drivers and
barriers of its diffusion [21] and defined frameworks to establish the level of e-maturity in public
organisations [22,23]. Among the barriers to the use of digital technologies in public administrations,
West [21] identifies technical, political, organisational, legal and financial aspects. Drivers, on the
other side, are widely related to external dimensions, such as a sense of vulnerability, new learning
capabilities that push market boundaries or an emergent normative pressure [24,25]. Especially in the
public sector, the important focus towards stakeholders has been highlighted. Indeed, digitalisation has
been interpreted as a means to improve efficiency, effectiveness, simplicity, openness, transparency and
accountability for citizens [26].

Recent research highlighted how the literature has been focused so far on “hard” aspects,
by looking for the objective knowledge produced by digital innovation [27,28]. On the contrary,
the transformation process ending in digital innovation involves organisational aspects entailing
leadership, individual interests and values in order to affect organisational processes and culture [28].
This set of compound elements finally affects value creation for the final users and leads to an
organisational transformation [29]. In this respect, digital innovation is the result of a process that
requires a profound transformation, which is technological only in part. The current study builds on
these aspects by looking at both the technological and the cultural elements of digital innovation.

When looking at HEIs in particular, digital innovation has been described as the introduction of
digital processes, teaching methods and tools, the adoption of open science policies and the rethink
of universities’ role as prompters of digital innovation in a broader ecosystem [30]. By causing a
shift of paradigm, these changes may produce tensions related to the new way of creating, proposing
and capturing value. Increased digital skills, a customer-centric approach and diversified sources
of revenues are among the solutions proposed to overcome the arising challenges [31]. The shift to
digital innovation in the HE sector has largely accelerated over the last years in tandem with the larger
availability of technological resources for education and research. This process has been intended as a
means to improve or redesign the educational experience and the university way of working [32] but
also as a forced switch to stay relevant in the sector [31]. The changing needs of learners prompted the
use of digital technologies by also influencing the culture of teaching and learning [33]. The current
emergency, in particular, has put at the centre the open issue of the effectiveness of digital technologies
for education, fuelling the debate on the topic [4,13]. This, in turn, affects importantly the discourse
about sustainability in HE, as, in theory, online learning offers new possibilities in this direction,
while the practical equity of quality education is still far from its full realisation [6,9]. The exogenous
shock caused by the COVID-19 pandemic generated an unprecedented discontinuity and exacerbated
previous trends, forcing a full switch to digital that triggered a new impetus for digital innovation,
and this represents the specific background of our study.

A second stream of related studies is connected to the concept of corporate entrepreneurship,
a process defined to be strategic transformation as the consequence of entrepreneurial
orientation—thought and action—which changes the way in which resources are employed [17,18].
Corporate entrepreneurship is about “people—either individually or collectively—using innovation to
exploit new opportunities and create value” [34]. The innovation circle generated may bring to the
generation of new products, processes and organisational methods [35]. Stopford and Baden-Fuller [36]
analysed the internal and external triggers of corporate entrepreneurship, finding some common
attributes related to proactiveness, aspirations beyond current capabilities, team-orientation and
learning capabilities. Among the barriers to corporate entrepreneurship, aspects like the emergence
of a hostile environment are found to be relevant obstacles to the diffusion of innovation. In this
respect, it is particularly important to build consensus and trust around the emerging innovation [37].
Informal cultural aspects are critical in this context and have been mentioned among the main mediators
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of the diffusion of corporate entrepreneurship [38]. Organisational culture influences the cognitive
framework in which innovation is perceived, and for this reason, it is a particularly relevant aspect of
investigation [39].

At the intersection between the stream of literature on digital innovation and the one on corporate
entrepreneurship, scholars highlighted the relevant role of informal aspects like the organisational
culture. This is critical to promote innovative actions that are increasingly technology-driven. Both the
cultural and the technological dimensions are addressed in the current analysis, in addition to elements
that characterise organisational innovation in times of crisis, like communication. Indeed, three main
dimensions have been found to be crucial in supporting HEIs in troubled times, fostering at the same
time digital innovation. These elements represent the theoretical dimensions through which our case
is interpreted, namely, (i) technology, (ii) communication and (iii) organisational culture.

First, technology is the enabler of the transformative process and represents the “hard” component
of the triangle. In its meaning, it ranges from the technical infrastructure, i.e., the basis on which digital
innovation can flourish, to the skills to be internally owned or externally acquired to make digital
innovation happen [40]. In this respect, digital innovation becomes the result of either an internal or
an Open Innovation process [41]. Further, in response to a disruptive change, the organisation may
develop new technological capabilities that, in turn, reinforce their agility in responding to additional
digital challenges [21]. The technological dimension may be particularly disruptive in pre-digital
organisations as HEIs, where the adoption of digital innovation requires to rethink profoundly the
business models, processes and products [42].

Second, communication channels become crucial for guaranteeing the informative flow,
the regulation compliance and the emotional support to the entire community (i.e., students, personnel,
society at large) [43]. Indeed, communication is the process through which the organisation connects
to another part in its interior (intraorganisational communication) or to other actors of the network
(interorganisational communication) [44]. Adopting a rapid response and a clear communication have
been found to be particularly beneficial in times of emergency [45]. When disruptive events happen,
they generate increased density of communication, less centralised networks and increased uncertainty.
Information technology, together with boundary spanners (i.e., key roles able to interconnect different
parts of the organisation) are critical elements for successful communication [44]. Moreover, in a
world at a distance as the one imposed by the pandemic, technology becomes the only enabler of any
communication channels, thus inducing an overlap between the two components.

Finally, the organisational culture influences the success of the implementation and the adoption
of a digital innovation [46]. Research has also demonstrated how the organisational culture may
act as a barrier to the innovation process, by highlighting the role of routineness, formalisation
and complexity in hindering innovation [47]. In this respect, the organisational culture composes
the “soft” side of innovation but often the most critical. To avoid that the potential of a digital
innovation remains unaccomplished, the underlying cultural values need to be fully acquired and
routinised [48]. The governance of the digital innovation is relevant in this process, especially in its
structural parameters as vertical mechanisms and horizontal coordination [49]. Implementing digital
innovation at the organisational level, in fact, requires a turn in mindset that passes through the creation
of a digital culture [50]. In this respect, analysing the role of organisational culture in influencing digital
innovation is a crucial element to investigate its implementation. Based on these conceptual premises,
the roles of technology, communication and organisational culture are explored in the paper as relevant
dimensions influencing the process of digital innovation in HE, acting as enablers or barriers during
the shift of paradigm prompted by the COVID-19 outbreak.

3. Materials and Methods

The paper is based on an exploratory design, in which a single case study approach [51] has
been intertwined with the principles of engaged scholarship [52]. The first point is justified by the
possibility to carry out a deep investigation of the transformation driven by digital innovation, in which
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dimensions of organisational complexity emerge together with contextual uncertainty caused by the
global emergency, thus producing a complex and unexplored field of empirical investigation [53,54].
The second point is enabled by the affiliation of the authors to the organisation under investigation,
a fact that ensured high endorsement by the involved actors as well as first-hand data and direct
observation on the ground.

In detail, the organisation investigated in the study is a School of Management located in
Lombardy region, the first and most hit area (after China) during the COVID-19 outbreak. The School
of Management is part of a flagship technological university and offers both Bachelor of Science
(BSc, nearly 750 matriculated per academic year) and Master of Science (MSc, nearly 650 matriculated)
in Management Engineering, as well as MBAs and post-lauream courses by means of its international
Business School. The large educational offer provides the possibility to explore the approach to digital
innovation in different contexts and as such enriches the scope of the study.

As primary source of data, interviews were conducted with the leading academic and
administrative roles in the School. The interviews were taken in the period July–September 2020,
either in person or via web conferencing platform, due to the problematic healthcare situation.
Each interview lasted between 30 and 60 min. In total, seven key roles have been involved in the
interviews. The sample is considered to be sufficiently representative given that it covers all the key
roles in the governance and in the main decisional processes of the School. We used a semi-structured
interview format in which open-ended questions were posed in order to facilitate the free expression
of the interviewees. The main topics were related to the conceptual dimensions that guide our
analysis, addressed through a narrative approach that usually followed the temporal evolution of
the events and, in turn, the kind of digital innovation introduced. Given the responsibility level of
the interviewees, the questions regarded how she/he approached the governance of the emergency,
the role of technology in supporting the crisis, the type of communication activated, the relationship
with external stakeholders like students and with the community at large, and the approach to human
resource management within the School. Finally, a conclusive question about the lessons learnt and
the main strengths and weaknesses of the activities organised was posed. Additional details about
the roles of the informants and the main topics tackled during the interviews are presented in Table 1.
The same Table reports the sources of secondary data, namely, quantitative information and statistics
provided by the School about the number of people involved in digital initiatives, the type of activities
and their duration. Additionally, public data were analysed by means of the screening of websites,
press news and presentations.

Table 1. Data sources used in the study.

Primary Data Source: Semi-Structured Interview

Roles Duration (minutes)

Academic director 56′

Administrative director 52′

Chief Information Officer 45′

HR Director 34′

Communication Division Manager 48′

Chief Commercial Officer 41′

Full professor/Director of Corporate relations 40′

Main Topics

Organisational response
Communication aspects

Technological innovations
Community engagement

Human resource management
Lessons learnt
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Table 1. Cont.

Primary Data Source: Semi-Structured Interview

Secondary Data Sources and Data Triangulation

Secondary data provided by the Communication Division
Secondary data collected on the web

Final data triangulation with: Dean and Associate Dean

All the interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim. They were conducted by one of
the authors, who also carried out the first data coding. Given that the narrative of the interviews
generally followed the temporal evolution of events, the primary coding was aimed at identifying
recurring themes related to the main conceptual dimensions, namely communication, technology and
organisational culture, while secondary coding was intended to let sub-topics emerge from the text.
Finally, the recurring topics and digital innovation initiatives were clustered to compose the main
results of the study. The results were triangulated by means of secondary data as well as through final
meetings organised with the Dean and one of the Associate Deans of the School.

4. Results

The results from the study allowed to formulate a process model that highlights how digital
innovation prompted by the COVID-19 pandemic has been implemented in the School of Management,
as graphically represented in Figure 1. We started our analysis from the concept of organisational
mission and identity, which proved to be particularly relevant in the context of HEIs, being the
strategic, structural and cultural (internal) dimensions on which the organisation builds its (external)
reputation [55]. As important internal dimensions, the organisational mission and identity influence
the organisational set of processes and procedures, with reference to teaching, research and outreach
activities. The pandemic has profoundly impacted on all the university activities, fostering (and somehow
forcing) digital innovation. Our results confirmed the crucial role played by three set of enablers,
theoretically introduced in Section 2, namely, communication, technology and organisational
culture. These dimensions have been leveraged to produce the several forms of digital innovation
described below.
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4.1. Describing Digital Innovation in the School

Jointly fostering on the mentioned dimensions, the forms of digital innovation produced in the
School have been clustered on the basis of their main features. First, they are diversified according to
the typology of digital innovation introduced, distinguishing between product and process innovation.
Secondly, a distinction on the basis of the kind of stakeholder to which they are addressed is presented,
highlighting whether the innovation was targeted to internal (i.e., teaching and administrative staff)
or external (i.e., students, prospects, alumni, companies, partners or society at large) stakeholders.
At the intersection, the cases of digital innovation introduced in the School are presented, while they
are more extensively described in Table 2, which also provides detailed exemplifications. It is worth
to stress that this classification has emerged from our findings and is not a formal classification
defined a priori. However, the clusters are strongly connected to the literature given that, on the one
hand, the classification of services and activities on the basis of their end-users is widely accepted
among public scholars [56]. On the other hand, the classification by product/process is based on the
kind of innovation that can be generated in an organisation according to the literature on corporate
entrepreneurship [17,18,35,36].

Regarding digital innovation under the form of a product for internal stakeholders, the School offered
(i) brand new possibilities of training for the staff—especially for the administrative personnel—as
well as (ii) brand new events for facilitating networking. The training activities were selected from
external providers and gave the opportunity to train the staff on current topics, such as teleworking,
stress management, balance of work and private life, for guaranteeing job sustainability and inclusivity.
The training programmes were delivered in person in the past, while the emergency pushed the
organisation to think about alternative ways of delivery totally online, by means of online lectures that
guaranteed at the same time high personnel engagement and high quality of the knowledge acquired.
As a second form of digital innovation, the necessity to keep high the sense of community fostered the
creation of networking online events, whose contents somehow evolved during the crisis. Most of
them were delivered by means of Microsoft Teams, which was massively used during the crisis as the
main web conferencing platform. The first initiatives were meant at keeping the contact at a distance,
and as such were simply in their technological design, but effective in their application and in the
possible long-term effects on the organisational mindset:

At the end of February we created a chat in Teams in which we could even just say hello to all the
administrative staff. We just wanted something to stay close to the staff and to be playful with them.
We immediately understood it was perfectly working, as people started to share pictures, videos or just
to react to other people’s messages. We created an amazing legacy of that months, and we still use that
tool even though we meet in presence by now. In the end, I think we acquired that digital approach as
a competence, today. (Administrative Director)

These kinds of networking initiatives were also intended to share new projects, facilitate the
circulation of ideas and stimulate the interaction between the governance and the staff. As an example,
the “virtual coffee” was intended to replace the informal moments around the coffee machine,
typically used for informal updates and conversation:

We used that moment (the virtual coffee) to keep everyone updated and connected about the latest
news on our business. It was also used as an informal moment to update anyone about the general
situation, and it has been highly appreciated by the staff, because usually it is not that easy to meet all
the staff in a room and talk, while it became possible online. (HR Director)
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Table 2. Description of the digital innovation activities by stakeholder.

Internal (Administrative Staff,
Teaching Staff) Example External (Students, Prospect, Alumni,

Companies, Partners, Society) Example

Product

New online formats for training on
hard and soft skills by using purely

online platforms

Hours of training on smart
working, stress management,

English language but also
vertical skills (e.g., accounting)

and teaching skills

New educational formats (in addition to the complete
switch to online delivery) for meeting the need of

companies and consolidating the offer for lifelong learning

Short online programmes made of
nearly 950 clips delivered at a

discounted price in 2020

New events for consolidating
networking and transfer of

knowledge within and between
administrative and teaching staff

Online events held on a regular
basis to foster the sense of

community also at a distance

Webinars on hot topics or managerial trends by
interacting with CIOs, politicians, field experts

Webpages created by stakeholder and
containing materials, short videos
and linked to webinars involving

nearly 190 guest speakers and 40,000
people enrolled

Process

Remote working enabled by digital
technologies that fosters a new

cultural approach

Make the best of the critical
situation by leveraging on home
working to foster a new mindset

and digital culture

Innovative teaching methodologies to deliver the courses
at all levels (bachelor, master, post-graduate) online; to

enable the process switch to online, formal and informal
sharing among the teaching staff

Webinars held by the faculty or by
external guests on specific innovative

teaching methods to be applied
during the online semester (and

later on)

Process simplification by means
of digitalisation

Modification to some
administrative processes to
guarantee service continuity

and, at the same time, to foster
process simplification

Use of alternative (and additional) marketing channels by
fostering the contacts and communication created by

means of webinars, short courses, etc.
Large use of CRM for profiling

Ah hoc communication for prospect international students
(e.g., informative videos on the local situation)

Communication sent to companies in
which, together with the

communication of the free webinars,
additional contents were offered on

similar topics (at a surcharge)
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Other kinds of informal events involved, for example, the creation of a film forum organised by
the international office to develop common knowledge on foreign countries or the discussion between
a member of the faculty and the administrative staff, to facilitate the connection between the two
groups that are often separated in their activities. Many informants confirmed the success of this kind
of initiatives that generated new connections and facilitated the emergence of personalities who were
usually not inclined to intervene in joint debates:

Online we had the possibility to connect with new people more easily than in presence. Even persons
that had never had something to do with each other had the hook to start a connection and discover
something in common, and this now favours synergy in our everyday job. (HR Director)

In terms of product digital innovation for external stakeholders, two main outputs were generated
during the emergency. First, the contingent situation pushed the organisation to rethink its education
offer. Apart from totally rethinking the teaching process, the organisation built on the contingent
situation to provide new “sneakable” short educational formats targeted to the business word. From the
technical side, the new products leveraged on the previous experience of the School in the production
of digital contents (the first digital MBA was offered by the business school in 2014), a fact that played
in favour of the switch. The topics were variously related to management and with a strong connection
to the current problems that companies may face:

When we got in contact with companies, we were immediately told how they had lost any possibility
to plan training activities. They were rescheduling activities totally switching to smart working and
had to deal with many urgencies. That is why we decided to offer short self-paced programmes that
could have been accessed on our Learning Management System (LMS). This way, we came back to the
corporate world with a product that was not in conflict with their organisational problems, and indeed
it’s been a success. (Director of Corporate Relations)

In the relationship with external stakeholders, the need to keep the engagement high, especially
in times of crisis, represented an additional source of digital innovation product. As a form of
social responsibility that leveraged on the organisational values and as a form of interaction and
communication with the internal and external community, the School started to offer cycles of webinars
on several current issues. Overall, ninety webinars were held in the period between March and
July 2020 and attracted more than 40,000 enrolled people and 20,000 participants. A total number
of 190 guest speakers were involved, who belonged to the corporate world, like CEOs and CIOs or
were field experts or representatives of the institutions at national level. The topics discussed often
included aspects related to the economic, social and environmental sustainability as important matters
triggered by the current crisis. The webinars were communicated by means of direct mails and social
media, by profiling the users through a CRM application. In close relation to the webinars, a total
number of nine webpages were activated since March to provide useful contents to the different types
of stakeholders (each webpage was specifically designed for a single stakeholder, such as companies,
students, public administrations, etc.) On the technical side, the webinars were offered on Teams live
events, which was a choice following the adoption of Microsoft Teams as the main web conferencing
platform for meeting and for teaching during the emergency in the whole university. This experience
gave the School the possibility to organise dissemination activities, keeping at the same time a direct
channel of communication with the main stakeholders and gaining expertise on a new format of digital
connection with the internal and external audience:

In March, we started to think about what we could do to reach out our stakeholders. We wanted to be
the reference point of our community also in time of emergency, as even in a moment of crisis we could
keep on learning something. [ . . . ] First, this gave us the possibility to involve distinguished experts
that usually do not give lectures in our classrooms. Second, we obtained an amazing response by the
audience, as we got up to 4000 enrolments to a single webinar, while in our “big” events in person we
do not go beyond 400. (Communication Division Manager)
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The common trait of the new digital products was that of leveraging on smart learning as a new
way to approach education in a digital format and to foster sustainability through a quality, open and
equitable education. It is worth to underline that the technological dimension was the enabler and
not the final aim, as the idea of a digital innovation is much more comprehensive, as stated by an
informant when discussing about the LMS:

Our online platform worked well, but that was not the reason why we developed new products. The fact
that we had a good platform, though, allowed us to offer something that we would have not known
where to offer otherwise. (CIO)

Further, other forms of digital innovation involved the organisational processes. The traditional
ways of working were completely revolutionised during the crisis, impacting on both internal and
external processes. On the internal side, the forced shift to remote working fostered the use of
digital tools for collaboration and interaction. As mentioned, the main platform for meetings and
presentations was Microsoft Teams, which was also used for all the teaching activities. The organisation
had already experimented the use of teleworking for the administrative staff, despite not to this extent.
Moreover, on the basis of this past experience, the switch to remote working happened smoothly and
was generally perceived as a form of protection and attention to the staff. Apart from transforming the
way of working by the personnel, the shift to remote working seemed to have triggered a new mindset
in the staff, as highlighted by our informants:

This is the culture that we are trying to create: making people feel responsible for their objectives,
understanding that a meeting is effective also at a distance. If you will give clear objectives to the
personnel, each one will organise his/her activities to achieve them, online or not. This is what we
could find different in the future, without noticing it. (HR Director)

The transition to remote working impacted also on the internal administrative process flow.
By eliminating any forms of physical interaction, some of the processes were redesigned and, at the
same time, simplified. The switch from digitisation (downloading forms online) to digitalisation
(filling out forms online) is an ongoing and often painful transition in public administrations [28].
The crisis could have fostered this transformation, by breaking down barriers and organisational inertia.

A similar reasoning may hold for the processes designed for external stakeholders, teaching in
primis. All the activities of the semester moved totally online since March 2020, by generating an
unprecedented and massive digital switch. Bachelor, Master and post-lauream courses were offered via
Teams, which was integrated with of the respective LMSs, designed internally. The School promoted a
cycle of webinars on innovative teaching methodologies, which added up to those offered centrally by
the university. The possibility to take part in training sessions on teaching methods was not completely
new in the School, but the level of participation by the faculty was much more consistent during the
emergency, as underlined from our informants:

The online meetings were very useful for sharing experiences and finding better solutions than those I
could think by myself. I was personally impressed by this aspect, as in traditional teaching I had never
felt the need to share how I used to organise lessons break or lecture schedules, while in this stage I
think it helped and it was a significant boost for doing better. (Delegate for Corporate Relations)

The first semester 2020/21 started by adopting an integrated approach, in which part of the class was
connected online and part was face-to-face. This approach represented an additional experimentation
that will make up an important wealth of experience to shape the future educational delivery mode in
the School and that is likely to influence the way in which online learning is culturally conceived:

What is certain is that now our faculty have a huge toolbox. We will still have supporters and
opponents of digital learning, but now we will also have a large set of practical experiences, so that our
discussion will be based on that, and not only on hypotheses formulated a priori. (Academic Director)
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In this switch, the element that was perceived as the most critical was that related to the social
dimension of learning [57]. The need to make decisions fast did not support the possibility to carefully
redesign aspects of social interaction between the students, an aspect of learning that is instead
particularly relevant in the design of courses, especially for companies and professionals.

As a final digital innovation process, the relationship with companies was transformed by a
different approach to marketing and recruitment. The use of CRM gave the possibility for a larger
profiling of communication and educational offer. The digital innovation products were presented
to prospect consumers by combining free and paid offers, in order to provide evidence about the
expertise of the School through the free webinars, attracting, at the same time, the attention to paid
educational products on the same topics. The shift induced by the digital technology can be also
interpreted as a cultural one, and as such, it may last in the long term with positive effects on the
organisational efficiency:

You should imagine that the Sales Department suddenly ended up being without the possibility to
meet customers and companies. It was tough for them. They were used to organise meetings in person,
in which the relational aspect was very important. They used to spend a whole day for a single meeting.
Now everything changed, everything is online, and they found out that it works as well as in the past.
If this experience will make more acceptable to organise business meetings online, this will change the
way in which sales are organised and will make us more efficient, by guaranteeing the same level of
effectiveness. (CIO)

4.2. The Impact of Digital Innovation on Organisational Results

The forms of digital innovation presented above produced three main clusters of organisational
impacts, which are presented together with a short description of the main initiatives in Table 3.
First, many of the actions undertaken by the School had the objective to and resulted in fostering the
community engagement. The informal events, the cycles of webinars, the online meetings to discuss
about innovative teaching had the important result to maintain the engagement high during the crisis,
reinforcing the image of the School and, possibly, its identity and reputation.

Secondly, the forms of digital innovation introduced boosted the creation of new streams of
revenues for the School that was able to meet a latent demand especially by the companies and to
leverage on the technological know-how already owned. The creation of short online programmes
was an innovation that allowed the School to be even more present among the providers of lifelong
learning, which is increasingly shifting towards short and flexible contents ready-to-use for managers
and professionals [58].

Finally, the transformation undertaken by the School had an impact on the overall digital mindset,
a concept that may be considered both in its “hard” (technological) and “soft”(cultural) interpretation.
On the one hand, all the stakeholders had to approach new tools, applications and technologies that
lowered the level technological acceptance for the future (as stated by one informant) and increased the
digital skills owned, and this is a critical step along the path to full digitalisation [6]. On the other
hand, the transformation of mindset is cultural, as by means of an exogenous shock, any forms
of resistance were broken down, facilitating the transition and cancelling the slowing effect of the
organisational inertia.
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Table 3. Description of the relationship between digital initiatives and results.

Innovative Digital
Initiatives Description

Results

Community
Engagement

(C)

Streams of
Revenues

(T)

Digital
Mindset

(C, T)

Online Training
Programmes

New training programmes available on the
market to foster staff training during the

emergency
• •

A Coffee with . . .
Networking events in which a professor

presents him/herself to the administrative
staff and discusses about various topics

•

Virtual Coffee Networking event to engage the staff and
share ideas and initiatives •

Nice to Tech You Networking event in which organisational
units present their activities to the staff

•

Ciao, Let’s Travel! Networking event to discover an
international country by means of movies •

BuonTech Common chat for informal occasions •

Tech Diary Common group and folder to share useful
materials •

Management Skills Courses Short online programmes offered on the
digital platform • •

Online Workshops Online programmes offered on the digital
platform • •

Keep on Learning Dedicated webpages, materials and
webinars on current topics •

Tech Series Cycle of webinars on current topics •

Teaching Talks Webinars offered to the staff on innovative
teaching methods • •

Process Simplification
Partial digital redesign of administrative
services for guaranteeing continuity and

simplification
•

Alternative/Additional Use
of Marketing Channels

Large use of CRM to foster the contacts
with the stakeholders • •

Emotional and Informative
Videos

Videos to provide international students
with informative and emotional contents • •

Distribution of Laptops to
Families in Need

Activity promoted by the faculty to collect
available laptops •

Business Games
Business games organised for students of
different MBAs to foster networking at a

distance
• •

Note: letters in parenthesis refer to whether the results affected mainly the cultural (C) or technological (T) dimension.
The label “Tech” substitutes the explicit name of the School. The dot indicates that the initiative contributed to the
community engagement, the streams of revenues, or the digital mindset.

5. Discussion and Concluding Remarks

5.1. Contributions of the Paper

The paper contributes to show how the exogenous shock caused by the COVID-19 outbreak has
been tackled to foster digital innovation in an Italian School of Management. In so doing, the study
contributes to the stream of literature investigating the configuration of the digital innovation process
in three innovative ways. Firstly, the paper focuses on digital innovation in response to an exogenous
shock in which the crucial steps of strategy definition and strategy implementation were forcedly
overlapped [10–12], thus shading new light on digital innovation in a troubled context as the one caused
by the COVID-19 outbreak. To make the process of digital innovation successful, cultural elements
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mixed up with the previous experience of the HEI in the production of digital contents, by highlighting
these two as organisational dimensions that are worth supporting (also in ordinary times) to be
prepared for a state of emergency that is likely to be even more common in the near future [1].
Building on this, the study highlights the relevance of two conditions that can facilitate the introduction
of digital innovation. The first element is the digital readiness, intended as the level of absorptive
capacity of the organisation in sizing opportunities and simultaneously exploring new resources and
exploiting the current practices [59]. Indeed, the previous expertise in the field of digital innovation
supported the shift of the organisation towards the new paradigm. The second element is the culture of
openness, favoured by the close cooperation with the external stakeholders (especially with companies)
and empowerment of the academic and administrative staff, who felt the responsibility for service
continuity maintaining at the same time high standards of quality [60]. In this respect, the study
highlights the dynamics of digital innovation related to “soft” aspects like the organisational culture,
which are commonly considered to be critical for digital transformation but limitedly explored [50].

Secondly, the paper contributes to exploring the anatomy of digital innovation in an underexplored
context such as HE [30,61], from which both transversal and peculiar traits emerged. Among the
features that emerged as transversal to public (and private) organisations, we found the relevance
of the strategic governance of digital innovation during the crisis. Indeed, the School introduced
several forms of product and process digital innovation by balancing a top-down and a bottom-up
approach, thus mixing a hierarchical approach to a collegial one [42], in line with the multiple
cultures existing in HEIs [61]. The element of strength pointed out by many informants was the
close monitoring of these actions by the governance that facilitated the coordination and favoured
the organisational synergy [62,63]. In this respect, the results stress the relevance of the strategic
orientation of digital innovation [64], especially during a crisis. The aspect that is peculiar to the
HE context is the specific file rouge of such a strategic orientation. Indeed, the several initiatives all
leveraged on smart learning to guarantee continuous improvement in times of crisis and to keep the
community compact. Another relevant aspect was related to the contents of the learning activities
delivered, which were often connected to sustainability matters in response to a need for training on
these issues, especially in times of crisis. Many of the initiatives were designed to be temporarily,
while they actually lasted longer than expected or evolved from their original design. The legacy
of this experience will be a matter of strategic choice, in order to make them the new standards and
possibly change the underlying business model of the School of Management [31,64].

Finally, by means of the several digital innovation initiatives introduced, the School fostered the
sustainability discourse by supporting open and free quality education from a twofold perspective.
Firstly, many activities gave the opportunity to leverage on online education for widening the accessibility
and inclusivity of education, highlighting the prominent role played by HEIs in this direction,
especially during a crisis as the one generated by the pandemic [3,9]. Secondly, sustainability often
became the topic of the educational contents, as the economic, social and environmental aspects of the
crisis were addressed in response to the stakeholder’s needs for larger training on these issues during
the emergency. In this perspective, the digital channel became an accelerator of the School’s ability to
address, deepen and train on topics related to sustainability [9].

5.2. Practical Implications

The practical implications of the study concern three dimensions related to technological,
cultural and sustainability aspects. From a technological point of view, results can support university
and other public managers in the design of similar initiatives of digital innovation. Despite being
boosted by an exogenous shock, the forms of digital innovation applied in the School could be
replicated in other contexts to point to the same forms of organisational results. In such an application,
particular attention should be devoted to the design of the social and relational experience of the
educational delivery, as that is the part that showed a certain room for improvement, especially in
relation to corporate education, for which the networking and relational aspects are particularly relevant.
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From the cultural point of view, a keyword that emerged recurrently from our informants was
related to the concept of trust. Given that the staff collaborated at a distance, the organisational
culture was reinforced through a sense of responsibility and trust in individual contributions to
the final organisational results. The digital connection relieved some of the traditional ways of
interacting on the job, letting new modes emerge. In this respect, the informal climate that used to
characterise the School also before the pandemic made the organisation more dynamic to tackle this
switch. Moreover, the digital channel gave the possibility to create new connections and favoured
synergy, thus the ability to combine the new mindset and connections with a more “traditional” way
of working, in which relational aspects are predominant, creates the condition to make the most of
digital innovation.

Finally, the study provides practical examples of digital initiatives to support sustainability.
This has been done by means of open and free quality education offered through webinars to a wide
audience, by expanding consistently the usual frequency, number of guest speakers and attendees
taking part in dissemination events. This aspect offers relevant points of reflection about practical tools
to increase inclusivity and accessibility of education. As a final remark, topics related to sustainability
were tackled during the internal seminars as well as during the webinars, making these new initiatives
a useful tool to foster sustainability in different facets.

5.3. Limitations and Avenues for Further Research

The limitations of the study are mainly related to its external validity, as it is based on a single
case study and as such cannot be generalised straightforwardly, and to the sample of informants
involved, which may be expanded. However, the affiliation of the authors to the School gave them
the possibility to have a privileged point of inner observation of organisational change and dynamics.
Despite being empirically related to the outbreak of the COVID-19, results may be useful for the design
of digital innovation initiatives in times of “new normality”. Further, it would be interesting to observe
the organisation for a longer period in order to catch the long-term impact of the digital innovation
initiatives generated during the COVID-19 outbreak. Thus, this may represent a future extension of
our study.
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