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ABTRACT

This research paper has explored the importance of digital leadership in encouraging employee
innovativeness in the South Punjab colleges of higher education in the public sector, particularly the issue
of managerial challenges and strategic practices. With growing digitalization in the higher education
sector, leadership has become critical in encouraging innovation, performance of organizations, and
employee engagement. Nevertheless, digital leadership practices were not adopted effectively in the
developmental regions of the world due to the structural, technological, and managerial limitations
involved in the operation of public sector colleges. The purpose of the study was to understand how the
institutional leaders overcame all these challenges and used strategic methods by motivating the employees
to be innovative. Based on an exploratory research design, the data collection was done by purposive
sampling of 19 major stakeholders, including principals, heads of departments, senior faculty members,
and the administrative personnel of the colleges in the public sector in Bahawalpur, Multan, and Dera
Ghazi Khan. Semi-structured interviews, document reviews, and observation notes were used so that there
is total data collection. Triangulation was used to analyze the received data to increase credibility and
validity. It was found that the lack of digital infrastructure, lack of training opportunities, resistance to
change, and poor institutional support systems were still significant obstacles to effective digital leadership.
Simultaneously, the participatory leadership styles, ongoing professional growth, and collaboration on
digital platforms, supported organizational cultures were found as the essential strategic practices to
facilitate the innovation of employees. The research added value by offering context-specific evidence on
the topic of digital leadership and innovation in higher education in the public sector, and presents
applicable recommendations as to how the institutional leaders aiming to advance the digital
transformation and innovative capacity can implement them.

Keywords: Digital Leadership; Employee Innovation; Strategic Management; Managerial Practices;
Public Sector Colleges; Higher Education Management; Organizational Culture; South Punjab

INTRODUCTION

Background of the Study

The modern organizational world has been more influenced by the fast digitalization and unending
technological disruption that has revolutionized the traditional forms of management and leadership in the

public and private sectors (Nuraini, 2025). The new digital trends and changing stakeholder demands have
forced organizations to constantly change their structures, business process operations, and human
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resources to meet the requirements. The role of leadership in such an active environment has grown beyond
the traditional managerial roles and has become a strategic asset towards innovation, agility, and long-term
organizational performance (Ayanponle et al., 2024).

With the upsurge in competition and heightened demands to improve the quality-of-service delivery,
organizations had to use digital technologies to become more efficient, transparent, and improve service
quality. In turn, innovation became one of the key factors of organizational success during the digital age
(Akuntansi et al., 2025). The leaders were now supposed to incorporate digital tools and platforms into
organizational systems and, at the same time, handle the process of human capital development and
organizational change. In such a changing context, Digital Leadership (DL) has become an organizationally
important competence in dealing with the digital transformation initiatives. Digital leadership was defined
as the competence of leaders to combine the knowledge in technology with the strategic vision, the skills
of communication, and change management to drive the organizational value (Dai et al., 2023). Digital
leaders facilitated institutions to make technological changes, using collaboration, experimentation, and
building digital skills in employees. They improved the speed of organizational agility and preparedness of
employees to embrace innovative practices through good communication and visionary thinking
(Mamdoubh, 2025).

One of the significant results of successful digital leadership was the Employee Innovative Performance
(EIP), which was the ability of employees to create, spread, and adopt new ideas, practices, and procedures
in the organization (Yang et al., 2025). EIP was a sign of proactive and innovative work behavior and led
to learning and ongoing improvement in the organization. Academic and administrative personnel, in their
institutions of higher learning, played the role of major carriers of knowledge and agents of innovation
whose creativity and initiative had direct impacts on the effectiveness of the institution (Wang et al., 2025).
Digital leaders enabled innovative performance by making digital resources available, promoting
knowledge sharing, and offering a chance to develop professionally. Nevertheless, the impact of digital
leadership on employee innovation was hardly direct and depended on the internal organizational
environment (Alharbi, 2026). In this aspect, Digital Organizational Culture (DOC) mediated on the
transformation of leadership practices into novel results. DOC meant common values, beliefs, and norms
that encouraged the application of digital technologies, lifelong learning, collaboration, and
experimentation (Fakhfakh et al., 2025). Leaders had an impact on this culture by being role models of
digital behaviors, rewarding innovation, and creating psychological safety (Riza et al., 2025).

Besides internal conditions, external contextual ones also influenced the success of digital leadership and
innovation programs. The Regulatory Environment was a significant space of boundary condition that
enabled or inhibited organizational transformation. Managerial autonomy and experimentation in the public
sector organizations was frequently constrained by the complicated administrative processes, compliance
demands, and political interference. These limits dissuaded taking risks and the pace of digital adoption,
which undermined the efficacy of leadership. Higher Education Institutions (HEIs) as a form of the public
sector provided a particularly topical background to study the process of digital leadership and innovation.
The digital technologies were felt to be part of teaching, learning, administration, and research work in
these institutions (Mohamed & Fayad, 2025). But empirical results among colleges in the public sector in
Pakistan were still very few, particularly when compared to those in the private sector and in the developed
economies (Yang et al., 2025).

In South Punjab, especially in Bahawalpur, Multan, and Dera Ghazi Khan, there were still significant
obstacles in the attainment of digital practices in the public sector colleges. These were poor technological
infrastructure, digital incompetence, change resistance, and bureaucratic administrative structures
(Mohamed & Fayad, 2025). As a result, there was a tendency among employees to fail to use digital tools
efficiently to innovate academically and administratively. Even though prior research involved the aspects
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of digital leadership and employee innovation individually, there were still very few studies that explored
the combined impacts of these factors in the context of the public sector higher education institutions in the
developing world. In particular, there was limited empirical evidence on the mediating effect of the Digital
Organizational Culture, as well as the moderating effect of the Regulatory Environment (Wang et al., 2025).

LITERATURE REVIEW
Digital Leadership and Employee Innovative Performance

Digital leadership is a category of leadership practices that support organizations to be digitally transformed
by aligning the technical capacities, the strategic purpose, organizational designs, and human resources to
generate digital value. To make organizations adaptable and high-performing, digital leaders employ digital
platforms, data-oriented systems, and agile management practices. Westernman et al. (2014) highlighted
that the concept of digital leadership implies integrating digital technologies into the fundamental processes,
and, at the same time, transforming the organizational culture and employee skills (Odunayo Adewunmi
Adelekan et al., 2024). Digital literacy, information management, coordination of a virtual team, and
collaboration based on technology are some of the new digital leadership competencies. Leaders foster
experimentation, the implementation of new technologies, and assist employees in obtaining digital skills.
Digital leadership in educational institutions comprises learning management systems, online collaboration,
and pedagogical innovation (Sammon and Saudi, n.d.).

In terms of its relevance in organizational studies, bibliometric studies have indicated that research on
digital leadership has tremendously increased since 2010. Empirical data show that digital leadership has a
positive impact on organizational learning, motivation levels of employees, and innovation performance.
With the creation of favorable digital conditions, leaders increase the likelihood of change acceptance and
make employees more willing to explore new ideas (Mwita & Joanthan, 2017). Digital leaders can influence
the attitude of the employees to innovation through provision of strategic guidance, technology, and
psychological support to employees. They promote trust and collaboration through those means, making
innovative work behavior impossible without those: transparent communication and decision-making
processes (Odunayo Adewunmi Adelekan et al., 2024). Employee Innovative Performance is the behavior
of employees concerning new methods of creating, marketing, and adopting new ideas, processes or
services that enhance the effect of the organization. Janssen (2000) conceptualized EIP as an idea
generation, idea promotion and idea realization. EIP manifests in educational institutions as new approaches
to teaching, creation of digital content, enhancement of the administrative process, and student-centered
services (M. Y. Hadi, 2025).

Antecedents of EIP have been determined to include support in leadership, empowerment, opportunity to
participate in training, autonomy, access to digital tools and psychological safety. Considering the Job
Demands Resources point of view, the sufficient job resources help to improve the motivation and
innovativeness of employees, but the overload of work and strict rules undermine the innovative behavior
(M. Y. Hadi, 2025). According to research in the field of higher education, leadership practices, digital
competence, and collaborative culture are considered to have a significant impact on the innovative
performance of teachers and administrators. The employees of digitally competent leaders, in turn, are much
more eager to suggest innovative solutions and implement new practices (Sacavém et al., 2025).

The positive correlation between digital leadership and innovative performance of employees has been
established in many empirical studies. Digital leaders can be used to aid innovation by setting up technology
infrastructure, supporting knowledge sharing, and engaging in collaborative learning. Digital leadership
increases the innovative behavior of the employees by increasing self-efficacy, access to information, and
communication channels. Digital leadership, in turn, fosters new educational practices and management
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approaches by utilizing learning technologies and analytics to their full potential in the education field
(Sammon and Saudi, n.d.).

Moreover, digital leaders decrease the fear of failure through the creation of a psychologically safe space
that facilitates trial-and-error learning. Digital leadership styles linked to participatory leadership reinforce
employee engagement in the decision-making process and ownership of the innovation processes.
Bureaucratic barriers and scarce resources in the case of a public sector organization are commonly
dissuasive to innovation. Nevertheless, good digital executives are able to alleviate them through the
optimization of resources available, the development of new skills in employees, and encouraging them to
seek new solutions. Here, digital leadership plays a key role in South Punjab, where the level of digital
integration is low; it is necessary to foster the innovative performance of employees (Luo et al., 2025).

Altogether, the literature confirms that digital leadership is a critical antecedent of innovative performance
of employees. Digital leaders generate conditions conducive to creativity, learning, and ever-improving by
combining technological skills and positive leadership styles. This existing connection forms the theoretical
basis of the current research (Putra et al., 2025).

Problem Statement

Innovation has been accepted as an important institutional outcome and competitiveness determinant in the
field of higher education more than ever, and especially in knowledge-based economies (S. Hadi et al.,
2024). Pakistan's public sector colleges are under increased pressure to enhance the quality of education,
efficiency in administration, and delivery of services, and keep up with the rapid technological
developments. Although this is required, the trend of digital leadership practices has not been embraced
and effectively applied in these institutions. The practice of digital leadership, which can be understood as
the capacity of institutional leaders to use digital technologies strategically, direct employees to use digital
tools, and create a culture of creativity and innovation, can be very effective in encouraging innovative
performance of employees. Nonetheless, in the majority of South Punjab public colleges, a lack of digitally
competent and visionary leadership inhibits the capacity of the employees to create, embrace, and apply
creative ideas.

Hierarchical organization, centralized decision-making, and a rigid administrative process are the main
features of the public sector colleges in Pakistan that tend to curtail the opportunity to experiment and solve
problems creatively. College administrators often tend to concentrate on compliance and the day-to-day
running of business in such a setting instead of enabling innovation. Subsequently, the digital programs like
Learning Management Systems, online lectures, and administrative software are not fully utilized or
implemented in a superficial manner, with little effect on the enhancement of the teaching, learning, or
administration process. Faculty and administrative employees also have little motivation, guidance, and
support to make digital tools become creative practices that can benefit performance in the institution. The
discrepancy between the potential of digital technologies and real innovative output is an indicator of the
acute necessity of enhancing digital leadership potential in the colleges of the public. Although the world
literature shows that digital leadership has a positive impact on innovative behavior in employees, the
context of the Pakistani public higher education system is not fully studied. There is scanty empirical
research on the immediate impact of digital leadership on the creativity, initiative, and problem-solving
skills of employees working in resource-constrained institutions with bureaucratic structures. This loophole
limits policymakers and institutional leaders in adopting evidence-based strategies to boost employee
innovation as well as the overall institutional performance.

Thus, this paper aims to explore the connection between digital leadership and innovative work of
employees in South Punjab colleges in the public sector of Pakistan. By addressing the role of the leaders
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in developing innovation within the scope of the digital initiatives, the research will seek to offer context-
specific knowledge that can be utilized to improve the potential of the employees in the context of
innovation, to make the employees of the organizations in Pakistan more modern and competitive.

Conceptual Framework

Digital Leadership (DL) Employee Innovative
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Digital Leadership and Employee Innovative Performance in Public Sector Colleges

of South Punjab, Pakistan

Innovation has been accepted as an important institutional outcome and competitiveness determinant in the
field of higher education more than ever, and especially in knowledge-based economies (S. Hadi et al.,
2024). Pakistan's public sector colleges are under increased pressure to enhance the quality of education,
efficiency in administration, and delivery of services, and keep up with the rapid technological
developments. Although this is required, the trend of digital leadership practices has not been embraced
and effectively applied in these institutions. The practice of digital leadership, which can be understood as
the capacity of institutional leaders to use digital technologies strategically, direct employees to use digital
tools, and create a culture of creativity and innovation, can be very effective in encouraging innovative
performance of employees. Nonetheless, in the majority of South Punjab public colleges, a lack of digitally
competent and visionary leadership inhibits the capacity of the employees to create, embrace, and apply
creative ideas.

Hierarchical organization, centralized decision-making, and a rigid administrative process are the main
features of the public sector colleges in Pakistan that tend to curtail the opportunity to experiment and solve
problems creatively. College administrators often tend to concentrate on compliance and day-to-day
running of business in such a setting instead of enabling innovation. Subsequently, the digital programs like
Learning Management Systems, online lectures, and administrative software are not fully utilized or
implemented in a superficial manner, with little effect on the enhancement of the teaching, learning, or
administration process. Faculty and administrative employees also have little motivation, guidance, and
support to make digital tools become creative practices that can benefit performance in the institution. The
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discrepancy between the potential of digital technologies and real innovative output is the indicator of the
acute necessity of enhancing digital leadership potential in the colleges of the public. Although the world
literature shows that digital leadership has a positive impact on innovative behavior in employees, the
context of the Pakistani public higher education is not fully studied. There is scanty empirical research on
the immediate impact of digital leadership on the creativity, initiative, and problem-solving skills of
employees working in resource-constrained institutions with bureaucratic structures. This loophole limits
policymakers and institutional leaders in adopting evidence-based strategies to boost employee innovation
as well as the overall institutional performance. Thus, this paper aims to explore the connection between
digital leadership and innovative work of employees in South Punjab colleges in the public sector of
Pakistan. By addressing the role of the leaders in developing innovation within the scope of the digital
initiatives, the research will seek to offer context-specific knowledge that can be utilized to improve the
potential of the employees in the context of innovation to make the employees of the organizations in
Pakistan more modern and competitive.

Research Questions

RQ1: What are the key issues associated with the implementation of digital leadership and employee
innovation in the public sector colleges?

RQ 2: What are the practical strategies and policy recommendations that can be made to enhance digital
leadership and innovation in South Punjab colleges of the public sector?

Objective of the Study

1. To determine the key issues of the public sector colleges in adopting digital leadership and
encouraging employee innovation.

2. To present viable strategies and policy suggestions to empower digital leadership and improve
innovative performance within the colleges of South Punjab in the public sector.

Significance of the Study

Innovation has been accepted as an important institutional outcome and competitiveness determinant in the
field of higher education more than ever, and especially in knowledge-based economies (S. Hadi et al.,
2024). Pakistan's public sector colleges are under increased pressure to enhance the quality of education,
efficiency in administration, and delivery of services, and keep up with the rapid technological
developments. Although this is required, the trend of digital leadership practices has not been embraced and
effectively applied in these institutions. The practice of digital leadership, which can be understood as the
capacity of institutional leaders to use digital technologies strategically, direct employees to use digital
tools, and create a culture of creativity and innovation, can be very effective in encouraging innovative
performance of employees. Nonetheless, in the majority of South Punjab public colleges, a lack of digital
Competent and visionary leadership inhibits the capacity of the employees to create, embrace, and apply
creative ideas.

Hierarchical organization, centralized decision-making, and a rigid administrative process are the main
features of the public sector colleges in Pakistan that tend to curtail the opportunity to experiment and solve
problems creatively. College administrators often tend to concentrate on compliance and the day-to-day
running of business in such a setting instead of enabling innovation. Subsequently, the digital programs like
Learning Management Systems, online lectures, and administrative software are not fully utilized or
implemented in a superficial manner, with little effect on the enhancement of the teaching, learning, or
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administration process. Faculty and administrative employees also have little motivation, guidance, and
support to make digital tools become creative practices that can benefit performance in the institution. The
discrepancy between the potential of digital technologies and real innovative output is an indicator of the
acute necessity of enhancing digital leadership potential in the colleges of the public. Although the world
literature shows that digital leadership has a positive impact on innovative behavior in employees, the
context of the Pakistani public higher education system has not fully studied. There is scanty empirical
research on the immediate impact of digital leadership on the creativity, initiative, and problem-solving
skills of employees working in resource-constrained institutions with bureaucratic structures. This loophole
limits policymakers and institutional leaders in adopting evidence-based strategies to boost employee
innovation as well as the overall institutional performance.

Thus, this paper aims to explore the connection between digital leadership and innovative work of
employees in South Punjab colleges in the public sector of Pakistan. By addressing the role of the leaders
in developing innovation within the scope of the digital initiatives, the research will seek to offer context-
specific knowledge that can be utilized to improve the potential of the employees in the context of
innovation, to make the employees of the organizations in Pakistan more modern and competitive.

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY
Using a qualitative methodology, this research addresses the following research question:

RQ1: What are the key issues associated with the implementation of digital leadership and employee
innovation in the public sector colleges?

RQ 2: What are the practical strategies and policy recommendations that can be made to enhance digital
leadership and innovation in South Punjab colleges of the public sector?

The qualitative stage of the current study addressed the issues that determine the employee innovative
performance and the impact of digital leadership in the public sector higher education institutions (HEISs)
in South Punjab, Pakistan. To ensure that they get the direct experiences and perceptions of the principals,
the heads of the departments, the faculty members, and the administrative staffs on leadership practices,
digital tool adoption, and institutional support on innovation, the researcher conducts semi-structured
interviews and focus group discussions with the college principals, the heads of the departments, and the
faculty members as well as the administrative staffs. The qualitative investigation was carried out with the
purpose of finding the obstacles, facilitators, and viable interventions that influence the capability of the
employees to be able to engage in solving creative problems, adopting new teaching or administrative
practices, and applying digital technologies successfully within the current bureaucratic and regulatory
framework. The method offered a deep, context-based understanding of the role of digital leadership
practices in influencing organizational culture and fueling innovative behavior in the field of public
education.

Population and Sampling of the Study

The qualitative stage of the research was to acquire a deeper insight into the role of digital leadership
practices in employee innovative performance in the institutions of higher learning (HEIS) in South Punjab,
Pakistan in the public sector. This step involved the reflection of the experiences, perceptions, and
challenges of institutional leaders and faculty members in executing and reacting to digital leadership
initiatives, and their effects in fostering creativity, knowledge exchange and innovation in teaching,
research, and administrative endeavors.
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The target population was principals of colleges, department heads, senior faculty, and teaching staff of the
publicly run colleges of the three major areas of South Punjab: Bahawalpur, Multan, and Dera Ghazi Khan.
The reason behind these respondents is that they are directly involved in institutional management, faculty
supervision, academic operations, and interaction with digital tools and innovation-related practices. They
were supposed to give profound insights into the role of leadership behavior, organizational culture, and
institutional support in influencing the innovative abilities of the employees. The sampling strategy was
purposive to make sure that the sample is information-laden and able to deliver in-depth views that can be
of significance to the research questions. Furthermore, snowball sampling was applied selectively on the
faculty members who are actively involved in the innovative practices or have difficulties in adopting digital
initiatives. The composition of the sample is as presented in the table below:

Table No. 1
Participant . o . Sampling Expected No. of
Category Role / Expertise Description Region Technique | Participants
Provide insights on digital
College leadership practices, institutional | Bahawalpur, PUIDOSiVe
Principals / | policies, resource allocation, and | Multan, D.G. Pos 6 (2 per region)
X . Sampling
Heads challenges in promoting | Khan
employee innovation
Department Offer understqndlng of fgculty Bahawalpur, _
management, implementation of Purposive .
Heads / digital initiatives, and fosterin Multan, D.G. Samplin 6 (2 per region)
Administrators | Cl9tal | ’ 9| Khan piing
innovation
Provide classroom and 4
Senior Faculty glepartmental-level insights on Bahawalpur, | Purposive / (2 Bahawalpur, 1
innovation, leadership | Multan, D.G. | Snowball
Members . . . . Multan, 1 DG
interaction, and adoption of | Khan Sampling
o Khan)
digital tools
Faculty Share firsthand experiences of Purposive
. .| Bahawalpur, .
Engaged in | challenges and enablers in Sampling .
; i C Multan, D.G. L 3 (1 per region)
Innovative applying digital tools and Kh (criterion-
. . .. . .. an
Practices engaging in innovative activities based)

A total of 19 participants were picked in South Punjab's three divisions, in the colleges of the public sector.
Principals and administrators (12 participants) gave their opinions regarding institutional policy, digital
leadership strategy, and organizational obstacles to innovation. Senior faculty members (4 participants)
provided information about daily work procedures, adoption of digital, and innovation in the form of an
aspect of the department. Three of the faculty participants who actively participated in innovative practices
provided first-hand accounts regarding difficulties, inspirations, and organizational encouragement of the
need to enhance creativity and digital performance. The mixture of purposive and snowball sampling helped
to make sure that only information-saturated and contextually relevant participants were included and
formed detailed and credible qualitative information in accordance with the research questions:

Thematic analysis was used in this research in interpreting the qualitative data, in that it offers a systematic
and rigorous way of suggesting patterns, perceptions, and experiences in the data (Sandhiya, n.d.). This was
done using the six-step process of familiarization with the data, initial coding, potential themes identified,
reviewing and refining themes, defining and naming themes, and final analysis report. This systematic
method also enabled the researcher to determine common patterns, subtle perceptions, and underlying
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meanings as far as the digital leadership practices, employee innovative behaviors, and organizational
challenges in the public sector HEIs.

The qualitative data reflected the attitudes of college principals, department heads, senior faculty, and
faculty who were actively engaged in innovative practices in terms of the role of digital leadership in
promoting creativity, knowledge sharing, and innovation in the process of teaching, research, and
administration. Among the themes that were identified based on the data, there were leadership vision and
support of innovation, engagement of employees by digital tools, and institutional barriers to innovation,
as well as motivational factors that affect proactive and innovative behavior.

The new themes were triangulated to the extant literature on digital leadership and employee innovative
performance in higher education to increase the credibility, trustworthiness, and rigor (Qualitative Research
Methodology, Data Analysis and Interpretation, 2022; Qualitative Research Data Analysis and
Interpretation, 2022). This was done to make sure that the results were consistent with previous studies and
to make sure that the implications depicted the dynamic context-specific to the public sector colleges in
South Punjab. Moreover, coded data were discussed with peers and repeatedly reviewed to ensure the
interpretation was valid, minimize researcher bias, and improve the reliability of the thematic analysis.
Consequently, the qualitative insights offer a detailed explanation of the impact of digital leadership
practices on the innovative performance among employees under regulatory and organizational constraints
of the public sector HEIs.

QUALITATIVE DATA THEMATIC ANALYSIS
Challenges Strategies to Enhance Digital Leadership and Employee Innovation

Digital leadership implementation in South Punjab colleges of the public sector is associated with various
organizational, technological, and cultural challenges that may deter innovative performance of employees.
These issues, as listed after a qualitative investigation of administrators, faculty members, and teachers, are
the manifestations of the barriers at the institutional level when undertaking a digital transformation process
in the real world. To solve these problems, the current research formulates contextualized solutions and
policy solutions that help in strengthening digital leadership skills and an innovative organizational culture.
The strategies will aim at reinforcing digital vision as well as competencies, fostering collaboration, and
providing a conducive digital environment so that employees come out to be motivated and empowered to
practice innovatively.

The following table is a thematic analysis of the most outstanding problems and the practical strategies
aligned with them, drawing on the comments by the respondents and comparing them with the existing
scholarly knowledge. The themes showcase the actual problems that exist in the South Punjab colleges and
offer practical solutions to address them, and portray how digital leadership could be capitalized upon to
boost employee innovative performance.

Thematic Analysis Table No. 2

Practical Respondent Triangulation
Sr | Challenge Strategy Implementation /| oEsP rlang
. Views with Literature
Recommendations
Lack of | Strengthening | Train administrators on | “Many times, we | DL is positively
1 Digital Vision | Digital Vision | digital transformation | are told to adopt | linked to
and Strategic | and Strategic | leadership. - Develop | new tools but | innovative
Leadership Leadership and communicate clear | without clear | employee
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digital goals for the
institution. - Encourage
leaders to promote
innovation aligned with
institutional objectives.

direction; we
need leadership
that shows the
vision and guides
us step by step.”

performance
when leaders
articulate a clear
digital vision
(Wang et al,
2025)

Conduct workshops and
hands-on training for

“We are willing

Digital literacy is

o to try new .
administrators and software and crucial for
- - faculty. Create a Digital . translating
Insufficient Building teaching  tools, I
2| Digital Digital E&nr:]%?/f/%r:ﬁytailored for but most of us are :ﬁ?gersit:r?oz;stli(\)/g
Competency | Competencies public colleges. Assign n(r)é orl t;gmeicil[ performance
mentors to  support 'E)akgs ti);ﬁ e 10 Use (Sammon &
faculty in  digital h ffoctively.” Saudi, n.d.)
adoption. them etfectively.
Encourage faculty | ..
participation in | Some  teachers
. . are hesitant to -
decision-making  for adont new Organizational
Resistance to | Promoting a | digital initiatives. metﬁo ds because culture mediates
3 Change / | Change- Introduce  small-scale the fear the impact of DL
Traditional Friendly pilot  programs to mis{;akeS' on innovation
Culture Digital Culture | demonstrate  success. | . ! .| (Sulistiyorini &
involving them in
Reward decisions  would Zahra, 2023)
experimentation  and »

. . help.

learning from mistakes.
Upgrade IT systems
(LMS, high-speed “Our internet and Access to
internet, digital software svstems infrastructure
Imorovin classrooms).  Provide are ou¥ dated enhances the
4 Limited Dipital g cloud-based access to which makeé effectiveness of
Infrastructure Infgrastructure teaching and digital  teachin digital leadership
administrative  tools. vegr 9in promoting
Partner with provincial Chgﬁ@ﬂ P innovation (Putra
digital initiatives for ging. et al., 2025).
resources.

. . Training
grro%‘aezls?gnal ONgoING | weyye rarely | strengthens
development sessions. | "6CEIVe  proper | employees’

Lack of | Enhancing Focus on digital training, . al_:)ll_lty to apply
. . . . workshops  with | digital tools
5 | Training Training pedagogy, innovation ractical creativel
Opportunities | Programs management, and | Practi y
adaptive leadership. exelimses Wog!d (Europfan f
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FINDINGS

The thematic analysis of the qualitative data showed that there are eight key issues that hinder the successful
adoption of digital leadership and employee innovation in South Punjab colleges within the public sector.
Both structural and behavioral barriers are pointed out in each challenge, and the suggested strategies
provide context-based solutions to the problem based on the experiences of the respondents and using the
available literature. The results are important to comprehend how the institutional leadership can contribute
to the creation of a culture of innovation and the successful implementation of digital initiatives in the
results of employee performance.

Lack of a clear and precise digital vision turned out to be a big impediment. The respondents also stressed
that, as the digital tools and initiatives are being introduced, there is no advice on long-term goals and
alignment with the institutional objectives. In this regard, strategic leadership on the digital front is
important to be enhanced. Administrators should learn to state transparent digital ambitions and facilitate
innovation within the institutional priorities. They added: “Many times, we are informed to embrace new
tools without a clear direction; we need leadership, which demonstrates the vision and steps us through one
by one. This is in line with previous studies that point out that the effectiveness of digital leadership is
greatly increased in cases where leaders convey a clear vision, thus influencing innovative employee
behavior positively (Waty, 2024).

The research found that the absence of digital skills among people in the administration and faculty prevents
the adoption of innovation. According to the respondents, they experienced trouble with using new software
and teaching tools because of the lack of training: “Most of us do not feel adequately trained to use new
software and teaching tools, so it takes time to make good use of them. As a solution to this, workshops,
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practical training, and mentorship were suggested. This is supported by literature, which highlights the fact
that digital literacy is a requirement during the transformation of leadership initiatives into innovative
results (Tan et al., 2023).

One of the challenges was recognized as a traditional work culture and resistance to change. The reluctance
and fear of making an error on the part of the faculty was mentioned as a reason to avoid going digital:
“Some teachers are scared to implement new methods due to the fear of making a mistake; engaging them
in decision-making processes would assist. Resistance can be minimized by promoting an amenable digital
culture based on participatory decision-making, small-scale pilot programs, and rewarding
experimentation. This aligns with the studies that show an organizational culture acts as a mediator of the
effect of digital leadership on innovation (The Role of Digital Literacy in Leadership, 2021).

The lack of proper IT infrastructure was noted as one of the structural limitations. Respondents reported
that old systems of the internet and software could not support digital teaching and innovation: “The internet
and software systems are old, and this makes it very difficult to engage in digital teaching. Infrastructure
upgrading, cloud-based access, and cooperation with provincial digital efforts were suggested as effective
measures. Availability of quality infrastructure has also been confirmed to increase the performance of
digital leadership and staff innovation (Tan et al., 2023).

One more impediment was the continuous professional development. Respondents also observed that they
are not able to innovate due to a lack of proper training or improperly designed training: “We hardly get
proper training; practice-based workshops would be a significant improvement. It is possible to enhance
training programs addressing the issues of digital pedagogy, managing innovations, and developing
adaptive leadership to provide employees with the skills to carry out successful digital transformation. The
studies support the idea that training enhances the potential of employees to use digital tools in an innovative
way and thus enhances innovative performance (Mamede and Branco, 2025).

Bureaucratic processes and inflexible policies were identified by the respondents as obstacles to digital
efforts: “Any digital initiative will take months to be approved; simplified processes are required. Such
strategies as promoting flexible policies, creating digital governance committees, engaging faculty input in
relationship decisions, etc., would streamline approvals and innovate. Regulatory flexibility is supported
by literature as an important way of making the digital leadership translate into innovative results (Aldhi et
al., 2025; Ye, 2025).

One of the factors that was found to limit innovative behavior was a lack of motivation and recognition:
when additional effort in innovation is not recognized and rewarded, recognition would make people join
in. The improvement of incentives such as recognition, a link between innovation and career advancement,
and intrinsic motivation, such as faculty-led digital projects were suggested. The previous literature
confirms that motivated employees will be better placed to react positively to digital leadership and practice
innovative practices (Muhamad Sagheem, 2024).

Lastly, a lack of good coordination among departments limits the sharing of knowledge and innovations.
According to the respondents, they tend to work alone; they would have found it much easier to innovate
digitally if they could share experiences with other departments. Innovation can be encouraged by
encouraging collaboration via digital platforms, online forums, communities of practice, and mentorship
programs. The studies support the idea that interpersonal cooperation and knowledge exchange promote
strong innovative performance of employees with the help of successful digital leadership (Mollah et al.,
2024; Anwar and Saraih, 2024).
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The mentioned thematic analysis shows that the issues related to the leadership vision, digital skills, culture,
infrastructure, training, policies, motivation, and collaboration all act against the realization of the
innovative performance of employees. The strategies mentioned in this paper serve as a pathfinder to the
digital leadership, organizational capacity building, and innovation conducive environment in the South
Punjab universities in the public sector. The relevance and applicability of these strategies in the researched
environment are validated and triangulated with the available literature to ensure the relevance and
applicability of these strategies.

CONCLUSION

The paper shows that digital leadership has a powerful impact on the innovative performance of employees
in the public sector colleges, and the impact is limited by the problems connected to the skills, infrastructure,
culture, policies, motivation, and collaboration. With these challenges overcome with specific strategies,
training, leadership development, cultural change, policy flexibility, and greater collaboration, the
institutions in the public sector in South Punjab would be able to build an environment conducive to
innovation. The results not only have theoretical implications, as they connect digital leadership and
organizational culture with employee innovation, but also practical implications, such as practical
interventions on how organizations can increase their performance and sustainability in the digital age.
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