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Digital transformation (DT) is one of the central aspects shaping the fundamentals of strategic management in a world of persistent and rapid digital change. This meta-analysis study analyzed data from various empirical studies to explore the implications of DT on strategic management processes across a number of industries. By reviewing the empirical research on DT from the last two decades, we find many implications of DT technologies such as big data analytics, artificial intelligence (AI), cloud computing, and digital platforms for strategic decision-making, organizational agility, organizational innovation, and competitive advantage. Using the Preferred Reporting Items for Systematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses (PRISMA) to collect and synthesize information from databases (Scopus, Web of Science, Google Scholar, and EBSCO), we provide systematic analysis for sources published from 2017 to 2024. The results gathered show that incorporating traditional technological forces such as AI, big data analytics (BDA), cloud computing, blockchain, and Internet of Things (IoT) is a feature of the digital era. Participants from the different studies we reviewed stated that the result of DT has changed the way organizations operate, especially for strategic decision-making.
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Introduction

In these digitized marketplaces, organizations face an obligation to embrace new ways of thinking in regard to strategic management that shape corporations in the volatile, uncertain, complex, and ambiguous (VUCA) world. Organizations experience highly disruptive changes in today’s fast-paced world, where businesses are constantly transforming and changing. Strategic management, as viewed by Hitt (1) and Volberda et al. (2), encompasses much more than integrating digital technologies. Strategic management will need to show a fundamental shift in how organizations operate, create value, and sustain their competitive advantage. Specifically, the advent and adoption of digital technologies impose continual strategic renewal on firms, which is necessary to achieve digital objectives and maintain competitive advantage (3). Digital transformation (DT) implies organizations have to modify their strategies to remain competitive in the marketplace, and this is also acknowledged by Goldman et al. (4). Research recognizes the crucial role of having a clearly defined DT strategy in helping organizations navigate this complex journey; it is the digital strategy that drives independent DT outcomes, not technology (5–7). Firms cannot rely solely on information technology (IT) investments; having a clear DT strategy is essential for reducing complexity and realizing performance benefits (7, 8).

The impact of DT on strategic management is complex, producing various changes throughout the firm. Digital technology, for example, is changing how organizations produce and capture value, enabling new innovations and the development of innovative business models (3). The scope of transformation includes new ways to connect and engage with customers, growth of market access/sales, flexible operations, cost efficiencies, and organization-wide performance (6, 9, 10). In terms of the role of digital finance, specifically to provide additional funding, reduce risks, and facilitate innovations and digital solutions, it contributes to enterprises, especially in the context of new strategically emerging businesses (11). In the context of digitalization, there is a shift from centralized hierarchical organizations to more collaborative and decentralized decision-making processes (12). As a result of this change, leadership is changing with the development of new roles, such as Chief Digital Officer (CDO) or Chief Information Officer (CIO), leading transformation efforts (12). The characteristics of top management, such as heterogeneity, educational background, and experience in finance or international experience in the firm’s digital orientation, influence the accident choices in the impacts on the firm’s strategic position and adaptability (13).

The dynamic context of the digital environment requires organizations to be agile and strategically flexible (14–16). Substantive digital opportunities and innovation are best gained by organizations when they can collectively and rapidly adapt their business models, internal undertakings, products, and external relationships (6, 14–16). The capability of digital technologies to enhance an organization’s strategic flexibility improves its international marketing capabilities and export performance when organizations are small- to mid-sized enterprises (SMEs) in emerging markets during crises (17, 18). Digital technologies provide a continuous flow of information and an exchange of knowledge to enhance the inherent flexibility and adaptability of management processes (19, 20). Moreover, data have become a cornerstone of competitiveness in the digital environment (21). Big data analytics enable managers to analyze large volumes of unstructured or fast-changing data, assisting them in making more effective and efficient decisions and promoting innovation (12, 21). Digital technologies enable the collection, management, processing, and presentation of data, supporting decision-makers in strategic planning, risk assessment, and developing insights into market needs (22, 23).

Digital transformation has directly affected innovation and entrepreneurship. DT enables digital entrepreneurship and increases the potential for innovative solutions and new product development (24). It aims to remove barriers to entry, improve inclusion, and offer more affordable and environmentally friendly products and services, especially in emerging economies (6, 25, 26). Digitalization also promotes business innovation by leveraging business processes, transformations, and efficiency (27, 28). DT is increasingly associated with sustainability and focuses on sustainable development goals, leading to more desirable and effective use of resources, less waste, and more optimal energy consumption (29, 30). This allows organizations to incorporate sustainability concepts into a sustainable core-business strategy, making that to advance economic, social, and environmental objectives simultaneously (29).

Although there are numerous opportunities, organizations also face significant challenges in fully embracing DT. These challenges often include limited resources, a lack of qualified staff, misalignment of strategy, resistance to change, and issues around measuring the success and effectiveness of initiatives (6, 22). Many firms find unwinding unexploited areas for digital technologies difficult and find moving towards transformation especially challenging because of oversimplistic perspectives (22). The continual “strategy-execution gap” acknowledges the troubling complexity of managing the move from the current to the desired future state, often both of which can change directions and aims (31). This study reviews the literature on Scopus, uses a meta-analysis approach, and identifies the impact of DT on strategic management in the digital age. The outline of this study is provided through the research questions and hypotheses.


Main research question

What is the impact of DT on strategic management in the digital age?



Sub-research question


•What is the relationship between the impact of DT and strategic management in the digital age?





Hypothesis


•Null Hypothesis (H01): There is no significant relationship between the impact of DT on strategic management in the digital age.

•Alternative Hypothesis (H11): There is a significant relationship between the impact of DT on strategic management in the digital age.



This introductory section sets the stage for a deeper review and analysis of how DT is changing strategic management at the core of sustained and future transformation, while also highlighting how and where we need to change, as well as new opportunities, which will be examined in subsequent sections.




Literature review

The digitalization era and the emergence of new technologies are transforming the global business landscape at an accelerated pace, and we need to seek a full understanding of what this looks like for many facets of organizations. This literature review synthesizes some of the main themes found in recent academic articles that deal with the impact of DT and provides a broad overview of an impact assessment of DT as well as several lenses to understand its impact on SMEs, strategically and managerially, as well as their need for innovation, and some of the barriers that enterprises may face in realizing all the possible opportunities.


The pervasive nature of digital transformation

Digital transformation is a major reorganization of industries and businesses, propelled by the advent of new information technologies, including artificial intelligence (AI), blockchain, cloud computing, big data, and the Internet of Things (IoT) (11, 32). As a result, this is a reorganization of organizational structures, business processes, and business models (32, 33). Digital technologies convert knowledge, experience, and social activities into new production factors of data, thus creating new forms of both the economy and the value of digital services (33, 34). They enable global contrasting, collaborative, or open activities and always have the potential for continuous connection (33). Evidence shows a significant increase in publications since 2020 on the subject of DT, which demonstrates its importance as a research area in strategic management and value creation (9, 35).

Emerging technologies are crucial to this process. Since the emergence of AI and blockchain in 2017, research interest in both technologies has been remarkably high (32, 36). Big data analytics has a direct impact on innovation in business models and an indirect impact on entrepreneurial orientation (37). Various technologies such as IoT, mobile Internet, and big data have been utilized extensively, and they have a great deal of application potential with vast value creation opportunities across use cases and have been used to drive strategic change within firms (5, 38). Digital medical technology has also changed the narrative in healthcare ecosystems (39, 40). Furthermore, the increasing use of digital technologies is corroborated by Kang et al.’s (41) findings of a substantive increase in academic publications linking the use of digital technologies to business and management.



Strategic implications and management of digital transformation

Digital technologies are drastically changing business strategies, capabilities, and products or services that change the logic and processes of innovation (30). In the digital era, strategic management must redefine the strategic imperatives and mechanisms for value creation (9, 35). The key for SMEs is aligning technological developments with strategic organizational goals (42–44). All of these aspects bear a distinct influence, as top management team (TMT) attributes, including diversity, level of education, age, tenure, and international or financial experiences, influence a company’s concentration on digitalization (33). Effectively leading a DT in an organization means possessing strong digital leadership due to the complexities outlined previously and managing the complex DT process and big data while maximizing and continuously enabling the organization to act on technology aligned with strategic business objectives (45). DTs also guide organizations to adopt redefining that produces new titles at organizations like CDO or leads at the Senior Executive level, a rapidly occurring digitalization process within the firm (13).

The implementation of digital technologies signifies a shift in organizational strategy, as investments in direct digital business transformation and overall DT budgets are expected to total USD $3.4 trillion (3). Key strategic priorities include changes to business processes, improvements in operational efficiency, enhancement of customer experience, and the ability to facilitate remote working practices (3). Consequently, organizations face the challenge of constructing individual digital strategies and transformation pathways, realizing outcomes, aligning stakeholders, and facilitating collaboration (44). The traditional way of developing and deploying strategy and some elements of execution is progressively being replaced by an iterative process of developing and adjusting strategy through execution in dynamic digital markets (46). A digital strategy summarizes the focus, processes, and controls of DT (28). It is also important to recognize that strategy (not technology) drives DT (6, 44). In addition, the digital strategy serves as a mediator between IT infrastructure and enterprise DT, with top management being an important and positive influencer. Moreover, digital technologies enable new forms of value creation for customers and operational rationalization (35).



The role of innovation in the digital era

Digitalization propels innovation by facilitating the development of novel products, increasing cost efficiency, and fostering a global digital entrepreneurship landscape (24). Digital technology enhances organizational innovation capacity and enables companies to pursue data-driven strategies to maintain competitive relevance (35, 47). Dynamic capability theory posits that to maintain a competitive advantage through innovation, companies must engage in continuous learning, transformation, and alignment with environmental changes (44). This includes the reorganization and recombination of existing innovation elements to develop new ideas. Open innovation approaches, such as external technology acquisition and exploitation, are essential for DT in SMEs in emerging markets, the development of technological capabilities, and the improvement of innovations (32). For instance, digital innovation hubs provide a vehicle for the orchestration of collaborative networks that augment technology development and technology adoption in SMEs and assist SMEs in overcoming cooperation barriers to achieve environmental sustainability goals. Digital innovation in technology also improves enterprise resilience by lowering information asymmetry and operational costs, increasing management units, and improving profitability in the market (19). Organizations with well-developed digital technologies have a better opportunity to optimize the trade-offs between economic direction, social responsibilities, and environmental considerations, and they are better able to integrate sustainability strategies into business processes (19).



Digital transformation in SMEs

SMEs face distinct challenges and opportunities regarding digitalization. While large corporations can quickly access advanced technologies, SMEs do not always have the same resources. They may also lack the skills they need internally, like the IT department staff, or externally, like the service providers that are not, or were not, cheap tech options (35). Moreover, SMEs may be strategically misaligned with digitalization (11, 35). However, digitalization can provide more opportunities for survivorship and competitive advantages, especially in developing markets (48, 49). Digital technologies can help SMEs overcome resource limitations and engage quickly with customers and partners globally (49). Digital facilitators such as e-commerce, e-marketing, and e-business platforms play a vital role in determining an SME’s export management, strategic position, and ways to adapt their offerings (35, 50).

The digital landscape plays an important role in managing the link between disruptive technology and digital entrepreneurship in developing markets. This includes aspects such as data protection, customer privacy, and search engine optimization (SEO) algorithms (51). While innovations are less frequently commercially viable in emerging markets than in developed countries, disruptive technology is a vehicle for promoting digital entrepreneurship (52). This occurs by reducing barriers to entry and creating pathways for inclusion through sustainable, economic, and environmentally friendly products and services (52, 53). Studies on the wide-ranging importance of digital technology demonstrate how to become more competitive in the market, reduce risk exposure, and increase the efficiency of operations of Japanese SMEs (54, 55). In addition, digital capabilities are driving sustainable competitive advantages among manufacturing SMEs in emerging markets, including digital capacity, with digital leadership in a mediating role (56).



Challenges and limitations

Organizations face many challenges along the path of DT despite the perceived opportunities it presents. Some of these challenges include skills gaps, resource constraints, compliance with regulations, data protection, customer data privacy, and the necessity of new regulations for AI technologies and blockchain (57, 58). A significant barrier to DT is measuring success and performance; many DT projects do not measure either of these (59). The differing definitions and approaches to DT can further complicate the comparison of studies and the use of findings in practice. DT and associated research are often limited to studies of large firms in developed markets; therefore, it should come as no surprise that little research addresses the role of DT in smaller firms or developing markets (13). Most studies are largely qualitative, and there is a lack of large-scale longitudinal empirical studies. The limitations identified in the literature include the use of a single database or language for the selected studies and the scope of the keywords used in systematic reviews (35). Therefore, this study adds to the literature by offering a meta-analysis to help explain the implications of DT on strategic management in the digital age, sourced from several databases.



Theoretical framework

The present study adopts the Diffusion of Innovations (DOI) theory as its theoretical framework to examine how innovations are adopted and disseminated within social systems. The DOI theory, originally developed by Rogers, integrates rational perspectives from sociology, management, and communication studies to offer a robust and predictive understanding of the innovation diffusion process (60). This framework is particularly useful for technology implementers aiming to promote the adoption of emerging technologies. Traditionally, DOI theory has been applied to explain individual-level decisions or intentions to adopt innovations, especially in contexts involving clearly defined technologies and relatively homogeneous populations. According to Rogers (61, p. 5), diffusion is “the process by which an innovation is communicated through certain channels over time among the members of a social system.” This definition underscores diffusion as a distinct form of communication, wherein individuals exchange information to achieve mutual understanding. Importantly, the innovative nature of the message introduces an inherent degree of uncertainty, which serves as a core characteristic of the diffusion process.



Conceptual framework

Figure 1 illustrates the relationship between the independent variable, DT, and organizational strategic management performance, mediated by digital leadership. This demonstrates how these elements influence one another through the adoption of the IoT, thereby facilitating strategic alignment with digital goals within an organization.
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FIGURE 1. Conceptual framework. Source: Authors’ conceptualisation (2025).





Methodology

The examination of literature relevant to the impact of digitalization in the digital era on strategic management was guided by robust inclusion and exclusion statements. A structured review was a requirement of this research because the examination of literature also required a systematic review. Part of this required reviewing literature published, with use of secondary sources, in peer-reviewed articles listed in Scopus, Web of Science, Google Scholar, and EBSCO, which discussed DT and strategic management published between the years 2017 and 2024. The review process adopted the PRISMA approach to systematic review, and it consisted of three stages, i.e., the identification of articles, the screening of articles, and the synthesis of articles. The articles and their data were reviewed and synthesized to identify the key research themes relevant to the topic.



Summary of findings

This study sought to confirm the hypotheses provided in Table 1, summarizing the key findings of the literature review on the impact.


TABLE 1. Summary of findings.
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Summary of key findings

Alzoubi et al. (62) underscore that the introduction of emerging technologies, including AI, big data analytics, cloud computing, blockchain, and the IoT, has become representative of the digital era. Their research shows that the evolution of DT has dramatically changed how organizations function, specifically in the domain of strategic decision-making. In a similar vein, Schneider and Kokshagina (22) observe that it is the pace, breadth, and depth of digital technology take-up that characterize usage of digital technology, as opposed to previous usages of IT. Further, Schneider and Kokshagina (22) suggest that organizations must navigate a VUCA world, in which case the adaptation to digital technology is strategically important.




Discussion

Recent research has illustrated how digital technologies are changing how organizations think about strategy, innovation, and leadership. Zhou et al. (30) and others claim digitalization is redefining the logic of strategy and reshaping organizational capabilities in ways that change the way products and services are delivered. According to Secundo et al. (35), these recent changes can best be described as structural, compelling organizations—especially SMEs—to rethink their innovation processes and value-creation mechanisms.

Spilotro et al. (9) argue that strategic management must change to address a new digital landscape, in which organizations need to be more responsive to the markets, create more value, and be more agile. Following their line of reasoning, Wang et al. (44) suggest SMEs must not only ensure their DTs align with the ultimate business objectives of the organization in order to achieve a positive return on investment but that their overall profitability and competitive advantages are also improved. In addition, Li and Shao (33) offer strong evidence regarding the importance of the characteristics of the TMT when considering the firm’s overall digital orientation. TMT characteristics, such as a firm’s level and quality of educational experience, age, tenure, and international or financial experience, were found to impact the strategic priorities that guided their DT initiatives.



Limitations and areas for further research

This research was restricted to a review of the literature examining the effects of DT action on strategic management in the digital age. Data were acquired only from secondary sources relevant to business intelligence (BI), performance, and strategy peer-reviewed literature published between 2017 and 2024. Secondary data sources were systematically collected and synthesized from academic repositories/Scopus, Web of Science, Google Scholar, and EBSCO. This research suggests future research to be focused on factors not included in this review. In addition, researchers should consider examining areas not included in this research in the future, especially those related to the impact of DT action on strategic management in the digital age.



Conclusions and recommendations

Digital technologies are reshaping fundamentally how businesses create and carry out their strategies—particularly with respect to innovation. For SMEs, this evolution means examining their strategic priorities to be in line with technological advancement. The role of the TMT holds primary importance in this evolution of practices, with the emergence of roles such as CDO showing the extent to which specialist leadership is required to lead and drive digital projects.

For businesses to fully realize the benefits of DT, firms must also be creating integrated strategies to plan for the adoption of technology within their overall aspirations for value creation. Integrated strategies must not only include existing technologies but must also reimagine how value is created and perceived, which together will create innovation for new ways of doing business (3). Additionally, organizations are encouraged to use digital platforms and new ways of interacting to provide better engagement with customers and increase their presence in targeted markets for improved customer relationship management, sales expansions, and overall enhanced performance (6, 9, 10).

New ventures should also consider using digital financial instruments available to companies to mobilize capital from strategic and supportive investors, develop risk management, and promote innovations that enhance competitive position and long-term value for the company (11). As the DT matures, these organizational structures must also transform. As hierarchical organizations make way for flexibly networked organizations centered around radical agility, firms are making the change to decentralized structures focused on teams to support real-time use, innovation, and faster decision-making (12). As those use cases for digital capabilities proliferate, companies must strengthen their digital leadership capabilities, hiring leaders who can learn rapidly and undertake leadership roles in a more digitally intensive time (12). This includes the move from introducing only 2 C-level executives being digitally specialized to finding ways to plug in new positions in real time with all staff; CDOs and CIOs have rendered the strategic necessity of organizations that are going more digital.

In addition, the firm’s ability to manage TMT diversity is pricier and unique in terms of educational background, international experience, and financial literacy—it will have an impact on the firm’s digital orientation and participation in a digital economy (13). DT is now inherent in strategic management in terms of strategic management; it is no longer an option. It is an aspect of managing more agile, innovative, and predominantly data-driven organizations which are critical for competitive success. However, DT involves measuring success such as strategic clarity, sustainable leadership practices, adaptable management culture, and measures of digital competencies. Even as the change falters in speed and velocity, consistent investment, awareness, and re-stacking into digital capabilities and developing strategic frameworks are pertinent to long-term success.
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