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Abstract: Higher education institutions (HEIs) in many developed and developing countries are
facing big challenges in terms of quality in the face of growing global demand. Ensuring quality
education is necessary to secure future prosperity and promote sustainable development. Hence;
to ensure the success and sustainability of higher strategy; it is necessary for HEIs to improve
the quality of strategy implementation processes and address the dynamic complexities of their
attributes to identify areas for improvement. However; there are obvious issues associated with
strategy implementation related to process modeling; automation; dynamic complexity; and cognitive
limitations. This research is a step toward bridging the gap in adopting computational models
in the higher education strategy implementation process to foster its automation and promote its
sustainability. The aim of this research is to study the phenomenon of computational strategy
implementation in the higher education domain using grounded theory to understand the criteria and
quality attributes of the strategy implementation process and to generate a descriptive and explanatory
model for strategy quality attributes (SQAs) of higher education; which entails the implementation of
automated technology and computational models for more effective and sustainable strategy.

Keywords: sustainable strategy; higher education; grounded theory; information systems; strategic
management

1. Introduction

Within the current global economy, there have been major changes, making the world less
sustainable and less secure [1]. Therefore, governments need to embark on sustainable development
in major areas (such as education, healthcare, economy, social services, industrial sectors, national
security, etc.) and undertake strategies that focus on building three forms of capital: human, physical,
and natural [2]. Education is deemed to be the key enabler of a knowledge-based economy [3] and has
become an “industry” that focuses on investing in human capital [4] with the support of information
and communication technology to develop knowledgeable societies, promote sustainable development,
and achieve economic growth [5,6].

In 2015, the global community adopted the 2030 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) [6]. It is a
vision consist of 17 goals and 169 target to achieve a better and more sustainable future and to address
the global challenges related to poverty, inequality, climate change, environmental degradation, peace
and justice. The fourth goal of SDGs is “Ensure inclusive and equitable quality education and promote
lifelong learning opportunities for all “ including higher education to achieve the vision 2030 through
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Education for Sustainable Development (ESD) [6]. Higher education is considered as a key player
in the promotion of sustainable development [7]. It is seen as the core and final result of education
around which the whole education system revolves [8]. Statistics from the Organization for Economic
Co-operation and Development (OECD) show a remarkable increase in the rates of people entering
the higher education system in all countries [9,10]. However, higher education institutions (HEIs) are
facing big challenges in terms of quality in the face of growing global demand [8,11]. Ensuring quality
education is necessary to secure future prosperity and promote sustainable development, as it has a
significant contribution to many other sustainable goals [12].

In 2016, Saudi Arabia embarked on Vision 2030 as a sustainable development strategy to achieve
economic diversity, secure future prosperity, and reduce reliance on oil [13]. In this vision, human
capital is deemed to be the key enabler of sustainable development, and it makes efforts to expand the
capabilities of future human capital and improve the quality of education and staff training [13]. For
the last 10 years, Saudi Arabia has spent on average $53 billion annually for the development of the
education sector [14]. In 2017, higher education in Saudi Arabia ranked 43rd on a global competitive
index [5], and the statistics show that only 75% of adults with tertiary education were employed,
compared to the OECD average of 83% [10]. In addition, an inadequately educated workforce becomes
one of the most problematic factors in doing business [5]. Consequently, there have been repeated
calls addressing the need to advance the quality of higher education in Saudi Arabia and align it with
economic and labor market needs [5,15–18].

The strategic plan for higher education in Saudi Arabia has set the goal of aligning higher education
outcomes with the labor market as one of the most important goals [13]. In this new strategy, HEIs
play diversified roles to help different sectors, and are expected to engage locally and globally [13].
The recent statistics show a significant increase in the level of higher education [18], and indicate an
expected increase in the attainment rate of higher education [9]. However, implementing a sustainable
higher education strategy requires paying more attention to some major paradigm shifts that have
taken place in the higher education domain, as well as in planning techniques and approaches [8].
Hence, it is important to understand the challenges facing the implementation of higher education
strategy in terms of quality and sustainability. The decisions about implementing strategies that
influence higher education, if they are based on inadequate information, could affect its sustainability.
There is a growing need for additional strategies and management tools to address such challenges [19].
This research is a step toward more effective application of computational models and information
system capabilities in higher education strategy implementation through a critical analysis of the
quality attributes of the implementation process to promote its automation. Successful implementation
of higher education strategy is significant in building human capital and a knowledge-based economy
to promote sustainable development in Saudi Arabia. This research bridge the gap in adopting
automation technology and computational models in strategy implementation and provide a blueprint
for Information system and strategic researcher that help to identify a potential areas where adopting
automation technology and computational models can have a significant contribution to strategy
implementation of higher education in both academic and practical domain.

2. Background

Although strategy formulation is a critical and difficult task, implementing the formulated strategy
is even more challenging and has many obstacles [20]. There are obvious issues associated with
strategy implementation related to the process modeling approach, dynamic complexity, and cognitive
limitations. However, it is clear from the available literature that little attention has been given to the
field of strategy implementation [21,22].

Higher education institutes are surrounded by dynamic and changing environments, which
requires continually reviewing their strategy and constantly accumulating, integrating, and updating
their knowledge resource capabilities to achieve strategy objectives [23–26]. The cause of this issue may
be rooted in the nature of the strategy implementation process, a series of actions and reactions over



Sustainability 2020, 12, 1881 3 of 23

time [27] in a dynamic environment, which requires aligning and adapting the performance for the
short term and long term [24]. The strategy needs timely responses to continuous changes in the lack
of knowledge about the environment, which features complexity and uncertainty along with cognitive
limitations of decision-makers [28]. Considering the complex and dynamic environment along with
the cognitive limitations of strategists mentioned in bounded rationality [29] and misperceiving
the interdependencies among multiple factors within the dynamic environment and multiloop
feedback [30–33] will cause execution gaps and deviation from the intended strategy. Using the existing
strategy models leads to a linear, static, and bounded point of view in terms of time horizon and
systemic scope [34].

These challenges call for effective application of computational models, as they have been
important vehicles to address significant organizational issues. Researchers in the field of computational
organization theory (COT), as illustrated in Figure 1, study organizational phenomena and how to
apply computational models to traditional organization theory to theorize about, describe, understand,
and predict the behavior of organizations to overcome challenges [35]. Computational models help
to explore the possibilities of what might be [36]. Yet, academic researchers have been slow to take
advantage of computational methods in the strategy management field [37].
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Figure 1. Computational organizational theory (COT).

In the literature of strategy management, little attention has been paid to the field of strategy
implementation [21,22]. In addition, applying computational models and tools is still new in the field
of strategy [38]. The current strategy models and frameworks mainly focus on and contribute to
the analysis and formulation of strategies [39,40]. However, there are no commonly used, generally
accepted models or frameworks in strategy implementation [39,41] and there has been little concern
about this in the field [21,22]. Traditional approaches to strategy have been greatly criticized with
respect to dynamic complexities [42,43], and most strategy frameworks are simplifying devices [44].
They are not capable of dealing with interdependent factors and interactions of multiple factors
involved in strategy implementation [37]. Such interdependence and interaction produce nonlinearities
and multiloop feedback [30].

Researchers have attempted to use automated technologies and apply computational models in
the field of strategy implementation [45–49]. The use of an Internet-enabled multiagent prototype
system for marketing strategy development, competitive strategies, and associated information system
strategies was evaluated in [45]. In 2014, the business intelligence model (BIM) was introduced as
an application for strategic business modeling and goal reasoning to effectively deal with dynamic
characteristics and attain real-time strategy responses [46]. An automated model for effective strategy
execution was developed in [48] to identify key variables of automation and linkages among the
variables to have alignment among the systems to build a systemic mechanism to operationalize
strategy execution processes. A proof of concept was introduced in [47] showing that the existing
modeling language, integration definition for function modeling (IDEFM), has capabilities that can be
applied to model strategy and automate its implementation process. The application of an algorithmic
and computational model for strategic problem solving was illustrated in [38] that allows researchers
to distinguish between different levels and kinds of adaptations to complexity, and to explore the
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fit between the canonical strategy problems a firm faces, its problem-solving procedures, and its
architectural and procedural adaptations to complexity. The book Real-Time Strategy and Business
Intelligence: Digitizing Practices and Systems [49] focuses on using business intelligence tools and
algorithms to overcome the dynamic characteristics and attain real-time strategy response. However,
the research in this area either focuses on the dynamic complexity of strategic decision-making and
problem-solving or, on the other hand, linkages in the existing enterprise systems to be aligned with
strategy implementation. There is a need for a comprehensive and holistic view of implementation
challenges from the quality perspective to identify the quality attributes of automation prior to
applying a computational model solution to the strategy implementation process. Although there
is a need for higher education to improve the quality of the strategy implementation process and
address the dynamic complexities of its attributes to identify areas for improvement [50] and obtain
quality education to achieve sustainable development goals [11,12], the literature review implies
that research on the topic is still scarce and little attention has been paid to quality attributes and
criteria of the implementation process where the computational model can be applied to leverage its
execution [21,22,38]. To bridge the gap in adopting automated technology and computational models
in higher education strategy, information systems researchers need to critically analyze the quality
attributes (QAs) of strategy implementation process automation to overcome the challenges involved
and obtain sustainable strategy. The gap in applying computational models in higher education
strategy is illustrated in Figure 2.
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Figure 2. Research gap.

The successful implementation of sustainable higher education strategy in Saudi Arabia is facing
a number of challenges and barriers. This research is intended to study the computational strategy
implementation process of higher education to develop a descriptive and explanatory model and
provide deeper and more critical quality attributes for the application of computational models in
the implementation process to overcome issues related to its execution in the sophisticated and
heterogeneous environment of the universities in Saudi Arabia, where they are managed by a central
organization (Ministry of Education).

3. Methodology

In the literature of strategy management, little attention has been paid to the field of strategy
implementation [21,22]. The literature is too descriptive and requires more research that provides
information on the implementation process to help improve the quality of its outcomes [51]. The
literature review implies that research in the topic is still scarce and little attention has been paid to
the quality attributes and criteria of the strategy implementation process where the computational
model can be applied to leverage its execution [21,22,38]. This research studies the phenomenon
of strategy implementation and identifies its quality attributes to bridge the gap between the fields
of strategy management and information systems in adopting automated technology. The research
generates a descriptive and explanatory model for strategy implementation quality attributes in
higher education that entail the implementation of automated technology. To identify the quality
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attributes, a constructivist research paradigm is applied to study the phenomenon using grounded
theory. Grounded Theory Method (GTM) offers a set of a systematic guidelines and strategies to
generate and form the foundation of a descriptive and explanatory model from data rather than
formulaic prescriptions [52]. GTM is particularly suitable for research on topic that is limited prior
research has been conducted [53–55] which is the case of this research. The major difference of GTM
from other qualitative methodology is its specific approach of continuous interplay between data
collection and analysis [56].

In information system researches, GTM has been applied frequently to study technological change
and sociotechnical behavior in emerging research domains [57–59]. There has been more interest in
studying information systems phenomena using grounded theory methodology [56] and the outcomes
of such research are highly valued by the information systems community [60]. Applying grounded
theory in the analysis and description of information systems phenomena has proved to be remarkably
useful [61,62].

A literature review of analytic and confirmatory modes of research using grounded theory
methodology, theoretical sampling, and theoretical integration was conducted to present a complete
picture of the phenomenon. In this research, the guidelines outlined in [56] and [52] were followed.

3.1. Data Collection

One of the objectives of grounded theory in information systems research is to generate a descriptive
and explanatory model [60], which is derived from data systematically elicited and analyzed [56]. It is
an inductive method where the result is derived from data [63]. Therefore, all possible data sources in
the Ministry of Education and universities of Saudi Arabia were considered and analyzed. Multiple
information gathering methods were employed. The open-ended interview is the major method
used in grounded theory. In this study, interviews of participants from varied backgrounds were
carried out. The major criteria for selecting the study participants were the following: (a) participants
should be involved in some higher education strategy process; (b) they should differ in terms of role,
responsibilities, and background; (c) they should differ in terms of managerial reference (ministry and
university (government and private)); and (d) they should be willing to share their experiences with
the researchers. Diversity among participants in terms of roles, responsibilities, and institutes with
strategy execution facilitated theoretical replication. In other words, it is reasonable to expect that there
may be differences between sectors and universities, and in the various documents, strategic plans,
and reports that provided the valuable additional information.

3.2. Data Analysis

This research uses the constant comparative method and theoretical sampling to analyze the
data [64]. The constant comparative method establishes analytic distinctions during each phase of
process analysis. Theoretical sampling looks for initial conditions that support the phenomenon and
conditions that are not consistent with the initial categories.

The grounded theory method uses three levels of coding: open, focused, and theoretical. Open
coding is the preliminary stage of coding, where the labels are assigned to parts of data and identify
meaning. In this stage, researchers remain open to discovering results and theoretical options that can
be derived from the data [52]. Open coding should be conducted without any preconceived ideas [65].
In open coding, researchers should stick to the data and focus on the action that can be derived from
data rather than applying preconceived categories to the data. In this research, the focus is on coding
for actions and what happens in the data to reduce individual judgments and avoid conceptual leaps.
Line-by-line coding was applied to engage with data, discover each fragment, and define implicit
meaning. Then, the most frequent and significant codes from the open coding phase were selected
in order to synthesize, analyze, and conceptualize the large amount of data. This type of coding
is called focused coding. It is an iterative process that aims to identify hidden patterns within the
field to provide a deep understanding of the phenomenon and have a higher level of abstraction [66].
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The conceptual categories that resulted from initial coding were used to refine the data in order to
determine their usefulness in the analytical process [67]. Comparing categories with one another
and with newly refined categories enables researchers to ensure their worth within the analytical
process [52]. In this research, focused coding was applied to ensure the adequacy and conceptual
strength of the initial coding, where new data were compared with initial codes and codes were
compared with other codes to identify the most significant codes that make the phenomenon more
clear and identify potential categories.

The third level is a sophisticated level that follows the codes that were selected during focused
coding. Theoretical coding analyzes the focused codes and how they are related to each other [65].
Theoretical coding includes refining and clustering concepts into theoretical categories that characterize
the aspects of the phenomenon [68]. Theoretical coding identifies the relationships between concepts [52].
The comparative process is the main process of this stage of the analysis, contrasting categories back to
codes, and codes back to data, to ensure that the resulting model depicts the reality of the phenomenon.
In this research, categories (strategy layers) were developed through continued comparative analysis
until a saturation level was reached and it became clear that the issues and challenges of strategy
implementation and associated quality attributes belonged to the right layer of implementation.

3.3. Model Scale-Up and Validation

Exploratory research was conducted to scale up the research results and ensure a rigorous
association between challenges and identified attributes in the context of strategy implementation,
and to demonstrate the influence of information system capabilities and automated technology on
strategy implementation. It was stated in [52] that “a literature review provides a place to engage
the ideas and research in the areas that your grounded theory addresses. It also serves as a way to
evaluate your grasp of these areas.” Thus, a focused literature review on strategy implementation
quality attributes was merged and integrated into the research results, discussion, and analysis of the
influence of information systems and computational models on strategy implementation.

The literature review was conducted using the EBSCO, Science Direct, ProQuest, and Google
Scholar electronic databases. Search terms that were used independently or in combination were:
strategy, execution, implementation, translating strategy into action, framework, adapt, and flexibility.
In addition, this research applied a constructivist paradigm to study the phenomenon using grounded
theory and case study, and to determine the scientific rigor of the study, the specific criteria of credibility,
originality, resonance, and usefulness as mentioned in [52] were used to ensure research validity
and quality.

4. Research Questions and Objectives

The fundamental understanding of strategy needs more research due to the largely descriptive
focus of the research to date [21,22]. The strategy process literature is too descriptive and needs more
research that provides information on the implementation process to improve outcomes [51]. It appears
that the existing models in today’s strategy implementation processes are insufficient to provide a
significant solution for higher education strategy. Although there is a need to critically review and
analyze the current level of strategy quality and identify areas for improvement [50], the literature
review implies that research on the topic is still scarce and little attention has been paid to the quality
attributes and criteria of the implementation process [21,22,38]. In order to apply computational
models to overcome higher education strategy implementation issues and critically analyze the process,
key quality attributes need to be identified and areas where automated technologies and computational
modeling capabilities can be applied need to be defined in order to address and overcome challenges
associated with these quality attributes to ensure the quality and sustainability of higher education
strategy. This research is therefore intended to answer the following questions:

• What is the set of key quality attributes that entail implementation of computational modeling
and automated technology for higher education strategy?
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• How are these quality attributes interlinked and categorized?
• How is automation influencing the quality and sustainability of higher education strategy?

These led to the following research objective:

• To identify strategy quality attributes (SQAs) that entail the application of computational models
and automated technology for more effective and sustainable higher education strategy.

5. Research Results

Strategy formulation is a challenging and difficult task for organizations, and implementing a
formulated strategy is even more challenging [20]. This research presents a descriptive and explanatory
model for strategy quality attributes (SQAs) in higher education using grounded theory, which entails
implementing automated technology, as shown in Figure 3.
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The model introduces SQAs with their relationships, categorized into four layers of implementation:
modeling, representational, operational, and sustainability.

5.1. Modeling Layer

The first layer is the modeling layer, which assumes that all strategy aspects and components have
been constructed and formulated and are ready for implementation. In this layer, the strategy should
be reconstructed and modeled using a standard approach with a unified taxonomy in order to achieve
four strategy execution quality attributes: consistency, completeness, plausibility, and reliability.

5.1.1. Consistency

The strategy implementation should be based on a unified and agreed taxonomy and semantics.
Strategy implementation is a complicated process in which policies need to be enforced and strict and
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adherent standards should be complied with. The strategy needs to be executed in accordance with a
consistent model and framework to provide consistent outcomes and resolution of critical decisions
with contradictory processes and outcomes.

Implementation tactics need to be bounded with guidance and framed with clear specifications
to be translated into an executable form. Effective guidance and framework ensure that the
implementation process and its outcomes can be consistently defined, structured, presented, integrated,
and governed. Higher education institutes need to have consistent definitions, policies, representations,
and relationships in their strategies. At the same time, they should have consistent descriptions and
understanding of the strategy execution process and outcomes.

5.1.2. Completeness

In order to achieve goals and objectives, higher education strategy should be fully implemented
and all required processes and actions should be fully executed. In other words, completeness of the
implementation and integrity of the strategy must be assured by applying an effective framework and
robustly following a standard implementation approach, if any.

Each manager’s perception and interpretation reflects his or her own cognitive bias [69,70], which
drives strategic decision-making. Subjective interpretations or viewpoints lead to the emergence
of different views in the implementation process [71]. Hence, strategists need to control and
manage different viewpoints through a reliable and systematic standard approach to ensure common
understanding and a unified interpretation of implementation outcomes. In addition, the standard
approach should be able to define the relationships of implementation outcomes and how they
are consistently integrated. Therefore, having common, related, and integrated outcomes enables
strategists to verify the completeness of the implemented strategy against the intended goals and
objectives. It is clear that the completeness attribute affects and is affected by the consistency attribute
of strategy implementation.

5.1.3. Reliability

The strategy implementation process should be reliable to produce consistent and valid outcomes,
which means that when the same process is performed in two different but consistent conditions, the
same outcomes will be obtained. A highly reliable implementation process will produce accurate and
consistent outcomes when it is performed in various higher education entities. The strategy process is
full of different conceptualizations [72,73] and still too descriptive [51]. Therefore, to achieve a reliable
process, strategists need to have a unified implementation model with unified semantics and syntax.
In addition, having a reference model and a content model can consolidate different viewpoints and
underpin the reliability of strategy implementation and produce consistent and valid outcomes to
achieve the goals and objectives.

5.1.4. Plausibility

Strategy implementation involves processes and activities that transform strategic aspects into
actionable components [74]. It also involves taking ideas, decisions, objectives, and other aspects of
the strategy and transforming them into action [40]. Therefore, it is important for the strategy to be
plausible so that the desired outcome is obtained. The strategy process is too descriptive and needs
more research to improve its outcomes [51]. The organizational environment has complexity and
uncertainty along with cognitive limitations of decision-makers [28]. Plausibility is one of the key
quality attributes of the strategy to ensure that the process is reliable and implemented as intended to
produce consistent outcomes. In plausible reasoning theory, plausible reasoning is driven by a premise
and is based on common knowledge and perceptions [75]. Therefore, the strategy aspects should be
encoded and described using a standard approach and unified modeling language that is plausible for
all actors in higher education.
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5.2. Representation Layer

In this layer, the quality attributes are related to knowledge, information, and artifacts that describe
the higher education strategy. The inputs are from the previous layer (modeling) and bottom layer
(operational). The quality attributes include knowledge availability, knowledge quality, context-driven,
and control of cognitive views.

5.2.1. Context-Driven

Strategy context is affected by environmental attributes, organizational characteristics,
and cognitive context [76]. The heterogeneity in strategy context is associated with differences in
organizational context and actors’ cognitive views [77], which cause deviation from the intended strategy.
Strategy context has received limited attention in terms of cognitive views [78]. Strategy context should
rely on configurational approaches to be represented considering organizational context, environment,
and cognitive views [76,79] and incorporated according to the required characteristics and setting.
Strategic processes are viewed as reflections of organizational context and the behaviors of strategic
actors [80,81]. Limited attention to dynamics and variation of organizational contexts [77] calls for
more attention to competitive theorizing and understanding of context-driven strategy implementation
to maintain completeness, consistency, plausibility, and reliability of the implemented strategy.

5.2.2. Knowledge Quality and Availability

Knowledge is a key asset through which competitive advantage is gained and maintained [82].
The link between knowledge management and strategic management is well defined in academic
research [83]. Strategic implementation is defined as “big strategies growing from little ideas” [84].
Strategy implementation is developed through unstructured and emergent processes that have been
referred to in terms of human sense-making [85]. The knowledge involved in sense-making processes
is tacit, not explicit [86]. As a result, it is not easy to tackle. Knowledge involved in the strategy
implementation process includes expert knowledge [87], which means that when tacit knowledge can
be made explicit, it should be represented as if-then rules [88], as cases [89], or as text.

In the strategic emergent process, knowledge is shared across all levels of the organization
and actors [90], and knowledge will be incomplete and action faulty [91]. As a result, to achieve
completeness, consistency, plausibility, and reliability of the implemented strategy, knowledge should
be represented and managed in a way that ensures the quality and availability of strategy knowledge,
which is built in a recursive participatory and evolutionary manner [85]. In addition, strategy
knowledge should be bound by strategy context and represented in a way that ensures control of
different viewpoints derived from sense-making processes at the micro level of strategy implementation.

5.2.3. Control of Cognitive Views

Tactical variation causes serious changes in the context of strategy during the execution process,
as each university has its own setting and tactics. When these tactics are not clearly translated and
instantiated, the context of strategy will not be executed as planned and the strategy will become
emergent. The context is affected by the implementation process and how actors and managers
view it and execute it [80,81] across different settings. This is due to cognitive views of the strategy
where embedded actors [92] act, react, and interpret the strategy based on their background and
perceptions [69,70], which steers the decision-making process. Cognitive perspectives in strategy
implementation represent “an ongoing cycle of sense-giving by top managers, sense-making by
lower echelons, and issue selling specifically by middle managers” [78]. Hence, the implementation
process needs an approach to construct and instantiate the strategy to produce a desirable variety
of perspectives. In addition, more investment is needed in the micro level of the strategy process to
identify implementation diversification [93], where managers interact with the strategy’s activities [94].



Sustainability 2020, 12, 1881 10 of 23

5.3. Operational Layer

The attributes involved in this layer describe the quality of the actual execution of higher education
strategy. The inputs are from the previous layer where strategy knowledge is consumed, information
is processed, and artifacts are manipulated. The attributes are traceability, measurability, predictability,
and certainty.

5.3.1. Traceability

Existing strategy execution models do not provide rigorous tracking for the multidimensional
impact of tactical variety. In strategy execution, continuous changes with a lack of knowledge about
the higher education environment, which features dynamics, complexity, and uncertainty, transforms
the strategy into an emergent one. The cognitive limitation of the actors would cause a fire-fighting
situation, as multidimensional factors and influences will not be recognized. This dynamism produces
nonlinearities, multidimensional impact, and feedback [31]. Conventional management approaches
cannot effectively model and analyze such dynamic impact [33,95,96] specifically in real time. They are
not capable of dealing with multiple interdependent activities involved in strategy implementation [37].
More focus on micro-level analysis in the implementation process is needed in different contexts [77].
Therefore, traceability is an essential quality attribute for successful implementation of higher education
strategy, which requires the application of advanced models, tools, and technology.

5.3.2. Measurability

An effective modeling approach is needed to translate the vision into executable projects and
operation tasks at all levels to reformulate the strategy and reconfigure the structure considering its
culture, and then to systematically measure the performance toward the goal [97]. Strategy interacts
with the dynamic environment in which the organization should align its performance for the short
term and long term [24,98]. In order to implement the strategy, effective performance measures need
to be robustly applied; as stated by Osborne and Gaebler: “What gets measured gets done” [99].
Performance measurement aims to support management activities, enhance the decision-making
process, and enhance the implementation performance in order to obtain the desired outcomes [100].

Measurable implementation processes help strategists to know the current status; as Osborne
and Gaebler state, “If you don’t measure results, you can’t tell success from failure” [99]. In addition,
a measurable strategy can motivate decision-makers to take timely corrective action; as also stated by
Osborne and Gaebler, “If you can’t recognize failure, you can’t correct it” [99]. Thus, measurability is
also an essential quality to determine the current status of the higher education strategy and enhance
its performance toward goals and objectives.

5.3.3. Predictability

Strategy implementation features complexity and uncertainty along with cognitive limitations
of the organization’s decision-makers [28]. As per [34], scholars are becoming more interested in
the dynamic characteristics of the strategy process. Accumulation and depletion of resources occur
constantly and simultaneously throughout an organization’s lifetime [34]. Growth and enhancement
of resource performance depends on the level of other resources in the organization, whether in the
internal or external environment [101]. These interdependencies in organizational resources cannot
be tackled unless all gains and losses of the resources have been identified for the entire history of
the organization [102]. One of the fallacies of strategic planning is that prediction is possible when
the strategy is being formulated [84]. Strategists should stay on the prediction course during the
implementation [84]. Therefore, predictability is one of the key quality attributes to ensure successful
implementation of higher education strategy.
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5.3.4. Certainty

Strategy is surrounded by dynamic and changing environments [23–26], which cause uncertainty
about its implementation. In an organization facing strategic change, a highly disruptive and
unpredictable environment [103] will lead to organizational collapse [104]. There are three major types
of uncertainty, risk, structural, and unknowable, and the strategic responses are, respectively, forecasting,
scenario-based planning, and skillful reaction [104]. Obviously, the more the strategy is predictable,
the higher the level of certainty is increased. Therefore, to ensure successful implementation, it is
important to address uncertainty and increase the level of predictability for higher education strategy.

5.4. Sustainability Layer

This layer is related to the sustainability attributes for strategy implementation and responses to the
changing environment. Constant changes in the implementation process require speedy responsiveness
and adaptability. However, the necessity for higher education institutes (HEIs) to grow and compete
in a rapidly changing environment slows their ability to be agile and have timely responses to market
changes. Therefore, the strategy implementation process needs to be flexible, resilient, and ready
for change.

5.4.1. Readiness for Change

A rapidly changing environment increases managers’ concerns that their strategy implementation
process needs to be proactive in order to adapt to continuous change [105,106]. Changes are dynamic
and often occur simultaneously and cannot be easily predicted. Change is inevitable and it will come
and significantly affect the higher education strategy. The key success of the strategy implementation is
to perceive the need for change and then respond to it. The change should be perceived, implemented,
and then tested [107]. Readiness for change can be achieved by controlling the cognitive views of actors
and continuously monitoring the strategy status (measuring and tracking). In addition, predicting
the future and measuring uncertainty can increase the level of readiness for change. Thus, readiness
for change is an important quality attribute for higher education strategy implementation. However,
it requires a flexible and resilient implementation to respond and adapt to change when it occurs.

5.4.2. Flexibility

Higher education institutes’ need for flexibility in strategy implementation derives from concerns
about future uncertainty [108]. Strategic flexibility is the capability to act in and react to a changing
environment and create or maintain competitive advantage [109,110]. HEIs need flexibility to respond
to a changing environment in order for actors to thrive in such an environment [111,112]. Strategic
flexibility allows them to respond to changes [113]. Strategic flexibility is described in [114] as the
“capability to identify major changes in the external environment, quickly commit resources to new
courses of action in response to those changes, and recognize and act promptly when it is time to halt
or reverse existing resource commitments” [114]. The authors delineated three stages of the process:
attention, assessment, and action [114]. This requires flexibility and continuous analysis of current
strategic actions, structure, and culture and other aspect of the strategy [115]. Flexibility can increase
financial performance [113,116], ensure sustainability [117], and reduce uncertainty [118].

5.4.3. Resilience

Resilience is the ability to absorb change [119] and return to balance after a temporary
disruption [120]. The environment surrounding higher education institutes increasingly challenges
them by posing different threats in various forms, both inside and outside. Natural disasters, pandemic
diseases, terrorist attacks, economic recessions, equipment failure, and human errors are some examples
that help to understand how different events can undermine stability and security [120]. Moreover,
higher education institutes exist and compete in a world that is increasingly interconnected both
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socially and technologically. Challenges occasionally appear in the form of minimal and apparently
insignificant uncertainties and offsets, but a small event can create the so-called butterfly effect in a wide
interconnected network. Consequently, currently it is always more difficult to be an independent entity
and resist or try to resist shocks, impacts, and disasters while maintaining a competitive position [121].

The strategy should be resilient and elastic to adapt to the impact of continuous changes and deal
with dynamics, complexity, uncertainty, and offsets to achieve the intended goals and objectives and to
avoid being transformed to an emergent strategy.

6. Discussion

This research studied the challenges of strategy implementation and identified key quality
attributes that entail the implementation of automated technology. The research used grounded
theory methodology to conceptualize the qualitative data obtained from the Ministry of Education
in Saudi Arabia, which helped in identifying these attributes. The purpose of identifying strategy
quality attributes (SQAs) is to determine the areas in which the capabilities of information systems and
computational models can be applied to promote the quality and sustainability of higher education
strategy and overcome the challenges involved. It is difficult to cover all aspects of the proposed model.
Thus, this section discusses main aspects of the model.

6.1. Modeling Layer

When a strategy is formulated, the research results imply that it is necessary to check it against
certain quality attributes to ensure the success of its implementation for the long term. First, the strategy
should be consistent, with the different aspects built based on a unified reference model. Strategy
implementation is a complicated process in which policies need to be enforced and strict and adherent
standards should be complied with. Strategy implementation is a complicated process that needs to be
executed in accordance with a consistent model and framework to provide consistent outcomes and
resolution for critical decisions with contradictory processes and outcomes. To ensure consistency,
strategists ought to build a unified reference model and language, a consistent structure, and policies
and representation to adhere to the strategy’s context at the micro level of higher education institutes
where the implementation take place in functional departments. Each functional department has its
own setup and viewpoints, which can affect the consistency of the implementation process. Strategy
implementation outcomes need to be integrated and adherent in consistent patterns across the functional
departments to meet the goals and objectives.

The second attribute in the modeling layer is completeness, which affects and is affected by
consistency. There should be complete and consistent building blocks that cover all parts of the higher
education strategy. These building blocks need to be built with a systematic approach to ensure that
their implementation outcome is consistently integrated. Building a unified reference model and
language for higher education strategy enables strategists to verify the completeness and consistency
of the implementation process.

As the research results indicate, the strategy process is full of different conceptualizations and
is too descriptive. Therefore, consistent building blocks are not enough for implementation success.
The implementation process should be reliable; when the same process is performed in two different
but consistent conditions, the same outcomes will be obtained. In addition, the strategy also needs to
be plausible for all actors who are involved in its implementation across all higher education entities.

The quality attributes in the modeling layer represent the context of higher education strategy
where whole activities are extended from its essence. The results of this research indicate that the
strategy context can be considered as the mindset of the implementation model, which is formed by the
context and cognitive views based on the available knowledge for strategists and actors. The context
should be governed through a systematic approach of controlling cognitive views and readiness for
change to avoid deviating from the intended strategy. The strategy context is a reflection of the behavior
of actors in the implementation process. A variety of cognitive views of actors is an important aspect
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of the implementation process that needs to be carefully addressed. Limited attention to these aspects
and pattern variation in different organizational contexts can affect the context-driven attributes of
the implementation process and cause a deficiency in attributes of strategic layers (completeness,
consistency, plausibility, and reliability) through variation in the implementation process at the micro
level. To achieve completeness, consistency, plausibility, and reliability of the implemented strategy,
cumulative knowledge needs to be represented and managed effectively to ensure the quality and
availability of knowledge that is developed in a recursive, interactive, and evolutionary manner.
In addition, strategy knowledge should be bounded by strategy context and represented in a way that
ensures control of the variety of viewpoints derived from the sense-making process at the micro level
of implementation.

Studies in the literature analyzed the concepts of actor’s cognition and control of variety.
Approaches to cognitive actors were defined in [122] with a differentiation between hard, objective,
and quantitative information processing, and in [123] they were seen as soft, subjective, and qualitative
sense-making approaches. The research in the field has led to a concept of cognitive mapping [124],
and qualitative methodologies such as ethnography and discourse analysis [125].

To address these attributes and associated challenges in this layer, higher education institutes
should adopt a unified modeling language, reconstruct and model the strategy using a standard
approach with a unified taxonomy to automate the implementation process, and have a context-driven
strategy with control of cognitive variation.

6.2. Representation Layer

In the representation layer, control of cognitive views is a key quality attribute that links the
knowledge of strategy actors to the actual operation in the implementation journey. In this layer,
the actions of actors and the decision-making process should be based on reliable knowledge that
is available and shared across higher education institutes. This knowledge should be represented
in a way that is understandable to all actors when it is needed, to ensure the implementation of
the right patterns of strategy. Not addressing the variety of actors’ cognitive views in strategy
implementation will impact the context and therefore lead to implementation patterns varying from
intended goals and objectives. Strategists need to carefully represent the strategy context based on
reliable knowledge through a systematic approach and adopt a mechanism as in other fields, such
as knowledge management and governance frameworks, applying associated information systems
and computational models to strategy knowledge and actors’ cognition representation to ensure a
context-driven implementation process.

6.3. Operational Layer

The actual implementation of higher education strategy occurs at the operational level. In this
layer, the strategy is translated into executable projects and operation tasks to reformulate it, reconfigure
the structure considering its culture, and then systematically measuring the performance toward its
goal [97]. Control of cognitive views plays a prominent role in the operation level of implementation
to govern the translation of represented strategy into executable projects and operation tasks at the
micro level. Thus, actions and decisions of strategy actors need to be measurable and traceable.
Higher education institutes are surrounded by dynamic and changing environments, which requires
them to continually review their strategy to constantly accumulate, integrate, and update their
knowledge resource capabilities in order to achieve strategy objectives [23–26]. Failing to realize that
any change to the strategy requires a change in the operation level is the biggest blind spot of strategic
management [97]. Strategy implementation should not be considered as a static process. One of the
implications of strategy implementation is related to the need for tracking and timely responses to
continuous changes while considering the lack of knowledge about the environment, which features
complexity and uncertainty along with cognitive limitations of decision-makers [28]. As the research
results indicate, conventional management approaches cannot effectively model and analyze the
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impact of such dynamics specifically in real time. They are not capable of dealing with multiple
interdependent activities involved in strategy implementation. Therefore, traceability is considered an
essential quality attribute for successful implementation of higher education strategy, which requires
the application of an advanced model, tools, and technology.

Information systems researchers should provide advanced solutions using computational
models to address these quality attributes and effectively translate the strategy building blocks
into actionable tactics at the micro level to ensure the proper operation management of the strategy
implementation process.

6.4. Sustainability Layer

In the proposed model, this layer consists of three attributes that promote the sustainability of
higher education strategy. The resiliency attribute can be considered as an adaptation that is defined as
the ability to absorb change [119] and return to balance after temporary disruption [120]. The resiliency
and flexibility attributes make up the agility capability of strategy implementation. One prominent
value of agility is the capability of handling adaptation to chaos and self-organizing to contribute
to the higher education strategy implementation process by counterbalancing sustainability and
representation. This part of the model needs further research in the field of computational modeling,
such as complex adaptive systems and their influence on optimizing strategy implementation.

Reviewing the linkage between the four layers of the model shows that there are three connector
attributes: context-driven, control of cognitive views, and readiness for change. These attributes and
their relationships are deemed to be the backbone of sustainability of the higher education strategy
implementation process.

The context-driven attribute is among the attributes of the modeling layer, and it affects and
is affected by the attributes of the presentational layer. The context of strategy is transformed into
executable form through actors’ cognition, where control of cognitive views should take place to
control the variety of viewpoints. These viewpoints depend on the knowledge that comes from the
strategy context, which in turn needs to remain and be bounded through controlling attributes in the
operational layer: measurability, traceability, certainty, and predictability.

The strategy actors are cognitive workers. They interpret data and information, understand and
interact with the operational environment, analyze the situation, and take action based on the available
knowledge. Their decisions not only depend on explicit knowledge, but also on their experience,
background, relationships, and emotions. They carry out and make sense of the processes and work
items that are under their responsibility and evaluate their decisions based on their viewpoint of the
strategy context. Thus, to ensure sustainable higher education strategy, the cognitive workers’ actions
and decisions should be governed and controlled through measurable and traceable processes, along
with alignment with certain and predictable events and outcomes. This control of cognitive variety
leads to the third connector of the strategy implementation backbone, readiness for change.

However, as the strategy implementation process has not been well addressed in the literature [22],
computational models and information system capabilities have not been effectively utilized in
designing and modeling the process and providing a common language with computer-aided tools to
leverage its execution [37,38,126].

6.5. Influence of Automated Technologies on Quality and Sustainability of Higher Education Strategy

The proposed model identifies quality attributes and associated challenges in strategy
implementation through the models’ layers in the sense of quality. These challenges are mainly
related to process modeling, dynamic complexity, and cognitive limitations. Traditional approaches
to strategy have been greatly criticized with respect to dynamic complexities [30,42]. They are
not capable of dealing with the interdependencies and interactions of multiple factors involved in
strategy implementation [37]. Considering the complex and dynamic environment along with the
cognitive limitations of the strategists mentioned in bounded rationality [29], and misperceiving
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the interdependencies between multiple factors within the dynamic environment and multiloop
feedback [30–33], will create an execution gap and deviation from the intended strategy. Using the
existing strategy models will produce a linear, static, and bounded point of view in terms of time
horizon and systemic scope [34]. In addition, the current strategy models and frameworks mainly focus
on and contribute to the analysis and formulation of the strategy [39,40], and there is no commonly
used framework for modeling strategy implementation [41]. These challenges call for the effective
application of computational models and automated technologies, as they have been important vehicles
for addressing significant organizational issues. The field of information systems can potentially
provide a systematic way of modeling, designing, and visualizing different strategic concepts, as it
has a rich body of knowledge to model concepts, ontology, and artifacts [126,127]. The computational
models of information systems can provide a new perspective and a set of conceptual tools, as they
have the capability to deal with the dynamic complexity of interdependencies among multiple factors
and variables and accumulated cause and effect feedback [30–33]. Thus, the research results suggest
that applying a computational model and automated technologies can overcome the key challenges
associated with the quality attributes of higher education strategy implementation and help HEIs to
achieve the desired level of quality to leverage strategy implementation and promote its sustainability.

To address the quality attributes in the modeling layer, the computational model and automated
technologies can make a great contribution to adopting a unified modeling language and building a
standard approach with a unified taxonomy to automate the strategy implementation process and
have a context-driven strategy with control of cognitive variety as it has done in the field of business
processes management (BPM). Researchers have explored the opportunity to formalize models in
business process management, an established field in information systems research, as there is a need
for a modeling language for business processes that is formal enough and understandable by end
users, not just by domain experts [128], which can transform them into a form that is executable by
computer engines. Information systems have constructed effective modeling languages that have been
successfully executed in various tools and engines, such as Coloured Petri nets [129,130], Business
Process Execution Language (BPEL) [131], Integration Definition for Function Modeling (IDEF0) [132],
Business Process Model and Notation (BPMN) [128], and System Modeling Language (SysML) [133].

In the representation layer, computational models and automated technologies can help strategists
to represent strategy context based on reliable knowledge through systematic approaches and adopt
a mechanism as in other fields, such as knowledge management and governance frameworks, with
associated information system and computational models of strategy knowledge and actors’ cognition
representation to ensure that the implementation process is context-driven and has control of cognition.

In order to implement the strategy in the operational layer, effective tracking and performance
measurement systems need to be robustly applied to know the current status of the higher education
strategy and motivate decision-makers to take timely corrective action. The dynamics of strategy
implementation and the changing environment cause uncertainty in the implementation, which
lead to strategy collapse. In addition, in order to have more in-depth analysis of the dynamic
interdependencies and interactions of quality attributes and associated challenges at the micro level of
strategy implementation, the dynamic relationships of quality attributes should be modeled using
system dynamics to tackle the complexity of the phenomenon and address the interdependent
relationships and interactions of multiple factors and challenges.

At the sustainability layer, applying agent-based and complex network-based models [134] to
model conditional action patterns in strategy implementation [135] will contribute to the field and
overcome challenges associated with resiliency and flexibility attributes such as adaptation, dynamism,
and complexity.

However, the influence of automated technologies on quality attributes is not limited to what has
been mentioned, as the application of computational models and tools in the field of strategy needs
more research [38]. Therefore, the proposed model supports what was suggested in [126], that the
information system and strategic researchers together should investigate more strategy notions and the
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use of technology in the process of crafting strategic business concepts [126]. This research claims that
the field of information systems is well equipped to make substantial inroads in promoting the quality
and sustainability of higher education strategy, addressing the challenges involved, and optimizing
the outcome.

7. Contributions of this Study

As a step toward bridging the gap between the fields of strategy implementation and information
systems in adopting automated technology in strategy implementation, this research generates a
descriptive and explanatory model for strategy quality attributes in higher education using grounded
theory, which entails the implementation of automated technology. The research results contribute to
both the information systems and strategy fields. The strategy quality attributes model helps higher
education institutes (HEIs) to identify the challenges involved in strategy implementation through its
implementation layers and their relationships in the sense of quality and sustainability, which can
be interpreted and understood in business and IT. Strategy implementation is a series of actions and
reactions over time [27], so predefined quality attributes in each layer of implementation provide
comprehensive insight into how to obtain sustainability in higher education strategy implementation
and overcome challenges associated with the process using the capabilities of information systems and
computational models.

Strategy is translated and interpreted across different levels and divisions in higher education
institutes. Hence, the strategy context changes and cannot be clearly represented and implemented
as planned. The heterogeneity in the strategy context is associated with differences in higher
education institutes’ contexts and settings, and actors’ cognitive views, which is the main cause of
the implementation gap and the deviation from intended strategy. A new management framework
is required to combine and control changes in different management and operational systems [136].
The proposed model provides a clear connection between modeling and operational layers, as failing
to realize that any change to the strategy requires a change in the operational level is the biggest
blind spot of strategic management [97]. In the proposed model, achieving connected, context-driven,
tactical variety and readiness for change quality attributes, implementation layers and all other quality
attributes can fill the gap between strategy and operation and ensure successful implementation of
intended goals and objectives. In addition, iterative cycles and counterbalancing provide the capability
to optimize the implementation over time through the sustainability layer, which enables the agility and
sustainability of the implementation. The lack of such an exercise may lead to undesired performance
despite the use of advanced performance and control management tools.

The research findings in terms of strategy modeling identify the need for unified modeling languages
for strategy implementation. To achieve quality attributes in the modeling layer and consequently in other
layers, implementation needs to be modeled using a standard approach with a unified taxonomy in order
to have consistent, complete, plausible, and reliable strategy. However, there is no agreed-upon, generally
accepted, and dominant framework in strategy implementation [39,41]. To fill this gap, the research
results suggest that information systems and computational modeling capabilities should provide a
systematic approach for strategists to formalize the strategy implementation process and assist in modeling,
representation, and visualizing different strategic concepts and notations. The capabilities of computational
modeling can also provide algorithms for the implementation process that can translate these models to a
form that is executable by various computer engines.

This research contributes to the fields of both information systems and strategy management by
introducing a model of key quality attributes for sustainable higher education strategy implementation,
categorizes them into four layers of execution, and determines their interrelationships. The study
also demonstrates the challenges associated with these attributes, which entail the implementation
of automated technology. The model provides a blueprint for information systems that can help to
identify potential areas where information system capabilities can make a significant contribution to
strategy implementation of higher education in both academic and practical domains.
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8. Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research

It is difficult to make a universal model for key quality attributes of strategy implementation
that entails automated technology and ensures sustainability. However, this study has attempted to
synergize and integrate multiple research methods to increase the significance of the findings. Key
quality attributes are contextual in higher education strategy, and validating the study’s findings would
therefore require extended research in different contexts and settings. The research uses grounded
theory to identify the SQA model, and further quantitative research would be advisable to evaluate the
research results. In addition, since the research result is a conceptual model, future studies may extend
the body of knowledge by empirically applying information systems and computational modeling,
which may provide insights for this study.

The limitations of this research suggest two streams of future research. The first stream is related
to the proposed SQA model, where further quantitative research is advisable to evaluate the results,
and extended research is also possible in different contexts and settings. In addition, identifying
key quality attributes for strategy in the early stage of implementation would help strategists and
their teams to clarify and understand the required processes and decisions to proactively deal with
challenges associated with quality attributes for the context under study.

The second stream is related to solutions that can be provided to overcome challenges involved in
obtaining strategy quality attributes. An executable framework for the strategy implementation process
using information systems design theory can contribute to the body of knowledge of information
systems and strategy implementation and provide insight into how to successfully obtain strategy
quality attributes. Moreover, this research explains the need for a unified modeling language for
strategy implementation. Thus, advanced research is required to develop a formal modeling language
for the strategy implementation process with unified syntax and semantics. In addition, the SQA model
illustrates the importance of agility, which comes from the resiliency and flexibility quality attributes
and the significant counterbalance between sustainability and representation layers, and how the
computational model can be applied to adopt a strategy with emerging changes to ensure sustainability.
Therefore, applied sciences research is significant to provide an application of information systems and
computational model capabilities in the context of the agility of strategy implementation.

9. Conclusions

Obtaining a sustainable higher education strategy requires greater attention to some major
paradigm shifts in the higher education domain, as well as in the planning techniques and approaches [8].
Higher education plays a prominent role in the promotion of sustainable development [7]. It is the core of
education, around which the whole education system revolves [8]. Globally, HEIs are facing challenges
in terms of quality [8,11]. Ensuring quality education is necessary to secure future prosperity and
promote sustainable development [12]. This research studied the challenges facing the implementation
of higher education strategy in Saudi Arabia in terms of quality and sustainability in response to
repeated calls addressing the need to advance the quality of higher education in the country and align
it with economic and labor market needs [5,15–18]. However, decisions about implementing strategy
that influence higher education, if they are not based on adequate information and effective tools,
could affect its sustainability and many other sustainability goals.

This research is a step toward a more effective application of computational models and information
systems capabilities in higher education strategy implementation through a critical analysis of the
quality attributes of the implementation process in order to promote its automation and overcome the
challenges. Successful implementation of higher education strategy is significant in building human
capital and a knowledge-based economy to promote sustainable development in Saudi Arabia.

The study of the computational strategy implementation process provides a new understanding
of how to adopt automated technology and computational models in higher education strategy to
obtain its sustainability. The research generates a descriptive and explanatory model for deeper and
more critical quality attributes to provide a comprehensive and holistic view of challenges facing
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higher education strategy implementation in the sense of quality to identify areas for improvement
prior to applying a computational model solution to the implementation process. The introduced
strategy quality attributes model identifies strategy implementation quality attributes, categorizes
them into specific categories, and determines their interrelationships through implementation layers:
modeling, representational, operational, and sustainability. The model is intended to be a blueprint for
information systems researchers to identify potential areas where information systems capabilities can
make a significant contribution to higher education strategy implementation.

Applying automated technologies and computational models can overcome challenges associated
with quality attributes and ensure the quality and sustainability of higher education strategy.
A preliminary analysis of the proposed model shows the potential influence of automated technologies
and computational models on the quality attributes as follows:

• In the modeling layer, HEIs need to adopt a unified modeling language and build a standard
approach with a unified taxonomy to automate the strategy implementation process and have a
context-driven strategy with control of cognitive variety.

• In the representation layer, computational models and automated technologies can help strategists
to represent strategy context based on reliable knowledge through a systematic approach
and adopt a mechanism for knowledge management governance frameworks and actors’
cognition representation to ensure that the implementation process is context-driven and has
cognitive control.

• In the operational layer, advanced computational modeling of system dynamics needs to be
robustly applied to tackle the dynamic complexity of the strategy implementation process,
determine the current and future status of higher education strategy, motivate decision-makers to
take timely corrective action, and control the cognitive variety at the micro level of implementation.

• In the sustainability layer, agent-based and complex network-based models can be applied
to model conditional action patterns in strategy implementation and overcome the challenges
associated with resiliency and flexibility such as adaptation, dynamism, and complexity.

However, the influence of automated technologies on quality attributes is not limited to the above,
as applying computational models and tools in the field of strategy needs more research [38]. Therefore,
information systems and strategic researchers together should investigate more strategy notions and
the use of automated technologies in the process of crafting higher education strategy.
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50. Dorčák, P.; Paetsch, M.; Pollák, F. Towards Improving the Quality of the Strategy Process. Ijbea 2017, 1, 74–85.
51. Sminia, H. Process research in strategy formation: Theory, methodology and relevance. Int. J. Manag. Rev.

2009, 11, 97–125. [CrossRef]
52. Charmaz, K. Constructing Grounded Theory: A Practical Guide through Qualitative Analysis; Sage: Thousand

Oaks, CA, USA, 2006.
53. Fernández, W.D. The grounded theory method and case study data in IS research: Issues and design. In Information

Systems Foundations Workshop: Constructing and Criticising; Anu E-press: Canberra, Australia, 2004.
54. Lehmann, H. Grounded Theory and Information Systems: Are We Missing the Point? In Proceedings of

the 2010 43rd Hawaii International Conference on System Sciences, Honolulu, HI, USA, 5–8 January 2010;
pp. 1–11.

55. Seidel, S.; Urquhart, C. On emergence and forcing in information systems grounded theory studies: The case
of Strauss and Corbin. In Enacting Research Methods in Information Systems; Springer: Berlin, Germany, 2016;
Volume 1, pp. 157–209.

56. Urquhart, C.; Lehmann, H.; Myers, M.D. Putting the theory back into grounded theory: Guidelines for
grounded theory studies in information systems. Inf. Syst. J. 2010, 20, 357–381. [CrossRef]

57. Birks, D.F.; Fernandez, W.; Levina, N.; Nasirin, S. Grounded theory method in information systems research:
Its nature, diversity and opportunities. Eur. J. Inf. Syst. 2013, 22, 1–8. [CrossRef]

58. Matavire, R.; Brown, I. Profiling grounded theory approaches in information systems research. Eur. J. Inf.
Syst. 2013, 22, 119–129. [CrossRef]

59. Urquhart, C.; Fernandez, W. Grounded theory method: The researcher as blank slate and other myths.
ICIS 2006 Proc. 2006, 31, 457–464.

60. Wiesche, M.; Jurisch, M.C.; Yetton, P.W.; Krcmar, H. Grounded theory methodology in information systems
research. MIS Q. 2017, 41, 685–701. [CrossRef]

61. Myers, M.D.; Avison, D. Qualitative Research in Information Systems: A Reader; Sage: Thousand Oaks, CA,
USA, 2002.

62. Goulielmos, M. Systems development approach: Transcending methodology. Inf. Syst. J. 2004, 14, 363–386.
[CrossRef]

63. Gregor, S. The nature of theory in information systems. MIS Q. 2006, 30, 30,611–642. [CrossRef]
64. Glaser, B.G.; Strauss, A.L.; Strutzel, E. The discovery of grounded theory; strategies for qualitative research.

Nurs. Res. 1968, 17, 364. [CrossRef]
65. Glaser, B.G. Theoretical Sensitivity: Advances in the Methodology of Grounded Theory; The Sociology Press:

Mill Valley, CA, USA, 1978.

http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/00251740310499555
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.mar.2012.05.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.eswa.2006.05.018
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10270-012-0290-8
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.orp.2015.05.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/JEIM-09-2013-0071
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2370.2008.00253.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2575.2009.00328.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/ejis.2012.48
http://dx.doi.org/10.1057/ejis.2011.35
http://dx.doi.org/10.25300/MISQ/2017/41.3.02
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1365-2575.2004.00175.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/25148742
http://dx.doi.org/10.1097/00006199-196807000-00014


Sustainability 2020, 12, 1881 21 of 23

66. Charmaz, K. Loss of self: A fundamental form of suffering in the chronically ill. Ociology Health Illn. 1983, 5,
168–195. [CrossRef]

67. Charmaz, K.; Smith, J.A.; Harre, R.; van Langenhove, L.J.G.T.L. Rethinking Methods in Psychology; Sage:
Thousand Oaks, CA, USA, 1995.

68. Charmaz, K. Discovering chronic illness: Using grounded theory. Soc. Sci. Med. 1990, 30, 1161–1172.
[CrossRef]

69. Hambrick, D.C.; Mason, P.A. The Organization as a Reflection of Its Top Managers. In Academy of Management
Proceedings; Academy of Management Briarcliff Manor: New York, NY, USA, 1982; Volume 1982, pp. 12–16.

70. Wiersema, M.F.; Bantel, K.A. Top management team demography and corporate strategic change.
Acad. Manag. J. 1992, 35, 91–121.

71. Balogun, J.; Johnson, G. From intended strategies to unintended outcomes: The impact of change recipient
sensemaking. Organ. Stud. 2005, 26, 1573–1601. [CrossRef]

72. Avan de Ven, H.; Poole, M.S. Explaining development and change in organizations. Acad. Manag. Rev. 1995,
20, 510–540. [CrossRef]

73. Das, T.; Teng, B.S. Cognitive biases and strategic decision processes: An integrative perspective. J. Manag. Stud.
1999, 36, 757–778. [CrossRef]

74. Dess, G.G.; Miller, A. Strategic Management; McGraw-Hill: New York, NY, USA, 1996.
75. Walton, D.; Tindale, C.W.; Gordon, T.F. Applying recent argumentation methods to some ancient examples

of plausible reasoning. Argumentation 2014, 28, 85–119. [CrossRef]
76. Hutzschenreuter, T.; Kleindienst, I. Strategy-process research: What have we learned and what is still to be

explored. J. Manag. 2006, 32, 673–720. [CrossRef]
77. Amjad, M. Towards Competitive Theorizing of Strategy Implementation Process–Empirical Evidence from Applying

the RBV Lens on Implementation Process; University of Central Lancashire: Preston, UK, 2013.
78. Narayanan, V.K.; Colwell, K.; Douglas, F.L. Building organizational and scientific platforms in the

pharmaceutical industry: A process perspective on the development of dynamic capabilities. Br. J. Manag.
2009, 20, S25–S40. [CrossRef]

79. Meyer, A.D.; Tsui, A.S.; Hinings, C.R. Configurational approaches to organizational analysis. Acad. Manag. J.
1993, 36, 1175–1195.

80. Pettigrew, A.M. The character and significance of strategy process research. Strateg. Manag. J. 1992, 13, 5–16.
[CrossRef]

81. Van de Ven, A.H.; Poole, M.S. Alternative approaches for studying organizational change. Organ. Stud. 2005,
26, 1377–1404. [CrossRef]

82. Kogut, B.; Zander, U. Knowledge of the firm, combinative capabilities, and the replication of technology.
Organ. Sci. 1992, 3, 383–397. [CrossRef]

83. Alyoubi, B.A. Decision support system and knowledge-based strategic management. Procedia Comput. Sci.
2015, 65, 278–284. [CrossRef]

84. Mintzberg, H. The fall and rise of strategic planning. Harv. Bus. Rev. 1994, 72, 107–114.
85. Boland, R.J., Jr.; Tenkasi, R.V. Perspective making and perspective taking in communities of knowing.

Organ. Sci. 1995, 6, 350–372.
86. Weick, K.E. Sensemaking in Organizations; Sage: Thousand Oaks, CA, USA, 1995.
87. Markus, M.L.; Majchrzak, A.; Gasser, L. A design theory for systems that support emergent knowledge

processes. MIS Q. 2002, 26, 179–212.
88. Baligh, H.H.; Burton, R.M.; Obel, B. Organizational consultant: Creating a useable theory for organizational

design. Manag. Sci. 1996, 42, 1648–1662. [CrossRef]
89. El Sawy, O.A.; Bowles, G. Redesigning the customer support process for the electronic economy: Insights

from storage dimensions. MIS Q. 1997, 21, 457–483. [CrossRef]
90. Hutchins, E. The Social Organization of Distributed Cognition. Am. Psychol. Assoc. 1991. [CrossRef]
91. Converse, S.; Cannon-Bowers, J.; Salas, E. Shared mental models in expert team decision making. Curr. Issues

1993, 221, 221–246.
92. Noble, C.H. Building the strategy implementation network. Bus. Horiz. 1999, 42, 19. [CrossRef]
93. Regnér, P. Strategy creation in the periphery: Inductive versus deductive strategy making. J. Manag. Stud.

2003, 40, 57–82. [CrossRef]

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/1467-9566.ep10491512
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0277-9536(90)90256-R
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0170840605054624
http://dx.doi.org/10.5465/amr.1995.9508080329
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/1467-6486.00157
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10503-013-9306-y
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0149206306291485
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-8551.2008.00611.x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/smj.4250130903
http://dx.doi.org/10.1177/0170840605056907
http://dx.doi.org/10.1287/orsc.3.3.383
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.procs.2015.09.079
http://dx.doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.42.12.1648
http://dx.doi.org/10.2307/249723
http://dx.doi.org/10.1037/10096-012
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0007-6813(99)80034-2
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/1467-6486.t01-1-00004


Sustainability 2020, 12, 1881 22 of 23

94. Johnson, G.; Melin, L.; Whittington, R. Micro strategy and strategizing: Towards an activity-based view.
J. Manag. Stud. 2003, 40, 3–22. [CrossRef]

95. Katz, S.; Grösser, S.N. Explicate the links between external trends, stakeholder objectives, and an organization’s
strategy by an augmented Balanced Scorecard. SEM Radar 2013, 12, 29–47.

96. Schwenke, M.; Grösser, S.N. Modellbasiertes Management für Dynamische Problemstellungen zur Erweiterung
Statischer Managementwerkzeuge; Dunker & Humblot: Berlin, Germany, 2014.

97. Morgan, M.; Malek, W.A.; Levitt, R.E. Executing Your Strategy; Harvard Business School Press: Boston, MA,
USA, 2008.

98. Kaplan, R.S.; Kaplan, R.E.; Norton, D.P.; Norton, D.P.; Davenport, T.H. Strategy Maps: Converting Intangible
Assets into Tangible Outcomes; Harvard Business Press: Boston, MA, USA, 2004.

99. Osborne, D.; Gaebler, T. Reinventing Government: How the Entrepreneurial Spirit is Transforming the Public Sector;
Addison-Wesley: New York, NY, USA, 1992.

100. Poister, T.H. Measuring Performance in Public and Nonprofit Organizations; John Wiley & Sons: Hoboken, NJ,
USA, 2008.

101. Warren, K. The dynamics of strategy. Bus. Strategy Rev. 1999, 10, 1–16. [CrossRef]
102. Forrester, J.W. Industrial Dynamics; MIT Press: Cambridge, MA, USA, 1961.
103. Mintzberg, H. Patterns in strategy formation. Manag. Sci. 1978, 24, 934–948. [CrossRef]
104. Van der Heijden, K. Scenarios: The Art of Strategic Conversation; John Wiley & Sons: Hoboken, NJ, USA, 2011.
105. Aaker, D.A.; Mascarenhas, B. The need for strategic flexibility. J. Bus. Strategy 1984, 5, 74–82. [CrossRef]
106. Hayes, R.H.; Abernathy, W.J. Managing our way to economic decline. Harv. Bus. Rev. 1980, 58, 5142039.
107. Williams, T.; Worley, C.G.; Lawler, E.E., III. The agility factor. In The Agility Factor: Building Adaptable

Organizations for Superior Performance; John Wiley & Sons: Hoboken, NJ, USA, 2013; Volume 15, pp. 1–9.
108. Eppink, D.J. Planning for strategic flexibility. Long Range Plan. 1978, 11, 9–15. [CrossRef]
109. Sanchez, R. Strategic flexibility in product competition. Strateg. Manag. J. 1995, 16, 135–159. [CrossRef]
110. Zhou, K.Z.; Wu, F. Technological capability, strategic flexibility, and product innovation. Strateg. Manag. J.

2010, 31, 547–561. [CrossRef]
111. Li, Y.; Liu, Y.; Duan, Y.; Li, M. Entrepreneurial orientation, strategic flexibilities and indigenous firm

innovation in transitional China. Int. J. Technol. Manag. 2008, 41, 223–246. [CrossRef]
112. Hamlin, R.; Henry, J.; Cuthbert, R. Acquiring market flexibility via niche portfolios: The case of Fisher &

Paykel Appliance Holdings Ltd. Eur. J. Mark. 2012, 46, 1302–1319.
113. Combe, I.A.; Rudd, J.M.; Leeflang, P.S.; Greenley, G.E. Antecedents to strategic flexibility: Management

cognition, firm resources and strategic options. Eur. J. Mark. 2012, 46, 1320–1339. [CrossRef]
114. Shimizu, K.; Hitt, M.A. Strategic flexibility: Organizational preparedness to reverse ineffective strategic

decisions. Acad. Manag. Perspect. 2004, 18, 44–59. [CrossRef]
115. Hitt, M.A.; Keats, B.W.; DeMarie, S.M. Navigating in the new competitive landscape: Building strategic

flexibility and competitive advantage in the 21st century. Acad. Manag. Perspect. 1998, 12, 22–42. [CrossRef]
116. Nadkarni, S.; Narayanan, V.K. Strategic schemas, strategic flexibility, and firm performance: The moderating

role of industry clockspeed. Strateg. Manag. J. 2007, 28, 243–270. [CrossRef]
117. Sushil, S. Strategic flexibility: The evolving paradigm of strategic management. Glob. J. Flex. Syst. Manag.

2015, 16, 113–114. [CrossRef]
118. Ramirez, A.M.; Morales, V.J.G.; Aranda, D.A. Knowledge creation and flexibility of distribution of information.

Ind. Manag. Data Syst. 2012, 112, 166–185. [CrossRef]
119. Holling, C.S. Resilience and stability of ecological systems. Annu. Rev. Ecol. Syst. 1973, 4, 1–23. [CrossRef]
120. Bhamra, R.; Dani, S.; Burnard, K. Resilience: The concept, a literature review and future directions. Int. J.

Prod. Res. 2011, 49, 5375–5393. [CrossRef]
121. Hamel, G.; Valikangas, L. The quest for resilience. Rev. Fac. Derecho Cienc. Económicas Empresariales 2004,

62, 355–358.
122. Lant, T.K.; Shapira, Z. Organizational Cognition: Computation and Interpretation; Psychology Press: Hove, East

Sussex, UK, 2000.
123. Daft, R.L.; Weick, K.E. Toward a model of organizations as interpretation systems. Acad. Manag. Rev. 1984, 9,

284–295. [CrossRef]
124. Eden, C.; Ackermann, F.; Cropper, S. The analysis of cause maps. J. Manag. Stud. 1992, 29, 309–324. [CrossRef]

http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/1467-6486.t01-2-00002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/1467-8616.00107
http://dx.doi.org/10.1287/mnsc.24.9.934
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/eb039060
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/0024-6301(78)90002-X
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/smj.4250160921
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/smj.830
http://dx.doi.org/10.1504/IJTM.2008.015993
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/03090561211248053
http://dx.doi.org/10.5465/ame.2004.15268683
http://dx.doi.org/10.5465/ame.1998.1333922
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/smj.576
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s40171-015-0095-z
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/02635571211204245
http://dx.doi.org/10.1146/annurev.es.04.110173.000245
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/00207543.2011.563826
http://dx.doi.org/10.5465/amr.1984.4277657
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/j.1467-6486.1992.tb00667.x


Sustainability 2020, 12, 1881 23 of 23

125. Heracleous, L.; Barrett, M. Organizational change as discourse: Communicative actions and deep structures
in the context of information technology implementation. Acad. Manag. J. 2001, 44, 755–778.

126. Osterwalder, A.; Pigneur, Y. Designing business models and similar strategic objects: The contribution of IS.
J. Assoc. Inf. Syst. 2012, 14, 3. [CrossRef]

127. Eppler, M.J.; Platts, K.W. Visual strategizing: The systematic use of visualization in the strategic-planning
process. Long Range Plan. 2009, 42, 42–74. [CrossRef]

128. Chinosi, M.; Trombetta, A. BPMN: An introduction to the standard. Comput. Stand. Interfaces 2012, 31,
124–134. [CrossRef]

129. Mahdavi, I.; Mohebbi, S.; Zandakbari, M.; Cho, N.; Mahdavi-Amiri, N. Agent-based web service for the
design of a dynamic coordination mechanism in supply networks. J. Intell. Manuf. 2009, 20, 757. [CrossRef]

130. Pla, A.; Gay, P.; Meléndez, J.; López, B. Petri net-based process monitoring: A workflow management system
for process modelling and monitoring. J. Intell. Manuf. 2014, 25, 539–554. [CrossRef]

131. Herrera, V.V.; Ramos, A.V.; Lastra, J.L.M. An agent-based system for orchestration support of web
service-enabled devices in discrete manufacturing systems. J. Intell. Manuf. 2012, 23, 2681–2702. [CrossRef]

132. Watanabe, K.; Mikoshiba, S.; Tateyama, T.; Shimomura, Y. Service process simulation for integrated service
evaluation. J. Intell. Manuf. 2012, 23, 1379–1388. [CrossRef]

133. Friedenthal, S.; Moore, A.; Steiner, R. Omg systems modeling language (omg sysml™) tutorial. INCOSE Intl.
Symp. 2006, 9, 65–67. [CrossRef]

134. Niazi, M.A. Towards a novel unified framework for developing formal, network and validated agent-based
simulation models of complex adaptive systems. arXiv 2017, arXiv:1708.02357.

135. Axelrod, R.M.; Axelrod, R.; Cohen, M.D. Harnessing Complexity; Basic Books: New York, NY, USA, 2001.
136. Kaplan, R.S.; Norton, D.P. Using the Balanced Scorecard as a Strategic Management System; Harvard business

Review Boston: Boston, MA, USA, 1996.

© 2020 by the authors. Licensee MDPI, Basel, Switzerland. This article is an open access
article distributed under the terms and conditions of the Creative Commons Attribution
(CC BY) license (http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/).

http://dx.doi.org/10.17705/1jais.00333
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.lrp.2008.11.005
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.csi.2011.06.002
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10845-008-0173-6
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10845-012-0704-z
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10845-011-0539-z
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s10845-010-0497-x
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/j.2334-5837.2008.tb00914.x
http://creativecommons.org/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.

	Introduction 
	Background 
	Methodology 
	Data Collection 
	Data Analysis 
	Model Scale-Up and Validation 

	Research Questions and Objectives 
	Research Results 
	Modeling Layer 
	Consistency 
	Completeness 
	Reliability 
	Plausibility 

	Representation Layer 
	Context-Driven 
	Knowledge Quality and Availability 
	Control of Cognitive Views 

	Operational Layer 
	Traceability 
	Measurability 
	Predictability 
	Certainty 

	Sustainability Layer 
	Readiness for Change 
	Flexibility 
	Resilience 


	Discussion 
	Modeling Layer 
	Representation Layer 
	Operational Layer 
	Sustainability Layer 
	Influence of Automated Technologies on Quality and Sustainability of Higher Education Strategy 

	Contributions of this Study 
	Limitations and Suggestions for Future Research 
	Conclusions 
	References

