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For more than 20 years Lucas Zinner is dedicated to
research and research policy and is currently Head of the
Research Services and Career Development Department
of the University of Vienna. After conducting research in
Mathematics and working in the Austrian Science
Foundation, he returned to the University of Vienna in 2004
and helped establish the Research Services and
Technology Transfer Department. Since 2007 he has been
in charge of setting up the university-wide Centre for
Doctoral Studies. Lucas is involved in many international
projects related to the Research - Education - Innovation
triangle such as the EUCHINADOC project. He is actively
participating in international conferences and was invited
as a speaker, e.g. at the University Business Forum 2013,
the 2013 Meeting of the Council of Deans and Directors of
Graduate Research in Australia, at EUA-CDE and UKCGE in
2015 or PraxisUnico in 2016. Moreover, lLucas was
delegated by the Austrian Ministry to the ERA Working
Group on Innovative Doctoral Training of the European
Commission, and he has experience in acting as a
facilitator and trainer in workshops for PhD supervisors. As
coordinator of the EU funded LLP Project PRIDE dealing
with the professionalization of staff supporting doctoral
education at higher education institutions, Lucas prepared
the basis to establish the international PRIDE Network
Association for Professionals in Doctoral Education and is
currently acting as its president.
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In your opinion, what is digital transformation?

Digital transformation mainly concerns the use of new
technologies to improve traditionally manual or analogue
processes and much more. We are all experiencing how the
digital transformation has changed large parts of society. Digital
media and communications have transformed our institutions,
working environments, service and production processes and
everyday life to such an extent that the terms "analogue” and
‘digital"” have often become inadequate as descriptive
categories. Instead, they are almost inseparably interwoven in
many areas of life and activities. This also applies to most core
tasks and processes at universities as those institutions that
generate knowledge and disseminate knowledge. | don't see
digital transformation as a threat but primarily an opportunity
that we as universities should take critically, reflectively with
reference to our value system.
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"l don’t see digital
transformation as a threat but
primarily an opportunity that we
as universities should take
critically, reflectively with
reference to our value system."
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What is the impact of digital transformation on universities?

Digital transformation at universities enabled us to
function relatively well as universities during the COVID-
19 pandemic and, in particular, to maintain teaching.
However, digital transformation is not just about being
able to respond to the recent and perhaps future crises. In
research, the use of digital technologies is already part of
everyday life. For example, the use of digital technologies
ranges already from digital archives to explorative
research using big data. Digital communication and data
handling have led to improvements in administrative
processes. Digital media and communications are putting
the exchange of knowledge with society on a new footing.

Generally speaking, digital transformation can help
universities to become more efficient, innovative and
creative. It leads, for example, to new forms of
collaboration and communication, and also to new
formats for the co-production of knowledge. This is
because the Internet enables new active forms of shared
knowledge creation. Platforms such as Wikipedia and
Twitter, offerings such as Google Drive, and academic
networks such as ResearchGate show how digital media
have changed the generation of new knowledge, its
consolidation and dissemination.

As you can see from these examples, digital
transformation is not something that a university can
avoid. Rather, the university should shape the
transformation.

In addition, the wuniversity is not isolated from its
environment. Outside our own institution, we are seeing
the  continued development of powerful new
communications technologies, the exploration of Big Data
and its opportunities and risks, including its ethically
questionable uses, the role of for-profit digital giants, and
the new relationship of citizens to information and
knowledge. The rapid pace at which technology is
impacting practices and organizations is also creating
uncertainty and needs to be considered and taken
seriously, especially by leaders.
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Can you offer some concrete examples of how digital
transformation affects different areas of the
university?

In research, the availability of big data has led to a
growing interest in methods for data mining, processing
and analyzing, recognizing patterns, and visualizing
information. The size of the data volumes, the speed
with which data can be generated and processed, their
diversity in type and format, and analyzing, recognizing
patterns, and visualizing information. The size of the data
volumes, the speed with which data can be generated
and processed, their diversity in type and format, and the
quality and added value of the data provide researchers
with entirely new opportunities and challenges. This
requires new competencies as well as technical
infrastructures. Topics in this context include data
management, FAIRData, Open Data, Data Science etc.

In connection with the teaching area, there are tools
such as a centralised student lifecycle management
system, which are based on new technologies and
enhance the user interface and allow students to
individualize their learning paths. Learning analytics and
predictive analytics are also being used to better
understand and continuously improve the teaching and
learning experience. Interactive project spaces will be
needed to foster collaboration between students
supplemented with digital media.
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How can universities embrace

transformation in practice?

digital

In administration, it is a matter of offering user-
friendly processes and self-service tools, digitizing
analogue processes, increasing the level of
automation, having data available that can be used
anytime and anywhere and offering cross-
departmental and cross-process applications.

When students carry factual knowledge in their
pockets with them on their smartphones, the
importance of traditional knowledge transfer
diminishes and new understandings of roles enter
teaching. More than ever before, teachers are taking
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on the role of facilitator of individualized learning
processes rather than that of imparter of knowledge.
Students, on the other hand, assume greater personal
responsibility for their learning process.

In addition, the traditional tasks of a teacher are now
divided among several people with different
competencies and functions who jointly design the
teaching. So-called instructional designers support the
pedagogical and didactical design of teaching with their
background in media didactics, programmers provide the
technical infrastructure, teaching assistants can
supervise groups of students, and through guided peer
reviews students themselves can take over part of the
performance review of their fellow students. Embracing
the opportunities of digitization while minimizing the
risks is a central governance and leadership task overall.
The changes are radical and need professional change
management.
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What is the role of leadership in the process of digital
transformation? And what are the potential challenges they
have to face?

The changes in structures, procedures and rules for core
processes require the creation of commitment and
acceptance for new, changed values and everyday practices
on the part of teachers and students, researchers and support
staff, in fact, all stakeholders. If leadership is understood on
the one hand as a relationship process and on the other hand
as a targeted exertion of influence that serves to achieve
specific (organizational) goals, then the role of and mandate
for action on the part of leaders in the context of digital
transformation becomes completely clear.

What is challenging for leaders is that the field of digital
transformation is a new field for universities and it is not
possible to draw on experience. | believe that most of those
responsible for university governance have the appropriate
soft skills to drive digitization forward. Still, there are new
challenges that can't be easily overcome: When you're
planning a new building project or a new degree program, you
know who to ask, who to bring along, how to moderate the
process. But when you want to advance digitization, you often
underestimate it. The challenge is that while digitization also
has to do with technologies and infrastructure issues, it
actually and above all represents a change in organizational
culture. And shaping that is the main task.

Leadership in the age of digitization requires courage, a
passion for innovation, and a willingness to try out new
things. You need change management skills and it takes
a lot of communication. You have to be able to bring
people together. You also have to be able to moderate
processes. But above all, you have to take into account
that the existing governance structures of a university
are ones that come out of a centuries-old tradition, and
that, for example, the educational products we develop
under the heading of digitization are sometimes radically
different and have upset colleagues.

So it's no surprise when, for example, universities like the
Open University UK set up their own company
"FutureLearn" to market their online learning offerings,
such as MOOCs. Traditional parent institutions often
cannot afford this radical innovation process because
they do not have the governance structures to do so.

As a leader, you have to ask yourself from the very
beginning: what products do we want to have in the
future? Which target groups do we want to serve in the
future? What decision-making structures do we want to
establish for this? Communication and participation are
very important here if you want to take such a traditional
organization along with you in change management.
Even if it sounds basal, How can we actually manage to
get digitization on the agenda in a structured and regular
way in decision-making bodies - and not just leave the
conversation, planning and thinking about digital
transformation to chance? And that brings us to what |
consider to be the most important issue in the digital
transformation of universities today: How do we create a
governance structure for digital transformation?
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"Leadership in the age of
digitization requires courage,
a passion for innovation, and
a willingness to try out new
things."
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Which leadership style seems more suitable for dealing with
digital transformation in your opinion?

Supporting  digital  transformation = goes  best  with
transformational leadership styles. This enables and supports
all our stakeholders, students, researcher, teacher and
professionals, in shaping the digital transformation within their
environments.

Following Bernard Bass and Bruce Avolio [1], we can assign the
behaviours of a transformational leader to four categories (so-
called "four I's").

The first one is idealized influence, which is about becoming a
role model of digitalization. The leader not only has integrity
and credibility but he/she also lives digitization, is open to new
innovations and thus becomes a role model for employees to
follow. The second one is inspirational motivation, which is
about increasing the intrinsic motivation of their employees,
highlighting the opportunities without being uncritical of
concerns and risks, and conveying the meaning and
significance of digital transformation, making it clear what is
worth investing time and energy in. The third point is
intellectual stimulation which is about stimulating the creative
and innovative abilities of his/her employees, in particular by
consciously supporting grass-roots initiatives and encouraging
colleagues to challenge the status quo.

And finally, we have individualized consideration, which is
about responding to the individual needs of employees and
different disciplinary cultures, accepting plurality and
strengthening learning from one another.

[11 Bass, B. M., & Avolio, B. J. (1990). Developing
transformational leadership: 1992 and beyond. Journal of
European industrial training
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Do you have other comments on digital transformation
at universities?

We know that university processes can take a very long
time, such as setting up a new degree program.
However, we can't afford that with digitalization issues.
The topic is too 'fast" for that. In fact, all leaders must
become "digital leaders" within the scope of their areas
of responsibility and help initiate the cultural change
necessary for the digital transformation in their
respective positions. This includes study program
directors as well as deans and heads of departments.

And the digital transformation at universities will
continue to change teaching and learning as well as the
experiences of students and teachers in the coming
years, necessitating new teaching offerings that in any
case also reflect ethical dealings, opening up new fields
of research and practices, putting the exchange of
knowledge with society on a new footing, and of course
further modernizing administration, also because we will
know more about ourselves and our core processes.
Thus, digital transformation truly affects all areas of the
university.
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