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Abstract. In the digital economy era, managerial digital leadership plays an in-
creasingly important role in driving corporate sustainability and digital transfor-
mation. While the link between digital leadership and corporate sustainability
performance has attracted academic attention, existing research on this relation-
ship remains limited. This study explores the connection between digital leader-
ship and corporate sustainability performance, introducing business model inno-
vation and organizational resilience as key variables. It hypothesizes that digital
leadership affects sustainability performance through these variables, reviews re-
lated research, develops an integrated model, and offers future research directions
to provide theoretical support.
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1 Introduction

In the digital economy, corporate managers face increasing challenges driven by emerg-
ing technologies, evolving business processes, and intensifying competition. Within
this dynamic landscape, digital leadership has become pivotal in driving organizational
change and enabling digital transformation[1]. Avolio first introduced the concept of
"E-Leadership" to describe the transformative influence of digital technology on lead-
ership practices[2]. Since then, research on digital leadership has expanded signifi-
cantly, yet a unified theoretical framework remains elusive within the academic com-
munity. Mihardjo et al. define digital leadership as a synthesis of transformational lead-
ership and the strategic application of digital technologies[3]. El Sawy describes digital
leadership as the set of actions required to ensure the success of a firm’s digital strategy
within its broader business ecosystem[4]. In essence, managers with digital leadership
skills must continuously adapt their technological expertise, communication capabili-
ties, and managerial approaches to stay aligned with the rapidly evolving context of
digital transformation. Such adaptability is critical for ensuring that organizations not
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only survive but thrive in the digital era. Consequently, digital leadership has emerged
as a key factor in achieving business success in contemporary enterprises.

Sustainable development is defined as "meeting the needs of the present without
compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs." Since the
term’s introduction in the Brundtland Report (1987), research on sustainability has ex-
panded considerably. According to the United Nations Environment Programme
(UNEP, 1991), sustainability entails enhancing human quality of life while preserving
the ecological balance essential for future generations. It involves promoting economic
welfare while addressing social and environmental considerations.

Previous studies have extensively explored digital leadership and corporate sustain-
ability performance as separate topics, but research on the relationship between the two
remains scarce. Moreover, the roles of business model innovation and organizational
resilience in this relationship have received little attention. Therefore, this study aims
to clarify the connection between digital leadership and corporate sustainability perfor-
mance, investigate the intermediary roles of business model innovation and organiza-
tional resilience, and provide theoretical support for future research.

2 Digital Leadership and Corporate Sustainability
Performance

Existing literature on digital leadership and the sustainability of small and medium-
sized enterprises (SMEs) has primarily focused on economic dimensions. Al-Husban
et al. (2021) highlighted that digital leadership exerts both direct and indirect positive
impacts on organizational performance. Alamgir Mollah et al. (2023) corroborated this
finding, demonstrating that digital leadership positively influences sustainability per-
formance in organizations in South Korea. However, according to the Triple Bottom
Line (TBL) framework, businesses are expected to fulfill not only their economic re-
sponsibilities but also their environmental and social obligations. This holistic approach
underscores the need for a broader examination of sustainability performance. Based
on this framework, the current study identifies a gap in research concerning the impact
of digital leadership on the sustainable development of SMEs in developing economies.
Consequently, we hypothesize that digital leadership has a positive effect on the sus-
tainable development of SMEs.

3 The Role of Business Model Innovation in the
Relationship Between Digital Leadership and Corporate
Sustainability Performance

3.1 Digital Leadership and Business Model Innovation

The primary driving force behind Industry 4.0 is the business model, which plays a
crucial role in the digital economy. Business model innovation refers to the process of
restructuring the operational system, which often involves a reconfiguration of existing
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resources and stakeholders. Essentially, it is an innovation-driven process. Based on
previous studies, this paper categorizes business model innovation into three dimen-
sions: value delivery, value creation, and value capture.

Digital leadership influences innovative behaviors, and digital leaders have a signif-
icant impact on fostering innovation. Furthermore, leadership plays a pivotal role in the
execution of business models. Previous research has highlighted that digital leadership
can influence business model innovation in Internet of Things (IoT) companies.

3.2  Business Model Innovation and Corporate Sustainability
Performance

In the digital age, the focus of research on organizational resilience is shifting toward
digital resilience. Gao et al. (2022) found that digital capabilities positively influence
the organizational resilience of small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) in
China[5]. Additionally, organizational digital transformation has a positive effect on
organizational resilience. Despite these findings, there remains a gap in research on
how digital leadership influences the organizational resilience of SMEs. By investigat-
ing digital leadership, we find that digital leadership is understood as the combination
of leadership practices and digital competencies to optimize the benefits of digital tech-
nologies and improve business performance. This concept integrates transformational
leadership with digital skills. Furthermore, digital leadership plays a critical role in the
successful implementation of digital transformation within organizations.

3.3 The Mediating Role of Business Model Innovation

Mitchell and Coles (2003) were among the first to define business model innovation,
describing it as the process by which firms consistently deliver new products and ser-
vices to customers in unique ways [6]. Zott and Amit (2009) identified four core ele-
ments of business model innovation: efficiency, interactivity, lock-in, and innovative-
ness. These elements are widely regarded as key drivers of value creation within busi-
ness models [7]. In general, business models are understood as frameworks through
which firms create, deliver, and capture value.

In recent years, the concept of corporate sustainability has increasingly permeated
discussions surrounding business model innovation. Scholars and practitioners have
gradually recognized the potential of business models to create positive social impacts
or eliminate negative social effects. Stubbs and Cocklin (2008) suggested that current
business models must be transformed to incorporate social and environmental priorities
into organizational sustainability. This transformation necessitates the integration of the
Triple Bottom Line (TBL) principle during business model innovation processes. The
Resource-Based View (RBV) posits that an organization's competitive advantage is de-
rived from its unique, distinctive, and non-substitutable resources. Therefore, an effec-
tive business model innovation can help firms gain a sustainable competitive ad-
vantage, thus promoting corporate sustainability. we hypothesize that business model
innovation has a positive effect on the sustainability of SMEs.
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Digital leadership integrates transformational leadership and digital competencies,
both of which influence business model innovation. This, in turn, affects corporate per-
formance and competitive advantage, thereby impacting organizational sustainability.
Therefore, we posit that digital leadership influences corporate sustainability by affect-
ing business model innovation. Upon reviewing previous literature, we observe that
research on the role of business model innovation in the relationship between digital
leadership and corporate sustainability remains limited. Thus, we hypothesize that busi-
ness model innovation mediates the relationship between digital leadership and corpo-
rate sustainability.

4 The Role of Organizational Resilience in the
Relationship Between Digital Leadership and Corporate
Sustainability Performance

Since Holling (1973) first introduced the concept of resilience, its application has ex-
panded across various disciplines, including ecology, physics, psychology, engineer-
ing, and sociology[8]. In the 1980s, scholars Staw (1981) and Meyer (1982) introduced
the concept of resilience into the field of management, thus initiating a new chapter in
organizational resilience research[9][10]. Organizational resilience is understood as a
firm's ability to recover from adversity, enabling it to quickly regain expected perfor-
mance levels after experiencing external shocks. It is used to explain how organizations
can survive and thrive in adverse or turbulent environments. Corporate sustainability
refers to the process by which firms strive to achieve short-term economic goals while
maintaining sustainable competitive advantages to ensure long-term economic growth.

Resilient organizations, with their heightened awareness and adaptability, are better
positioned to develop digital capabilities, thus maintaining an advantageous position in
the digital age. Resilient organizations are more likely to identify and manage long-
term, intangible, and multidimensional risks effectively, and they are also better
equipped to recognize and address societal and environmental pressures, steering the
organization toward development that aligns with collective interests. Rai et al. (2021)
found that organizational resilience plays a crucial role in enhancing both economic
and social sustainability[11]. Based on the literature reviewed, we conclude that organ-
izational resilience is pivotal to corporate sustainability. Therefore, we hypothesize that
organizational resilience mediates the relationship between digital leadership and cor-
porate sustainability performance.

5 Integrated Framework and Future Research Directions

5.1 Integrated Framework

From the preceding analysis, it is clear that digital leadership is a vital driver of corpo-
rate sustainability performance, with business model innovation and organizational re-
silience playing pivotal mediating roles. On one hand, digital leadership fosters the
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adoption of innovative business model practices, which directly enhance sustaina-
bility

performance. On the other hand, it strengthens organizational resilience, offering
critical support for achieving sustainability goals. Building on these findings, this study
proposes an integrated framework model, as shown in Figure 1. Digital leadership is
categorized into four dimensions: the ability to drive digital mindset transformation,
the ability to build digital resources, the capacity for digital ethics and empathy, and
the capability to implement digital cognition. Business model innovation encompasses
value delivery, value creation, and value capture. Organizational resilience includes
organizational adaptability and the ability to respond to unexpected events. Sustainable
development performance is measured across three dimensions: economic perfor-
mance, social performance, and environmental performance.

Business Model

Innovation \
Sustainable

Development

Digital Leadership

Organizational
Resilience

Fig. 1. Integrated Research Framework

5.2  Future Research Directions

Empirical Research on the Impact of Digital Leadership on Sustainability Perfor-
mance. Future research could further develop this study by investigating the relation-
ships among the four key variables within the proposed theoretical framework. This
could involve designing and implementing surveys based on the framework, collecting
relevant data, and conducting empirical analyses. These efforts would allow researchers
to test the robustness and applicability of the model, thereby extending its theoretical
contributions and deepening understanding of the interactions among these variables.

Regional Variations in the Impact of Digital Leadership on Sustainability Perfor-
mance. The influence of digital leadership on sustainability performance may vary
across regions, and the roles of business model innovation and organizational resilience
in this relationship could differ based on regional contexts. Future research could in-
vestigate these regional variations, exploring how digital leadership shapes sustainabil-
ity performance in different settings and identifying the underlying factors contributing
to these differences.

Examination of Other Contingency Factors in the Process of Digital Leadership's
Influence on Sustainability Performance. In analyzing the relationship between dig-
ital leadership and sustainability performance, this study has primarily focused on the
roles of business model innovation and organizational resilience. However, in the dig-
ital economy, managers face new challenges arising from new scenarios, technologies,
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and processes, which makes the role of digital leadership in driving organizational
change and digital transformation increasingly significant. Within the process through
which digital leadership influences sustainability performance, various other contin-
gency factors may be at play, Future research could examine these additional contin-
gency factors to gain a more comprehensive understanding of the mechanisms through
which digital leadership impacts sustainability performance.

6 Conclusion

In the digital economy, businesses face growing challenges to sustainable development,
with digital leadership playing a vital role in addressing these obstacles. This study
highlights the importance of digital leadership as a key driver of sustainable corporate
performance, with business model innovation and organizational resilience serving as
critical mediators. Future research can expand on this model by applying empirical
methods, designing surveys, collecting relevant data, and analyzing the relationships
among these four variables. Additionally, researchers may explore regional differences
and other contingency factors to further enrich the scope of this study.
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