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This research examines how sustainability is incorporated into digital service procurement processes in higher
education institutions (HEIs) in Finland. The study investigates current digital service procurement practices,
identifies key drivers and challenges related to sustainable procurement, and explores how the Corporate Sustainability
Reporting Directive (CSRD) influences procurement-related decision-making in Finnish HEIs. Sustainable
procurement (SP) in HEIs has been widely studied internationally, and prior research highlights persistent challenges
related to resource constraints, organizational structures, leadership, competencies, and motivation. However, research
focusing specifically on the Finnish context and on digital service procurement in particular remains limited. To
address this gap, this study provides a contemporary overview of sustainability considerations in digital service
procurement within Finnish HEIs and proposes development approaches, including the conceptual ALIGN
framework, to support more systematic and sustainable procurement practices. The research employs qualitative
methods, consisting of semi-structured interviews and a survey conducted with employees working in Finnish HEIs.
The findings reveal challenges similar to those identified in prior literature, including the lack of clear sustainability
guidelines, the absence of a comprehensive sustainability-oriented procurement strategy, limited sustainability-related
competencies and motivation, and fragmented procurement practices across organizations. These findings point out
the need for more coherent governance structures and practical tools to support sustainable digital service procurement

in higher education.
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Introduction

Higher Education Institutes (HEIs) can be seen to function as a major influence in advancing
sustainable procurement through their organizational decision-making. As public institutions with
societal influence, HEIs can shape the processes, values, and practices of possible future
professionals and those making decisions, as well as advancing current processes, therefore
holding a key role in transition to more sustainable practices and better ethical decision-making.
Sustainability in higher education includes a vast broad range of domains, extending from merely
environmental considerations to economic, social, ethical, and governance dimensions, embedding
them in institutional strategies, procurement practices, teaching, and other daily operations.
Additionally, HEIs’ procurement increasingly concerns digital services, as many processes within
the organizations require digital tools.

Leal Filho et al. (2019) emphasize the role of HEIs as public organizations with significant
purchasing power, highlighting their potential to influence sustainability through procurement
decisions. However, their findings indicate that the implementation of sustainable procurement
practices in HEIs remains uneven and is constrained by organizational barriers, limited resources,
and a lack of sustainability-related competence.

In Finland there has been an increase in the application and integration of sustainability into their
organizational strategies, derived from national policies, global sustainability goals, and
expectations from stakeholders, students, and staff. In some cases, Finnish HEIs as well can be
argued to be expected to act somewhat as frontrunners when reducing environmental impacts,
promoting green transition, and furthermore, promoting equality and other societal matters, while
additionally focusing on responsible research and new innovations. At the same time, they also
can face the same diverse challenges relating to limited resources, fragmented policies, lack of
sustainability expertise, and how to create and embed sustainability policies and criteria into their
processes, for example, in procurement.

Furthermore, international literature highlights similar challenges in HEIs. While sustainability is
seen as an increasingly important matter in HEIs, they are struggling to accommodate strategic
changes into concrete actions and practices due to complexities such as organizational challenges,
competing priorities, lack of resources, bureaucratic barriers, lack of awareness and motivation
(Leal Filho et al., 2019; Revez et al., 2023; Schiffini et al., 2025). All these challenges are vital in
activities such as sustainable procurement, where focus is often, in addition to sustainability, for
instance in budgetary decisions, technical needs, and other regulatory requirements.

In more of a European context, there is regulatory development in new sustainability reporting
requirements that influence HEIs’ operations and decision-making. Although higher education
institutions are not, at least yet, directly within the scope of the Corporate Sustainability Reporting
Directive (CSRD), they can be indirectly affected through value chains and stakeholder demands.
Furthermore, it is generally known to take a higher number of resources to get accustomed to the
new reporting requirements, and early adoption may provide organizations with more time to test
reporting practices and develop procedures while complying with the new regime (Makeld, 2025).
Therefore, CSRD and other EU-level frameworks form part of the broader sustainability landscape
that HEIs must navigate in.

The aim of this thesis is to identify and analyse the key challenges, drivers, and areas for
development in digital service procurement processes within Finnish HEIs by examining how



6 (59)
sustainability is understood, operationalized, and supported at the organizational level, from
leadership decisions and organizational culture to concrete digital service procurement decisions.
The study explores these questions using a qualitative research design, beginning with a literature
review, followed by semi-structured thematic interviews with staff working in Finnish HEIs, and
followed by a larger survey aimed at the same target group to gain broader insight into
sustainability perceptions, challenges, and enabling factors within digital service procurement
processes. Additionally, the influence of CSRD in these practices is examined.

The findings continue the growing amount of research on sustainability in higher education
institutions by offering an updated view in Finnish context and identifying key factors that support
or hinder sustainability implementation in procurement practices at the institutional level. The
thesis also provides practical implications for HEI leadership, sustainability professionals and
policymakers seeking to strengthen sustainable development within higher education.
Furthermore, research on sustainability in digital service procurement especially in Finnish context
is non-existent. In addition, the implications of CSRD for digital service procurement in HEIs have
not been examined directly. The research was conducted in co-operation with Finnish IT-company
Ilona IT, but all the original writing and ideas are provided by the author.

Furthermore, the findings of this study highlight that sustainability is widely acknowledged as an
important objective in Finnish higher education institutions, but its practical integration into digital
service procurement remains uneven and context-dependent. Sustainability considerations are
most commonly reflected through lifecycle thinking, accessibility, information security and
long-term service reliability rather than through narrowly defined environmental metrics. The
results further show that limited resources, lack of clear organizational guidelines, fragmented
procurement practices and uneven distribution of sustainability-related competence face
significant challenges to systematic implementation.

At the same time, the findings highlight the importance of leadership commitment, strategic
alignment, competence development, early-stage impact assessment and collaboration in
strengthening sustainability in digital service procurement. Sustainability competence was found
to develop gradually through organizational practices rather than through isolated training
measures. The influence of the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) currently
appears indirect and uneven, mainly shaping primarily reporting practices and supplier
requirements rather than acting as a direct driver of procurement decisions.

Based on the challenges, drivers and regulatory changes identified in previous research on
sustainability in higher education institutions and preliminary thematic interviews with employees
of Finnish higher education institutes conducted for this research, this study seeks to answer the
following research questions:

1. How is sustainability being reflected in Finnish higher education institutions’ digital
service procurement practices?

2. What challenges, drivers, and current approaches are associated with implementing
sustainability in higher education institutes’ digital service procurement practices?

3. How does the European Union’s Corporate Sustainability Directive (CSRD) influence
digital service procurement practices in Finnish higher education institutions?

The research questions are addressed through a qualitative-dominant mixed-methods approach.
First, semi-structured interviews with representatives of Finnish higher education institutions are
used to explore how sustainability is currently understood and considered in digital service
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procurement, as well as to identify key challenges and development needs. Based on the themes
identified in the interviews, a complementary survey is conducted to examine how these findings
are reflected across a broader group of respondents. The survey includes both Likert-scale
statements and open-ended questions, allowing for discovery of overlapping patterns and variation
in perceptions. Together, the two data sources are analyzed in a complementary manner to provide
a comprehensive integrality of sustainability practices and the perceived role of CSRD in digital
service procurement.

The thesis is structured into six chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the key concepts and theoretical
framework. Chapter 2 provides a review of previous research. Chapter 3 explains the
methodological approach, chapter 4 presents the findings, Chapter 5 discusses the results while
considering existing literature, and chapter 6 offers a conclusion to the study.
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Chapter 1 - Key Concepts and Theoretical
Background

This chapter examines the key concepts and theoretical background relevant to the research. The
chapter introduces central sustainability-related concepts in the context of higher education
institutions, procurement, and digital services, offering a conceptual base for the review of
previous research and the analysis chapters. Rather than developing or focusing on a single
theoretical framework, the chapter clarifies how sustainability, digitalization, and procurement are
understood and positioned within the scope of this study.

1.1. Sustainability in Higher Education Institutions (HEISs)

In Finland, sustainability implementation can be seen to be driven by national policies, global
sustainability goals, and expectations from stakeholders, students, and staff. Higher Education
Institutions (HEIs) can be argued to be expected to function as frontrunners by reducing
environmental impacts, contributing to the green transition, promoting equality, and supporting
responsible research and innovation. At the same time, Finnish HEIs can face similar challenges
as HEIs globally do, such as limited resources, fragmented policies, and a lack of sustainability
expertise, which complicate efforts to embed sustainability principles into organizational
structures and processes.

1.2. Sustainable Procurement

Sustainable procurement (SP) involves integrating environmental, social and ethical
considerations into procurement practices to align procurement outcomes with broader
sustainability objectives. In HEIs context, sustainable procurement connects institutional
sustainability goals with operational decisions by embedding sustainability criteria into supplier
selection, contract management and value-chain governance (Leal Filho et al., 2019).

Conceptually, SP requires clear governance structures, explicit sustainability criteria, performance
monitoring mechanisms and cross-departmental collaboration. It also demands organizational
capacity to evaluate sustainability-related information and translate these assessments into
purchasing decisions. SP functions as a central mechanism through which HEIs operationalize
high-level sustainability commitments in day-to-day institutional activities.

1.3. Digital Sustainability

Digital sustainability is conceptualized by Lynn et al. (2024) as an integrative perspective that
brings together earlier research on the environmental impacts of digital and information
technologies and research examining the use of digital technologies to advance broader
sustainability objectives. In their synthesis, the authors explicitly build on prior work commonly
associated with Green IT and Green IS research (e.g., Melville, 2010; Watson et al., 2010;
Hedman & Henningsson, 2016, as cited in Lynn et al., 2024).

Rather than presenting digital sustainability as a wholly new concept, Lynn et al. (2024) frame it
as the convergence of digital transformation and sustainability transformation, often described as
a “twin transformation” in earlier literature (e.g., Pan & Zhang, 2020; Kotlarsky et al., 2023, as
cited in Lynn et al. (2024)). From this perspective, digital sustainability encompasses both the
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sustainability of digital technologies themselves and the role of digital technologies as enablers of
environmental, social, and economic sustainability across organizational contexts.

1.4. Sustainable Digital Service Procurement

"Sustainable Digital Service Procurement” refers to integrating sustainability considerations into
the acquisition and lifecycle management of digital products and services. In such a context, key
considerations include energy consumption, user awareness, environmental impacts, digital tools,
design practices, and availability of digital solutions (Ferreira et al., 2025). As use of digital
services continues to increase and studying in HEIs becomes more digital-service-based, it can be
argued that it is also increasingly important to examine the sustainability of buying and using such
services. In addition, due to the growing use of Al, there can be seen an increasing number of
questions regarding digital services and environmental issues.

1.5. The Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive
(CSRD)

The Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) represents a comprehensive EU-level
reform of sustainability reporting. Although HEISs are not directly within the scope of the directive,
its influence extends indirectly through value-chain relationships and stakeholder expectations.
CSRD introduces mandatory alignment with the European Sustainability Reporting Standards
(ESRS), emphasizing comparability, transparency, and reliability in sustainability information
(Balios, 2025).

Central conceptual requirements of CSRD include double materiality, assessing both financial and
impact-related significance, enhanced data governance, structured digital reporting formats, and
strengthened assurance processes. These requirements place pressure on organizations, including
HEIs, to improve sustainability data quality, digital capacity, and governance structures to meet
emerging information demands (Mékeld, 2025). Such obligations can overburden smaller
organizations or those that lack the expertise to process the requirements in a detailed manner.
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Chapter 2 - Review of Previous Research

This chapter reviews prior research relevant to sustainability in higher education institutions,
procurement, and digital services. The chapter synthesizes existing findings related to
sustainability implementation, organizational and operational challenges, competence and culture,
and sustainable procurement practices, with particular attention to digitalization and emerging
regulatory contexts.

2.1. Sustainability Implementation in Higher Education
Institutions

Sustainable procurement is considered an increasingly important matter as organizations tend to
place more emphasis on non-financial responsibilities and sustainability goals. (Leal Filho et al.,
2019). Sustainable procurement has been widely examined in HEIs, where sustainability is
increasingly recognized as an essential organizational responsibility (Bhandari et al., 2025; Leal
Filho et al., 2019; Schiffini et al., 2025). Leal Filho et al. (2019) show that HEIs play a major role
in advancing sustainable development, not only through environmental initiatives but also through
broader social, ethical, and governance-related practices. Their global survey highlights that
although sustainability has become a strategic priority in many HEIs, implementation varies
considerably across institutions and regions. Engagement levels in sustainable procurement, for
instance, remain relatively low in several countries, particularly where organizational structures or
resource availability restrict systematic sustainability work. Additionally, smaller HEIs face
significant challenges in promoting the implementation of sustainable procurement practices
across all organizational functions and daily operations.

Revez et al. (2023) analyze green procurement practices at an Irish university, showing that HEIs’
sustainability implementation is often influenced by institutional culture, internal leadership, and
specific change initiatives such as campus-wide sustainability programs or resource efficiency
campaigns. Their findings illustrate that sustainable procurement emerges through gradual
changes in everyday practices rather than through strategic decisions alone and how sustainability
is a broad umbrella concept in which various actions and processes fall into, making it potentially
hard to analyze comprehensively.

Daskalova-Karakasheva et al. (2024) highlight a similar pattern through a Bulgarian case study,
showing how HEIs are expected to aim to integrate sustainability into procurement by aligning
institutional goals with policy processes. Their research demonstrates how legislative context,
organizational capacity, awareness, motivation, and leadership commitment shape the extent to
which sustainability principles are embedded into HEI procurement systems. Their findings
include and highlight especially legislative restrictions that can hinder consideration of
sustainability matters.

Bhandari et al. (2025) further emphasize that sustainability implementation is shaped by
organizational size, stakeholder expectations, internal motivation, and the integration of
sustainable development goals (SDGs) into HEIs’ strategy. They furthermore underline the
importance of overall cultural change within organizations relating to sustainability as a larger
phenomenon. Their systematic review finds that HEIs occupy an important position as public
institutions expected to model sustainable practices while simultaneously supporting broader
societal transitions.
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2.2. Organizational and Operational Challenges

Several studies identify substantial operational and organizational challenges that hinder
sustainability implementation in HEIs (Bhandari et al., 2025; Daskalova-Karakasheva et al., 2024;
Jin et al., 2024; Leal Filho et al., 2019; Revez et al., 2023; Schiffini et al., 2025).

Leal Filho et al. (2019) highlight bureaucratic problems, decentralized structures, a lack of
coherent policy frameworks, and limited evaluation processes as recurring obstacles. Their work
also notes weak internal coordination, which can undermine HEIs’ ability to operationalize
sustainability goals consistently across departments. Additionally, 80.5% of HEIs included in the
study did not have coordinators that would oversee sustainable procurement.

Jin et al. (2024) observe similar issues in Chinese HEIs, including insufficient experience in
sustainable procurement, policy complexity, and prioritization of economic considerations over
sustainability objectives. Their findings reveal deep-rooted cultural and managerial barriers that
hinder effective integration of sustainability into procurement practices. While China has added
environmental protection policies, the implementation of sustainability is found to be rather
limited.

Revez et al. (2023) demonstrate that operational difficulties often appear most clearly in everyday
procurement decisions, where sustainability goals can be hindered by constraints such as technical
requirements, underdeveloped processes, vague legislation, measurements, and assessment of life-
cycle matters. Their case study shows that HEI practitioners struggle to implement sustainability
when faced with inconsistent or unclear procedures. Furthermore, they argue that drivers for better
Green Public Procurement (GPP) depend much on the context, and different methods are needed
for improving consideration of sustainability.

Daskalova-Karakasheva et al. (2024) similarly report that legislative contradictions, resource
scarcity, and limited sustainability knowledge constrain HEIs’ ability to plan and implement
sustainable procurement policies. They found out that prioritizing other categories such as the
lowest price often contradicts sustainability criteria, hindering the examination of categories
offering longer-term benefits.

Governance-related challenges are further amplified by regulatory ambiguity and the evolving
nature of sustainability expectations, as illustrated in contemporary analyses of sustainability
legislation in Finland and in the European Union. Ambiguous requirements, scarce expert
knowledge, overall lack of knowledge, and limited interpretative support can hinder organizations’
ability to engage with sustainability obligations, such as new reporting regimes, effectively
(Mékeld, 2025). These dynamics contribute to uneven governance maturity across institutions and
highlight the need for more coherent sustainability frameworks within HEIs.

2.3. Sustainability Culture, Awareness and Competence

Sustainability awareness and competence can be seen as fundamental preconditions for effective
sustainability implementation. Limited knowledge and expertise among staff and decision-makers
can hamper the integration of sustainability practices in HEIs. (Leal Filho et al., 2019). A
significant proportion of the challenges identified in the literature relate to limited awareness and
competence among HEI staff and other stakeholders included (Bhandari et al., 2025; Daskalova-
Karakasheva et al., 2024; Jin et al., 2024; Leal Filho et al., 2019; Schiffini et al., 2025).
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Leal Filho et al. (2019) note that many HEIs lack individuals with the necessary knowledge to
coordinate or advance sustainable procurement practices. Their study finds that basic sustainability
literacy is often low, and even basic structures to make more sustainable procurement decisions
are often missing. Combined with the fact that many institutions lack dedicated sustainability
professionals, and competence gaps restrict the ability to interpret sustainability criteria, evaluate
impacts, and integrate sustainability into organizational processes. Reflecting their findings, this
can be seen as a call for working personnel within the institutions with the knowledge or even
specialization of sustainability and procurement processes.

Jin et al. (2024) reinforce these findings by showing that staff competence gaps, insufficient
training, and low awareness of sustainability-related policies hinder sustainable procurement in
HElIs. Their Delphi study reveals that cultural attitudes and lack of internal expertise are among
the most significant barriers to sustainability-oriented decision-making. Such training can be hard
to achieve as, Jin et al. (2024) present that high costs of more sustainable products essentially lead
to lower emphasis on environmental matters.

Maikeld (2025) provides further evidence from the Finnish context, demonstrating that
sustainability knowledge gaps exist across various stakeholder groups, including experts.
According to Mikel4, the lack of deeper sustainability understanding limits institutions’ ability to
adopt new reporting frameworks or sustainability practices, which also affects procurement
processes and organizational decision-making more broadly. The demand for qualified
sustainability professionals is increasing, reflecting the growing complexity of sustainability
governance and the need for expert-level interpretation of emerging sustainability frameworks.

2.4. Sustainable Procurement in Higher Education
Institutions

Sustainable procurement (SP) in HEIS has been studied quite extensively in the few past years
(See Bhandari et al., 2025; Jin et al., 2024; Leal Filho et al., 2019; Revez et al., 2023; Schiffini et
al., 2025).

Schiffini et al. (2025) identify four major barriers to integrating sustainability criteria into
procurement processes: challenges in recognizing suppliers with strong sustainability
performance, insufficient prequalification procedures, lack of information for evaluating supplier
capabilities, and challenges in maintaining transparent supplier performance management, for
example, when dealing with addressing suppliers’ failure to meet the expectations. These barriers
highlight the complexity of incorporating sustainability into institutional procurement systems.

Leal Filho et al. (2019) categorize the primary drivers of sustainable procurement as moral and
ethical considerations, followed by cost reduction, organizational improvement, anticipated
regulation, and reputational benefits. Their study also highlights numerous barriers, including
decentralized structures, lack of awareness, inadequate policies, higher costs, and limited
availability of sustainable alternatives. Furthermore, smaller HEIs struggle to adopt sustainable
procurement processes within their organizational daily actions.

Revez et al. (2023) demonstrate that change in procurement practices is often driven by key actors
within the organization, including the decision-makers and procurement staff, local initiatives such
as green campus programs, and leadership support. Their findings highlight the role of
organizational culture and behavioral drivers when shaping procurement outcomes.
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Daskalova-Karakasheva et al. (2024) address the need for HEIs for integrating sustainability into
education, research, and operational processes, specifically procurement processes. Core problems
to more sustainable procurement processes are identified in Bulgaria’s Public Procurement Act
(PPA), which contradicts sustainability criteria, often prioritizing categories such as lowest price
instead of categories offering longer-term benefits. Such an example indicates that legislation, in
addition to other methods, can act as a key enabler for improving sustainability considerations.

2.5. Development Methods for Sustainability Consideration

Previous research has identified several development methods and structured approaches for
integrating sustainability into procurement practices in HEIs. Rather than focusing on isolated
actions, the literature emphasizes the need for comprehensive, institution-wide frameworks that
link sustainability objectives with organizational structures, policies, and operational processes.

Daskalova-Karakasheva et al. (2024) propose a structured model, Sustainable Public Procurement
Policy (SPPP), for implementing sustainable procurement in HEIs, highlighting leadership
commitment as a central enabling factor. Their framework emphasizes that sustainable
procurement development should begin with an assessment of institutional constraints and
opportunities, including legal frameworks, organizational capacity, and resource availability. The
model further underlines the importance of policy development, clear role allocation, monitoring
procedures, and evaluation mechanisms to ensure that sustainability objectives are consistently
reflected in procurement practices across the organization. A key insight of the model is that
fragmented or ad hoc initiatives are insufficient; instead, effective implementation requires
coordinated, top-down and bottom-up engagement throughout the institution.

Complementing this perspective, Leal Filho et al. (2019) suggest a four-stage framework for
sustainable procurement development in HEIs, consisting of analysis, planning, implementation,
and evaluation phases. Their approach emphasizes the need to first identify gaps in existing
procurement practices, followed by strategic planning that embeds sustainability criteria into
procurement guidelines and governance structures. Implementation involves awareness-raising,
staff involvement, and integration of sustainability considerations into supplier and value-chain
management, while evaluation focuses on monitoring performance and continuously refining
practices.

Other studies support the importance of capability development and organizational learning as part
of sustainability integration. Bhandari et al. (2025) emphasize that training, competence
development, and stakeholder collaboration are recurring development methods across higher
education contexts. Their systematic review highlights that sustainability-oriented procurement is
more likely to succeed when institutions invest in personnel knowledge, internal coordination, and
long-term capacity-building rather than relying solely on formal policies.

Similarly, Schiffini et al. (2025) identify development opportunities related to clearer procurement
guidelines, improved supplier assessment methods, and enhanced transparency in supplier
performance management. While their study focuses heavily on barriers, the findings implicitly
point to development methods that address information gaps, procedural clarity, and systematic
evaluation as key enablers of sustainable procurement practices.

Overall, the literature indicates that sustainability consideration in HEIs' procurement processes is
most effectively advanced through structured development frameworks that combine multiple
domains such as leadership commitment, policy alignment, competence development, and
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continuous monitoring. These approaches form the conceptual foundation for understanding how
sustainability-related improvements may be operationalized in procurement practices, including
in the context of digital service procurement examined in this study.

2.6. Digitalization and Digital Tools in Sustainable
Procurement

As in other parts of society, digitalization plays an increasingly important role in HEISs’
procurement processes. Moro et al. (2023) discuss digital technologies in education environments
and introduce the Triple-S framework (scalability, sustainability, and serviceability), which
provides a lens for assessing digital tools used in procurement and education contexts. Their
findings emphasize that digital tools vary significantly in accessibility, lifecycle sustainability, and
long-term serviceability, all of which are relevant when procuring digital services sustainably.
Sustainability ensures long-term usability when investing in different resources; for example,
updates or other alterations to software that are out of control for the user can affect the redundancy
of the procured items. Additionally, serviceability affects the ability to maintain technological
interventions, such as preventing access to the source code of a certain software or preventing
updates or the ability to make other changes without the help of the development company,
affecting the long-term potential of the used technology.

Novicka & Volkova (2025) examine how CSRD-driven digital sustainability reporting (DSR)
links sustainability with organizational digitalization. The paper’s findings show that
organizational shift is majorly affected by sustainability and digitalization and thus should be taken
into account side by side when affected by sustainability-related changes (Lichtenhaler, 2021, as
cited in Novicka & Volkova, 2025). They argue that existing sustainability reporting frameworks
remain insufficiently explicit and sometimes unreliable for decision-making.

With the ESRS, the required level of disclosure detail increases, and organizations must use the
mandated digital inline reporting format (Directive, 2022, as cited in Novicka & Volkova, 2025).
The authors also introduce "digitainability," a concept describing the integration of sustainability
and digitalization to create business value (Gupta, 2020, as cited in Novicka & Volkova, 2025).
They further emphasize that DSR based on iXBRL drives organizational system transformation
and is essential for implementing the digitainability framework (Novicka & Volkova, 2025).

Additionally, Abhayawansa et al. (2025) provide useful insights into digital technologies that
support sustainability information management, such as Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP)
systems, cloud platforms, analytics tools, and IoT systems. While not specific to HEIs, these
technologies illustrate opportunities and constraints that HEIs may face when adopting digital tools
to support sustainability in procurement.

Lynn et al. (2024) provide a comprehensive explanation of digital sustainability, focusing on the
concepts of Green Information Technology (IT) and Green Information Systems (IS). They
highlight the need for addressing the environmental footprint of technology throughout its entire
life cycle, underlining raw material extraction and growing energy demanded by Al systems and
blockchain. Their research suggests that digital sustainability can be examined especially through
the Triple Bottom Line (TBL), the dual perspectives of greening, and the core values of
sustainability. TBL includes environmental sustainability, economic sustainability, and social
sustainability. The dual perspectives are categorized as greening digital information technologies
by focusing on design, manufacturing, and maintenance and greening digital information systems,
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focusing on creative use of digital artifacts such as Al in addressing, for example, climate change.
Core values of digital sustainability are seen as equality, harmony, focusing on collaboration, and
self-determination that includes fostering one’s sense of control over their own environment,
applying to both individuals and communities.

2.7. Influence of CSRD on Higher Education Institutions

Although HEIs are not directly required to report under the Corporate Sustainability Reporting
Directive (CSRD), they can be under indirect influence through value chains, for example. Mékeld
(2025) notes that CSRD and related EU-level sustainability reforms shape expectations for
transparency, responsibility, and governance of sustainability reporting in Finland. These
influences may extend to HEIs' procurement, as organizations increasingly request structured
sustainability information from their partners.

In recent thesis work, Davaasuren (2025) shows that CSRD implementation, especially double
materiality, places considerable strain on organizations’ data management systems and
sustainability governance. While focused on private sector companies, the findings illustrate how
value-chain expectations can spill over to public institutions as well, increasing the demand for
reliable sustainability data. Improving governance processes, creating standardized data systems,
and learning from earlier work are seen as key factors for improving CSRD implementation within
organizations.

A small number of insights from Balios (2025) and Dunfjéll (2025) can be applied here in a limited
way: ESRS emphasizes structured sustainability data, double materiality, and transparent
governance, all of which contribute to the broader regulatory environment in which HEIs operate.
However, their analyses should remain highly condensed, as they concern corporate reporting
rather than HEIs directly.

Overall, CSRD functions as an indirect external pressure that may influence HEIs through
stakeholder requests, procurement criteria, and increasing expectations for sustainability-related
information. Furthermore, it left in the unknown whether and how much CSRD will actually affect
HElIs in the future.

2.8. Research Gap

The existing research demonstrates increasing interest in sustainability and sustainable
procurement within HEIs. However, several gaps remain. First, while many studies investigate
sustainable procurement processes, they focus on general sustainability criteria and do not
specifically address digital service procurement, despite its growing relevance in HEIs. Second,
very few studies explore how digital tools can support sustainable procurement practices, even
though digitalization is central to both procurement and sustainability governance.

Third, the influence of CSRD on HEIs remains under-researched. Existing studies highlight
potential indirect effects through value chains and stakeholder expectations, but no prior research
examines how CSRD may shape sustainability considerations in HEI digital service procurement.

Finally, there is a lack of research with the focus on the Finnish context, particularly regarding the
interplay between sustainability, procurement, and digitalization in HEIs. This study tries to
address this shortage by examining sustainability practices, challenges, drivers, and regulatory
influences in Finnish HEIs’ digital service procurement processes.
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Chapter 3 — Methodology

This chapter illustrates the methodological approach and research design of the study. The chapter
describes the overall research strategy, data collection methods, and analytical procedures used to
address the research questions. The use of semi-structured interviews and a complementary survey
is in key focus, as well as combining these data sources.

3.1. Research Design, Approach and Data Collection

The research was conducted using a two-phase design with qualitative methods. The first phase
included conducting thematic, semi-structured interviews with Finnish HEIs’ employees. While
most had direct responsibilities in procurement or sustainability, others contributed perspectives
from adjacent or supporting roles. The interviews were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis.
The approach was chosen for this research, as it offers theoretically flexible methods for qualitative
searching of themes and patterns (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 2019).

The second phase of the research consisted of using a survey questionnaire that was developed
based on the patterns and themes identified in the qualitative analysis of the interview data. The
survey offered a way to broaden understanding of how the identified themes were recognized
across a larger respondent group, offering a way to gain better understanding of the challenges,
drivers, development methods, CSRD-related issues, and future expectations. The survey
responses were analyzed using descriptive analysis with the aim of summarizing and synthesizing
patterns in the data gathered.

3.1.1. Semi-Structured Interviews

Six semi-structured interviews were executed with participants with the experience of digital
services procurement or sustainability-related roles or contributed perspectives from adjacent or
supporting roles in Finnish higher education institutes. The interview structure was developed so
that it covered themes relating to organizational practices and culture, procurement processes,
sustainability, perceived challenges, development goals, and future expectations on procurement
and sustainability and the CSRD. The interview structure was developed based on themes, surveys,
and interviews found in previous literature as well as relevant non-academic sources related to
sustainability. This method allowed participants to freely express their ideas, allowing the
gathering of good, context-sensitive information. The interviews were audio and video recorded
on Microsoft Teams and transcribed before analyzing them.

Coding and Analysis Process of the Semi-Structured Interview Data

The interview data was analyzed using an inductive reflexive thematic analysis method (Braun &
Clarke, 2006, 2019). The method focuses on finding recurrent themes in data and allows
conceptualization of themes that share the same meaning. An inclusive and iterative method was
applied to the coding process with the aim of recognizing recurring themes regardless of whether
they appeared earlier in the interviews. This way it was possible to gather all meaningful repetition
of significant matters or issues to highlight the emphasis of different themes collected from the
data.

The analysis consisted of five phases. Phase one included familiarization of the data, reading the
transcripts in detail, and making preliminary notes. Phase two was the initial coding, where
essential segments from the data were labelled with descriptive codes. Phase three was the



17 (59)
generation of different themes, which included grouping similar style codes into larger categories.
After this, phase four focused on refinement of themes and codes for better coherence and more
precise definition. Finally, phase five combined the thematic structure into a framework to be used
in the survey and later stages in the study. The analysis enabled identification of crucial matters
related to sustainability in digital service procurement processes in organizations.

Identification of Preliminary Themes from the Semi-Structured Interviews

The inductive thematic analysis resulted in a structured coding framework with two main
categories and six subcategories. The main categories consisted of A) challenges, which included
process-related issues, resource problems, competence gaps, market and supplier restrictions,
measurement and reporting challenges, larger organizational structures, and technology lifecycle
limitations and issues; and B) identified development ideas, including strategic changes,
improvements in organizational processes, competence development and education, improved
collaboration and market dialogue, better monitoring and reporting practices, and assessment of
impacts such as cost-effectiveness.

Additionally, seven supporting categories, C-I, focused on C) influence of the CSRD, D) overall
organizational strategic status, E) current procurement mechanisms, F) skills and resources within
the organization, G) current monitoring, reporting, and evaluation processes, H) impacts of
sustainability in current digital service procurement processes, and I) future expectations.

The main categories represented the thematic structure that emerged from the interview data and
served as the conceptual foundation for the survey design in addition to the CSRD category.

3.1.2. Survey Questionnaire

The survey questionnaire was developed from the thematic framework constructed from the data
in the interview phase. For each theme, one-to-five Likert-scale statements were used to measure
effectiveness, agreement, or disagreement of specific matters. Furthermore, the respondents were
given a choice to answer with the “I don’t know” option. In addition, open-ended questions were
used to deepen the scope of the information, capturing respondents’ reasoning, examples, and
further interpretations. Overall, the survey had 22 questions: one charting out if the respondent’s
organization is a university of applied sciences or a university, nine Likert-scale questions, and 12
open-ended questions in total. The survey data were analyzed using descriptive analysis with
frequency distributions and thematic grouping of responses to open-ended questions. The approach
was chosen with the aim of extending and validating findings from the previous phase.

Coding and Analysis Process of the Survey Questionnaire Data

The survey questionnaire resulted in 27 answers. 15 respondents represented universities and 12
universities of applied sciences. The survey data was analyzed using a descriptive analysis method
and light thematic grouping. The aim was to summarize patterns in responses without the need for
statistical generalization.

The Likert-scale responses were examined by calculating the mean, median, and response
distribution for each question. Furthermore, as the response option of “I don’t know” was also
present in the Likert-scale statements, but as it did not represent a position on the 1-5 agreement
scale, it was treated as a separate response category, excluded from the normal scale and numerical
calculations. These responses were, however, recorded separately to provide additional insight.
After assigning numbers for each answer, the results of the Likert-scale statements were grouped
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and analyzed in different themes as they were divided into the questionnaire (e.g., challenges and
development approaches).

The open-ended questionnaire responses were analyzed with a light thematic grouping process.
Responses were examined comprehensively and categorically divided with recurring themes and
ideas using the previously developed thematic framework (A-challenges, B-development, C-
CSRD) as guidance. In addition, few questions that did not fall into these categories were examined
individually. This was done to ensure consistency with the previous phase and allow examination
of new perspectives.

Together, the two methods provided a comprehensive examination combination of how the
interview-based themes were recognized by the questionnaire respondents. This double approach
additionally allowed triangulation between the interview findings and patterns found in the survey
data.

3.1.3. Ethical Considerations

This study follows established research ethics principles, including voluntary participation,
informed consent, and data protection. Participation in both the interviews and the survey was
voluntary, and respondents were informed about the purpose of the study. The interviews involved
questions related to background information, but such data was not included in this work. The data
was stored securely and will be deleted after the research process. In addition, the research did not
involve sensitive personal data, and all responses were treated confidentially. Identifiable
information was removed during transcription and analysis to ensure the anonymity of the
respondents.

As the study involves employees discussing their own organizations, there is a potential risk of
indirect identification or cautious responses. To address this, respondents were informed about the
anonymity of their answers. In addition, findings are reported in an aggregated form, and
quotations were anonymized without any organizational identifiers.

Given the qualitative nature of the study, the researcher’s interpretation plays a role in the analysis.
Efforts were made to ensure transparency and consistency in coding and theme development.
Generative Al tools were used in a supporting role for data organization and language review, but
all analytical decisions and interpretations remained the responsibility of the author.

The study does not involve vulnerable groups, sensitive topics, or experimental interventions,
which limits potential ethical risks. Therefore, ethical considerations mainly relate to responsible
data handling, participant anonymity, and transparent and reliable reporting of results.
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Chapter 4 Findings

This chapter shows the findings based on the semi-structured interviews and the survey data. The
findings are reported in a structured manner that first focuses on the themes identified from the
interview material, followed by the results of the survey questionnaire. The chapter concludes with
a combined interpretation and overall synthesis of the findings, bringing together insights from
both data sources.

4.1. Themes Identified from the Interviews

Based on the interview data, a set of recurring themes was identified through reflexive thematic
analysis. The themes reflect how sustainability is currently perceived, constrained and supported
in digital service procurement across different organizational contexts. The interview-based
findings are structured around three main thematic categories: challenges, development
approaches and CSRD, supported by additional cross-cutting themes that provide further
organizational and contextual insight.

4.1.1. Challenges (A)

The interview data revealed several recurring challenges related to the consideration of
sustainability in digital service procurement (Figure 1).

Figure 1
Theme A-challenges
4 .
47 W A2 Challenges related to skills
A-Challenges and resources
35 B Al Challenges related to

procurement processes
29

A5 Challenges related to
organizational structures and

governance
B A4 Challenges related to

16 measurement and monitoring

22

B A3 Challenges related to market
and suppliers

A6 Challenges related to
technology and lifecycle

- /

One of the most frequently mentioned issues concerned sustainability-related competence and
organizational commitment. While awareness of sustainability themes existed among
interviewees, respondents highlighted that competence levels varied significantly across
organizations and roles, and sustainability was not always seen as a concrete priority in everyday
procurement decisions. This lack of competence was seen as a challenge even to considering
sustainability as a criterion in digital service procurement.

“They lack the skills, and in fact the expertise isn’t really there at all. And because the
procurements vary so much in type, they never manage to identify what it could be
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— what the concrete requirement is, or anything else that could reasonably be
included.” Participant 2.

Financial constraints were identified as possibly the single biggest challenge. Although
sustainability considerations at times were acknowledged as important, for example, economic
factors often dominated procurement decisions, either explicitly through budget limitations or
implicitly through time pressure and efficiency requirements. In practice, sustainability criteria
were therefore sometimes deprioritized in favor of immediate financial, technical, or operational
needs.

“This again comes back to money: if it weren’t always necessary to focus on the
budget, it would be possible to compare other factors as well.” Participant 3.

Interviewees also described fragmented and inconsistent procurement processes as a structural
challenge. Digital services were often procured through different channels, occasionally outside
formal procurement strategies, and urgent needs further reinforced ad hoc decision-making. This
fragmentation reduced the ability to systematically accommodate sustainability criteria into
procurement processes.

“In the area of digital services, procurement is largely decentralized within the
organization, with the exception of the largest acquisitions. Because procurement
activities are carried out by many different actors, guidance and coordination
become significantly more challenging. Ensuring transparency regarding how
sustainability considerations are incorporated into these procurements is clearly the
most significant challenge” Participant 5.

A lack of early-stage dialogue and market analysis was further highlighted as problematic.
Respondents noted limited interaction with suppliers during the procurement planning phase,
which in some cases resulted in narrow solution spaces where organizations felt forced to choose
between a small number of suboptimal alternatives. Market constraints were particularly evident
in cases involving dominant vendors, joint procurements, or framework agreements, where
institutions had little negotiating power or flexibility.

“In some procurements, there should be more dialogue — market consultations —
with companies, because they approach responsibility in different ways, and that’s
where useful ideas can emerge as well. At the moment, this is done too little in
procurement processes: potential suppliers are not sufficiently involved” Participant
2

Measurement and monitoring of sustainability outcomes were also perceived as challenging.
Responsibility for sustainability reporting was often shifted to service providers, while
procurement organizations lacked consistent tools and practices for tracking impacts. Additionally,
the long lifecycle and updateability of digital services raised concerns, as interviewees questioned
how sustainability considerations could be maintained over time when services evolved or
dependencies changed. Additionally, the rise in use of Al raised questions among the respondents
about how to monitor the environmental effects of such technologies when often the forces behind
them are working in remote data center locations without easy access to statistical data.

“There are certainly challenges involved, and one key challenge is measurement:
how to measure it, which tools to use, and what constitute reasonable objectives.
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These are precisely the issues we are currently considering.” Participant 2.

"...And at the same time large data center facilities are being built, with electricity
consumption at a very substantial level” Participant 3.

Finally, respondents emphasized the slow pace of change in large higher education organizations,
where sustainability-related developments were described as gradual and difficult to implement
consistently across large organizational units. This slow change was seen as a combination of
many issues, including lack of awareness and motivation, but also lack of resources.

“Yes, there are guidelines in place, and this is something we are continuously
considering, because the negative impacts need to be reduced and the
organizational culture needs to change. This is not easy: it requires time and
resources, and often a great deal of perseverance from those working in this area,
but it is extremely important.” Participant 5.

It is also worthwhile noting that the interviewees often referred to technology such as computers
and monitors even though they were excluded from the scope of this research. This can indicate
that the lifecycle of physical technological objects such as computers is easier to evaluate
compared to non-material digital services.

4.1.2. Development Approaches (B)

In addition to challenges, the interviews identified several development approaches that could
support the integration of sustainability into digital service procurement (Figure 2).

Figure 2
Theme B-Development approaches
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A recurring theme concerned the need for strategic-level change, including clearer organizational
guidelines, policies, and procurement principles. Interviewees emphasized that sustainability
consideration would be strengthened if it were explicitly embedded into institutional strategies
rather than addressed only at the operational level.
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“At the moment we have an overarching sustainability programme, although in
practice it doesn’t take a very strong stance, specifically on procurement. It mainly
states in general terms that sustainability needs to be taken into account in all
activities.” Participant 2.

Respondents also highlighted the importance of clarifying procurement processes and adopting
more centralized or structured tools for digital service acquisitions. Clearer processes were seen
as a way to reduce ad-hoc decision-making and create more consistent opportunities to integrate
sustainability criteria across procurements. Furthermore, the monitoring of digital services already
acquired was seen as important to actually see if they are sustainable or not.

“Artificial intelligence could also offer opportunities to support this, for instance by
periodically consolidating licensing information into a single system and analyzing
which procurements are still necessary, or where additional components could be
acquired in order to reduce the total number of software systems in use” Participant
4.

“The scoring itself is fairly easy, but we still face challenges in how we are then able
to monitor sustainability after the procurement has taken place. In my view, this is
clearly the biggest challenge related to procurement: simply defining or setting
criteria, or scoring them, is not enough if their actual implementation is not
monitored” Participant 3.

Competence development and training were identified as key enablers of change. Interviewees
stressed the need for sustained education, motivation, and dissemination of sustainability-related
knowledge across organizations, rather than concentrating expertise on a small number of
specialists. Increasing understanding among procurement staff and service users alike was seen as
essential for meaningful sustainability integration.

“Instead of being involved in every individual decision, | would prioritize
strengthening the competence of those responsible for making the decisions”
Participant 5.

Improved and continuous dialogue with suppliers was also widely emphasized. Respondents
suggested that closer cooperation, both internally and with external partners, could help
organizations better understand available solutions and sustainability implications. Collaboration
with other higher education institutions and shared learning were likewise seen as beneficial. At
the same time, it was considered difficult to assess suppliers’ actual willingness and capacity to
provide sustainable services, as their marketing claims often exceed what is realized in practice.

“Ultimately, this is still highly dependent on the interests of the actors involved,
which makes it very difficult to assess through scoring in advance, before any actual
collaboration has taken place. While all bidders naturally express a willingness to
engage in cooperative service development with respect to sustainability, it is only
during the contract period that it becomes evident which providers are genuinely
capable of and committed to such collaboration” Participant 4.

Finally, interviewees noted the importance of early-stage impact and feasibility assessments.
Evaluating sustainability impacts, costs, and benefits before procurement decisions were finalized
was viewed as a practical development approach that could support more informed and balanced
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decision-making. Many respondents referred to the university-level study planning system SISU,
which exhibited significant usability and accessibility issues at the time of its initial launch.

“Then there are the procurement rules for information systems. In practice, we start
by asking whether something new is actually needed at all. So, if a user group or
some other party wants to acquire a particular piece of software, the first step is to
examine whether we already have a similar type of software or information system
in place — in order to avoid overlapping or duplicate procurements” Participant 4.

4.1.3. CSRD (C)

The Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) emerged as a distinct theme in the
interviews. Respondents noted that universities of applied sciences had in some cases adopted
CSRD practices voluntarily, reflecting expectations that reporting requirements would become
increasingly relevant in the future. These interviewees tended to view early adoption as a way to
build preparedness and organizational capability.

In contrast, interviewees from universities were a bit more hesitant toward CSRD, with
respondents characterizing the directive as complex, resource-intensive, of uncertain benefit, and
raising questions about the relevancy of the directive in the case of universities. Some interviewees
questioned whether the perceived reporting burden outweighed potential gains, particularly given
that higher education institutions are not currently directly within the scope of the directive.

Despite these differing attitudes, there were some assumptions that CSRD-related requirements
would increasingly influence higher education institutions indirectly, especially through
value-chain relationships and stakeholder expectations. Part of the interviewees, therefore, viewed
CSRD as a relevant contextual factor likely to shape future sustainability and procurement
practices, even if its current and future impact remained uneven.

4.1.4. Supporting Themes (D-I)

In addition to the main challenge and development themes, the interviews revealed several
supporting observations that provide further context for sustainability consideration in digital
service procurement. These themes relate to organizational capabilities, existing practices,
perceived impacts of sustainability measures, and expectations for future development.

Overall organizational strategic status (D)

The interviews provided insight into the overall strategic positioning of sustainability HEIs.
Respondents typically described sustainability-related strategies, policies and guidelines as being
defined at the senior management level, indicating that formal decision-making authority was
largely concentrated in top leadership structures.

While some interviewees reported having opportunities to influence sustainability-related
guidelines, this influence was more commonly exercised indirectly rather than through direct
decision-making. Participation often occurred through working groups, expert teams, or
preparatory processes, where staff could put forward proposals or recommendations that were later
considered at higher organizational levels. In contrast, some respondents indicated having limited
or no direct influence over strategic sustainability decisions. Feedback was often asked only after
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a service had already been acquired, thereby limiting its potential to meaningfully influence service
selection.

Differences were also observed in terms of organizational roles and expertise. Some institutions
had designated accessibility specialists or experts whose responsibilities included supporting
sustainability-related considerations, while others lacked such roles entirely. This variation
influenced how sustainability considerations were embedded into organizational practices and how
responsibilities were distributed across different units.

Overall, the interviews suggest that sustainability strategies were primarily shaped at the top of the
organization, with operational-level influence occurring mainly through consultative and
preparatory mechanisms rather than formal authority.

Current procurement mechanisms (E)

The interviews further highlighted how existing procurement mechanisms shape sustainability
considerations in digital service procurement. Respondents discussed the role of accessibility
experts within procurement processes, noting that the idea of assigning additional responsibilities
to these specialists was often viewed cautiously. Interviewees expressed concern that accessibility
experts were already highly burdened and that routing all procurements through a small number
of specialists was perceived as impractical due to workload constraints and process inefficiency.

Procurement practices were also described as partly decentralized, with individual units often
responsible for their own acquisitions. While institutional strategies provided overarching
guidance, respondents noted that adherence to these strategies varied in practice. In some cases,
procurements aligned closely with organizational sustainability goals, whereas in others,
acquisitions were made outside strategic frameworks due to operational autonomy, time pressure,
or local decision-making practices.

Interviewees emphasized that the extent to which sustainability was considered often depended on
individual decisionmakers, including their awareness, experience, and personal commitment. As
a result, sustainability integration within procurement mechanisms was characterized by variation
across units, rather than uniform application across the organization. Furthermore, one respondent
emphasized the role of their organization in improving sustainability in digital service
procurement, highlighting the need for selecting not necessarily the best options on the market on
paper, but those who are at risk of not getting, for example, employed otherwise, such as
immigrants.

Together, these findings illustrate that existing procurement mechanisms combine strategic
guidance with decentralized implementation, leading to differing sustainability practices across
organizational contexts.

Skills and resources within the organization (F)

Interviewees frequently discussed sustainability-related skills and resources within their
organizations. While competence levels varied, respondents highlighted the growing importance
of internal expertise related to sustainability and digital services. In some cases, sustainability
knowledge was concentrated among specific roles or units, whereas others identified a need to
distribute competence more broadly across procurement, IT, and operational functions.
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Collaboration with other higher education institutions was also raised as an important supportive
practice. Interviewees described inter-institutional cooperation as a valuable way to share
knowledge, experiences, and best practices, particularly in areas where individual institutions
lacked sufficient internal resources. Such collaboration was seen as a practical means of
strengthening organizational capacity without duplicating efforts.

Current monitoring, reporting and evaluation processes (G)

The interviews indicated notable variation in how sustainability considerations are monitored and
reported in current digital service procurement practices. Some organizations have already
established relatively systematic monitoring and reporting processes, enabling them to track
sustainability-related aspects of digital services more consistently.

In contrast, other organizations described monitoring and evaluation as less formalized or still
emerging. Rather than framing this difference predominantly as a challenge, interviewees
emphasized that practices were at various stages of development, reflecting organizational size,
resources, and strategic priorities.

Overall, the findings suggest that monitoring and reporting approaches are evolving unevenly
across institutions.

Impacts of sustainability in current digital service procurement processes (H)

Perceptions of the concrete impacts of sustainability considerations in digital service procurement
were mixed. Interviewees noted that identifying clear and measurable impacts was often difficult,
particularly in complex digital service environments where outcomes are distributed across users,
systems, and timeframes.

Despite this uncertainty, accessibility emerged as a frequently mentioned area where sustainability
considerations were viewed as having prominent relevance. Respondents emphasized the
importance of ensuring the usability of digital services, highlighting accessibility as a key
perpetrator of sustainability in practice. More broadly, while explicit impact evidence was
sometimes limited, sustainability was seen as increasingly influencing procurement discussions
and decision-making criteria at a qualitative level.

Future expectations (I)

Most interviewees expected sustainability to remain at least as important as it currently is within
digital service procurement. Many respondents anticipated that its role would continue to grow
over time, particularly as sustainability expectations become further embedded in organizational
strategies and external requirements. At the same time, interviewees recognized potential external
factors that could influence the pace of development. Global political uncertainty and
national-level economic decisions were perceived as possible slowing forces, especially if
financial pressures restrict organizational capacity. Nevertheless, the overall outlook suggested
that sustainability consideration is likely to persist as a relevant and increasingly integrated aspect
of digital service procurement in higher education institutions.

4.2. Survey Results

The survey results complement the interview findings by illustrating how the identified themes are
reflected among a larger set of respondents. The survey data provide an overview of perceived
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challenges, development approaches, and CSRD-related aspects, enabling comparison of patterns
and variation in perceptions without aiming for statistical generalization.

4.2.1. Likert-scale Results

The first Likert-scale segment examined the extent to which sustainability appears in respondents’
daily job roles. The results (N=27; mean=3.3; median=3) suggest that sustainability is
moderately present in day-to-day work. However, the distribution of responses also indicates that
for a notable share of respondents, sustainability plays little or very little role in their job
responsibilities. This points to variation in how sustainability-related considerations are integrated
across different organizational roles. The detailed response distribution is presented in Appendix
A.

The second Likert-scale segment explored whether respondents perceive sustainability in digital
service procurement primarily as beneficial or as an obligation associated with disadvantages for
the organization. The responses (N =26; mean =4.2; median = 5) indicate that sustainability is
largely viewed as a positive factor. Only a small number of respondents partly disagreed with the
statement, while one respondent selected a neutral position and one indicated uncertainty by
choosing “I don’t know.” These results suggest that sustainability is generally framed as
value-adding rather than burdensome within digital service procurement contexts (see Appendix
B).

The third Likert-scale segment focused on the perceived importance of sustainability in
organizations’ digital service procurement decisions. The responses (N=22; mean=3.6;
median =4) show some dispersion, with five respondents selecting the “I don’t know” option.
While a proportion of respondents consider sustainability to have a sufficiently strong role in
procurement decision-making, the variation in responses and the level of uncertainty indicate that
the role of sustainability is not consistently clear or well established across organizations. The full
distribution of responses is provided in Appendix C.

Challenges (A)

The Likert-scale challenge segment was combined as one with seven parts each of which included
a challenge that respondents ranked based on their assumption of how much it affects their
organization. In addition, one question about risks was asked after the seven challenge-related
parts.

The Likert-scale challenge segment was structured as a single section consisting of seven sub-
items, each addressing a specific organizational challenge that respondents evaluated based on
their perceived level of impact. Following these seven challenge-related items, an additional
question focusing on perceived risks was included.

The first sub-item, “Procurement process challenges” (Figure 3), indicates that respondents
generally perceived procurement-related challenges as moderately impactful within their
organizations. Most responses were concentrated around the slightly significant and significant
categories, suggesting that these challenges are present but not viewed as critically severe. For this
item, the number of responses was n =26, with a mean value of 3.2 and a median of 3. Notably,
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only one respondent selected the “I don’t know” option, implying that procurement-related
challenges are largely recognized and understood among the respondents.

Figure 2
Likert-scale segment 4 — item 1 — Procurement process challenges
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“Skill and motivation challenges” (Figure 4) constituted the second sub-item and indicated that
challenges related to skills and motivation within the organization are perceived as a significant
issue. The responses are predominantly concentrated at the higher end of the scale, reflecting a
generally strong perception of impact. For this item, the number of responses was n =27, with a
mean value of 3.6 and a median of 4. Only one respondent indicated that challenges in this category
were not significant within their organization, and no respondents selected the “I don’t know”
option. This suggests that respondents are well aware of the current state of skill- and motivation-
related challenges within their organizations.

Figure 3
Likert-scale segment 4 — item 2 — Skills and motivation challenges
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The “Resource challenges” sub-item (Figure 5) was perceived as the most significant among the
challenge criteria (N =27; mean = 4; median =4). No respondents selected the “I don’t know”
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option, further indicating that the status of resource-related challenges is well recognized among
the respondents.

Figure 4
Likert-scale segment 4 — item 3 — Resource challenges
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The “Market and supplier challenges” sub-item (Figure 6) was the next challenge category and
was also perceived as relatively significant by the respondents. Based on 25 responses, the mean
score for this sub-item was 3.8, with a median value of 4. In contrast to several earlier sub-items,
the “I don’t know” option was selected twice, indicating some variation in how well respondents
are aware of the status of market- and supplier-related challenges within their organizations.

Figure 5
Likert-scale segment 4 — item 4 — Market and supplier challenges
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The “Measurement and monitoring challenges” sub-item (Figure 7) ranked second in terms of
perceived significance among the respondents. This sub-item received relatively high scores
(N=26; mean=3.9; median=4), indicating that challenges related to measurement and
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monitoring are widely recognized across organizations. Only one respondent selected the “I don’t
know” option.

Figure 6
Likert-scale segment 4 — item 5 — Measurement and monitoring challenges
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The “Organizational and governance challenges” sub-item (Figure 8) received the lowest overall
scores among the challenges sub-items. Based on responses from 27 participants, the mean and
median values were both 3, indicating a moderate perceived impact. No respondents selected the
“I don’t know” option, suggesting that the status of organizational and governance-related
challenges is generally well understood among the respondents.

Figure 7
Likert-scale segment 4 — item 6 — Organizational and governance challenges
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The “Technology sustainability and life cycle challenges” sub-item (Figure 9) was generally
perceived as having a relatively low to moderate level of significance among the respondents.
Based on 24 responses, the mean score for this sub-item was 3.3, with a median value of 3.5. In
contrast to several other challenge areas, the “I don’t know” option was selected by three
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respondents, suggesting the presence of some knowledge gaps related to technology sustainability
and life cycle considerations within the respondents’ area of expertise.

Figure 8
Likert-scale segment 4 — item 7 — Technology and lifecycle challenges
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The final Likert-scale statement in the challenges section addressed the perceived risk of a future
decline in sustainability consideration in digital service procurement. The responses (N =26;
mean = 2.7; median =2) indicate that respondents generally do not perceive a significant threat
that sustainability would decrease in importance over the next five years. Overall, the low mean
value suggests that concerns about a weakening role of sustainability in digital service
procurement are limited among respondents. The detailed response distribution for this statement
is presented in Appendix D.

Development Approaches (B)

Similar to the challenges section, the Likert-scale development approaches segment was structured
as a single section consisting of six sub-items. Each sub-item represented a proposed development
approach that respondents evaluated based on its perceived usefulness within their organization.
Overall, this section yielded relatively high mean values across all sub-items, indicating that the
proposed development approaches were generally considered useful.

The first development criteria, “Improvement of strategy and governance” (Figure 10) resulted in
statistics of n=26, mean=4, and median=4, with one of the respondents answering with the “I don’t
know” option. This indicates that organizations’ overall improvement in their strategies regarding
sustainable digital service procurement decisions is seen as necessary.
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Figure 9
Likert-scale segment 5 — item 1 —Improvement of strategy and governance
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Continuing the same pattern, the development sub-item “Improvement of processes and tools”
(Figure 11) was perceived as highly useful by the respondents. This sub-item recorded the second-
highest score within the development approaches section (N=27; mean=4.2; median=35),
indicating a strong perceived importance of improving organizational processes and supporting
tools in relation to sustainable digital service procurement.

Figure 10
Likert-scale segment 5 — item 2 — Improvement of processes and tools
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The highest Likert-scale score within the development approaches section was recorded for the
sub-item “Improvement of skills and overall culture surrounding sustainability” (Figure 12). Based
on responses from 27 participants, this sub-item resulted in a mean score of 4.4 and a median value
of 5, indicating very high perceived usefulness. These results suggest that sustainability-related
skills and the broader organizational culture are viewed as particularly important areas for
enhancing sustainability considerations in digital service procurement processes.
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Figure 11
Likert-scale segment 5 — item 3 — Improvement of skills and overall culture surrounding sustainability
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The lowest overall score within the development approaches section was recorded for the sub-item
“Improvement of monitoring and reporting methods” (Figure 13), although it was still perceived
as quite useful by the respondents. Based on responses from 27 participants, this sub-item achieved
a mean value of 3.9 and a median of 4, indicating a generally positive but comparatively lower
perceived usefulness relative to the other development approaches.

Figure 12
Likert-scale segment 5 — item 4 — Improvement of monitoring and reporting methods
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Furthermore, consistent with the overall trend of high perceived usefulness across the development
approaches section, the sub-item “Improvement of collaboration and market dialogue” (Figure 14)
was rated highly by the respondents. Based on 27 responses, this sub-item achieved a mean score
of 4 and a median value of 4, indicating that enhanced collaboration and market dialogue are
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widely regarded as valuable for improving sustainability considerations in digital service
procurement.

Figure 13
Likert-scale segment 5 — part 5 — Improvement of collaboration and market dialogue
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Lastly, the sub-item “Improvement of impact assessment” (Figure 15) was also perceived as highly
useful by the respondents. Based on 27 responses, this development approach achieved a mean
score of 4 and a median value of 4, reinforcing the overall pattern of strong perceived usefulness
across the development approaches section.

Figure 14
Likert-scale segment 5 — item 6 — Improvement of impact assessment
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CSRD and Perceived Impact (C)

The final Likert-scale segment examined the perceived impact of the CSRD, and future
considerations related to its potential effects. Compared to the previous sections, this segment
displayed greater variation in responses, suggesting that the CSRD is not equally familiar to all
respondents.

The first Likert-scale statement, “CSRD has a concrete effect on our procurement processes”
(Figure 16), received the lowest level of agreement within the CSRD section. Based on 19
responses, the statement resulted in a mean value of 3.2 and a median of 4. Notably, eight
respondents selected the “I don’t know” option, indicating a relatively high level of unfamiliarity
with the concrete implications of the CSRD among the respondents.

Figure 16
Likert-scale segment 6 — statement 1 - CSRD has a concrete effect on our procurement processes
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The next statement, “CSRD’s impact will increase in the next five years within our organization’s
processes” (Figure 17), focused on the anticipated future effects of the CSRD within higher
education institutions. Based on 19 responses, the statement resulted in a mean score of 3.6 and a
median value of 4. While a majority of respondents expressed agreement, eight respondents
selected the “I don’t know” option, further highlighting existing knowledge gaps related to CSRD-
related issues. In addition, six respondents neither agreed nor disagreed, which may reflect ongoing
uncertainty related to the European Union’s continued refinement of the directive. Two
respondents expressed complete disagreement with the statement.
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Figure 17
Likert-scale segment 6 — statement 3 - CSRD’s impact will increase in the next 5 years within our organizations processes
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The final statement of the section, “CSRD’s effect on transparency and reporting obligations
improves our ability to make high-quality, sustainable procurement decisions” (Figure 18),
focused on the perceived effectiveness of the CSRD’s obligations and guidelines. Consistent with
the earlier CSRD statements, eight respondents selected the “I don’t know” option, again reflecting
a degree of unfamiliarity with the directive. Among the remaining responses (N=19), the
statement achieved the highest scores within the CSRD section, with a mean value of 3.8 and a
median of 4. This indicates that respondents who expressed an opinion generally perceived the
CSRD as supportive of improving sustainability considerations in procurement decision-making.
Figure 18

Likert-scale segment 6 — statement 3 - CSRD's effects on transparency and reporting obligations improves our ability to make
high quality, sustainable procurement decisions
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Overall, the CSRD section indicated a large knowledge gap, and while many respondents felt like
CSRD has a concrete effect and even helps to improve sustainable procurement, few felt the
completely opposite, or did not feel there is much benefit.
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4.2.2. Open-ended Responses

The open-ended survey responses provided qualitative insights that complement the structured
Likert-scale results. These responses allowed respondents to elaborate on their views, express
uncertainty or skepticism, and highlight practical experiences that are not fully captured through
predefined Likert statements. The analysis of open-ended responses focuses on recurring themes,
illustrative viewpoints, and notable differences in perceptions related to sustainability in digital
service procurement.

Perceived Benefits of Sustainability

Responses to the open-ended question concerning the perceived benefits of sustainability in digital
service procurement (n = 25) indicate that sustainability is primarily understood through long-term
value creation rather than as a narrow environmental concern.

The most frequently highlighted benefit relates to lifecycle thinking and long-term viability.
Respondents associated sustainability with extended service lifecycles, continuity of support and
avoidance of short-term procurement decisions that may lead to higher long-term costs.
Sustainability was thus framed as supporting both environmental considerations and long-term
cost efficiency. Many emphasized extended product and service lifecycles, availability of spare
parts, repairability and continuity of support as central benefits, linking these to both
environmental gains and cost efficiency over time. Although it is notable that physical equipment
was limited out of this research.

“An emphasis on long-term planning and lifecycle thinking brings multiple additional
benefits.” Respondent 5.

Risk management and reliability emerged as another central perceived benefit. Sustainability was
linked to improved information security, data protection, ethical practices, and supplier stability,
which were described as reducing legal, operational, and reputational risks. From this perspective,
sustainability was viewed as strengthening organizational resilience rather than constraining
procurement decisions.

A third recurring theme concerned accessibility and service quality. Respondents emphasized
accessibility as a concrete improvement of sustainability in digital service procurement,
highlighting its role in ensuring equal access to digital services for all users. Accessibility was
commonly presented as an integral component of sustainable digital services rather than as a
separate or purely technical requirement.

In addition, some respondents noted broader strategic and reputational benefits, including
alignment with institutional sustainability goals and contributions to organizational credibility.
Overall, the responses suggest that sustainability is perceived as an enabling factor that supports
long-term functionality, reliability, and inclusiveness in digital service procurement.

Required Information and Tools for Improving Sustainability

Responses to the open-ended question concerning the information and tools needed to better
demonstrate sustainability impacts in digital service procurement (n=25) highlight a broad
demand for more structured, concrete, and credible forms of support. Rather than a single missing
tool, respondents emphasized the need for a combination of data, methods, and organizational
enablers.
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A central theme concerned the need for lifecycle-based information and measurable indicators.
Respondents frequently noted that demonstrating sustainability impacts would be easier if
organizations had access to lifecycle cost and impact calculations, comparable metrics, and
quantifiable indicators that translate sustainability claims into concrete outcomes. The lack of
shared metrics was seen as limiting the ability to compare options and justify decisions
systematically.

“Lifecycle benefit calculations, as well as the identification and sharing of best
practices between different actors.” Respondent 1.

Closely related to this, respondents emphasized the importance of standards, certifications, and
comparable benchmarks. Widely recognized certifications and common evaluation models were
viewed as potentially useful for reducing uncertainty and increasing trust in sustainability claims.
At the same time, some respondents expressed skepticism toward existing standards, particularly
when certifications appeared superficial or provided little differentiation between suppliers.

Transparency and supplier-provided information formed another key theme. Respondents
highlighted the need for clearer, more accessible, and verifiable information from suppliers
regarding sustainability practices, accessibility, data governance, and ethical principles.
Transparent communication was considered especially important when dealing with large or
international vendors, where independent verification is more difficult.

In addition to data and standards, respondents pointed to the need for practical procurement tools
and organizational support. Suggested tools included templates for sustainability criteria,
checklists for pre-procurement decision-making, and guidance for evaluating sustainability
impacts in digital services. Several respondents emphasized that tools alone are insufficient
without leadership understanding and organizational commitment to using them consistently.

“Overall, a more comprehensive understanding of sustainability at the leadership

level of higher education institutions is needed. This is not a tool per se, but having

tools that could be used to present these issues to management would make this
easier” Respondent 10.

Overall, the findings suggest that respondents see sustainability impact demonstration as requiring
a combination of robust data, shared standards, practical tools, supplier transparency, and
organizational support, rather than a single universal solution.

Factors affecting the current emphasis on sustainability in HEIs

Responses to the open-ended question examining factors affecting the current emphasis on
sustainability in digital service procurement in HEIS show that sustainability prioritization is
shaped by a combination of strategic, organizational, resource-related, and individual factors,
rather than by a single determinant.

An often-cited influence was strategic alignment. Several respondents noted that sustainability is
explicitly referenced in organizational strategies, procurement guidelines, or sector-level
frameworks, which provides formal legitimacy for its inclusion in procurement decisions. In these
cases, sustainability requirements may form part of evaluation criteria or minimum requirements,
supporting more consistent consideration.
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At the same time, respondents commonly described a gap between strategic intent and practical
implementation. Despite formal recognition, sustainability was often constrained by budget
pressures, limited time, and competing operational priorities. Cost efficiency and mandatory
compliance requirements were frequently described as overriding sustainability considerations in
day-to-day procurement decisions.

“At times, there is a feeling that sustainability is somewhat superficial and is
emphasized mainly when it is beneficial to do so. Meaningful actions require time
and effort and can sometimes feel like obstacles to what is perceived as the “right”
or more immediate priorities” Respondent 11.

Organizational structures and support mechanisms further influenced sustainability emphasis.
Responsibility for sustainability was often described as fragmented, with significant reliance on
individual experts or motivated staff rather than on systematic organizational processes.
Decentralized procurement practices and unclear guidance contributed to variation in how
sustainability was applied across units and procurement cases.

Leadership commitment and organizational culture emerged as critical contextual factors. Where
sustainability was actively supported by leadership and embedded into everyday practices, it was
perceived as more meaningful and influential. Conversely, some respondents characterized
sustainability as symbolic or superficial when not backed by concrete actions, resources, or
follow-up. In a small number of responses, limited personal interest or disengagement with
sustainability was also expressed, indicating that individual attitudes play a role alongside
structural factors.

Finally, respondents noted that procurement mechanisms and organizational maturity affect
sustainability emphasis. Centralized or framework-based procurements were often associated with
stronger and more consistent sustainability requirements, whereas decentralized, unit-level
procurements resulted in greater variability. Several respondents emphasized that sustainability
practices are still developing, which can explain the findings of an uneven level of emphasis across
organizations.

Overall, the findings suggest that the current weight of sustainability in digital service procurement
reflects an interplay between formal strategy, leadership support, available resources,
organizational arrangements, and individual engagement, rather than the simple presence or
absence of sustainability policies.

Challenges

The responses to the open-ended question “What are the biggest challenges related to
consideration of sustainability in procurement decisions?” (n=24) indicate that barriers to
considering sustainability in procurement are multi-layered and context-dependent, rather than
attributable to a single dominant factor.

A frequently mentioned challenge relates to resource constraints, including limited time, financial
pressure, and competing priorities. Respondents noted that procurement decisions are often guided
by mandatory requirements, cost efficiency, and operational urgency, which can limit the attention
given to sustainability considerations, even when they are acknowledged as important.

“Sustainability and responsibility still do not take priority over financial
considerations in procurement decisions. For example, in projects funded through
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many financing instruments, the lowest-priced option must always be selected in
competitive tendering. This can at times make it even impossible to choose the most
responsible and sustainable option” Respondent 3.

Organizational structures and processes were also identified as influential. Several responses
pointed to fragmented or decentralized procurement practices, unclear responsibilities, and the
absence of shared guidelines, which make it difficult to apply sustainability considerations
consistently across procurements. In some cases, sustainability was described as relying heavily
on individual expertise rather than systematic organizational support.

Another recurring theme concerned knowledge, competence, and awareness. Respondents
highlighted gaps in procurement expertise, sustainability-related understanding, and the ability to
assess environmental and social impacts, particularly in the context of complex digital services.
Some responses also reflected uncertainty about how sustainability requirements should be
interpreted or practically implemented.

Measurement and verification challenges were raised as an additional barrier. Respondents noted
difficulties in assessing real sustainability impacts and evaluating supplier claims, as well as
limitations of existing standards and certifications, which were sometimes perceived as
insufficiently concrete or meaningful.

“In addition, the measurement of sustainability is still at a fairly early stage, although
it is currently under development” Respondent 9.

Finally, leadership commitment and organizational culture emerged as contextual factors shaping
sustainability considerations. While sustainability may be present in strategies or value statements,
respondents described variation in how strongly it is supported in practice, including differences
in management engagement, budgetary backing, and prioritization. A small number of responses
also reflected limited interest in, or consideration of, sustainability altogether.

"The level of understanding is insufficient, the guidelines are vague, and
responsibility is placed too heavily on individuals” Respondent 21.

Overall, the findings suggest that the largest barriers arise from the combined effect of limited
resources, uneven organizational support, competence gaps, measurement difficulties, and varying
levels of commitment, rather than from any single obstacle.

Maintaining Sustainability Focus in Procurement Decisions

Responses to the open-ended question on how to prevent a decline in sustainability emphasis in
procurement decisions (n=25) indicate that maintaining sustainability requires consistent
reinforcement rather than one-off actions. Respondents emphasized the importance of clear
strategic commitment, continuity of sustainability goals, and their translation into everyday
procurement practices.

Adequate resources and prioritization were seen as critical enablers. Several respondents noted
that financial pressure and cost-driven decision-making pose a persistent risk to sustainability
considerations if not explicitly balanced with other procurement criteria. In this context,
sustainability was perceived as most vulnerable when economic constraints intensified.
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Respondents also highlighted the role of policy frameworks, leadership support, and
organizational culture. Strong institutional guidance, visibility of sustainability objectives, and
leadership engagement were viewed as mechanisms that help stabilize sustainability’s role over
time. Conversely, uncertainty related to external political and economic developments was seen
as a potential limiting factor beyond organizational control.

Overall, the responses suggest that sustaining sustainability consideration in procurement depends
on the continued alignment of strategy, resources, and organizational commitment, rather than on
isolated initiatives or individual motivation alone.

Development Ideas

Responses to the open-ended question “Which development actions, new methods, or practices
would be the most impactful, and what should your organization concretely do next to improve
sustainability in digital service procurement?” (n=21) indicate that the most impactful
development actions for improving sustainability in digital service procurement relate to making
sustainability systematic, measurable, and embedded into organizational practices, rather than
optional or ad hoc.

A central theme concerned with the need for clear requirements, targets, and metrics. Respondents
emphasized the fact that sustainability criteria should be explicitly defined within procurement
guidelines and treated as mandatory instead of optional choice. Setting concrete goals, measurable
indicators, and follow-up mechanisms was seen as essential to ensure that sustainability
considerations are actually implemented and monitored across procurements.

Strategic integration and leadership involvement were also highlighted as key enablers. Several
responses stressed that sustainability must be clearly anchored in organizational strategy and
leadership practices to have a real effect. Developing sustainability-related competence at the
management level and aligning procurement decisions with strategic priorities were viewed as
necessary steps for strengthening accountability and decision-making.

“Clear indicators for sustainability and responsibility should be included in the
organization’s own procurement guidelines, and they should not be treated merely
as “nice to have” aspects; their implementation should be genuinely monitored. To

achieve this, leaders responsible for procurement should have sufficient competence
to manage this issue, meaning that management should be trained in responsible
procurement” Respondent 3.

Many respondents pointed to process-level improvements as particularly impactful. These
included integrating sustainability considerations earlier in the procurement lifecycle, such as
during market dialogues, and using shared templates, checklists, and standardized procurement
models to ensure that relevant issues are systematically addressed. Market dialogue was seen as a
practical way to understand supplier capabilities and define realistic but meaningful sustainability
criteria.

“Sustainability-related issues could be addressed more broadly already at the early
stages of procurement, such as during market dialogues. The organization could
develop templates to serve as a basis for these discussions, ensuring that all key

responsibility-related aspects are covered. Once it is identified which responsibility
considerations are feasible to take into account, it becomes easier to incorporate

them into the call for tenders as well” Respondent 5.
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Measurement, reporting, and transparency emerged as further development areas. Respondents
highlighted the importance of publishing sustainability-related metrics and results, using
comparable benchmarks, and making outcomes visible both internally and externally. Reporting
obligations were perceived as guiding behavior and supporting continuous improvement,
particularly when linked to evaluation and comparison.

“Reporting obligations guide organizational behavior, so they need to be given
attention, and further development measures should be undertaken in this area”
Respondent 21.

Several responses also emphasized the importance of organizational capacity and resources.
Adequate time, personnel, and expertise were considered prerequisites for effective sustainability
integration. While training and competence development were mentioned, some respondents noted
that capacity constraints, rather than lack of awareness, often limit progress.

“l can’t really say — the biggest problem is resources. The necessary competence will
follow once the resources are in place.” Respondent 4.

In addition, respondents highlighted the role of organizational culture, incentives, and motivation.
Embedding sustainability as a normal part of procurement practice, recognizing its benefits (e.g.,
security, reliability, long-term value), and motivating operational units were seen as ways to reduce
resistance and support long-term change. Concrete examples illustrating how sustainability
improvements affect both individual work and organizational outcomes were considered
particularly useful.

“Obligation and incentives” Respondent 1.

At the same time, a small number of respondents expressed uncertainty about additional
development needs or considered their current practices already sufficient, reflecting differences
in organizational maturity and perspectives.

“In my opinion, we are already at a fairly good level, but this is a matter of opinion,
and there can always be differing views” Respondent 6.

Overall, the findings suggest that the most impactful next steps involve strengthening governance,
clarifying requirements, improving processes and metrics, supporting leadership engagement, and
ensuring adequate resources, while recognizing that progress depends on sustained, long-term
organizational effort rather than single interventions.

Current Development Methods

Responses to the open-ended question “What development actions have you tried that have worked
well? (This may also include examples outside digital services)," (n=16), indicate that
organizations have experimented with a range of development actions related to sustainability in
procurement, with varying degrees of perceived effectiveness.

Several respondents described structural and procedural integration as development actions that
have worked relatively well. Sustainability considerations have been incorporated into templates,
contract documentation, procurement models, and checklists, making them a more systematic part
of procurement without relying solely on individual initiative. Reporting practices and the
inclusion of sustainability criteria alongside price were likewise perceived as helpful in
maintaining sustainability considerations within procurement decisions.
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“Developing sustainability criteria for procurement and preparing a checklist”
Respondent 7.

Practical and operational measures were also highlighted as effective in some contexts. These
included extending the lifecycle of equipment, improving asset and inventory management,
increasing transparency and accessibility of asset data within the organization, and promoting
lifecycle-oriented practices such as shared or loaned equipment. Such actions were viewed as
producing concrete benefits while remaining feasible within existing organizational structures.

“Eliminating greenwashing and valuing verifiable, real-world impacts”. Adopting a
holistic approach to sustainability” Respondent 11.

Governance arrangements and centralized procurement practices were also noted as supportive.
Routing digital service procurements through designated development or support units helped
ensure that sustainability waw considered more consistently. In addition, the use of existing
framework agreements and baseline requirements, such as recognized certifications in equipment
procurement, was perceived as providing a practical foundation for responsible procurement.

“We have set responsibility and domestic origin as important criteria in competitive
tendering, so that price alone does not determine the outcome of the tender”
Respondent 13.

Respondents also emphasized the value of collaboration and network-based learning, particularly
through inter-institutional networks among higher education institutions. These networks were
described as useful for sharing experiences, gaining perspectives, and learning how sustainability
is addressed in other organizations, even when concrete results were still emerging.

“Universities of applied sciences have various shared networks through which
information is exchanged on how things are done in other organizations. Through
these networks, we have also gained tips and perspectives related to responsible

procurement” Respondent 4.

At the same time, respondents clearly identified development actions that had not worked well. In
particular, mandatory or imposed training approaches were described as counterproductive in
some cases, creating resistance rather than engagement. Respondents noted that when
sustainability is perceived as being ‘“forced” without sufficient contextual relevance or
organizational support, this led to negative reactions rather than behavioral change.

“When this is pushed down people’s throats, it only creates even greater resistance”
Respondent 2.

Several responses also reflected limited visibility of concrete outcomes or uncertainty regarding
effectiveness. It is also worthwhile noting that this question gathered only 16 answers from 27
participants, showing a knowledge gap relating to the theme. Some initiatives were described as
still being in progress, with principles, targets, or processes under development but without
measurable results yet. A number of respondents were unable to identify successful examples,
suggesting differences in organizational maturity, resources, and individual involvement.

Overall, the findings suggest that embedded, process-based, and practical development actions are
more likely to be perceived as effective than standalone or coercive interventions. Gradual
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integration into existing procurement structures appears to support acceptance, whereas top-down
or mandatory measures without sufficient support may provoke resistance.

CSRD

Open-ended responses related to the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD)
indicate considerable variation in how the directive is currently perceived and experienced in
digital service procurement within Finnish HEIs. Overall, the responses suggest that CSRD
functions primarily as an indirect and reporting-oriented influence rather than as a direct driver of
procurement decision-making.

Where CSRD was visible in some procurement processes, it was most commonly associated with
reporting, documentation and compliance-related activities, such as supplier verification,
sustainability disclosures or contract-related checks. Several respondents noted that CSRD-related
considerations appeared mainly through supplier-side reporting obligations or value-chain
requirements, rather than as part of early-stage procurement planning.

“My experience with CSRD is mainly from a reporting perspective. For CSRD to
extend its impact as far as service procurement would require very strong
operational governance and the development of a sustainability and responsibility
culture at the organizational level” Respondent 7.

At the same time, a notable share of respondents reported that CSRD was not visible at any stage
of their procurement processes, reflecting either limited familiarity with the directive or its current
indirect applicability to higher education institutions. These findings further suggest that both the
present impact of the CSRD and its future implications remain somewhat unclear to many
respondents, with its practical relevance still perceived as uncertain or evolving.

As indicated, expectations regarding the future impact of CSRD were mixed and often uncertain.
Some respondents anticipated that CSRD’s influence would increase over time, particularly
through procurement criteria, sustainability reporting practices, and more standardized supplier
requirements. Others expressed uncertainty about how such an increase would materialize in
practice or noted that CSRD had not yet been considered in their organizational context.

“I hope so — | don’t know” Respondent 8.

Perceived benefits of CSRD were primarily linked to improved transparency, availability of
sustainability-related information, and increased comparability of supplier data. Some respondents
viewed CSRD as supporting more structured internal processes and clearer documentation, which
could indirectly facilitate more informed procurement decisions. At the same time, respondents
frequently highlighted challenges related to administrative burden, increased workload, and
limited resources. Concerns were raised about whether enhanced reporting requirements would
translate into substantive changes 1in procurement practices or remain largely
documentation-focused.

“| fear that bureaucracy and the preparation workload will become excessive”
Respondent 4.

Regarding enabling conditions, respondents emphasized the need for clear organizational
guidance, practical templates, and shared procedures to support the integration of CSRD-related
information into procurement practices. Centralized procurement structures, stronger internal
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coordination, and leadership support were seen as important facilitators, particularly given limited
organizational resources. Without such support, CSRD-related requirements were perceived as
unlikely to shape procurement decisions beyond reporting and compliance activities.

Taken together, the open-ended responses suggest that CSRD is currently perceived more as a
contextual and reporting-driven framework than as a direct determinant of sustainable digital
service procurement decisions within Finnish HEIs. While some respondents anticipate a growing
influence through supplier requirements and transparency expectations, uncertainty and uneven
familiarity remain prominent, indicating that CSRD’s impact on procurement is mediated by
organizational capacity and practical implementation rather than regulation alone.

4.3. Combined interpretation of the results

This section combines and compares the findings from the semi-structured interviews and the
survey to identify common patterns, points of convergence, and areas where the data provide
complementary or diverging insights. The purpose is to synthesize the empirical results across
methods before moving to the discussion of prior research and theoretical implications in the next
chapter.

4.3.1. Convergences Between Interviews and Survey

The interview and survey findings show a high degree of convergence regarding the overall status
of sustainability consideration in digital service procurement within Finnish higher education
institutions.

Both datasets consistently indicate that sustainability is recognized as important, yet its practical
integration into procurement remains uneven and context-dependent. Interviewees and survey
respondents alike emphasized that sustainability considerations are present in organizational
strategies, guidelines, and values, but their translation into everyday procurement decisions is often
constrained by limited resources, competing priorities, and fragmented processes.

A clear convergence was observed in the identification of key challenges. In both interviews and
survey responses, resource constraints (time, finances, and personnel), competence gaps, and
difficulties related to measurement and monitoring emerged as central obstacles. These challenges
were reflected both qualitatively in interview narratives and quantitatively in the high significance
ratings given to resource- and skills-related challenges in the survey.

Similarly, the development needs identified across the two datasets were strongly aligned. Both
interviews and survey results highlighted the importance of strategic integration, clearer processes
and tools, competence development, and improved monitoring and reporting practices.
Development approaches related to improving skills and organizational culture were considered
to be particularly meaningful in the survey and were also emphasized repeatedly in interviews as
foundational for meaningful sustainability integration.

Regarding the Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD), both data sources pointed to
its limited but growing relevance. Interviewees and survey respondents commonly described
CSRD as an indirect influence rather than a direct driver of procurement practices. Where visibility
existed, it was most often linked to reporting, compliance checks, and supplier-side requirements,
rather than to core procurement decision-making. Both datasets also revealed considerable
variation in familiarity with CSRD and uncertainty about its future impact.
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Overall, the convergence between interviews and survey responses strengthens the credibility of
the findings by showing that similar patterns, challenges, and development needs were identified
across different methods and respondent groups.

4.3.2. Divergences and New Insights

While the interview and survey findings largely supported each other, some differences and
complementary insights also emerged between the two datasets.

The interviews provided greater depth and contextual understanding of how sustainability
considerations manifest in practice. Interviewees were able to describe concrete organizational
dynamics, such as how decentralized procurement structures, internal power relations, and slow
organizational change influence sustainability outcomes. These nuances were less visible in the
survey, which focused more on general patterns and perceived significance.

The survey, in turn, highlighted even broader variation in attitudes and familiarity, particularly
regarding CSRD. The quite high amount of “I don’t know” responses in CSRD-related survey
questions revealed a wider knowledge gap than was apparent in the interviews, where participants
were typically more directly involved in procurement or sustainability-related roles. This suggests
that awareness and engagement with CSRD vary significantly across organizational positions.

Another divergence concerned perceptions of future development. Interviewees generally
expressed cautious optimism that sustainability consideration would continue to grow, albeit
slowly, whereas survey responses included more explicit expressions of uncertainty or skepticism,
including respondents who did not expect CSRD to become more relevant or did not view
sustainability as a current concern in their role.

An additional divergence emerged in relation to technology, sustainability, and lifecycle
challenges. In the interviews, these challenges were generally perceived as less significant when
compared to other barriers, whereas in the survey they appeared repeatedly and received relatively
higher levels of perceived impact. One possible explanation for this discrepancy is that other
challenges, such as resourcing, governance, or procurement process constraints, are experienced
as more immediate obstacles, limiting organizations’ ability to meaningfully address technology
lifecycle and sustainability considerations at present.

The combination of methods also generated new insights by complementing each other. The
interviews illustrated how sustainability consideration is often driven by committed individuals or
specific units, while the survey data showed how this reliance on individuals translates into uneven
organizational implementation. Together, the findings suggest that sustainability practices are not
only shaped by formal structures but also by personal roles, responsibilities, and degrees of
involvement.

4.4. Overall Synthesis

Taken together, the findings portray sustainability consideration in digital service procurement
within Finnish HEIs as recognized in principle but inconsistent in practice. Sustainability is widely
acknowledged as an important objective and is reflected in organizational strategies, procurement
guidelines, and shared values. However, its operationalization is constrained by resource
limitations, fragmented procurement processes, lack of lifecycle consideration, competence gaps,
motivational issues, and challenges related to measurement and monitoring. As a result,
sustainability is often applied selectively rather than systematically across procurements.
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Development needs identified across the data emphasize the importance of incorporating
sustainability into organizational structures, instead of treating it as an additional or voluntary
consideration. This is underlined in findings that found that sustainability specialists felt that they
couldn't overview whole sustainable procurement processes as their own. Strategic alignment,
clear processes, competence development, and improved monitoring mechanisms were
consistently highlighted as central enablers of more effective sustainability integration.

The role of CSRD emerges as indirect and uneven, functioning primarily as a contextual factor
that influences reporting practices, supplier requirements, and future preparedness. While some
organizations have begun to align their reporting or internal practices with CSRD principles, many
respondents remain uncertain about its relevance or impact on digital service procurement.
Additionally, some respondents felt that CSRD had no concrete effect and were not interested in
embedding it in their processes.

Overall, the combined findings suggest that advancing sustainability in digital service procurement
requires long-term organizational development, rather than isolated initiatives. Current practices
are shaped by a combination of strategic intent, organizational capacity, individual agency, and
external pressures, resulting in varied levels of implementation across institutions and procurement
contexts.
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4.5. Summary of findings
To support readability and provide an overview of the empirical results, Table A summarizes the

key findings derived from the interviews and survey data. The table highlights the central themes
and main observations presented in this chapter.

Table A. Summary of key findings.
Theme Keyfindings

Sustainability | Sustainability is generally acknowledged as relevant, but its presence in daily
in daily work | job roles varies considerably across organizational contexts.

Challenges in | Major challenges include limited resources, fragmented procurement
digital service | processes, competence gaps, and difficulties in measuring sustainability
procurement. | impacts.

Development | Strategic integration, clearer processes and guidelines, competence
approaches development, lifecycle considerations, early-stage assessment and
collaboration were identified as key enablers for improving sustainability.

Role of digital | Sustainability in digital service procurement is most often reflected through
sustainability | lifecycle thinking, accessibility, information security and long-term service
reliability rather than narrowly from environmental criteria point of view.

Survey Survey results mainly reinforced interview findings, while also revealing
broader variation in perceptions and levels of familiarity, especially regarding
CSRD.

CSRD CSRD currently functions as an indirect and uneven influence, shaping

primarily reporting practices and supplier requirements rather than acting as a
direct driver of procurement decisions. Often CSRD does not have influence
or is not regarded at all.
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Chapter 5 Discussion

This chapter presents and interprets the findings of the study in relation to prior research presented
earlier and the conceptual background. The chapter aims to highlight the synthesis’ implications
for digital service procurement in higher education institutions. In addition, limitations of the study
and suggestions for future research are addressed.

5.1. Synthesis Between Findings, Prior Research and Conceptual Background

The findings of this study reinforce existing research on sustainability and sustainable procurement
in HEIs while additionally nuancing certain matters. Prior literature consistently highlights HEIs
as strategically important actors in advancing sustainability through procurement, while also
noting persistent challenges in translating high-level commitments into everyday practices (Leal
Filho et al., 2019; Revez et al., 2023; Bhandari et al., 2025). While the findings mostly consider
sustainable procurement as a broader process, the findings can be applied also to digital service
procurement processes.

A strong point of alignment between prior research and the empirical findings is the observation
that sustainability in HEI procurement is often widely acknowledged at a strategic level but
unevenly implemented in practice. Furthermore, the actual emphasis on sustainability versus other
factors is often low. Previous studies attribute these gaps to organizational complexity,
decentralized decision-making, limited resources, and competing priorities (Leal Filho
et al., 2019; Daskalova-Karakasheva et al., 2024). The interview and survey results in this study
provide concrete illustrations of these dynamics, showing how sustainability considerations are
often constrained by budgetary pressure, time limitations, and fragmented procurement structures.

The findings also align with earlier research emphasizing the importance of competence,
awareness, and organizational culture for sustainable procurement implementation (Bhandari
et al., 2025; Jin et al., 2024). Both the literature and the empirical data highlight that limited
sustainability-related expertise and reliance on individual motivation weaken systematic
integration. Often individual procurement decisions are affected by one’s motivation, leading to
varying levels of sustainability consideration in these processes. Furthermore, the present study
adds empirical depth by showing how this reliance on individuals contributes to variability across
organizational units and procurement cases.

An important point of tension emerges in relation to specialist roles, particularly accessibility
expertise. Prior literature frequently positions designated experts and specialized roles as enablers
of sustainability and social responsibility in procurement processes (Leal Filho et al., 2019; Revez
et al., 2023). However, the interview findings suggest that while accessibility expertise is
recognized as essential, practitioners caution against assigning disproportionate responsibility to
accessibility specialists. Interviewees described these roles as already heavily burdened and
expressed concern that routing sustainability obligations exclusively through specialists may
create bottlenecks rather than solutions in procurement processes. This highlights a practical
limitation that is less visible in the literature and suggests that expertise must be supported by
broader organizational capacity rather than concentrated on single roles.

The conceptual framing of digital sustainability further supports interpretation of the results.
Digital sustainability conceptualizes sustainability both of digital technologies and enabled by
digital technologies (Lynn et al., 2024). The empirical findings are consistent with this dual
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perspective, as sustainability considerations in digital service procurement were most often
articulated through lifecycle thinking, long-term usability, accessibility, information security, and
data governance, rather than narrowly environmental metrics. This reinforces the relevance of
digital sustainability as a lens for examining procurement practices in digital contexts. However,
both the interview and survey data showed that life-cycle thinking was often narrowly interpreted
as referring primarily to computers and other physical technologies, even though these were
outside the scope of this research.

Finally, the role of CSRD aligns with prior research that frames the directive as an indirect and
institutional influence for organizations not formally within its scope (Mékeld, 2025;
Davaasuren, 2025). The empirical findings indicate that CSRD currently affects HEIs only in some
cases, primarily through reporting practices, supplier requirements, and future-oriented
preparedness rather than acting as a direct determinant of procurement decisions. The actual
effectiveness of the CSRD therefore remains uncertain, particularly given the European Union’s
ongoing revisions to the legislation, which currently leave more questions than answers.

5.2. Practical Implications

The findings of the research suggest multiple practical implications for HEIs seeking to strengthen
sustainability in digital service procurement.

First, sustainability considerations should be embedded systematically into procurement
processes, consistent with prior recommendations emphasizing structured governance and clear
criteria (Leal Filho etal,2019; Daskalova-Karakasheva et al., 2024). Clear guidelines,
standardized tender templates, and explicit evaluation criteria can reduce ad hoc decision-making
and dependence on individual commitment. Often the respondents highlighted that while there
might be organizational guidelines, actually following them in procurement practices was lacking.

Second, the role of expertise requires careful organizational support. While accessibility and
sustainability experts are crucial, the findings caution against overloading these roles. Instead, the
data emphasized that organizations should distribute baseline sustainability competence across
procurement, IT, and operational staff, while reserving specialists for advisory and complex cases.
This addresses the practical constraints identified in the interviews and complements the
literature’s emphasis on specialist roles.

Third, sustainability should be addressed early in the procurement lifecycle, especially during
planning and market dialogue phases, as recommended in earlier studies (Revez et al., 2023;
Schiffini et al., 2025). Early engagement supports realistic sustainability criteria and improves
alignment between organizational goals and market capabilities. There were numerous examples
from the interviewees and survey respondents that a lack of engagement in the early stages of
digital service procurement can lead to unfinished and restricted use of such services while also
leading to more costs eventually.

Fourth, HEIs may benefit from focusing on operationally tangible sustainability aspects, such as
service lifecycle management, accessibility, and information security. These areas were perceived
as meaningful, actionable, and compatible with digital service procurement realities, aligning with
the broader framing of digital sustainability (Lynn et al., 2024). However, tangible sustainability
aspects were found to be quite hard to grasp in the domain of digital services. Especially,
monitoring and assessing the long-term effects of using such services was found to be problematic.
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Finally, although CSRD does not directly bind many HEIs, voluntary alignment with its principles
may enhance organizational learning, transparency, and preparedness, particularly in relation to
supplier reporting and future regulatory developments (Mékeld, 2025).

5.2.1. The ALIGN Framework for Sustainable Digital Service Procurement in
HEIs

Based on the findings of this study, sustainability in digital service procurement within higher
education institutions can be strengthened through a set of interrelated organizational practices
rather than through isolated interventions. The results suggest that effective improvement requires
alignment between leadership, strategy, processes, collaboration, and supporting tools. To
illustrate this, the study proposes a practice-oriented conceptual ALIGN framework (Figure 19),
emphasizing the alignment of leadership, strategic integration, governance, networks, tools,
organizational expertise, and life-cycle-oriented assessment in digital service procurement, that
synthesizes key development needs identified in the empirical findings.

Figure 19
A conceptual ALIGN framework for improving sustainability in digital service procurement in HEIs
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First, leadership and top-down commitment emerged as a foundational enabler. The findings
indicate that sustainability considerations are difficult to advance in procurement contexts where
top management does not actively support them. Leadership commitment was reflected not only
through strategic statements but also through prioritization, resourcing, and legitimization of
sustainability-related decisions in procurement. Without such support, sustainability
considerations were often deprioritized in favor of other matters such as cost, urgency, or
established practices.

Second, strategic integration into procurement practices was identified as a central requirement.
Sustainability can have a greater influence when it is embedded into concrete procurement
guidelines, frameworks, and decision-making models that are actively used in digital service
procurements. The findings suggest that abstract strategies alone are insufficient unless they are
translated into usable criteria, templates, and procedures that guide everyday procurement
decisions.

Third, organizational learning and competence development could help gradually build and share
sustainability-related understanding across the organization. Instead of solely relying on isolated
or mandatory training, competence is developed through everyday practices, shared guidance, and
learning in procurement situations. This supports more consistent sustainability consideration and
reduces reliance on individual experts. Furthermore, leadership can be seen as a crucial part in
motivating personnel.

Fourth, the study highlights the importance of early and lifecycle-oriented impact assessment.
Respondents emphasized the need to assess sustainability impacts at an early stage, including
reflecting on whether a new digital service is genuinely needed or whether existing solutions could
be reused, modified, or consolidated. Long-term lifecycle considerations, such as service
longevity, updateability, and resource intensity, were viewed as particularly relevant in digital
service procurement.

Fifth, collaboration and market dialogue were consistently associated with improved sustainability
outcomes. Early interaction with suppliers can help organizations clarify their expectations and
better understand what sustainability-related options the market can realistically offer. In addition,
collaboration with other higher education institutions and peer organizations supported knowledge
sharing and reduced duplication of effort.

Finally, the findings demonstrate the role of centralized tools and data-supported decision-making.
Respondents expressed a need for tools that support sustainability-oriented procurement decisions,
such as systems for monitoring existing digital services, assessing impacts, and providing
comparative or alternative options. Rather than replacing professional judgment, such tools were
seen as supporting transparency, consistency, and long-term evaluation.

Taken together, the proposed framework illustrates how sustainability in digital service
procurement is most effectively strengthened through coordinated organizational practices that
combine leadership commitment, strategic clarity, early impact assessment, collaboration, and
supporting tools. The framework is not intended as a prescriptive solution but as an illustrative
framework grounded in the empirical findings of this study.
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5.3. Limitations

This study has numerous limitations. First of all, it focuses on Finnish HEIs, which limits the
adaptability of findings to other institutional contexts. Second, the interview sample represents a
limited number of participants primarily involved in procurement or sustainability, potentially
underrepresenting perspectives further from procurement decision-making. Survey responses
revealed uneven familiarity with sustainability and CSRD-related issues, as reflected in frequent
“I don’t know” responses. While this highlights important organizational variation, it also
constrains interpretation of perceived impacts. Furthermore, there was some amount of resistance
to these questions overall.

Finally, the study focuses on perceptions and reported practices, rather than direct observation or
measurement of sustainability outcomes. As such, the findings illustrate how sustainability is
understood and enacted, rather than its quantified environmental or social impacts. Observations
on actual digital service procurement processes could lead to beneficial information, although
those are usually very data-sensitive and HEIs might not want to reveal these processes in detail.

5.4. Recommendations for Future Research

Future research could extend the domain of this study in several directions. Comparative studies
across countries or institutional systems would deepen understanding of how regulatory and
governance contexts shape sustainable digital service procurement. Furthermore, research could
also examine the organization and resourcing of specialist roles, such as accessibility and
sustainability experts, to better understand how expertise can be mobilized without creating
overload or bottlenecks.

This research was additionally done in quite a short time span, and knowing the ever-changing
condition of sustainability and especially the CSRD, longitudinal studies would be valuable for
tracking how sustainability practices evolve while also CSRD-related reporting systems mature
and potentially become more influential for HEIs.

Finally, future work could focus on linking procurement practices to measurable sustainability
outcomes, particularly within digital service lifecycles, to strengthen evidence of impact and
support more informed procurement decision-making. Additionally, concretely developing
concrete frameworks from several different findings could help HEIs and other organizations in
developing more sustainable digital service procurement processes.

5.5. Discussion Summary

To conclude the discussion, Table B provides a concise overview of the main interpretations and
implications derived from the findings in comparison to prior research and the conceptual
background. The summary highlights the key contributions and practical relevance of the study,
excluding the framework (Figure 19) presented before.
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Table B. Summary of key interpretations.

Aspect Key interpretation

Alignment with
prior research

The findings largely align with previous studies highlighting the gap between
strategic sustainability commitments and operational procurement practices.

Organizational Sustainability implementation is strongly shaped by leadership commitment,
factors organizational structures, distributed competence and available resources.

Digital service | Digital service procurement emphasizes extended lifecycle (durability),
context accessibility and reliability, supporting the relevance of digital sustainability

as a conceptual lens.

Role of expertise

Reliance on individual specialists can create bottlenecks; broader
distribution of sustainability competence across the organization is critical.

CSRD CSRD currently partially acts as a contextual reporting framework for some

implications organizations with potential future influence, but its impact on procurement
depends on organizational capacity and practical integration.

Practical Strengthening sustainability in digital service procurement requires

relevance coordinated organizational development rather than isolated technical or

policy interventions.
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Chapter 6 - Conclusions

This thesis examined how sustainability is understood, operationalized, and supported in digital
service procurement within Finnish higher education institutions (HEIs). The study addressed
sustainability not as an abstract policy goal but as a set of practical considerations embedded in
procurement processes, organizational structures, and everyday decision-making related to digital
services.

The findings show that sustainability is widely recognized as an important objective in HEIs and
is reflected in institutional strategies, values, and procurement guidelines. However, sustainability
considerations in digital service procurement remain uneven and highly context-dependent, often
even leading to neglect compared to other procurement criteria. While some organizations and
units have begun to integrate sustainability more systematically, practices vary considerably across
institutions, procurement types, and organizational roles.

In response to the first research question, “How is sustainability being reflected in Finnish higher
education institutions’ digital service procurement practices?” the study found that sustainability
in digital service procurement is commonly reflected through lifecycle thinking, accessibility,
information security, and long-term service reliability. Environmental considerations are present,
but often indirectly, and sustainability is typically understood as a multidimensional concept
encompassing social, technical, and organizational dimensions rather than solely ecological
impacts. Furthermore, the environmental effects regarding digital services were found to be hard
to measure, especially regarding the use of AL

Addressing the second research question, “What challenges, drivers, and current approaches are
associated with implementing sustainability in higher education institutes’ digital service
procurement practices?” the results identified several recurring challenges and development
methods. Key barriers include limited resources, fragmented procurement processes, competence
gaps, and difficulties in measuring and verifying sustainability impacts. At the same time,
development approaches perceived as most effective involve embedding sustainability into
procurement structures and clarifying processes through guidelines and criteria, strengthening
organizational competence and addressing sustainability considerations early in the procurement
lifecycle. The findings also underline the importance of distributing sustainability knowledge
across the organization instead of relying on a small number of specialists.

Regarding the third research question, “How does the European Union’s Corporate Sustainability
Directive (CSRD) influence digital service procurement practices in Finnish higher education
institutions?” the study concludes that the CSRD currently plays an indirect and uneven role in
digital service procurement within Finnish HEIs. The CSRD is most visible through reporting
practices, supplier requirements, and organizational preparedness rather than as a direct
determinant of procurement decisions. Expectations of its future influence vary, with some
organizations anticipating increased relevance and others expressing uncertainty or skepticism,
particularly due to limited resources and the directive’s indirect applicability.

Based on the findings, this study proposed a conceptual ALIGN framework, that synthesizes key
organizational factors influencing sustainability in digital service procurement in HEIs. The
framework highlights how leadership commitment, strategic integration into procurement
practices, organizational learning and competence development, early and lifecycle-oriented
impact assessment, collaboration, and supporting tools together can shape the consideration of
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sustainability in procurement decisions. Rather than suggesting a linear process, the framework
illustrates the interdependent nature of these elements and supports the conclusion that
sustainability in digital service procurement emerges through coordinated organizational practices
rather than isolated actions.

Overall, the study suggests that sustainability in digital service procurement within HEIs is best
understood as a gradual organizational development process rather than a fully established
practice. Progress depends on top-down long-term commitment, alignment between strategy and
practice, adequate resources, and realistic distribution of responsibilities regarding sustainability.
While regulatory developments such as CSRD may reinforce transparency and data availability,
meaningful sustainability integration ultimately requires sustained organizational learning and
process development.

By providing an empirically grounded and context-specific perspective, this thesis presents how
sustainability is currently enacted in digital service procurement in Finnish HEIs and where further
development is needed. The conclusions highlight that advancing sustainability in this context is
less about isolated interventions and more about strengthening organizational capacity, coherence,
and continuity over time.



56 (59)
References

Abhayawansa, S., Adams, C., Busulwa, R., & Shying, M. (2025). The Digital Transformation of
Sustainability Reporting: How Digital Technologies are Reshaping Sustainability Accounting,
Data, and Disclosure. Routledge. https://doi.org/10.4324/9781032637938

Balios, D. (2025). Accounting for a Sustainable Future: The Role and Impact of the European
Sustainability Reporting Standards (ESRS). European Journal of Accounting, Auditing and
Finance Research, 13(7), 14-26. https://doi.org/10.37745/ejaatr.2013/vol13n71426

Bhandari, S., Lopes, M., & Pires, S. M. (2025). A systematic review of factors influencing green
public procurement in higher education institutions. Discover Sustainability, 6(1), 720.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s43621-025-01562-6

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2006). Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qualitative Research in
Psychology, 3(2), 77-101. https://doi.org/10.1191/1478088706qp0630a

Braun, V., & Clarke, V. (2019). Reflecting on reflexive thematic analysis. Qualitative Research
in Sport, Exercise and Health, 11(4), 589-597. https://doi.org/10.1080/2159676X.2019.1628806

Daskalova-Karakasheva, M., Zgureva-Filipova, D., Filipov, K., & Venkov, G. (2024). Ensuring
sustainability: Leadership approach model for tackling procurement challenges in Bulgarian
higher education institutions. Administrative Sciences, 14(9), 1-18.
https://doi.org/10.3390/admsci14090218

Davaasuren, A. (2025). IMPLEMENTING THE CSRD IN PRACTICE: A MULTIPLE-CASE
STUDY ON CHALLENGES AND LEARNING. Lappeenranta—Lahti University of Technology
LUT.

Dunfjéll, M. (2025). Materiality in Transition: Challenges and Opportunities in Corporate
Sustainability Reporting under the CSRD. European Journal of Risk Regulation, 1-15.
https://doi.org/10.1017/err.2025.10016

Ferreira, M. B., Zeni, G. L. F., Do Prado, G. F., Souza, J. T., Piekarski, C. M., & Puglieri, F. N.
(2025). Challenges and Opportunities for Sustainability in the Digital Product Lifecycle: A
Systematic Literature Review. Sustainability, 17(16), 7265. https://doi.org/10.3390/sul 7167265

Jin, X., Azam, S. M. F., & Tham, J. (2024). Challenges of sustainable public procurement in
Chinese higher education institutions: A Delphi study. Journal of Public Procurement, 24(3),
371-392. https://doi.org/10.1108/JOPP-05-2024-0051

Leal Filho, W., Skouloudis, A., Brandli, L. L., Salvia, A. L., Avila, L. V., & Rayman-Bacchus,
L. (2019). Sustainability and procurement practices in higher education institutions: Barriers and
drivers. Journal of Cleaner Production, 231, 1267-1280.
https://doi.org/10.1016/}.jclepro.2019.05.202

Lynn, T., Rosati, P., Kreps, D., & Conboy, K. (Eds). (2024). Digital Sustainability: Leveraging
Digital Technology to Combat Climate Change. Springer Nature Switzerland.
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-031-61749-2



57 (59)
Maikeld, H. (2025). Reflections on Sustainability Reporting Regulation From a Northern
European Perspective. Social and Environmental Accountability Journal, 45(2), 138—149.
https://doi.org/10.1080/0969160X.2025.2533121

Moro, C., Mills, K. A., Phelps, C., & Birt, J. (2023). The Triple-S framework: Ensuring scalable,
sustainable, and serviceable practices in education technology. International Journal of
Education Technology in Higher Education, 20(1), 7. https://doi.org/10.1186/s41239-022-
00378-y

Novicka, J., & Volkova, T. (2025). Regulation of Sustainability Reporting Requirements—
Digitalisation Path. Sustainability, 17(1), 138. https://doi.org/10.3390/su17010138

Revez, A., Kirrane, M., & Thomson, F. (2023). Greening procurement: Exploring evolving
practices in an Irish university. Heliyon, 9(11), €21787.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.heliyon.2023.e21787

Schiffini, P. M. da S., Rampasso, 1. S., Sigahi, T. F. A. C., Moraes, G. H. S. M. de, & Anholon,
R. (2025). Sustainable procurement in higher education institutions: A Fuzzy TOPSIS approach
for hierarchization of barriers. International Journal of Sustainability in Higher Education.
https://doi.org/10.1108/IJSHE-07-2024-0483



58 (59)
Appendix A:

Figure 20
Likert-scale segment 1 - How much does sustainability appear in your daily job role?
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Appendix B:
Figure 21

Likert-scale segment 2 - Considering sustainability in digital service procurement brings more benefits than disadvantages to our
organization
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Appendix C:

Figure 22
Likert-scale segment 3 - Sustainability has a clear and large enough importance in our organization’s digital service procurement
decisions
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Appendix D:
Figure 23

Likert-scale segment 4 — Considering sustainability in digital services procurement processes is in threat to decrease in the next
five years
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