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Abstract 
The rapid spread of Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) has attracted the 
attention of multiple researchers and practitioners interested in defining models, tools, 
techniques, and approaches for supporting social and economic organizations in maximizing 
the ‘advantages’ offered by the emerging digital platforms. Due to the increasing attention on 
this topic, multiple contributions have been provided about protocols and rules related to the 
so-called ‘digital organizations’. Unfortunately, all these contributions seem to only focus the 
attention on the technical dimensions of digitalization without considering the key role that 
human and relational dimensions have in ensuring organizations’ survival over time. In such a 
debate, the role of sustainability and related cognitive dimensions in the ongoing process for 
digital transition seems to be completely underestimated. To bridge this gap, the paper adopts 
the interpretative lens provided by the Behavioural Psychology and the Systems Approach for 
clarifying the relations between sustainability and digital transition. A conceptual model is 
proposed and discussed for supporting both researchers and practitioners in developing a 
holistic view of digital transition as a way through which ensuring sustainable development 
both at the organization and the socio-economic level. 
 
Keywords: Digital transition; Sustainable development; Systems Approach; Behavioural 
Psychology. 
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1 Preliminary reflections 
In an era in which digital transition (Ivanova et al., 2019; Caputo et al., 2019; Cillo et al., 2021) 
and data management (Tan, 2018; Caputo et al., 2020; Iandolo et al., 2021; Saura et al., 2021) 
are widely recognized as paths through which it is possible to improve efficiency and 
effectiveness in any kind of socio-economic processes and/or configurations, the issues of 
sustainability and sustainable development seem to be still far from a clear identification and 
resolution (Elkington, 2006). 
Since the preliminary contributions provided by the Club of Rome, the challenging domain of 
sustainability has attracted the interests of multiple researchers and practitioners in the path for 
conceptualizing the dimensions on which sustainability is based (Colombo, 2001) and for 
depicting tools and guidelines able to support the transition toward more sustainable managerial 
and governmental approaches (Loorbach et al., 2011). 
Despite the multiple advancements in knowledge provided by the contributions interested in 
sustainability challenges (Bettley & Burnley, 2008; Williams et al., 2017; Nawaz & Koç, 2018), 
it still exists a shared uncertainty about the elements able to influence socio-economic actors’ 
engagement in sustainability-based paths (Caputo et al., 2020). In such a vein, the rationality-
based view seems to contrast with the progressive growth of companies’ attention in the 
sustainability domain due to the increasing costs required for ensuring an effective 
sustainability-oriented transition and the impossibility of quantifying the effective correlations 
between companies’ attention to sustainability and companies’ economic performance (Barile 
et al., 2018). In a nutshell, the rationality-based view seems to underline the ‘unsustainability 
of sustainability’ opening to the need for understanding which elements beyond the rational one 
are addressing socio-economic paths toward a sharable sustainable development for all (Sharma 
& Jaiswal, 2018). 
Building upon these preliminary reflections, the paper adopts a systems-based perspective for 
investigating elements and conditions able to influence actors’ perceptions about sustainability 
issues as foundations on which act for depicting a conceptual framework able to extend current 
knowledge about the role of sustainability in the ongoing digital transition. Following this 
conceptual line, the rest of the paper is structured as follows: Section 2 summarizes the 
conceptual framework and the literature review upon which proposed reflections are based, 
section 3 proposes a conceptual model for depicting sharable pillars upon which to build a 
sustainable digital transition in systems’ functioning, and section 4 will trace main implications, 
conclusions, and future directions of proposed reflections. 

2 Conceptual framework and literature review 
2.1 A systems view of actors’ patterns and behaviours 
For a long time, socio-economic organizations and patterns have been analysed using structural 
based perspectives in which the focus was on the study of their parts to improve efficiency and 
effectiveness through the definition of the ‘better’ composition among the possible alternatives 
(Korobov et al., 2017). More recently, the ‘structural approach’ has shown its incapability in 
supporting an effective understanding of the ways through which socio-economic 
configurations react to unpredictable events (Jackson, 2009; Barile et al., 2018; Caputo et al., 
2018). Such incapability has been clearly underlined with reference to the ‘system’ (Lee & 
Inman, 1975) as articulated representation in which multiple actors are interrelated through 
links of reciprocal influence from which market trends and evolutions emerge (Heath & 
Chatzidakis, 2012). Thanks to the adoption of systems thinking, each ‘organized configuration’ 
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can be analysed by adopting a three-level approach: elements, interconnections, and a 
function/purpose (Meadows, 2008). Specifically, elements refer to the actors that compose the 
system in its multiple configurations; interconnections refer to the ways through which elements 
can interact building conditions for reciprocal influences; and function/purpose is the final aim 
able to ensure cohesion among the elements. Adopting this interpretive framework, it is possible 
to note that several valuable contributions have been provided regarding to the first two levels 
(Walsh, 1954; Dadkhah & Vahidi, 2018), while less clarity emerges about the third level 
(Baumgartner et al., 2008). 
The systems thinking states that the main purpose of a system can be identified in the survival 
of the whole respect to the parts (Golinelli et al., 2012). In such a view, it emerges the need for 
clarifying how the system’s survival can be effectively ‘tangibilized’ and ‘approached’. With 
reference to the point, a relevant interpretative contribution can be derived from the rich field 
of consumer psychology and from its interest in the “acquisition of knowledge for the sake of 
understanding and predicting important aspects of real-life behaviour” (Katona, 1967: 219). A 
good and explicative synthesis of such a perspective is well reported by Loken (2006) in her 
wide review in which it is stated that “goals can serve as organizing frameworks for product or 
purchase information (Huffman 1996, Martin & Stewart 2001), and multiple goals can coexist 
within a given individual (Sengupta & Johar 2002). Activating a goal can influence members 
of a consideration set (Chakravarti & Janiszewski 2003, Ratneshwar et al. 1996), increase 
similarity perceptions of objects that do not visually resemble each other (Ratneshwar et al. 
2001), and increase the attractiveness of objects related to those goals (Martin & Stewart 2001, 
Ratneshwar et al. 2000)” (Loken, 2006). 
Such a review offers the possibility for catching the relevant role of consumer psychology in 
defining the purpose of a system in terms of goal definition and sharing. Accordingly, it 
emerges how the system’s survival can be approached and understood by focusing the attention 
on the ways through which elements (or actors) can effectively achieve a sharable aim. 
Consequentially, as a final point of the proposed conceptual flow, it is possible to state that 
digital transition can be considered an effective and suitable path only in the case in which it 
builds upon a sharable set of cognitive values (Caputo et al., 2018). 

2.2 The role of actors’ perceptions to sustainability: a summary of existing review 
Sustainability is ever more seen as a problem of perceptions and behaviours (Cerda et al., 2007). 
As reported by Fischer et al. (2012), individual behaviour plays a vital role in achieving 
environmental sustainability. For this reason, it is necessary to understand the motivation and 
perception of individuals who engage them in behaviours relating to environmental 
sustainability (Gifford, 2011). Understanding which factors affect the perception of 
stakeholders might promote sustainable practices (Garvare & Johansson, 2010; Kerselaers et 
al., 2013).  
Perception studies suggest that people’s existing mindsets, particularly the perception of the 
necessity and effects of mitigation actions, can affect how people interpret new information 
(Lorenzoni et al., 2007). People are reluctant to change their behaviour to be more sustainable 
when they have a perception that other people are not taking such actions (Lorenzoni et al., 
2007). However, when people perceive that the problem is being solved, they are more 
convinced of the advantage of policies that encourage sustainable behaviour (Steg & Gifford, 
2005). In literature, there are several studies, not systematized, on which factors affect 
individual approach to sustainability. As reported by Hou (2016), stakeholders’ perception 
depends on the information they receive. Studies on consumer behaviour have shown that when 
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provided with value-differentiating information about relevant product attributes, some 
consumers are indeed willing to pay an “ethical price premium” (Auger et al., 2003, 2008).  
From a different perspective, Biswas and Roy (2016) found that consumer perception is more 
focused on the functional aspects of green products than willingness-to-pay, while Steg et al. 
(2014) underline that cognitive values have an impact on how people assess different facets of 
a situation, and what solutions are perceived. In the same direction, Yasir et al. (2021) found 
that altruistic, biospheric, hedonic, and egoistic values all have an indirect effect on 
sustainability-driven intentions, which is important to understand when assessing attitudes 
toward sustainable and perceived behaviour control. Testa et al., (2020) distinguish between 
intrapersonal values- environment and intrapersonal values- non-environment. Intrapersonal 
factors linked to the environment are strictly connected with the environment and intrapersonal 
factors that attain other values that can affect the final decision to purchase a green product but 
are not directly related to the environment. Instead, the category of Intrapersonal values—non-
environment includes some general personal characteristics that can influence behaviour: 
personal values, culture, and attitude toward specific behaviours, e.g., the purchase of 
innovative products and personal identity and orientation (Testa et al., 2020). 
3 Modelling sharable pillars for understanding the role of sustainability pillars for 

ensuring digital transition in systems functioning 
According to the above reported literature review, sustainability issue has been widely analysed 
in the domain of consumer behaviour studies by focusing the attention on the reasons that 
address and stimulate actors’ patterns toward sustainability-based actions (Málovics et al., 
2008). Thanks to all these contributions it is nowadays possible to approach sustainability as an 
interpretative scheme as defined by systems thinking (Porter, 2008). Adopting the interpretative 
lens provided by the systems thinking, sustainability can be considered as a cognitive 
framework able to influence actors’ decisions and evaluations by acting on the so-called 
emotional and cognitive domains. In such a direction, sustainability can be considered as the 
final purpose able to influence the ways through which each element identifies its position in 
the whole configuration. More than this, sustainability also defines the set of interconnections 
among the elements because of the alignment level in the cognitive sets among the considered 
actors. In a nutshell, sustainability and its pillars can represent the foundations upon which it is 
possible to build the system but – unfortunately - they are not enough for ensuring the survival 
and functioning of the system. More than this, the adoption of a systems view offers the 
opportunities for budling a conceptual flow in which the role of digital transition is clarified in 
terms of structural conditions through which to ensure an effecting connection among actors 
aligned towards the aim of sustainability as reported in the Figure 1. 
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Figure 1: Linking sustainability and digital transition in systems functioning 

 
As shown in Figure 1, sustainability and digital transition can be considered as connected parts 
of the same process. Adopting the interpretative lens provided by systems thinking and 
consumer psychology it is possible to state that a system can emerge and evolve only by 
combining these elements and underlying the cognitive role that sustainability can play in 
ensuring the alignment among the actors and the rational role that digital transition has in 
transforming potential links in effective interconnections.  
This sample representation can offer a possible building block on which reflect for depicting 
plans, actions, and guidelines for supporting an effecting understanding of systems functioning 
inspired by the principles of sustainability thanks to the opportunity provided by the digital 
transition. 
4 Final remarks, implications, and future directions for research 
For several years, sustainability and sustainable development have been considered sharable 
aims achievable only thanks to the adoption of a top-down approach in which policymakers and 
institutions defined rules and paths for influencing actors’ behaviours and decisions. More 
recently, it has been widely underlined the need for shifting from a coercive approach to a 
collaborative and bottom-up approach in which all the actors should be engaged in a shared and 
co-defined path for ensuring sustainable development for all (Caputo et al., 2020). In such 
evolution, the digital transition presents the ‘tangible way’ through which actors can be 
effectively interconnected for ensuring the cognitive and emotional alignment among actors 
inspired by similar and complementary values (Dominici et al., 2017; Caputo et al., 2019). 
Reflections and the conceptual model herein summarize and formalize the above-mentioned 
relation between sustainability and digital transition opening a wide debate in which these two 
dimensions cannot be approached as separate fields. A new challenge emerges from the 
proposed model about the way in which cognitive and rational phases can be effectively 
combined through the definition of clear guidelines for both researchers and practitioners 
interested in understanding the phenomenon of systems functioning and sustainability-based 
evolution. In a nutshell, sustainable development and digital transition can be nowadays 
approached as the double face of the same phenomenon and they require to be jointly analysed 
for ensuring a long term and value-based evolution. 
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