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contemporary public-sector DT dynamics. Following the PRISMA 2020 reporting
standard and thematic synthesis, the review maps conceptualisations of DT,
identifies key organisational, technological and environmental drivers, and examines
their implications for public value. The findings indicate that DT is predominantly
conceptualised as a sociotechnical and public-value-oriented process shaped
primarily by leadership, organisational culture and strategic alignment rather than
technological investment alone. Organisational and managerial factors emerge

as the most consistent predictors of transformation outcomes across diverse
institutional contexts, while technological and environmental conditions influence
the pace, direction and unevenness of implementation. Despite the rapid diffusion
of Al and GenAl in government practice, only a limited proportion of the literature
substantively engages with Al, and fewer studies address GenAl, large language
models or foundation models, revealing a widening gap between technological
developments and scholarly inquiry. Building on the established organisational-
technological-environmental framework, the review identifies four additional
explanatory dimensions: citizen co-production, digitally induced administrative
burden, street-level administrative reconfiguration, and multidimensional public-value
evaluation. The study concludes by identifying priorities for future research on GenAl
governance, accountability and equity, while offering practical implications for public
managers and policymakers pursuing Al-enabled public-sector transformation.
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1 Introduction

Digital transformation (DT) has become a defining organisational phenomenon in
both information systems (IS) and public administration research. In the IS literature,
DT is commonly understood as a process through which organisations undergo sig-

nificant change through combinations of information, computing, communication,
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and connectivity technologies [1]. Earlier formulations framed DT as a strategy-led and
organisation-wide transformation effort [2—4], while subsequent work consolidated the
concept as a multidimensional organisational and institutional process [5]. In the pub-
lic sector, DT has increasingly been associated with public value, citizen engagement
and democratic accountability rather than competitive advantage [6—8]. Empirical and
review-based studies consistently show that public-sector DT is shaped by interacting
organisational, technological and environmental factors rather than by technology alone
[9, 10].

Prior scholarship has identified leadership, organisational structure, strategic align-
ment, governance arrangements, and stakeholder participation as central determinants
of DT outcomes in public organisations [11-14]. More recent developments, however,
suggest that the empirical and conceptual landscape is shifting rapidly. Artificial intel-
ligence (AI) has moved from a peripheral capability to a central component of organ-
isational digital strategies, with research highlighting recurring challenges related to
governance, expertise, regulation, data quality, and public trust [15-20]. Parallel scholar-
ship has examined the implications of Al for public administration, bureaucratic discre-
tion, and democratic governance [21-24].

The emergence of foundation models and generative Al (GenAl) represents a further
qualitative shift [25]. Since the public release of ChatGPT in late 2022, generative sys-
tems have rapidly entered the operational environment of public organisations. Govern-
ments increasingly employ Al and GenAl across service delivery, administrative support,
policy analysis, and citizen interaction, even as governance mechanisms and evaluation
frameworks remain underdeveloped [26]. Unlike earlier digital technologies, GenAl sys-
tems produce probabilistic rather than deterministic outputs, can be adopted directly
by individual employees without formal procurement processes, and raise significant
concerns regarding transparency, accountability, administrative discretion, bias and
due process [23, 24, 26, 27]. Existing public-sector DT frameworks were largely devel-
oped before the rise of generative Al and therefore provide only limited guidance for
understanding the distinctive organisational, governance, and institutional challenges
introduced by GenAl-enabled transformation, including probabilistic decision support,
human-AlI collaboration, and evolving accountability requirements.

These developments expose several gaps in the current literature. First, there is a con-
ceptual gap concerning the relationship between DT and GenAl. Existing definitions of
public-sector DT generally treat Al as one technology among many [6, 9], while recent
developments suggest that GenAl may require a substantial reconsideration of estab-
lished assumptions regarding organisational transformation, governance, and tech-
nology use. Second, there is a factor-level gap. Earlier studies consistently identified
organisational, technological, and environmental factors as central to DT outcomes [11,
15, 16], yet it remains unclear whether these factors remain sufficient for explaining Al-
and GenAl-enabled transformation or whether new forms of governance, capability, and
risk management are emerging [17, 18]. Third, there is a public-value and accountabil-
ity gap. Existing ethical and governance discussions highlight concerns related to bias,
opacity, hallucination, privacy, accountability and the erosion of administrative discre-
tion [23-25, 27], but these concerns have not yet been systematically integrated into the
broader DT literature in public administration and information systems research.
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Against this background, the aim of the study is to provide a rigorous and reproduc-
ible synthesis of the scholarly literature on DT in the public sector in the era of AI and
GenAl The study seeks to examine how DT is currently conceptualised in light of AI and
GenAl, to reassess the organisational, technological, and environmental factors associ-
ated with public-sector transformation, and to consolidate current evidence regarding
opportunities, risks, and public-value implications. By synthesising fragmented and rap-
idly evolving scholarship, the study contributes to both information systems and pub-
lic administration research by clarifying contemporary conceptualisations, drivers, and
public-value implications of digital transformation. It also provides practical insights for
public managers and policymakers navigating the strategic, organisational, and gover-
nance challenges of GenAl adoption.

The study is guided by the following overarching research question: How is digital
transformation in the public sector being reshaped by the emergence of Al and, in particu-
lar, GenAl and what factors, outcomes, and challenges does the current scholarly litera-
ture identify?

To structure the synthesis, the overarching question is decomposed into three
sub-questions:

RSQ1. How is digital transformation in the public sector conceptualised in the litera-
ture published since the rise of GenAI?

RSQ2. Which organisational, technological, and environmental factors are identi-
fied as influencing the adoption and outcomes of Al- and GenAl-enabled DT in public
organisations?

RSQ3. What opportunities, risks, and public-value implications of GenAl for digital
transformation in the public sector are reported in the literature, and what research gaps

remain?

2 Research methodology
This study employs a systematic literature review (SLR) to identify, evaluate, and synthe-
sise research on digital transformation (DT) and artificial intelligence (Al) in the public
sector [28]. Given the maturity of DT scholarship and the rapid emergence of genera-
tive artificial intelligence (GenAlI), an SLR is well suited to consolidate existing knowl-
edge while identifying emerging conceptual developments and research gaps [29, 30].
Following Templier and Paré’s typology [31], the study was conducted as a qualitative
systematic review with thematic synthesis, producing both a descriptive field map and
an interpretative synthesis of evolving public-sector DT research. The review design
draws on four complementary methodological frameworks: Kitchenham and Charters’
three-phase review process (planning, conducting, and reporting) [28], the PRISMA
2020 reporting standard [32], vom Brocke et al’s guidelines for search transparency and
documentation [33], and Braun and Clarke’s six-phase thematic analysis approach [34].
A comprehensive literature search was conducted across Scopus, Web of Science, the
AIS Electronic Library (AISeL), ACM Digital Library, IEEE Xplore, ScienceDirect, Wiley
Online Library, and Taylor & Francis Online, following Gusenbauer and Haddaway’s
database suitability guidelines [35]. This selection encompasses the AIS Senior Schol-
ars’ Basket of Eight IS journals alongside paramount public administration outlets (e.g.,
Government Information Quarterly, Public Administration Review, Public Management
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Review). Google Scholar supplemented this strategy for forward and backward citation
tracking [35].

Following vom Brocke et al. [33], the search string combined three distinct Bool-
ean concept blocks targeting titles, abstracts, and keywords: ( 'digital transformation”
OR 'digital government” OR 'digitalisation” OR "digitalization” OR "digital change” OR
"e-government” OR "eGovernment” OR 'digital innovation” ) AND ( "public sector” OR
"public organisation” OR "public organization” OR "government*” OR "municipal*” OR
"civil service” OR "public service*" ) AND ( 'artificial intelligence” OR "AI" OR "machine
learning” OR "generative AI" OR "GenAl" OR "large language model*” OR "LLM*" OR
"foundation model*" OR "ChatGPT" OR "Copilot” OR "conversational AI")

Inclusion/Exclusion criteria were applied to select the relevant studies for the review.
Inclusion required peer-reviewed journal articles or full conference papers published in
English between January 2020 and March 2026, focusing explicitly on the public sec-
tor DT-AI intersection, with titles, abstracts, or keywords indicating a substantive focus
on digital transformation in public-sector contexts. Conversely, literature/bibliometric
reviews, editorials, opinion pieces, non-peer-reviewed works, private-sector studies,
and full-text inaccessible papers were excluded. The Study selection strictly followed the
PRISMA 2020 four-stage protocol (Identification, Screening, Eligibility, Inclusion), as
shown in Fig. 1.

Even though searches covered January 2020 onward, all studies meeting final inclusion
criteria were published between 2021 and 2026. All database searches were completed
on 31 March 2026.

Identification

Records identified from databases (n = 2,117)
Records from other sources (n = 174)
Total: n = 2,291

|

Records after duplicates removed (n = 1,379)

Screening v

Records screened (title/abstract) (n = 1,379) > Records excluded
(n=612)

Y

Reports not retrieved

Reports sought for retrieval (n = 767)
(n=118)

\4

A4

Reports excluded (n = 524)
Reasons: not peer-reviewed;
literature/bibliometric review;
editorial; not English; title
outside criteria; incomplete/
ongoing study.

Reports assessed for eligibility (n = 649)

\4

Included

A4

Studies included in qualitative
synthesis (n = 125)

Fig. 1 PRISMA 2020 flow of records through the review
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Methodological quality was appraised using an adapted four-item hybrid tool derived
from Templier and Paré [31] and Okoli [30]. Four dimensions—theoretical grounding,
methodological transparency, sample/context description, and knowledge contribu-
tion—were scored on an ordinal scale (0 = absent, 1 = partial, 2 = clear; total score 0-8).
Studies scoring > 5 qualified for interpretive thematic synthesis. Consequently, 88 of the
125 included studies (70.4%) met this threshold, while the remaining 37 (29.6%) were
retained solely for descriptive mapping. This approach balanced methodological rigour
with comprehensive coverage of an emerging field.

Data extraction was carried out using a structured extraction sheet capturing biblio-
graphic metadata, study context (country, level of government, type of public organisa-
tion), research design, theoretical framing, technology focus, reported factors, reported
outcomes and identified risks or limitations. The extraction sheet was piloted on five
randomly selected studies and refined before full extraction, in line with Kitchenham
and Charters [28].

Analysis followed two complementary procedures. Descriptive analysis profiled the
corpus along temporal, geographic, methodological, and topical dimensions, supported
by frequency tables and concept-by-author matrices following Webster and Watson [29].
Interpretative analysis followed Braun and Clarke’s six-phase thematic analysis approach
[34]: (i) familiarisation with the data through repeated reading of the extracted mate-
rial; (ii) generation of initial codes inductively from the data, supplemented by deduc-
tive codes derived from the author’s prior three-factor framework [11] and established
Al-adoption scholarship [15, 16, 19]; (iii) searching for themes by clustering codes; (iv)
reviewing themes against the underlying data and against the research questions; (v)
defining and naming themes; and (vi) producing the report.

Three principal threats to validity were considered and mitigated through the review
design. Construct validity is supported by the use of established factor frameworks [11,
15] and explicit peer-reviewed definitions of DT [1, 6], by the layered concept blocks
in the search string [33], and by pilot screening to refine selection criteria. Internal
validity is supported by transparent documentation of all selection decisions [32] and
by structured quality appraisal of included studies against the four-criterion instrument
described above. Coding and appraisal were conducted by a single reviewer rather than
through independent double-coding; the implications of this single-reviewer design are
acknowledged in Section 5.3. External validity is bounded: the SLR synthesises pub-
lished English-language scholarship and therefore cannot represent grey literature, non-
English research or developments after the search cut-off date [35].

3 Results
3.1 Overview of the reviewed corpus
The final corpus comprises 125 peer-reviewed studies published between 2021 and 2026.
The publication trajectory indicates a rapid acceleration of scholarly interest following
the COVID-19 pandemic and the emergence of Al, particularly GenAl, within public-
sector practice [26, 36—39]. More than two-thirds of the corpus was published between
2023 and 2025, reflecting the consolidation of DT as a major research domain within
information systems and public administration [1, 6, 9, 10].

The corpus demonstrates broad geographical coverage, although Europe remains the
dominant empirical setting. Significant representation is also visible from Global South
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and peripheral contexts, particularly studies conducted in Africa, South-East Asia, the
Middle East and Latin America [40-47]. Methodologically, the literature is dominated
by qualitative case studies, complemented by structural equation modelling (SEM) stud-
ies and a smaller mixed-methods stream [37, 48—53]. Experimental and quasi-experi-
mental designs remain rare.

Although all studies engage with DT, only a comparatively small subset addresses Al
directly, and fewer still explicitly engage with GenAl, large language models, founda-
tion models or ChatGPT [25, 26, 54—58]. This asymmetry between the rapid diffusion of
GenAl in practice and its limited integration into the scholarly literature constitutes one

of the clearest patterns across the corpus.

3.2 Evolving conceptualisations of digital transformation

Four interrelated conceptualisations of DT emerge across the corpus. The dominant
perspective conceptualises DT as a sociotechnical and organisational transformation
rather than merely the implementation of digital technologies. Studies conducted across
European, African and Asian public-sector settings consistently frame DT as a multidi-
mensional process involving organisational culture, leadership, governance, institutional
change, and service redesign alongside technological adoption [59-65]. This perspective
aligns with broader IS scholarship that positions DT as an ongoing process of organisa-
tional reconfiguration rather than a discrete technological intervention [1].

A second conceptualisation frames DT through the lens of public value. Rather than
evaluating transformation solely in terms of efficiency or technological sophistication,
many studies conceptualise DT as a mechanism for generating citizen, administrative,
economic, and societal value [66]. This framing is increasingly visible across studies of
leadership, governance, citizen participation, and Al-enabled public services [53, 67—
72]. The literature therefore reflects a shift from efficiency-oriented understandings of
digitalisation towards broader concerns relating to inclusiveness, democratic account-
ability, and societal outcomes.

The literature further conceptualises Al as increasingly integral to contemporary
public-sector DT. Studies examine Al-enabled decision-making, predictive analytics,
Al-supported service delivery, and Al-human collaboration in public organisations
[51, 54-58, 73]. However, the conceptual vocabulary of the field remains largely pre-
GenAl in orientation. Foundation models, large language models, and generative sys-
tems remain comparatively underdeveloped in the literature despite their rapid practical
diffusion.

A fourth conceptual strand conceptualises DT as co-produced through interactions
among citizens, frontline officials and external actors [70, 74—78]. Parallel work on
street-level bureaucracy and administrative discretion argues that DT simultaneously
reshapes and is reshaped by frontline practices [55, 79—-81]. Bogusz et al’s [82] study of
citizen hacktivism in Stockholm illustrates how transformation processes may emerge
from outside formal organisational structures.

Table 1 summarises the principal conceptual and analytical patterns identified across
the reviewed literature.

The table indicates that the field is becoming increasingly convergent around organisa-
tional alignment, institutional adaptation, and Al-enabled governance while remaining
theoretically underdeveloped regarding GenAl-specific transformation.
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Table 1 Cross-cutting patterns across the reviewed corpus

Pattern Core characteristics lllustrative Analytical implications
studies
Methodological ~ Dominance of qualitative case studies, [37,48,49, The field remains method-
convergence supported by SEM and panel-data analysis; 52, 57] ologically heterogeneous and
mixed-methods studies remain limited predominantly exploratory
Leadership—cul-  Leadership, organisational culture and stra- ~ [48,51,52,  Successful transformation de-
ture-strategy tegic alignment consistently emerge asthe 83, 84] pends more on organisational
nexus strongest predictors of DT outcomes alignment than on techno-
logical investment alone
Emerging Recent studies increasingly introduce con- [85-88] The field is moving towards
conceptual text-sensitive concepts extending beyond more nuanced and contextu-
vocabulary conventional DT frameworks ally grounded theorisation
GenAl lag GenAl adoption in practice substantially [25,26] Existing frameworks remain
exceeds its integration into the scholarly largely pre-GenAl in orienta-
literature tion and require further

theoretical development

3.3 Drivers and enablers of public-sector transformation

The reviewed literature consistently identifies organisational, technological and environ-
mental conditions as the principal drivers and constraints shaping DT outcomes. Organ-
isational and managerial factors constitute the most extensively developed explanatory
dimension. Leadership repeatedly emerges as the strongest predictor of DT outcomes
across studies of digital leadership, transformational leadership, and strategic align-
ment [44, 48, 49, 51, 63, 67, 84, 89-92]. Organisational culture and strategic alignment
similarly shape transformation trajectories, particularly in bureaucratic and risk-averse
administrative settings [43, 52, 83, 86, 93—97]. The literature further identifies skills gaps,
employee engagement, organisational agility, and dynamic capabilities as important
enabling conditions [40, 41, 49, 50, 98—101]. More specialised concepts including digital
ambidexterity, willful ignorance, and strategy-as-practice indicate increasing theoretical
diversification within the organisational stream [85, 86, 102, 103].

Technological factors remain central to public-sector DT, although the literature
increasingly portrays technology as an enabling rather than determinative condition.
Studies conducted across resource-constrained and digitally mature settings demon-
strate that infrastructure remains a necessary but insufficient condition for successful
transformation [42, 43, 45, 65, 104—107]. Interoperability and standards significantly
shape organisational coordination and citizen experience [108—110], while legacy sys-
tems continue to constrain transformation efforts in historically fragmented public
administrations [111]. Al-related technologies form the most rapidly expanding techno-
logical stream, encompassing predictive analytics, Al-enabled governance, and Al-sup-
ported collaboration [51, 54—58, 69]. Additional technologies including blockchain and
open-government-data platforms are associated with transparency and service innova-
tion [112—116]. At the same time, the literature increasingly identifies digital overload,
technostress and digital red tape as unintended consequences of digitalisation [117, 118].

Environmental and institutional factors are particularly prominent in studies con-
ducted within Global South and peripheral contexts. Regulatory frameworks, fund-
ing constraints, political conditions, and crises repeatedly shape DT outcomes [40-42,
44, 47, 87, 119-121]. Crisis conditions, particularly the COVID-19 pandemic, accel-
erated digitalisation while simultaneously exposing underlying infrastructural, and
organisational weaknesses [36-39, 121]. Citizens also increasingly function as active
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Table 2 Distribution of factor themes across the reviewed corpus

Factor family Theme Studies

Organisational Leadership and transformational leadership 42
Organisational culture and bureaucratic structures 22
Strategy and strategic alignment 22
Skills, competences and digital literacy 32
Employee engagement and organisational agility 31
Innovation, experimentation and dynamic capabilities 72

Technological IT infrastructure and connectivity 23
Interoperability and standards 25
Al and Al capabilities 21
Security, privacy and cybersecurity 15
Data quality and analytics 12
Legacy systems and technical debt 9

Environmental Regulation and legal frameworks 26
Funding and resource constraints 26
Global South and peripheral contexts 28
Crises and external shocks 15
Digital divide and inclusion 12
Political and institutional context 7

environmental forces shaping DT trajectories through co-production, digital participa-
tion, and hacktivism [82, 122, 123]. Several studies additionally warn that DT and Al risk
reproducing or intensifying existing inequalities unless inclusiveness is explicitly incor-
porated into transformation strategies [124—126].

Table 2 summarises the principal organisational, technological and environmental fac-
tors identified across the reviewed corpus.

The table demonstrates the dominance of organisational and managerial dimensions
across the corpus, particularly leadership, organisational agility, and innovation. By con-
trast, Al-specific governance themes remain comparatively underdeveloped despite the
increasing prominence of Al-enabled transformation.

3.4 Opportunities, risks, and public-value implications

The opportunity profile of the corpus is predominantly optimistic. Many studies associ-
ate DT with increased productivity, cost reduction, service quality and administrative
innovation [88, 122, 127-130]. Innovation, experimentation, and agile service devel-
opment emerge as particularly significant themes [70, 76, 77], while sustainability and
SDG-oriented governance are increasingly linked to DT initiatives [38, 46, 104, 131].
Additional studies associate DT with improved transparency, anti-corruption efforts,
decentralisation, and citizen access to public services [113, 127].

Participation, co-production, and collaborative governance further emerge as impor-
tant public-value dimensions [70, 76-78]. Citizens are increasingly conceptualised not
merely as recipients of public services but as active participants shaping transformation
processes through open-government-data initiatives, digital participation mechanisms,
and collaborative innovation [82, 116, 122]. Public-value frameworks consequently eval-
uate DT across citizen, societal, economic, and administrative dimensions rather than
through efficiency metrics alone [66—68].

Despite the generally optimistic orientation of the corpus, several recurring risks are
identified. Digital exclusion and inequality constitute the most consistently reported
concern [98, 124—126]. Algorithmic bias, opacity, and fairness concerns represent a
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second major risk cluster [55, 56, 120], alongside privacy, cybersecurity, and data-pro-
tection issues [44, 126, 132, 133]. The literature additionally identifies digital overload,
techno-stress, and digital red tape as unintended organisational consequences of digi-
talisation [117, 118]. Political-economic critiques further caution that DT may facili-
tate new forms of surveillance, dependency, and extractive governance [121, 134, 135].
Failure conditions including governance fragmentation, organisational resistance, and
implementation weakness are similarly examined across several studies [136—139].

The literature remains comparatively underdeveloped regarding risks specific to
GenAl and foundation-model technologies. Sustained discussion of hallucination,
prompt injection, training-data sovereignty, and foundation-model governance remains
largely absent despite the increasing salience of these concerns in practitioner and policy
debates [25—27]. The field therefore appears to be entering a transitional phase in which
existing governance frameworks are being stretched by the emergence of generative
systems.

3.5 Emerging patterns across the literature

Several broader patterns emerge across the corpus. First, the field remains methodologi-
cally heterogeneous but conceptually convergent. Qualitative case studies continue to
dominate, while quantitative work clusters around structural equation modelling and
panel-data analysis. Mixed-methods designs remain comparatively rare despite the com-
plexity of the phenomenon.

Second, the literature consistently converges around a leadership—culture—strat-
egy nexus. Across highly diverse institutional and national contexts, leadership style,
organisational culture, and strategic alignment repeatedly emerge as the variables most
strongly associated with DT success or failure [48, 49, 51, 52, 83, 84]. Technological
investment alone rarely appears sufficient to overcome organisational inertia or bureau-
cratic resistance.

Third, the field is increasingly developing context-sensitive conceptual vocabularies
extending beyond conventional DT frameworks. Concepts including digital ambidexter-
ity [85], liminal DT [86], institutional genesis [87], and hybrid modernisation—transfor-
mation [88] indicate growing theoretical diversification.

Finally, the corpus demonstrates a pronounced GenAl lag. Although generative sys-
tems have rapidly entered public-sector practice, the scholarly literature continues
largely to rely upon pre-GenAl theoretical assumptions and conceptual frameworks.
Existing studies provide important foundations for understanding Al-enabled transfor-
mation but remain comparatively underdeveloped regarding the organisational, gover-
nance, and public-value implications of foundation-model technologies.

4 Discussion

4.1 Digital transformation beyond technological determinism

The synthesis demonstrates that contemporary public-sector DT is no longer conceptu-
alised primarily as the adoption of technological artefacts, but rather as a multidimen-
sional process of organisational, institutional, and sociotechnical change. Across the
reviewed literature, DT is consistently framed as involving the reconfiguration of gov-
ernance structures, administrative practices, organisational culture, leadership arrange-

ments, and citizen interaction alongside technological implementation [59-63, 65, 83].
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This finding reflects the continued influence of sociotechnical perspectives within pub-
lic-administration and information-systems scholarship and suggests that technological
determinist interpretations of DT have become increasingly insufficient for explaining
contemporary transformation processes.

The evidence further indicates that public-sector DT has evolved beyond the effi-
ciency-oriented assumptions that characterised earlier e-government research. While
efficiency, productivity, and service-quality gains remain central outcomes [88, 127-130,
140], the literature increasingly evaluates DT through broader public-value dimensions
encompassing transparency, accountability, participation, and societal outcomes [53,
66-70, 72]. In this respect, the reviewed studies collectively suggest that DT is progres-
sively being interpreted not as a narrow administrative-modernisation project, but as a
broader restructuring of state—society relations mediated through digital infrastructures.

At the same time, the findings demonstrate that organisational mediation remains
decisive in shaping technological outcomes. Leadership, organisational culture, strate-
gic alignment, and institutional learning repeatedly emerge as the strongest explana-
tory variables across highly diverse contexts, including Scandinavian municipalities [52,
83, 93, 94], Middle Eastern administrations [45, 48, 49, 96], African public sectors [41,
44, 90, 141], and Southeast Asian governance settings [43, 84]. The persistence of these
findings suggests that technological capacity alone remains insufficient to explain DT
success. Instead, the literature increasingly portrays DT as organisationally enacted and
institutionally conditioned rather than technologically predetermined.

This pattern becomes even more pronounced in the context of Al-enabled transforma-
tion. Unlike earlier generations of digital technologies, Al, and GenAl introduce forms
of probabilistic behaviour, adaptive output generation, and discretionary automation
that intensify rather than diminish organisational complexity. Consequently, organisa-
tional culture, managerial oversight, and institutional capability become more significant
under Al-enabled governance conditions because public organisations must manage
uncertainty, accountability, and verification rather than merely implement determinis-
tic systems. The synthesis therefore supports an interpretation of DT in which technol-
ogy functions as an enabling condition whose effects remain mediated by institutional
arrangements, administrative cultures, and political priorities.

4.2 The persistence and reconfiguration of the tripartite framework

A second major finding concerns the continuing explanatory power of the tripartite
framework comprising organisational, technological, and environmental factors [8, 11,
15, 16]. The reviewed literature does not displace this framework; instead, it deepens
and reconfigures its internal structure. Across the corpus, organisational and manage-
rial factors emerge as the most influential explanatory dimension, particularly leader-
ship, bureaucratic culture, strategic alignment, organisational agility, and workforce
competences [44, 48-51, 63, 67, 92]. This finding aligns closely with adjacent systematic
reviews [10, 17, 18] and reinforces the argument that DT outcomes depend fundamen-
tally on organisational adaptation rather than technological investment alone.

However, the synthesis also demonstrates that the organisational axis is becoming
increasingly differentiated. Recent studies extend conventional leadership and change-
management perspectives through concepts such as “willful ignorance” [102], “strategy-
as-practice” [86], “digital ambidexterity” [85], “empowerment capabilities” [103], and
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“hybrid modernisation—transformation” [88]. These conceptual developments suggest
that DT scholarship is moving toward more context-sensitive and practice-oriented
accounts of organisational transformation in the public sector.

The technological dimension has likewise become more internally differentiated.
Earlier e-government scholarship frequently treated technology as a relatively uni-
fied enabling category centred on infrastructure and digitisation. By contrast, the pres-
ent corpus distinguishes among infrastructure, interoperability, Al systems, blockchain
applications, open-data ecosystems, cybersecurity, data quality, and digital overload [54,
57, 100, 108, 109, 112, 115, 117, 118]. This increasingly granular technological account
reflects the growing complexity of digital governance architectures and the diversifica-
tion of public-sector technological ecosystems.

Nevertheless, the synthesis simultaneously identifies a major conceptual imbalance.
While infrastructural and interoperability issues are now relatively mature areas of
scholarship, Al governance, data governance, and GenAl-specific oversight mechanisms
remain comparatively underdeveloped [54, 56, 57, 142]. This imbalance is especially con-
sequential because the deployment of foundation models depends fundamentally on
issues such as training-data governance, model accountability, hallucination manage-
ment, output verification, and sovereignty over computational infrastructures [25-27].
These concerns are largely absent from the reviewed corpus despite their growing prac-
tical significance within public administration.

The environmental dimension also acquires greater theoretical depth within the
reviewed studies. Regulatory frameworks, fiscal constraints, national digital strategies,
crises, and political-economic structures consistently shape DT trajectories across con-
texts [87, 119, 121, 134, 140, 143]. Particularly important is the increasing representation
of Global South and peripheral governance contexts, which challenge the OECD-centric
assumptions of earlier DT research [42, 47, 135-137, 141, 144]. The synthesis therefore
suggests that contemporary DT scholarship is becoming more geographically distributed
and more attentive to uneven institutional capacities and developmental asymmetries.

At the same time, four additional explanatory dimensions emerge repeatedly across
the corpus and appear increasingly difficult to subsume within the original tripartite
structure alone. These include co-production and citizen-side participation [70, 74-78,
82]; digital red tape and technostress [117, 118]; street-level administrative reconfigu-
ration [55, 79-81]; and multidimensional public-value evaluation [66—68]. Collectively,
these developments indicate that the tripartite framework remains analytically robust
but now requires extension in order to capture the organisational and normative com-
plexities introduced by Al-enabled governance.

4.3 Public value, accountability, and administrative discretion in the Al era

One of the clearest shifts visible across the corpus is the movement from efficiency-
centred interpretations of DT toward multidimensional public-value framings. Scupola
and Mergel’s [66] four-dimensional typology of citizen, administrative, economic, and
societal value functions as the dominant evaluative framework within the literature and
is operationalised across studies of leadership [67], knowledge mobilisation [68], AI-
enabled governance [69], co-production [70], and policy design [53, 71, 72]. The synthe-
sis therefore confirms that public-sector DT can no longer be evaluated solely through
efficiency or productivity metrics.
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Simultaneously, however, the literature demonstrates that the expansion of digi-
tal capabilities also widens the accountability frontier of public administration. Stud-
ies focusing on algorithmic bias, opacity, privacy erosion, and surveillance [55, 56, 120,
126] reveal growing tensions between automated decision-making and democratic
accountability. Political-economic critiques further suggest that DT may reinforce wel-
fare retrenchment, platform dependency, and extractive digital infrastructures [121, 134,
135]. The synthesis, therefore, indicates that DT simultaneously generates opportunities
for public-value creation and new risks to democratic legitimacy.

This tension becomes especially pronounced in relation to street-level bureaucracy
and administrative discretion. Studies of policing, welfare administration, and digi-
tally mediated frontline work [55, 79-81] demonstrate that DT reshapes discretionary
authority rather than eliminating it. Frontline officials increasingly operate within hybrid
decision environments in which judgement is shared between administrative actors and
algorithmic systems. Rather than replacing discretion, digital systems redistribute it
across organisational layers and technological infrastructures.

GenAl intensifies this redistribution because probabilistic systems introduce forms
of uncertainty that cannot be fully governed through conventional procedural controls.
Unlike deterministic information systems, GenAl systems generate variable outputs
whose reliability depends on prompts, context, verification, and ongoing human over-
sight. Consequently, the relationship between automation and accountability becomes
substantially more complex in the GenAl era. Existing accountability frameworks within
the corpus remain only partially equipped to address these conditions because they
were largely developed prior to the emergence of foundation models and large language
systems.

The synthesis therefore suggests that future public-sector DT research must move
beyond viewing accountability as a n governance concern and instead treat it as a con-
stitutive dimension of digitally mediated administration. Questions of transparency,
explainability, human oversight, and democratic legitimacy become central not only to
Al governance, but to the future conceptualisation of DT itself.

4.4 The generative Al gap in public-sector literature

The most striking finding of the review is the asymmetry between the rapid adoption
of GenAlI within public-sector practice and its comparatively limited incorporation into
peer-reviewed DT studies. Although the corpus contains 125 studies published between
2021 and 2026, only a small subset explicitly engages with GenAl, large language mod-
els, ChatGPT or foundation models, and only 21 studies substantively address Al as a
central analytical focus. Even studies published during 2025 and 2026 predominantly
continue to rely on conceptual frameworks developed prior to the emergence of genera-
tive systems [59, 62, 66—68, 83].

Part of this asymmetry reflects the inclusion boundaries of the review itself. Al-
focused public-administration scholarship frequently employs title vocabularies centred
on “Al’; “machine learning’, “chatbots” or “foundation models” rather than “digital trans-
formation’, meaning that important adjacent studies fall outside the title-bounded cor-
pus [15-20, 23, 24]. Nonetheless, the persistence of pre-GenAl conceptual assumptions
across the included studies suggests a broader theoretical lag rather than merely a search
artefact.
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The synthesis indicates that GenAl introduces at least three conceptual challenges
that existing DT scholarship has not yet adequately addressed. First, GenAl destabilises
conventional assumptions regarding technological artefacts. Foundation models func-
tion not as fixed administrative tools, but as configurable generative systems whose out-
puts vary according to prompts, fine-tuning, training data, and contextual interaction
[25]. Existing DT frameworks remain largely oriented toward deterministic systems and
therefore struggle to conceptualise this form of probabilistic artefact agency.

Second, GenAl reshapes the organisational locus of DT. Conventional public-sector
DT typically proceeds through centralised procurement, integration, and organisa-
tional implementation. By contrast, GenAl is frequently adopted bottom-up through
individual subscriptions, browser-based tools, and shadow IT practices, allowing
employees to integrate generative systems into workflows independently of formal
organisational strategy. This development complicates procurement-centred governance
models and shifts attention toward employee-level adoption, discretion, and informal
experimentation.

Third, GenAl fundamentally alters evaluative and accountability assumptions. Deter-
ministic systems permit relatively stable input—output evaluation, whereas generative
systems require continuous verification, oversight, and contextual judgement. Conse-
quently, issues such as hallucination management, prompt literacy, output reliability,
and model governance become central administrative concerns [26, 27]. These dimen-
sions remain largely absent from the reviewed corpus despite their growing operational
significance within governments and public organisations.

The findings therefore suggest that public-sector DT scholarship is currently situated
within a transitional phase in which established theoretical frameworks remain useful
but increasingly incomplete. Existing approaches explain organisational change, institu-
tional adaptation, and public-value dynamics effectively, yet they only partially capture
the distinctive characteristics of GenAl-enabled governance.

4.5 Contextual and political-economic contingencies

The synthesis also demonstrates that DT trajectories remain strongly conditioned by
political-economic context, institutional capacity, and welfare-state configuration.
Studies situated in Scandinavian welfare systems [119, 120, 134], developmental-state
contexts [57, 122, 140], and Global South governance settings [42, 47, 59, 135, 136] col-
lectively indicate that DT unfolds differently across political settlements and adminis-
trative traditions. Consequently, the literature increasingly challenges universalistic
assumptions regarding digital governance and highlights the importance of institutional
contingency.

Crisis conditions represent a particularly important contextual accelerator. The
COVID-19 pandemic studies [36-39, 121] and economic-crisis analyses [143] dem-
onstrate that crises frequently accelerate digitalisation processes while simultaneously
exposing pre-existing capability deficits and infrastructural weaknesses. Similarly,
demographic pressures associated with ageing populations and welfare-service provi-
sion [145] create additional incentives for digitally mediated public-service delivery.

The synthesis further indicates that citizens increasingly function as active partici-
pants in shaping DT trajectories rather than merely passive service recipients. Citi-
zen hacktivism [82], digital-rating systems [122], co-production initiatives [70, 76, 77],
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and citizen-demand pressures [91] collectively demonstrate that digital governance is
increasingly co-produced through interactions among public organisations, users and
external stakeholders. At the same time, digital-divide concerns [98, 124—126] suggest
that these transformations may reproduce or intensify existing inequalities if inclusion is
not explicitly incorporated into implementation strategies.

Taken together, these findings imply that public-sector DT cannot be adequately
understood as a purely technical or managerial process. Instead, DT remains deeply
embedded within broader political-economic structures, institutional histories, and

societal inequalities that shape both its possibilities and its limits.

4.6 Theoretical and practical implications

The synthesis carries several theoretical implications for the study of public-sector DT.
First, the findings support retaining the tripartite organisational-technological-envi-
ronmental framework as the principal organising structure for analysing DT processes
[8, 11, 15]. However, the evidence suggests that this framework now requires extension
in order to incorporate co-production, street-level reconfiguration, public-value evalu-
ation, and digitally induced administrative burdens such as technostress and digital red
tape.

Second, the findings indicate the need for a clearer distinction between the broader Al
era and the emerging GenAl era. Existing Al-focused public-administration scholarship
[15-19] provides valuable foundations for understanding automation, analytics, and
algorithmic governance. Nevertheless, GenAl introduces qualitatively different organ-
isational and governance dynamics associated with probabilistic generation, adaptive
interaction, and employee-level adoption. The literature has not yet fully theorised these
distinctions.

Third, the synthesis supports a more integrated interpretation of DT and administra-
tive modernisation. Rather than representing mutually exclusive processes, the evidence
suggests that DT and administrative modernisation frequently co-evolve [88]. Contem-
porary DT therefore appears less as a discrete technological shift than as an ongoing
process of institutional adaptation shaped by digital infrastructures.

The findings also carry important practical implications for governments and pub-
lic managers. Most notably, leadership, organisational culture, and strategic alignment
remain more influential than technological investment in determining DT outcomes [48,
49, 67, 90, 146]. Consequently, successful DT requires sustained investment not only in
technological systems, but also in leadership development, workforce capabilities, and
organisational learning.

The synthesis additionally suggests that Al and GenAI deployment should be embed-
ded within multidimensional public-value frameworks rather than evaluated solely
through efficiency metrics [66-68]. Governments increasingly require governance
arrangements capable of balancing innovation, accountability, equity, and democratic
legitimacy simultaneously. Finally, the limited availability of peer-reviewed GenAl evi-
dence should not be interpreted as indicating low practical risk. Public-sector organisa-
tions are already deploying generative systems in contexts involving welfare provision,
healthcare, immigration, and policing, often ahead of robust scholarly evaluation [55,
79, 80]. The gap between practice and scholarship therefore reinforces the importance of

cautious and governance-oriented implementation strategies.
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5 Conclusion

5.1 Study contributions

This review synthesised 125 peer-reviewed studies published between 2021 and 2026
in order to examine how public-sector DT is being reshaped in the context of Al and,
increasingly, GenAl. The synthesis demonstrates that contemporary public-sector DT
research has conceptually stabilised around four interrelated pillars: sociotechnical
transformation, public-value creation, Al-enabled transformation, and co-produced
or discretion-mediated implementation. Across the reviewed literature, organisational
factors — particularly leadership, organisational culture, strategic alignment, and work-
force capabilities—remain the strongest predictors of DT outcomes, while technological
and environmental conditions continue to shape the pace, direction and unevenness of
implementation.

At the same time, the review identifies a substantial asymmetry between the rapid
emergence of GenAl within public-sector practice and its comparatively limited incor-
poration into peer-reviewed scholarship. Although Al is increasingly recognised as
central to public-sector transformation, the literature remains conceptually rooted in
pre-GenAl assumptions and frameworks. Existing scholarship largely treats Al through
conventional digital-transformation perspectives centred on automation, interoperabil-
ity and organisational adaptation, while comparatively little attention has been devoted
to the distinctive governance implications of foundation models, probabilistic genera-
tion, prompt-based interaction and employee-level GenAl adoption.

The review makes three principal contributions. First, it provides a systematic syn-
thesis of public-sector DT scholarship situated at the point of transition between the
broader Al era and the emerging GenAl era. In doing so, it documents the growing gap
between rapidly evolving administrative practice and the slower development of peer-
reviewed conceptual and empirical scholarship [25, 26]. Second, the review extends the
established organisational-technological-environmental framework of public-sector
DT [11] by identifying four emerging explanatory dimensions that increasingly shape
transformation processes: co-production and citizen participation, digitally induced
administrative burdens such as digital red tape and technostress, street-level adminis-
trative reconfiguration, and multidimensional public-value evaluation. Third, the review
contributes a structured evidence base linking conceptualisations, factors, risks, and
theoretical lenses across 125 studies, thereby providing a cumulative analytical founda-
tion for future research.

5.2 Implications for public-sector digital transformation research and practice
The findings carry important implications for both scholarship and practice. Theoreti-
cally, the review suggests that existing DT frameworks remain analytically valuable but
increasingly insufficient for explaining governance under conditions of generative and
probabilistic automation. Public-sector DT scholarship therefore appears to be entering
a transitional phase in which established sociotechnical and organisational perspectives
must be extended to address new forms of uncertainty, accountability and infrastruc-
tural dependence associated with GenAl systems.

In particular, the synthesis indicates that future scholarship should move beyond treat-
ing Al merely as an incremental extension of earlier digital technologies. GenAl alters
the organisational locus of transformation, redistributes administrative discretion,
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complicates accountability relationships and introduces governance challenges associ-
ated with hallucination management, model oversight, data sovereignty and prompt lit-
eracy [25-27]. Existing public-administration and digital-government frameworks only
partially capture these developments.

Practically, the review reinforces the continued importance of organisational and insti-
tutional capabilities in shaping DT outcomes. Leadership, organisational culture, strate-
gic alignment and workforce competences consistently emerge as more influential than
technological investment alone [48, 49, 67, 90, 146]. Governments and public organisa-
tions should therefore approach Al and GenAl deployment not solely as technologi-
cal implementation projects, but as broader organisational-transformation processes
requiring sustained investment in leadership development, institutional learning, and
workforce adaptation.

The findings further suggest that public-value considerations should be integrated
directly into the governance and evaluation of Al-enabled public services. Efficiency
gains alone are insufficient for evaluating digitally mediated governance systems; trans-
parency, accountability, participation, equity, and democratic legitimacy must also be
incorporated into assessment frameworks [66-70]. This is particularly important in
high-consequence administrative domains such as healthcare, welfare provision, polic-
ing, and immigration, where algorithmic error or opacity may have significant societal

consequences.

5.3 Limitations

Several limitations should be acknowledged. First, the review is constrained by the scope
of the database searches and the review period. Because scholarly publishing cycles lag
behind technological adoption, some emerging GenAl-focused studies may not yet have
been indexed at the time of the search. In addition, grey literature, policy reports, and
technical documentation were excluded in order to maintain methodological consis-
tency, despite the fact that many early GenAl governance discussions currently occur
outside peer-reviewed publication channels [35].

Second, the review employed a strict title-based inclusion strategy centred on DT ter-
minology. While this approach improved reproducibility and conceptual coherence, it
also excluded a substantial body of adjacent Al-focused public-administration scholar-
ship whose titles employed alternative vocabularies such as “artificial intelligence’, “chat-
bots’, “machine learning” or “foundation models” Important contributions including
[15-20, 23, 24] therefore fall outside the formal corpus and were used only for contex-
tual interpretation rather than as evidence within the synthesis itself.

Third, the review relied primarily on abstracts and conclusions rather than full-text
coding across all included studies. While this enabled systematic synthesis across a large
corpus, some contextual nuance and methodological detail may therefore have been
underrepresented.

Fourth, the review is interpretive and qualitative in orientation and therefore does not
support meta-analytic estimation of effect sizes or robust assessment of causal relation-
ships among factors and outcomes. The findings identify recurring patterns, themes, and
explanatory mechanisms reported across the literature, but they cannot determine the
relative magnitude of influence associated with specific organisational, technological or
environmental factors. Consequently, conclusions regarding the importance of factors
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such as leadership, organisational culture or strategic alignment should be interpreted
as evidence of consistency across studies rather than as quantitative estimates of causal
impact. Future research employing meta-analysis, longitudinal datasets or comparative
quantitative designs would be valuable for testing the strength and direction of these
relationships more systematically.

Finally, screening, coding and quality appraisal were conducted by a single reviewer.
Although all coding decisions were documented systematically and guided by predefined
inclusion criteria, extraction protocols and thematic coding procedures, the absence of
independent double-coding and inter-rater reliability assessment increases the possibil-
ity of subjective interpretation and coding bias. This limitation is particularly relevant
for the thematic synthesis stage, where judgements regarding theme identification, cat-
egorisation and interpretation inevitably involve researcher discretion. While transpar-
ency was prioritised through detailed documentation of the review process and coding
decisions, future reviews could strengthen methodological reliability by incorporating
multiple reviewers, consensus-based coding procedures and formal inter-rater agree-

ment measures.

5.4 Future research directions
The review identifies three broad research directions that appear particularly important
for the next phase of public-sector DT scholarship.

First, substantially more research is required on GenAl governance, accountability,
and institutional oversight. Future studies should examine how public organisations gov-
ern foundation-model procurement, hallucination management, prompt literacy, model
transparency, and training-data sovereignty in practice [25-27]. Comparative and longi-
tudinal research designs would be especially valuable for examining how different juris-
dictions institutionalise these governance mechanisms under varying administrative and
regulatory conditions.

Second, future scholarship should investigate how GenAl reshapes street-level admin-
istrative work, organisational routines, and public-sector labour processes. Existing
studies already indicate that digitally mediated governance redistributes rather than
eliminates administrative discretion [55, 79-81]. However, little empirical evidence
currently exists regarding how frontline officials adapt judgement, accountability, and
decision-making practices under conditions of routine GenAlI assistance. Ethnographic,
longitudinal, and mixed-methods studies are likely to be particularly valuable in this
area.

Third, future research should further develop public-value and equity-oriented
approaches to Al-enabled governance. Although the literature increasingly adopts mul-
tidimensional public-value frameworks [66, 67], operationalisation of these frameworks
remains limited, particularly in relation to GenAl systems. More work is required to
understand how Al-enabled public services affect participation, inclusion, transparency,
and democratic legitimacy across different institutional and social contexts. This is espe-
cially important given the persistent digital-divide concerns identified throughout the
corpus [98, 124-126].

Methodologically, the review also highlights the need for more rigorous comparative,
longitudinal, and intervention-based research designs. Experimental and quasi-experi-
mental approaches remain almost entirely absent from the reviewed literature despite
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their potential value for evaluating Al-enabled governance interventions and account-
ability mechanisms in practice.

5.5 Concluding remarks

This review demonstrates that public-sector DT has become a mature, theoretically
pluralistic, and globally distributed field of inquiry. The organisational—technological—
environmental framework that has structured much of the existing literature remains
analytically robust, and the synthesis confirms the continuing importance of leadership,
organisational culture, institutional capacity, and public-value considerations in shaping
DT outcomes across contexts.

At the same time, the findings indicate that public-sector DT research is entering a
transitional phase in which many assumptions underpinning earlier digital-govern-
ment scholarship are increasingly strained by the emergence of GenAl While existing
frameworks continue to explain organisational adaptation and institutional transforma-
tion effectively, they only partially capture the governance implications of probabilistic,
generative and employee-level Al systems. GenAl introduces new forms of uncertainty,
discretion, accountability and infrastructural dependence that challenge established
approaches to public-sector governance and DT alike.

The central task for the next phase of scholarship is therefore not simply to extend pre-
existing DT models incrementally, but to develop theoretical and empirical frameworks
capable of explaining digitally mediated governance under conditions of generative
automation. Achieving this will require closer integration between public-administra-
tion scholarship, information-systems research and emerging Al-governance debates,
together with sustained empirical attention to the rapidly evolving realities of public-
sector practice.
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