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Abstract
Digital technologies can help to fulfill social needs through innovative and socially-embedded solutions.
The research fields of digital sustainability, digital social innovation, and social entrepreneurship are
about exploring how the tools of our digital age can be designed, adapted, and aligned to achieve local and
global social needs. However, despite the current interest, there remain conceptual ambiguities regarding
the focus of each field. This review examines current research by reviewing 24 articles across the Basket of
Eight and two IS conferences. Our results clarify the different focus areas within each research field but
also show that the three research fields overlap due to the remaining conceptual ambiguities. To enable
more focus in future research, we discuss implications regarding the conceptual overlap, propose first
steps to address them, and close by developing eight avenues for future research.
Keywords
Sustainability, Digital Sustainability, Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs), Digital Social Innovation,
Social Entrepreneurship.

Introduction
Sustainability, defined as meeting our own needs without compromising the ability of future generations
to meet their own needs (Brundtland 1987), is a big topic these days, both in academia and practice alike
(e.g., George et al. 2021; Tim et al. 2021). Current literature shows that sustainability is a complex
concept, as it includes both environmental and social aspects. Therefore, the promotion of sustainability
also relates to the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) of the United Nations (UN), which assigned
sustainable transformations to different targets. “Each SDG Transformation describes a major change in
societal structure (economic, political, technological and social) to achieve long-term sustainable
development” (Sachs et al. 2019, p. 805). With the rise of digital technology, it is possible to address
societal challenges like climate change or social inequalities (e.g., Reinecke and Ansari 2016). In relation
to this, Sachs et al. (2019) introduced six SDG Transformations as modular building blocks of SDG
achievement, where the sixth SDG Transformation is the digital revolution for sustainable development.
Thus, sustainable development positively and structurally affect society, the economy, people, and the
environment (Sparviero and Ragnedda 2021).
Sustainability is frequently addressed in Information Systems (IS) because digital technologies can help to
fulfill the social need by innovative and socially-embedded solutions, which is the focus of two research
fields: Firstly, digital social innovation (DSI) involves the development and implementation of innovative
products, services, processes, business models, and other innovative activities in which digital technology
plays a central role and which aim to address social problems (e.g., poverty, inequality, poor access to
health care or social exclusion) (Fox and Connolly 2018; Qureshi et al. 2018; Ravishankar 2021).
Therefore, DSI enables businesses, non-governmental organizations, government agencies, and social
entrepreneurs to leverage digital technologies to create a positive social impact (Qureshi et al. 2021).
Secondly, social entrepreneurship (SE) can be seen as a means of addressing a broad range of social needs
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(Sud et al. 2009) and creating social value through the creative recombination of resources (Faludi 2020)
with the help of technology. In an overview and research framework, Qureshi et al. (2021) highlight
various stimulating research directions and theoretical lenses to explore research fields like DSI and SE. A
research field that is connected with the two fields mentioned above is digital sustainability. Digital
sustainability is defined as “the organizational activities that seek to advance the sustainable development
goals through creative deployment of technologies that create, use, transmit, or source electronic data“
(George et al. 2021, p. 1000). In previous research, the term digital sustainability has been used to
describe the goals of promoting sustainable development through the creative use of technology
(Sparviero and Ragnedda 2021). To summarize, digital sustainability, DSI and SE are about exploring
how the tools of our digital age can be designed, adapted and aligned to achieve local and global social
needs. Except for the studies from George et al. (2016), there is little research on using digital
technologies to address social problems and societal challenges in the field of IS.
However, while the convergence of sustainability and digital imperatives is gaining more prominence,
insights remain fragmented and central research fields such as digital sustainability, DSI and SE remain
conceptually ambiguous due to overlapping definitions. Therefore, we formulate the following research
question: How are digital sustainability, digital social innovation (DSI), and social entrepreneurship (SE)
conceptualized?
To answer this research question, we conduct a literature review. Therefore, we explain the fields of digital
sustainability, DSI and SE provide insight into the current state of research. After that, we describe the
methodology of our organizing review. The literature review results are presented next before the last
chapter explains what these results imply and their possibilities for future research.

Research Background
Digital Sustainability
Sustainability consists of three dimensions: Environmental, Social, and Economic. The dimensions are
closely interrelated since the global economy simultaneously influences all aspects of our society and
environment. Environmental sustainability involves the continued maintenance of ecosystems and their
functions and economic sustainability refers to the continued ability of an economic system to meet all
human needs. Social sustainability promotes the well-being of all people, such as access to food,
medicine, education, and recreation (e.g., Brenner and Hartl 2021; Schoormann and Kutzner 2020; van
Gils and Weigand 2020). The focus of social sustainability is similar to that of SDGs since the main issue
is fulfilling a wide range of social needs.
This is similar to digital sustainability (George et al. 2021), which focuses on the interplay of sustainability
and digital technologies such as blockchain, artificial intelligence and machine learning, big data
analytics, mobile technologies and applications, sensors, and other Internet of Things (IoT) devices.
George et al. (2021) add a digital sustainability perspective that focuses on the activities of entrepreneurial
and established firms that rely on digital innovation to create scalable socio-environmental value. They
highlight six problems (e.g., problems of knowing, problems of valuation) from the management sector
that lies beneath the surface of sustainability. To address these problems, they formulate digital
sustainability pathways based on digital technologies’ innovative and creative use. These include, for
example, social movements for sustainability or business model innovation and ecosystems. For this
reason, the IS literature recognizes that digital innovation gives a social aspect of digital innovation and
digital sustainability (Majchrzak et al. 2016).

Digital Social Innovation and Social Entrepreneurship
Therefore, it is also an opportunity to direct the phenomenological lens to perspectives that address how
sustainable development can be approached. One research field that is particularly important for
sustainable development and the achievement of the SDGs is (digital) social innovation. Social innovation
is defined as “innovative activities and services that are motivated by the goal of meeting a social need”
(Mulgan 2006, p. 146). DSI also relies on this, with a particular focus on social innovation. Therefore,
technology is innovative when it aims to solve the aforementioned social problems. In both developed and
developing countries, there is evidence of information and communications technology (ICT) 's potential
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to enable and drive digital transformation increasingly (e.g., Riaz and Qureshi 2017). Although there is
this potential for leveraging these emerging ICTs to address social problems. But Qureshi et al. (2021) do
not assume that ICT is the solution to the SDGs. They cite the negative consequences of rising income
inequality, excessive electricity consumption leading to pollution, oppressive and exploitative algorithms,
discriminatory sharing economy platforms, polarization caused by social media, and surveillance.
Therefore, in the DSI field, “social” must be more central than digitalization (Qureshi et al. 2021). This
represents an opportunity to create social values through DSI. It can also be a step forward in achieving
the SDGs. So far, there has been research examining social innovation in the fight against poverty (e.g.,
Ravishankar 2021) or the use of technology to address individual, social, and structural factors by women
entrepreneurs (e.g., Suseno and Abbott 2021). So one way to understand social innovation is through
linking it to entrepreneurship (Bhatt et al. 2019; Suseno and Abbott 2021). As well as DSI, SE aims to
address social problems, including but not limited to poverty, healthcare, renewable energy, and clean
water (e.g., Amini et al. 2018; Muryanti 2020; Qureshi et al. 2018; Surie 2017). In a review Phillips et al.
(2015) show that both SE and (digital) social innovation share common overlaps, particularly in
identifying problem-solving opportunities for unmet social needs. So is evident that there are still no clear
boundaries between the research fields, especially in IS. Yet, many of the social issues still face critical and
intractable problems. This requires innovative and socially rooted solutions that leverage digital
technology. It is important to examine the definitions and conceptual underpinnings of digital
sustainability, DSI, and SE to see how the field of IS can make a valuable contribution in each.

Methodology
This study conducts an organizing review as defined by Leidner (2018) to make a large stream of
literature understandable. To this end, we follow the guidelines of Webster and Watson (2002). They
propose a process consisting of the following parts: (1) relevant literature in leading IS journals are
identified, (2) research fields are summarized, and patterns are identified, (3) an overview of previous
research and definitions can be provided. Additionally, we carefully report on the research process and
decisions made during the search to increase the reproducibility of the results.
We began the literature search with leading IS journals included in the AIS Basket of Eight 1, and the
proceedings of the two top IS conferences (International Conference on Information Systems (ICIS) 2 and
European Conference on Information Systems (ECIS) 3) to examine the most relevant articles in the IS
research field. For this, we used the following search terms in the literature review, which are combined to
a search query using the “or” operator: "digital" OR "innovation" OR "entrepreneurship" to find literature
that contains changes in the digital context. These terms were combined with the string “sustain*” OR
“social” to limit the results to a background of sustainable or social development. We used the selected key
terms to search the articles' title, abstract, and keywords without any temporal restrictions. Figure 1 below
shows how we proceeded with the literature search by summarizing our search terms, the searched
outlets, and the exclusion criteria. In addition, we show the results of the Forward-Backward Search.
We used the EBSCOhost Business Source Complete database and the AIS eLibrary for conference
proceedings as the search engine to search for all issues from January 2022. We also searched for the
same search terms in each database of the journal's website to identify all relevant articles. The initial
search resulted in 695 articles. Using abstract screening (Webster and Watson 2002), we applied the
exclusion criteria. We defined three exclusion criteria to reduce the initial search results to only
meaningful articles. First, we excluded articles from the initial result list, with no focus on sustainability
or social needs/challenges in the context of digitalization. Second, we removed articles that focused on
social media instead of social needs/challenges. Third, we excluded articles that only focus on
environmental sustainability because of the lacking connection to the social or economic context. After
applying the exclusion criteria, we identified 11 articles that built the foundation for the following forward

1 The AIS Senior Scholars’ Basket of Journals includes the following journals: European Journal of Information Systems (EJIS),
Information Systems Journal (ISJ), Information Systems Research (ISR), Journal of AIS (JAIS), Journal of Information
Technology (JIT), Journal of MIS, (JMIS) Journal of Strategic Information Systems (JSIS), MIS Quarterly (MISQ) (see
https://aisnet.org/page/SeniorScholarBasket)
2 See https://aisel.aisnet.org/icis/
3 See https://aisel.aisnet.org/ecis/
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and backward search (Webster and Watson 2002), which resulted in additional 13 papers. Overall, our
final sample comprises 24 research articles. To analyze our final sample, we identified the definitions of
digital sustainability, digital social innovation (DSI), and social entrepreneurship (SE) within each article.
To synthesize the literature systematically, we analyzed the definitions to uncover their interrelations.

Figure 1. Literature Research Approach and Distribution Across Journals and Years

Results
Our literature search yields 24 relevant articles from 2008 to 2021 (see Figure 1). As depicted in Figure 2
most articles were published in the Information Systems Journal (ISJ). In addition, there is a dramatic
increase in publications in 2021, reflecting the general attention given to the issue of sustainability.
Regarding the conceptual focus: Ten articles focus on DSI; two of these ten articles also consider SE.
Furthermore, five articles deal exclusively with SE and three deal with DS. Interestingly, none of the 15
articles focusing on DSI or SE deals with DS. Four articles deal with the link between sustainability and
digitalization. Next, we will outline the definitions of digital sustainability, DSI, and SE used in the
articles.

Existing Definitions in Literature
In this section, we first present existing definitions of digital sustainability, digital social innovation (DSI),
and social entrepreneurship (SE). In reviewing our sample, we found ten definitions for DSI, five
definitions for SE, and five definitions for digital sustainability.
A detailed overview of the definitions is available in Table 1. In a nutshell: In each of the definitions,
“digital” terms are used (e.g., "digital technologies") but are not sufficiently defined (e.g., Tim et al. 2021).
This is also the case with SE. Here, entrepreneurship is supplemented by a social component. Overall, the
identified definitions have some commonalities but also differences. The similarities and differences of
digital sustainability, DSI and SE are examined in the next step. To systematize commonalities and
differences, we analyzed the definitions and compared the semantics of sentence components. Digital
sustainability is abbreviated as DS in the following table.
Authors

Definitions

(Huh and Kim
2019, p. 2)

“a form of social and cooperative innovation where innovators, activists, and
organizations utilize digital technology in order to produce ideas and deliver
solutions for demanded social needs at a rate that is thought to be
unimaginable before the Internet Renaissance” (Definition based on (Baeck
and Bria 2014; Bria et al. 2015))

DS

DSI
X

(Suseno and
Abbott 2021, p.
2)

“the use of digital technologies to create, implement and provide novel ideas,
products, services or models to address social issues” (Definition based on
Edwards-Schachter and Wallace (2017))

X
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none

X

(Rodrigo and
Palacios 2021, p.
1)

“a sort of social innovation (SI) that would rely on new technologies to solve a
wide range of social problems” (Definition based on Milwood and Roehl
(2019))

X

(Gebken et al.
2021, p. 3)

“a type of social and collaborative innovation in which innovators, users, and
communities collaborate using digital technologies to co-create knowledge and
solutions for a wide range of social needs and at a scale and speed that was
unimaginable before the rise of the Internet” (Definition based on Bria et al.
(2015))

X

(Chian Tan et al.
2014, p. 3)

“new IT-enabled solutions that simultaneously meet a social need (more
effectively than existing solution) and lead to new or improved capabilities and
relationships and better use of assets and resources (i.e. enhance capacity to
act)” (Definition based on Caulier-Grice et al. (2012))

X

(Bonina et al.
2021, p. 698)

“the development of new products, services or processes, that are either
embodied on IT or enabled by IT, whose goal is to meet social needs or
stimulate social change”

X

“the development of socially innovative market solutions that (a)
simultaneously create value for society's members, and (b) employ revenue
generating market strategies to spur economic self sustainability” (Definition
based on (Austin et al. 2006; Bhatt et al. 2019; Moss et al. 2011; Santos 2012;
Scarlata et al. 2016)

X

(Qureshi et al.
2017, p. 1)

“using digital technologies to co-create knowledge and solutions for a wide
range of social needs of disadvantaged, socially excluded, and marginalized
groups, and at a scale that was unimaginable before the rise of Internetenabled technologies”

X

(Tim et al. 2021,
p. 2)

“the novel use of digital technology to address major societal challenges”

X

(Qureshi et al.
2021, p. 647)

“the use of digital technologies in the development and implementation of
innovative products, services, processes and business models that seek to
improve the well-being and agency of socially disadvantaged groups or address
social problems related to marginality, inequality and social exclusion”
(Definition based on (Manoharan et al. 2021; Qureshi et al. 2017))

X

(Ravishankar
2021, p. 746)

“in which the operating model relies primarily on digital technologies and the
overarching focus is on the ‘social’ aspect of the innovation” (Definition based
on Qureshi et al. (2017))

X

(Saebi et al.
2019, p. 70-71)

Referred to ‘social entrepreneurs’ and ‘social enterprises’: “as individuals and
organizations that use a business logic in a novel and entrepreneurial way to
improve the situation of segments of the population that are excluded,
marginalized, or suffering and are themselves not capable of changing this
situation” (Definition based on (Peredo and McLean 2006; Seelos and Mair
2005; Thompson 2002))

X

(Irani and
Elliman 2008)

none

X

(Calic and
Mosakowski
2016, p. 741)

“the use of entrepreneurial behavior for social ends rather than for profit
objectives, or alternatively, that the profits generated are used for the benefit
of a specific disadvantaged group” (Definition based on Hibbert et al. (2005))

X

(Austin et al.
2006, p. 2)

“innovative, social value creating activity that can occur within or across the
nonprofit, business, or government sectors”

X

(Datta and
Gailey 2012, p.
581)

“innovative, social value creating activity that can occur within or across the
non-profit, business or government sectors” (Definition based on Austin et al.
(2006))

X

(Sparviero and
Ragnedda 2021)

none

X

(Cricelli and
Strazzullo 2021)

none

X

(Wut et al. 2021,

“encompassing the wide range of issues and concerns that contribute to the

X
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p. 3)

longevity of digital information. Digital sustainability, it is demonstrated,
provides the context for digital preservation by considering the overall life
cycle, technical, and socio-technical issues associated with the creation and
management of the digital item.” (Definition based on Bradley (2007))
“create, use, and regulate digital resources in order to maximize their value for
our society today and in the future” (Definition based on Stuermer (2014))
“as the organizational activities that seek to advance the sustainable
development goals through creative deployment of technologies that create,
use, transmit, or source electronic data” (Definition based on George et al.
(2021))
“the sustainability of digital artifacts and their ecosystem is achieved by
producing, developing, maintaining and ensuring access to digital artifacts in a
way that ensures their creation and facilitates their use” (Definition based on
Stuermer et al. (2017))

(George et al.
2021, p. 1000)

“the organizational activities that seek to advance the sustainable development
goals through creative deployment of technologies that create, use, transmit,
or source electronic data”

X

Articles with the topic “digital and sustain*”: (Bohnsack et al. 2021; Brenner and Hartl 2021; Castro et al. 2021;
ElMassah and Mohieldin 2020; Hellemans et al. 2021)

Table 1. Definitions of Digital Sustainability, DSI and SE
Digital Social Innovation
Since digital technology and social aspects are at the core of research on digital social innovation, we
examine how social aspects are linked to digital technology and digital innovation. In all definitions, the
focus is on digital technologies and social needs (e.g., Bria et al. 2015; Caulier-Grice et al. 2012; Qureshi et
al. 2021). Therefore, most definitions include several “social” terms (i.e., “social needs”, “social aspects”,
“social issues” etc.) but the terms are not clearly defined. For example, social needs, social problems,
social issues, societal challenges, or social aspects are described to impact social innovation (e.g.,
Edwards-Schachter and Wallace 2017; Milwood and Roehl 2019). Two definitions additionally address
target groups to which DSIs are directed. Here, marginalized groups are described that are affected by
marginality, inequality, and social exclusion (Manoharan et al. 2021; Qureshi et al. 2017). In a definition
by Milwood and Roehl (2019), DSI is derived from the term “social innovation” without explaining it in
detail. In addition to this, a digital component was added to the concept of social innovation. Moreover,
there are different terms for the digital component (i.e., “IT-enabled solutions” or “digital technologies”)
(e.g., Bria et al. 2015; Caulier-Grice et al. 2012). Thus, existing definitions as currently used in the
literature remain conceptually ambiguous in regard to the terms digital, social, and innovation and how
they are linked.
Although the reference to the SDGs is made in Qureshi et al. (2021) or Gebken et al. (2021), the thematic
area of sustainability is only highlighted in 1 out of 10 definitions. Caulier-Grice et al. (2012) relate to the
sustainability mindset for better use of resources. The idea of sustainability or sustainable development is
not considered in the other definitions, although sustainable development is mentioned as the core of
DSI.
Social Entrepreneurship
Bonina et al. (2021) describe that the focus of SE is on economic sustainability, which implies that the
focus is less on social sustainability or the social aspect of social entrepreneurship (SE). Yet, the individual
components of the term (social and entrepreneurship) are not defined (e.g., Austin et al. 2006; Hibbert et
al. 2005), and there is no explicit link to digital technologies in the definitions. The term innovation is also
used in two out of five definitions (both definitions based on Austin et al. 2006). What “innovative, social
value-creating activities” or “socially innovative market solutions” mean is not described or defined
(Austin et al. 2006; Bhatt et al. 2019; Moss et al. 2011; Santos 2012; Scarlata et al. 2016). Similar to the
research field of DSI, the definitions from the articles of Saebi et al. (2019) and Calic and Mosakowski
(2016) comprise excluded and marginalized or disadvantaged persons as the target group of SE.
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Digital Sustainability
The definitions of digital sustainability vary widely (e.g., Bradley 2007), besides George et al. (2021), who
reference the SDGs. Stuermer (2014) explicitly shows the connection to the concept of sustainability.
Therefore, the aim is to maximize the value of digital resources (Stuermer 2014)and the longevity of
digital information (Bradley 2007). The SDGs are to be promoted creatively using technologies (George et
al. 2021). The definition of Bradley (2007) adds that it is a broad range of issues and concerns. It becomes
clear that this spectrum is not yet sufficiently defined at this time.

Discussion
In this paper, we examined the current state of sustainability in IS research by searching for publications
until January 2022 that deal with sustainability in the fields of digitalization, innovation, and
entrepreneurship. Our research question was: How are digital sustainability, digital social innovation
(DSI), and social entrepreneurship (SE) conceptualized? Our results show that the three research fields
overlap, yet considerable conceptual ambiguities remain, hindering the progress within each domain and
making cross-disciplinary exchange difficult. Regarding our results, one commonality also emerges. The
three research fields are concerned with sustainable development. Table 2 shows the topics in each
research field and the open issues we identified.
Research Fields

Topics adressed

Open Issues

Digital Sustainability

Focus on digitalization and
sustainability (social challenges)

Definitions vary widely, overlap with DSI and
SE

Digital Social Innovation
(DSI)

Focus on social aspects, achievement
of SDGs

Lack of definition – “social innovation” is not
defined, addressing of the SDGs

Social Entrepreneurship
(SE)

Focus on economy

Missing link to SDGs, link to digital
technologies

Table 2. Excerpt of Results
Based on the definitions of digital sustainability, DSI and SE, we identified the following insights: First,
the definitions of the terms “digital” and “innovation” are not defined at all. To increase conceptual
clarity, adopting extant definitions that defined digital innovation as "the creation or adoption, and
exploitation of an inherently unbounded, value-adding novelty (e.g., product, service, process, or business
model) through the incorporation of digital technology" (Hund et al. 2021; p. 6), might help. In view of
the field of DSI, digital innovations are used to address social needs. Thus, the focus is mainly on social
sustainability and the achievement of goals outlined in the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
Therefore, a connection to the SDGs and their achievement is brought into focus in many articles (e.g.,
Castro et al. 2021; Qureshi et al. 2021). It would be interesting for future research to investigate how
exactly the SDGs are addressed and which role DSI plays in this process. In addition to this, a precise
definition should follow in future research. It would be possible, for example, to examine the role of the
social component in “digital innovation” and derive a definition for DSI on this basis. Second, SE focuses
less on the digital aspect and more on innovation. Future research should also investigate the role of
digital entrepreneurship, particularly regarding the connection to digital technologies. Furthermore,
although there is no direct reference to the SDGs, social needs and societal challenges are addressed. Here
is a clear connection to DSI, but the focus is more on the economic aspects of sustainability (e.g., “market
strategies to spur economic self sustainability” (Bonina et al. 2021, p. 698)). Because of that, SE is more
specific than DSI (e.g., Austin et al. 2006). Therefore, other research fields, such as digital or sustainable
entrepreneurship, should be considered (Saebi et al. 2019). Third, digital sustainability is not yet a
research field with clear boundaries. It combines the topics of digital and sustainability. However, there is
still a lack of definition that specifies digital technologies on the one hand and sustainability on the other,
highlighting the need for a more comprehensive review of digital sustainability. At this point, digital
sustainability can be seen as a kind of umbrella term under which DSI and SE can also be understood.
Further research on the goals of digital sustainability should follow to specify this research field.
Our study has certain limitations. First, the search and literature captured may not include all relevant
research articles due to keyword and outlet limitations. Second, we focused on articles on digitalization
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and sustainability. Therefore, we did not include all research areas dealing with the topic (e.g., digital and
sustainable entrepreneurship).
Overall, the research fields digital sustainability, DSI, and SE are not sufficiently developed from a
conceptual point of view, hindering the progress within each field. The overlaps are also evident in the
definitions, resulting in the following problems: unclear boundaries for any field of research and no
comprehensive definitions for digital sustainability, DSI, and SE. Thus, in light of the results of our
review, we close with the following recommendations for future research, as displayed in Table 3. In
particular, we refer to research on the achievement of the Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs).
Research Fields

Avenues for Future Research

Digital Sustainability
(Open Issues: Focus, overlap DSI and SE)

•
•

How is technology used to achieve sustainable development?
How to sharpen the focus of digital sustainability?

Digital Social Innovation (DSI)
(Open Issues: Lack of definition, link to
SDGs)

•
•

How social is digital innovation?
How can DSI reduce poverty (SDG1), hunger (SDG2) or
inequalities (SDG5, 10)?

Social Entrepreneurship (SE)
(Open Issues: Link to digital technologies
and SDGs)

•
•

How can SE improve decent work and economic growth (SDG8)?
How does digital and sustainable entrepreneurship relate to
digital sustainability, DSI, and SE?

Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs): SDG 1: reduce poverty, SDG 2: zero hunger, SDG 5: gender
equality, SDG 8: decent work and economic growth, SDG 10: reduced inequalities

Table 3. Avenues for Future Research
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