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ABSTRACT

	Digital divides in higher education continue to restrict fair access to learning resources, services, and participation, particularly for students with limited means. As digitalization progresses, these gaps are often viewed as technical problems, while the importance of governance and management in digital inclusion receives less attention.
This study examined how higher education institutions address digital divide challenges through their management strategies. It compared a university in the Philippines with several leading global universities, focusing on digital inclusion as a matter of governance and management rather than just technology.
The study used a qualitative comparative benchmarking approach, analyzing public documents from global universities and a university in Northern Mindanao, Philippines. Data were collected and analyzed in 2026. Four global universities were selected based on their Financial Times rankings, international accreditation, and available documents. The Philippine university was chosen for its regional context and its efforts to improve digital access and equity. The analysis drew on Institutional Theory and Equity and Access Theory.
The study found four main institutional strategies: improving infrastructure for access, providing financial and resource support, building digital skills, and offering flexible or alternative access pathways. Universities in different regions used similar approaches, likely because of shared governance practices and pressures. The Philippine university used these strategies on a smaller scale, with more emphasis on adapting to local needs and limited resources.
In summary, the study shows that managing the digital divide in higher education is mainly a governance and management issue. Global universities often use similar strategies, but fair outcomes depend on how these are adapted to local contexts. Comparative benchmarking can support universities in developing and middle-income countries when combined with a strong focus on equity in management.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The rapid digitalization of higher education has changed how universities approach teaching, student services, and governance. Universities worldwide are expected to use digital technologies to improve access, efficiency, and competitiveness (Zhong et al., 2023). However, this shift has also highlighted ongoing inequalities in access to technology and skills, often called the "digital divide." Recent studies show that the digital divide is a major reason why some students leave higher education, as those without enough digital resources often struggle academically (Barragán Moreno & Rincón, 2025). The divide now includes issues such as infrastructure, variations in students’ digital literacy, and the extent to which institutions build inclusive systems that support effective digital participation (Hilbert, 2011; Santos, et. al., 2013; Mikhailov et al., 2024). Because of this, university leaders need to make coordinated decisions about infrastructure and equity-focused policies to address the divide (World Benchmarking Alliance, 2023).
From a management perspective, universities face digital challenges as complex organizations influenced by global standards and competition. Many leading institutions now see the digital divide as a human rights issue, understanding that public policy and institutional strategy should promote social inclusion (Warschauer, 2003; Sanders, 2021). Their strategies often include centralized digital governance and financial support. Comparing these practices across top institutions helps show how universities put equity into practice while maintaining performance.
At the national and regional level, these issues are especially important in Southeast Asia, where higher education systems are shaped by ASEAN integration. ASEAN initiatives focus on regional mobility, harmonized qualifications, and digital connectivity to boost competitiveness and inclusion, while higher education institutions in Southeast Asia face persistent structural and resource challenges in implementing these goals (International Telecommunication Union, 2024; Kahl, 2021). For universities in developing and middle-income ASEAN countries, meeting these regional goals brings both opportunities and challenges. Institutions are expected to reach global standards of digital readiness and inclusivity, even when resources and socio-economic conditions vary (Abd Rashid et al., 2025). As a result, managing the digital divide is not just a technical problem but also a strategic management challenge tied to institutional legitimacy, regional integration, and long-term sustainability (UNESCO, 2023).
In this regional context, a private university in Northern Mindanao, Philippines, offers a useful local example for studying how universities handle digital divide issues. Located outside the main metropolitan areas, the university faces bigger gaps in digital infrastructure, household income, and access to technology (Sharp, 2024). At the same time, it is part of national and regional higher education networks and is influenced by ASEAN goals for digitalization, inclusion, and quality assurance (Xavier University, 2024). This makes the university a good case for understanding how local institutions respond to global and regional pressures through their own strategies, rather than relying only on technology fixes.
To study these issues, this research uses Institutional Theory and Equity and Access Theory. Institutional Theory, especially the idea of "institutional isomorphism," explains why universities often choose similar digital inclusion strategies and governance structures when facing outside pressures like global rankings and expectations (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Equity and Access Theory adds that decisions about infrastructure and skills development can either reduce or continue structural inequalities (Mikhailov et al., 2024).
Based on these theories, the study uses a benchmarking approach. It selects well-known business schools that appear in international rankings, like those reviewed for research and institutional impact by the Financial Times (FT Business Education Research Insights, 2025). Using publicly available documents, the study compares how these global universities manage the digital divide with the Philippine case institution, focusing on management decisions and organizational policies instead of classroom practices.

2. mETHODOLOGY

2.1 Research Design

This study used a qualitative comparative benchmarking approach and document analysis to explore how universities address digital divide issues through their strategies, governance, and resource allocation. The focus was on institution-level strategies, not on teaching methods or individual learning results.

2.2 Sampling Frame and Selection Criteria

A purposive benchmarking strategy was used to choose global universities for comparison (Patton, 2015). The selection was based on three main criteria:
(1) inclusion in the Financial Times (FT) business education rankings,
(2) international accreditation from AACSB or EQUIS, and
(3) availability of institutional documents on digital access, inclusion, and strategy that are publicly accessible.
The local case institution was a private university in Northern Mindanao, Philippines. It was chosen for its regional context and because it had publicly available documents on digital access, student support, and institutional strategy.

2.3 Financial Times Business Education Rankings

The Financial Times business education rankings served as the main source for identifying management-focused institutions with global recognition. These rankings use several criteria that focus on outcomes and features important to management education, such as alumni career progress, salary results, international mobility, research output, program internationalization, and institutional resources (Financial Times, n.d.).
Only institutions with recognized international accreditation and standardized reporting can take part in the FT rankings. In this study, the FT rankings were used only to find management-focused institutions with global visibility, not to judge their quality or performance.

2.4 Accreditation Criteria: AACSB and EQUIS

Selected universities needed to have accreditation from AACSB or EQUIS to make sure they could be compared fairly.
AACSB (Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business) is a global accrediting group that reviews business schools based on their mission, planning, learning standards, faculty, engagement, and ongoing improvement (Association to Advance Collegiate Schools of Business, n.d.). AACSB accreditation focuses on governance and strategic alignment, which makes it useful for comparing management programs.
EQUIS (European Quality Improvement System), run by EFMD Global, reviews schools based on governance, strategy, programs, students, faculty, research, international focus, ethics, sustainability, and links to practice (European Foundation for Management and Development, 2025). EQUIS accreditation shows that a school is mature and has a clear strategy in global management education.
Accreditation helped make sure that the schools used for comparison followed similar rules for governance and quality.

2.5 Publicly Accessible Document Criterion

The study included only universities with accessible English-language documents, such as strategic plans, digital transformation statements, equity and inclusion policies, student support frameworks, and official communications. Document analysis was guided by established methods for using documents as primary qualitative data, especially when combining multiple document types to enhance credibility (Bowen, 2009).

2.6 Regional Representation Criterion

Regional representation was deliberately chosen to improve the analysis in the benchmarking exercise. Universities from North America, Europe, and Asia-Pacific were included because these areas are important in global management education and have many FT-ranked and internationally accredited business schools (OECD, n.d.; UNESCO, 2023). These regions also set key standards that influence practices in governance, digital transformation, and quality assurance.
Including several regions lets the study look at how global institutional pressures, such as accreditation standards, ranking participation, and professional norms, appear in different settings (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Regional representation was added to help with comparing institutions, not to make the sample statistically representative.

2.7 Rationale for the Number of Benchmark Universities

The study limited the number of global benchmark universities to four. This choice was based on qualitative research methods, which value in-depth analysis and understanding of context over having a large or statistically representative sample (Lim, 2025). Recent qualitative researchers recommend flexible, purpose-driven sampling, suggesting that sample size should depend on the study’s scope, the quality of information, and the research goals, not on strict numerical guidelines (Bouncken et al., 2025). By selecting a small group of benchmark institutions, the study can compare their strategies in detail and avoid making shallow comparisons.

2.8 Final Selection of Benchmark Universities

After applying all the inclusion criteria, four global benchmark universities were selected along with the Philippine case institution. These universities come from different regions and meet both FT ranking and accreditation standards.

Table 1. Final Selection of Benchmark Universities

	University
	Country
	Region
	FT Rank
	Accreditation

	INSEAD
	France / Singapore
	Europe / Asia-Pacific
	FT-ranked
	AACSB, EQUIS

	London Business School
	United Kingdom
	Europe
	FT-ranked
	AACSB, EQUIS

	Wharton School, University of Pennsylvania
	United States
	North America
	FT-ranked
	AACSB

	NUS Business School
	Singapore
	Asia-Pacific
	FT-ranked
	AACSB, EQUIS



Universities were selected based on their inclusion in the Financial Times (FT) business education rankings and their AACSB or EQUIS accreditation. The term “FT-ranked” means the university is present in the FT rankings, not its specific position, since FT rankings change by program and year. In this study, the FT rankings served only to select the sample.

2.9 Selection Flow Diagram

The university selection process followed a clear, step-by-step approach, as shown in Figure 1. This method aligns with current qualitative research standards, which emphasize systematic sampling and clear documentation of case selection. Recent studies highlight that using clear selection logic and stepwise filtering in purposive qualitative research improves transparency, credibility, and analytical rigor (Dahal et al., 2024; Lim, 2025).
The selection began by identifying institutions from the Financial Times business education rankings. These were then filtered for AACSB or EQUIS accreditation and checked for publicly available documents on digital access and equity. To ensure diversity, a regional representation criterion was applied, leading to the final selection of four global benchmark universities and the Philippine case institution.
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Fig. 1. University Selection Flow Diagram

2.10 Analytical Framework

This study uses Institutional Theory and Equity and Access Theory to explore how universities create and explain their strategies for addressing digital divide issues. These frameworks help analyze both how institutions respond in similar ways and what their strategies mean for equity at the organizational level.

2.10.1 Institutional Theory

This study uses Institutional Theory to explain how organizations respond to external pressures to gain legitimacy and maintain credibility within their environments (Greenwood et. al., 2008; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Scott, 2020). The three types of institutional pressure considered are: normative pressures, which come from shared professional values, standards, and expectations; mimetic pressures, which lead organizations to copy the practices of well-known or successful peers when facing uncertainty; and coercive pressures, which are tied to formal requirements like accreditation standards, regulatory rules, and participation in rankings.
Recent research shows that these pressures are still very important in today’s higher education, especially as globalization, accountability, and digital change shape the field (Scott, 2020; Krücken et al., 2023). In this study, Institutional Theory helps explain why digital strategies at top universities are becoming more similar, even though they have different regional backgrounds and resources.

2.10.2 Equity and Access Theory

Equity and Access Theory offers a way to understand how institutions deal with structural inequalities in access to resources and opportunities. Based on theories of justice and capability (Rawls, 1971; Sen, 1999), current equity frameworks stress that fair outcomes need different institutional responses instead of a one-size-fits-all approach (OECD, 2023).
Recent policy and research show that digital inequality in higher education is not just about having access to technology, but also involves skills development, institutional support, and broader participation outcomes (OECD, 2021, 2023; van Dijk, 2019, UNESCO, 2023). In this study, Equity and Access Theory is used to look at how institutional strategies like investing in infrastructure, providing financial support, developing digital skills, and offering flexible learning help address digital divide issues and encourage inclusive participation at the institutional level.

2.11 Data Analysis Procedure

The study used a structured qualitative document analysis in four stages to explore how institutions address digital divide issues. The first stage involved reviewing each institution’s publicly available documents to understand their scope, priorities, and strategic focus.
In the second stage, an analytical framework was created using common equity and strategy themes from higher education and organizational research. These included infrastructure development, financial support, digital skills, governance, and access strategies.
The third stage involved comparing cases across universities to find patterns, similarities, and differences in their strategies. This approach follows current qualitative research practices that stress systematic comparison and clear analysis (Lim, 2025).
Finally, the study used Institutional Theory and Equity and Access Theory to interpret the patterns found. This helped explain why strategies were similar and what they mean for digital inclusion.

2.12 Formation of Institutional Strategy Clusters

In the cross-case analysis, individual codes were reviewed several times and grouped into broader analytical categories to compare institutions more systematically. These categories, called institutional strategy clusters, were not set in advance but developed from patterns that appeared repeatedly in the documents and were refined as we compared them.
Four clusters emerged as distinct but related ways that institutions responded to digital divide issues:
1. Infrastructure-oriented access strategies,
2. Financial and resource support mechanisms,
3. Digital skills and capability development, and
4. Flexible and alternative access pathways.
These clusters were used to organize and present the results, not as strict theoretical categories.

2.13 Trustworthiness of the Study 

Given that a single researcher conducted the study, rigor was maintained by applying trustworthiness criteria instead of intercoder reliability. Trustworthiness, which encompasses credibility, dependability, transferability, and confirmability, is a foundational standard in qualitative research and serves as an analogue to internal validity and reliability in quantitative studies (Ahmed, 2024; Lim, 2025). 
Credibility was strengthened through triangulation of multiple document types for each institution.
Dependability was achieved by consistently applying an analytical framework and maintaining an audit trail of analytical decisions.
Transferability was facilitated by providing detailed descriptions of case selection criteria, institutional contexts, and analytical procedures, allowing readers to evaluate the applicability of findings to comparable higher education settings.
Confirmability was established by grounding interpretations in documentary evidence and maintaining reflexive notes to minimize researcher bias.

2.14 Ethical Considerations 

This study used only publicly available institutional documents and did not include human participants, personal data, or confidential information. As a result, ethical approval was not needed.

3. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

3.1 Overview of Benchmarking Results 

The cross-case document analysis (see Section 2.12) shows that universities in different regions use similar strategies to address the digital divide. In the benchmark cases, digital inclusion is seen as an institutional and managerial issue, built into governance, strategic planning, and resource allocation, rather than just a teaching or technical problem (UNESCO, 2023; Miras et al., 2023). This approach appears in public materials that connect digital access to university missions, campus development, and student support systems.
Following the method in Section 2.12, the findings are organized into four main groups: (1) strategies focused on infrastructure access, (2) financial and resource support, (3) digital skills and capability development, and (4) flexible and alternative access pathways. These groups were common across the cases and shaped the tables and discussion that follow.

3.2 Infrastructure-Oriented Access Strategies

Benchmark universities focus on building strong institutional infrastructure to address digital divide challenges. Their public documents often mention smart campus strategies, centralized digital platforms, and reliable connectivity as essential for effective digital engagement and efficient operations (Zhukabayeva et al., 2025; Carmo et al., 2025). These efforts match recommendations in the literature for universities to invest in technology systems that go beyond classrooms and help achieve their broader goals (Zhukabayeva et al., 2025).
The Philippine case university shows a similar strategic approach by expanding learning spaces with digital access points, including computer labs, library systems, and campus Wi-Fi, though on a smaller scale than global benchmarks. This trend reflects normative pressures, as digitally integrated infrastructure is now seen as the standard for credible higher education institutions (Carmo et al., 2025), and mimetic pressures, where institutions copy digitally advanced peers to boost their legitimacy and competitiveness.

Table 2. Infrastructure-Oriented Digital Access Strategies

	Institutional Focus
	Global Benchmark Universities
	Philippine Case University

	Smart campus vision
	Common
	Emerging

	Centralized digital platforms
	Extensive
	Moderate

	Public access facilities
	Present
	Present

	Long-term infrastructure planning
	Explicit
	Explicit



*The descriptors used in the table indicate the visibility, scope, maturity, and clarity of institutional strategies as articulated in publicly accessible documents.
Extensive refers to institution-wide strategies supported by multiple initiatives or systems.
Moderate indicates established but partially integrated strategies with limited scale.
Present denotes clear documentary evidence without strong strategic emphasis.
Emerging refers to early-stage or developing initiatives framed as aspirational or in progress.
Common indicates strategies widely observed across most benchmark institutions.
Explicit refers to strategies that are clearly and formally articulated in official institutional documents.
These descriptors do not assess effectiveness or outcomes.

3.3 Financial and Resource Support Mechanisms

Financial challenges are a key part of digital exclusion and are often highlighted in recent studies as an ongoing equity issue in higher education (Dyantyi & Mkabile-Masebe, 2025; Barragán Moreno & Rincón, 2025). Leading universities have used different financial tools, such as scholarships, emergency aid, technology grants, and support offices, to help students from less advantaged backgrounds get better digital access. Recent studies show that digital interventions focused on equity need support from institutions to prevent worsening existing inequalities, especially for students with different language backgrounds and socio-economic needs (Yousofi et al., 2025).
In the same way, the Philippine university’s financial assistance programs, offered through student services, help students get devices, internet access, and other digital resources. These efforts reflect Equity and Access Theory, which stresses the need for targeted support for those facing digital exclusion, instead of one-size-fits-all solutions that overlook deeper inequalities.

Table 3. Financial and Resource-Based Equity Mechanisms

	Mechanism Type
	Global Benchmark Universities
	Philippine Case University

	Scholarships/stipends
	✓
	✓

	Emergency or assistance funds
	✓
	✓

	Centralized student support units
	✓
	✓

	Targeted equity-oriented aid
	✓
	✓



*Check marks indicate the documented presence of each mechanism in publicly accessible institutional materials. The table does not assess the scale, adequacy, or effectiveness of these mechanisms.

3.4 Digital Skills and Capability Development 

Universities consider digital skills and capability development essential for participating in digital learning, not just for providing access. Many top institutions offer digital literacy training for students and faculty through dedicated centers and programs (Zhukabayeva et al., 2025). These efforts help schools use technology in teaching and strengthen digital competence. Studies on educational technology equity show that building digital skills and having strong institutional support are key to reducing digital divides and mitigating unequal learning experiences during periods of remote instruction, including persistent disparities in faculty digital competence and institutional readiness (Means & Neisler, 2021; Soomro et al., 2020; Yousofi et al., 2025). The Philippine case university also emphasizes capacity building through formalized training initiatives and externally funded digital skills projects that facilitate the adoption of digital tools by students and faculty. Institutionally, these efforts are influenced by normative pressures, such as shared expectations for digital readiness among professional peers, as well as coercive pressures, including accreditation standards and accountability frameworks.

Table 4. Digital Skills and Capability Development Strategies

	Strategy Dimension
	Global Benchmark Universities
	Philippine Case University

	Faculty digital training
	Extensive
	Present

	Student digital literacy initiatives
	Extensive
	Present

	Dedicated teaching and learning centers
	Common
	Present

	Externally funded digital projects
	Common
	Present



3.5 Flexible and Alternative Access Pathways

Flexible and alternative learning pathways help overcome barriers like location, work hours, and financial challenges. Leading universities offer online, blended, and hybrid programs to support flexible participation and ongoing learning (Ali, 2020; Zhukabayeva et al., 2025). These approaches follow wider trends in higher education that focus on inclusive program design and equal access.
The Philippine case university also offers alternative learning options that give flexible access, especially for working students and those who are not in the usual age group for college. These efforts highlight the need for management strategies that increase participation beyond traditional campus programs.

Table 5. Flexible and Alternative Access Pathways

	Access Pathway
	Global Benchmark Universities
	Philippine Case University

	Online/blended delivery
	✓
	✓

	Flexible scheduling
	✓
	✓

	Outreach to non-traditional learners
	✓
	✓

	Inclusion-focused access programs
	✓
	✓



3.6 Cross-Case Comparison and Institutional Patterns

Comparing the cases shows that institutions tend to use similar strategies. The main differences are in scale, how much they invest, and their areas of focus, not in their basic approach. This supports Institutional Theory, especially the idea that universities copy each other to meet global standards, leadership goals, and digital governance needs (Lu & Wang, 2023; Carmo et al., 2025). At the same time, Equity and Access Theory helps explain why local changes happen when resources are limited, leading to different priorities within similar strategy groups.

3.7 Implications for Management and Policy

The findings show that addressing the digital divide is mainly a matter of governance and management. Institutions should include strong leadership, coordinated infrastructure planning, fair funding, and capacity building in their policies. Recent studies highlight that digital transformation in higher education should balance new technology with organizational strategy to improve access and support inclusive participation (Selwyn, 2017; Zhukabayeva et al., 2025; Dyantyi & Mkabile-Masebe, 2025).
Universities in developing and middle-income countries can use global benchmarks for strategic guidance, but it is important to adapt these standards to local needs and resources while following global digital inclusion principles.

3.8 Summary of Key Findings

The benchmarking analysis shows that:
1. Institutions improve digital access by using broad infrastructure strategies and strong digital transformation leadership (Zhukabayeva et al., 2025).
2. Financial and resource-based support plays a key role in achieving equity outcomes (Dyantyi & Mkabile-Masebe, 2025).
3. Developing digital skills is seen as an important part of institutional governance (Lu & Wang, 2023).
4. Flexible access options, like blended and online learning, help increase participation (Zhukabayeva et al., 2025).
5. Strategic alignment shows how institutions respond to pressures, but equity outcomes rely on adapting to specific contexts, as explained by Institutional Theory and Equity and Access Theory.

4. CONCLUSION

This study compared how a university in Northern Mindanao, Philippines, addresses digital divide challenges with several well-known, internationally accredited business schools. The results show that these institutions share similar strategies: they treat digital inclusion as a key part of governance and management, and include it in infrastructure planning, budgeting, skill development, and flexible access. However, there are important differences in how much they invest and how intensely they operate, which depend on their resources and local needs.
Institutional Theory helps explain why universities respond in similar ways. They face pressures to meet digital standards, copy successful global peers, and follow rules set by accreditation and accountability bodies (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Bennich, 2024; Lu & Wang, 2023). These factors lead many universities to adopt similar strategies, like smart campus plans, centralized digital platforms, and digital initiatives across the whole institution.
Equity and Access Theory points out that having similar strategies does not always lead to equal results. Digital inequality is complex and includes access to technology, digital skills, and real participation (van Dijk, 2020). Leading global universities often invest heavily in infrastructure, offer various financial aid options, and have special units for building digital skills. The Philippine university shows similar goals through its planning, student support, digital skills programs, and alternative learning paths, but it uses fewer resources and relies more on flexible, local solutions. This matches recent policy studies that say fair digital change needs different approaches for different contexts, not just copying global models (Gottschalk & Weise, 2023; UNESCO, 2023).
This leads to several management and policy suggestions. First, digital inclusion should be built into governance so that investments, funding for equity, and skill development continue beyond emergencies. Second, support programs like targeted financial aid, student jobs, and outside-funded digital skills projects should be seen as central to digital strategy, not just extra services. Third, benchmarking should help institutions learn and adapt, not just copy others; it is important to balance following global trends with local needs to avoid mismatches (Bennich, 2024).
This study has some limitations. It only used publicly available documents and a small, carefully chosen group of benchmark universities. While this allows for clear comparison of strategies and intentions, it does not show how well these strategies are carried out or their effects on students. Future research should combine document analysis with interviews, budget data, and student outcomes to see how strategies affect equity. Long-term studies could also show if these strategies reduce digital exclusion over time.
In summary, the findings show that universities around the world are moving toward similar ways of managing the digital divide. However, fair results depend on how well their strategies match their local resources and needs. Using both Institutional Theory and Equity & Access Theory helps explain why universities sometimes act alike and sometimes differently when addressing digital inequality.
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