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Abstract

The rapid growth of online learning models in higher education has necessitated the
strengthening of administrative support systems across essential functional departments
such as examinations, admissions, marketing, finance, and student support among others.
However, administrative staff members face evident challenges in managing virtual
engagements, adopting digital platforms, and leveraging data due to significant gaps in
digital competencies. This paper addresses the urgent need for capacity building to equip
these staff with the necessary technological and related skills to operate effectively in
digital learning environments. The analysis in this paper employed secondary desktop
research as its primary data collection method, drawing on peer-reviewed journals, policy
documents, university strategic plans, capacity-building reports, and digital
transformation case studies published between 2018 and 2024. A thematic and content
analysis approach was used to identify patterns, assess terminology use, and extract
actionable insights. Data were predominantly qualitative, enriched by quantitative
indicators where available. Guided by four theoretical frameworks —Human Capital
Theory, Skills Mismatch Theory, the Competency-Based Education (CBE) Framework, and
Organizational Development Theory — the study examines targeted strategies such as digital
literacy training, professional development programmes, mentorship, and policy reforms.
Emphasis is placed on continuous learning and adaptive training models as vital
mechanisms for enhancing institutional performance, increasing student satisfaction, and
fostering inclusive and responsive administrative service delivery. The paper concludes
that a comprehensive, theory-driven capacity-building framework is essential for
sustaining operational excellence and quality in digital HE systems.
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1. Introduction

The digital transformation of HE (HE) has reoriented institutional structures, pedagogical
models, and support systems globally. While much focus has been placed on faculty
retooling and curriculum modifications, the shifting role of administrative statf, whose
contributions underpin the efficiency and continuity of digital education services and
support systems, remains insufficiently addressed. This paper positions administrative
staff as critical driving force in enabling access and building sustainable impact in online
learning spaces. It advocates for strategic capacity building to equip them with tailored
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digital competencies aligned to evolving demands of the respective roles and

institutional mandates.
2. Background

The rapid digital transformation of HE has reshaped institutional operations,
highlighting the need to reassess the evolving role of administrative staff. Hence this
section contextualizes digital transitions and models the theoretical foundations for
targeted capacity building initiatives to meet their expanded roles.

2.1 Contextualizing the Digital Shift in Higher Education

The integration of digital technologies into HE has fundamentally transformed teaching,
learning, governance, and student support. As online, blended and hybrid learning
models expand, administrative roles have undergone corresponding shifts, from
background support functions to central enablers of digital service delivery.
Administrative staff members are now key players in managing virtual admissions,
online examinations, finance systems, student engagement, quality reporting, and digital

communication across their respective institutions.

Yet, the speed of digital adoption has often surpassed the pace of capacity development.
As acknowledged by Veles, Graham and Ovaska, (2023, p. 1) “... the experience of
university professional staff is a topic that attracts lesser attention but is important and
relevant to HE institutions’ current and future operations.” Many administrative
personnel lack the specialized training and digital competencies required to thrive in
these transformed roles and work environments. As a result, institutions experience
operational inefficiencies, technological hitches, and student services gaps. The COVID-
19 pandemic laid bare these institutional vulnerabilities, reinforcing the need to prioritize
administrative preparedness as a core component of digital transformation strategies.

2.2 Purpose and Theoretical Framing

This paper explores the urgent need to invest in well designed and tailored capacity
building for administrative staff as a foundational pillar for sustaining quality and
scalable online education. Drawing on the experiences of institutions which have
endeavoured to embed administrative agility within their online education model, this
paper outlines the strategic imperatives for equipping and retooling of administrative
staff with role-specific digital, managerial, and collaborative skills. The analysis is
founded on four theoretical framework: Human Capital Theory (Becker, 1964), Skills
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Mismatch Theory (OECD, 2017), Competency-Based Education Framework (Mulder,
2019), and the Organizational Change Theory (Cummings & Worley, 2014).
Comlmentary, these frameworks offer a multidimensional lens for understanding and
addressing the administrative skills gap, not only in terms of individual learning deficits
but also institutional investment priorities, structural mismatches, competency
development pathways, and systemic enablers of change. They provide a robust
foundation for designing comprehensive strategies that align staff development with the
broader goals of resilient, inclusive, and technology-driven HE.

3. Statement of the Problem

The rapid expansion and adoption of online learning in HE have redefined institutional
processes, placing increased demands on administrative personnel to support virtual
learning environments effectively. However, many universities have not sufficiently
prepared their administrative staff for the complexities of digital education. A critical
skills gap persists, most notably in digital literacy, technological adaptability, data-driven
decision-making and virtual student engagement.

Research reveals that administrative staff often struggle to manage online platforms,
interpret digital data, and navigate virtual communication systems, all of which are
fundamental to supporting students and faculty in online learning ecosystems (Kabakus
et al., 2023). Furthermore, many institutions lack structured professional development
programmes tailored to administrative roles, leaving staff underprepared for the
operational demands of digital learning (Ajadi & Daramola, 2022). As Kebe et al. (2022)
observe, this mismatch between job expectations and staff preparedness has created a
sense of disconnection, inefficiency, and institutional vulnerability. These deficiencies in
administrative capacity not only interfere with service delivery but also erode student
confidence, compromise user experience, and undermine the quality and scalability of
digital education. Despite growing awareness, few institutions have implemented
context-specific, competency-based training interventions to close these gaps.

Therefore, the exploration in this paper identifies an urgent need for strategic, sustained,
and competency-based capacity building for administrative staff in HE. Closing the
identified skill gaps is critical to enhancing operational efficiency, institutional resilience,
and student satisfaction in online learning environments. Without addressing these
challenges, the potential of online education to promote access, flexibility, and quality
remains significantly constrained.



4. Literature Review

This section reviews key literature related to administrative staff capacity building in
online learning environments, with a focus on competency models, digital literacy,
training initiatives, and the Competency-Based Education (CBE) framework. The review
integrates regional and global studies to contextualize the discussion within evolving HE
systems.

4.1 Competency Models for Administrative Staff

Competency models are critical for identifying the knowledge, skills, and behaviours
required for specific roles within an institution. In the digital education context, such
models offer a plan for role-based professional development and performance
improvement. Lee et al. (2023) developed a competency model specifically for university
administrative staff undergoing digital transformation. Their framework emphasizes
digital literacy, data management, critical thinking, and virtual collaboration as essential
competencies. The EDUCAUSE Horizon Report (2022) also highlights digital fluency and
technological agility as strategic imperatives in HE. These models provide institutions
with the structure necessary to develop role-specific capacity-building programmes
aligned with institutional digitalization strategies.

4.2 Digital Literacy and Competency Gaps

Digital literacy remains a cornerstone of administrative effectiveness in online learning.
Kabakus et al. (2023) found that staff who have a high digital literacy level are more likely
to integrate technology successfully into their daily roles, enhancing productivity and
institutional responsiveness. Ajadi and Daramola (2022) echo these findings by
highlighting that many African institutions under invest in digital training for non-
teaching staff, creating systemic inefficiencies in learner support services. Furthermore,
the International Labour Organization (2021) reports substantial digital skill gaps among
administrative personnel in Sub-Saharan Africa, emphasizing the urgency of embedding
digital training into staff development agendas.

4.3 Training and Capacity-Building Initiatives

Training and continuous professional development are essential for closing competency
gaps. Capacity-building initiatives such as workshops on online teaching competencies
reflect efforts to up skill academic and administrative staff alike. These programmes
improve institutional digital readiness and foster a culture of innovation. In East Africa,
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the British Council’s “Skills for Prosperity” initiative demonstrates the value of targeted,
government-supported interventions that enhance both technical and soft digital
competencies across public universities (British Council, 2021). Such initiatives confirm
that strategic investment in staff development yields measurable improvements in
institutional performance.

4.4 Challenges in Digital Transformation

Despite these efforts, substantial challenges remain. Adzifome and Agyei (2023)
identified barriers such as poor internet infrastructure, inconsistent training provision,
and lack of policy support as major constraints to administrative capacity in digital
environments. Khan et al. (2021) emphasize that beyond technical infrastructure,
successful digital transformation depends on “people-oriented” strategies, one which is
focused on workforce skills development, leadership support, and institutional change
management. These insights underline the complexity of transforming traditional
administrative practices into digitally agile systems and the necessity of holistic
approaches.

4.5 Competency-Based Education Framework

The Competency-Based Education (CBE) framework offers a structured approach to
workforce development by prioritizing the mastery of specific, measurable competencies
over generalized training content. Mulder (2019) argues that CBE supports transparency,
learner-centeredness, and relevance in educational and professional development
contexts. UNESCO (2022) also advocates for outcome-based upskilling models that
integrate competency mapping into staff development policies. Applying the CBE
framework in administrative training ensures that staff not only acquire critical skills but
also demonstrate proficiency through practice, enabling institutions to maintain quality
and accountability in online education delivery.

Generally, the available literature affirms the strategic importance of developing
competency-based, digitally focused training systems for administrative staff in HE.
Institutions must align these interventions with broader digital transformation efforts,
supported by clear frameworks, adequate resources, and continuous evaluation
mechanisms.

5. Theoretical Framework



This study adopts a theory triangulation approach, drawing on four complementary
theoretical perspectives to conceptualize and interpret the specific capacity-building
needs of administrative staff in online learning environments. Theory triangulation
allows for a more comprehensive understanding and robust analysis by combining
different theoretical lenses to address complex phenomena.

Each theory contributes a distinct yet interrelated perspective that helps fill the analytical
gaps left by the others, offering a holistic understanding of the problem, leading to richer
insights and more robust conclusions.

a) Human Capital Theory

Human Capital Theory (Gary Becker, 1964) posits that investment in education and
training improves individual productivity, which in turn enhances institutional
performance. This theory supports the argument that capacity-building initiatives
targeting administrative staff are not merely supportive but essential institutional
investments. By improving staff digital competencies, institutions can expect enhanced
service delivery, operational efficiency, and student satisfaction in online learning
environments. This theory aligns directly with the paper’s focus on staff development as
a strategic lever for institutional effectiveness.

b) Skills Mismatch Theory

The Skills Mismatch Theory (SMT) (OECD, 2017) explains the disconnect between the
skills workers possess and the competencies required for their roles. In the context of
administrative staff in HE, this theory highlights the urgent need to tailor training
programmes to align with the demands of digital service delivery. Where HCT supports
investment in training, SMT provides the rationale for aligning those investments with
actual competency gaps. It informs the diagnostic dimension of this study of identifying
areas where staff competencies fall short of institutional needs in digital contexts.

¢) Competency-Based Education Framework

The CBE Framework (Mulder, 2019) is an educational model that emphasizes mastery of
specific, measurable competencies. It provides a systematic approach to developing,
assessing, and certifying the skills and knowledge needed for specific roles. In this paper,
the CBE framework is used to conceptualize the design and implementation of capacity-
building programmes for administrative staff. It addresses what the other two theories
do not: how to structure the training process to ensure staff not only acquire but
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demonstrate the competencies required for supporting online learning systems
effectively.

d) Organizational Development Theory

The Organizational Development Theory (ODT) offers insight into how institutions can
implement change through strategic planning, learning, and innovation. While the HCT
and CBE focus on individual up-skilling, ODT addresses systemic institutional change.
It underlines the importance of cultivating a culture that supports continuous
professional development, peer collaboration, and adaptability, factors critical for
sustaining gains from capacity-building initiatives. ODT ensures that institutional

readiness and supportive environments are part of the transformation equation.

On the overall, this theory triangulation builds a layered framework allows for a
comprehensive exploration of the capacity-building landscape linking individual
learning, programme design, competency alignment, and organizational transformation
into a unified conceptual model.

6.4 Research Design

This study employed an exploratory qualitative research design to investigate the
capacity-building needs of administrative staff in online learning environments.
Exploratory designs are appropriate for addressing areas where limited empirical
research exists and allow researchers to generate new insights by examining emerging
patterns and relationships (Stebbins, 2001). In this study, the design supported flexible,
in-depth exploration of the key issues, policies, and practices shaping administrative
competencies in digital education contexts.

6.2 Data Collection Methods

The study utilized secondary desktop research as the primary data collection strategy.
This involves gathering data from existing sources, an approach commonly used in policy
analysis and educational planning (OECD, 2019). Data were drawn from a wide range of
sources selected using purposive sampling to ensure credibility, relevance, and
contemporariness.

6.3 Nature of Data Collected



The study primarily gathered qualitative data in textual form, comprising analyses of
digital competencies frameworks, administrative development strategies, and
institutional capacity-building guidelines. Where available, quantitative indicators were
incorporated, such as metrics on staff participation in digital training or institutional
performance improvements post-intervention.

6.4 Data Analysis Techniques

A two-pronged approach was used for data analysis, where thematic Analysis (Braun &
Clarke, 2006) was used to identify, code, and categorize patterns and themes across the

" "workflow inefficiencies," or

literature and reports, such as "digital literacy gaps,
"training alignment." While content analysis (Krippendorff, 2018) was employed to assess
the frequency and contextual use of critical terms like "digital readiness," and "capacity
building" among other parameters to understand the weight and relevance assigned to

these concepts in different institutional and national settings.
6.5 Data Interpretation and Discussion

Data interpretation was anchored in the four theories that formed the theoretical
framework of this exploration. The Human Capital Theory, Skills Mismatch Theory,
Competency-Based Education (CBE) Framework, and Organizational Development
Theory. This triangulated theoretical lens enabled clear understanding of the rationale
for investing in staff capacity (Human Capital), the misalignment between current skills
and job demands (Skills Mismatch), the structuring of training programmes (CBE), and
lastly, the institutional ecosystem supporting professional development (Organizational
Development Theory).

6.6 Data Presentation and Discussion

The analyzed data were synthesized into key findings and presented in narrative form,
supported by thematic summaries. Best practices, challenges, and contextual insights
were compared across sources and aligned with theoretical insights. This integrated
approach enabled practical, evidence-based recommendations for building the
administrative staff competencies.

Research Methodology

Below is a visual summary of the research methodology process utilised in this
exploration:
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The flow-chart processes as captured in the chart are describes as follows: the exploratory
research design is a flexible, open-ended approach used for uncovering insights in under-
researched areas (Stebbins, 2001). The desktop research is a method of data gathering
using pre-existing sources (OECD, 2019), while the thematic analysis is a qualitative
method for identifying, analyzing, and reporting patterns in data (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
Lastly, the content analysis approach is a research tool for systematically coding and
interpreting textual data (Krippendorff, 2018).

7. Findings and Discussion

This section presents the key findings derived from the analysis of secondary data,
including academic literature, policy documents, institutional reports, and training
manuals. The data were synthesized into thematic categories and interpreted using the
theoretical frameworks of Human Capital Theory, Skills Mismatch Theory, Competency-
Based Education (CBE) Framework, and Organizational Development Theory. The
findings are presented in narrative form, supported by thematic summaries and practical
insights relevant to capacity building in administrative staff roles in online learning
environments.



7.1 Emergent Themes
1. Digital Literacy Gaps

A significant number of administrative staff in HE institutions lack adequate proficiency
in using essential digital tools, platforms, and Learning Management Systems (LMS).
This hinders their capacity to deliver timely, effective, and student-centred services in
online learning environments. Research by Kabakus et al. (2023) confirms that digital
literacy directly influences performance expectations and institutional service efficiency.
This finding directly links to the Human Capital Theory, which posits that investing in
staff digital training can improve institutional effectiveness (Becker, 1964).

2. Inadequate and Inconsistent Training Opportunities

The review revealed the absence of structured and ongoing professional development
programmes tailored to administrative staff roles. Current training efforts are often ad
hoc and not aligned with the specific demands of digital service provision, confirming
the concerns raised by the Skills Mismatch Theory (OECD, 2017). Ajadi and Daramola
(2022) further emphasize that digital training in African institutions tends to focus on
faculty, leaving out the administrative staff who are vital to institutional processes.

3. Limited Awareness of Policy and Compliance Requirements

Administrative staff often lack adequate training in digital policy, data governance,
student data privacy (e.g.,, GDPR), and institutional regulations. This compromises
compliance, ethical service delivery, and risk management. As noted by Altbach and de
Wit (2020), policy implementation in digital contexts often fails without well-informed
administrative personnel. This theme underscores the relevance of the CBE Framework
(Mulder, 2019) in defining policy competencies and designing training that ensures
mastery and accountability pegged on productivity.

4. Weak Student Engagement Mechanisms

The findings show that many administrative staff have not been sufficiently equipped to
provide digital support services such as online registration, e-counseling, retention
tracking, and virtual communication. This results in student dissatisfaction and gaps in
learner support. The Open University UK (2022) identified responsive digital support as
a critical determinant of student retention in online programmes. Organizational
Development Theory becomes essential here, emphasizing the need for institutional
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culture shifts and systems that support student engagement through empowered
administrative structures (Cummings & Worley, 2014).

5. Organizational Workflow Inefficiencies

The transition to online workspaces has revealed limitations in virtual scheduling,
academic record tracking, and coordination across departments. Administrative teams
struggle with managing online operations, which affect both internal workflow and
external service delivery. Blaschke (2021) Advocates for agile digital training models aimed at
addressing existing inefficiencies and developing adaptive, responsive administrative teams.

7.2 Integrated Thematic Presentation and Interpretation

The data analysis process revealed how these themes interconnect and how addressing
them can transform institutional performance. Thematic summaries were used to distil
recurring challenges, and best practices were drawn from regional and global examples
to contextualize findings.

For instance, institutions such as the Open University UK have implemented targeted
digital up skilling programmes, improving staff responsiveness and student satisfaction
(OUUK, 2022). Similarly, initiatives like the British Council’s Skills for Prosperity
programme demonstrate that role-specific training anchored in competency models can
close digital gaps effectively (British Council, 2021).

These interpretations affirm the centrality of using a triangulated theoretical lens where
the Human Capital Theory provides justification for investment (Becker, 1964), while the
Skills Mismatch Theory identifies the precise alignment needs between job roles and
training (OECD, 2017). The CBE Framework offers structure for competency
development and assessment (Mulder, 2019) and lastly, the Organizational Development
Theory supports systemic readiness for sustaining change (Cummings & Worley, 2014).

In summary, these findings underscore that administrative capacity building is not a
peripheral function but a strategic imperative for institutions seeking to scale and sustain
effective online learning. The use of multiple theoretical perspectives has offered a
multidimensional understanding of capacity gaps and viable solutions to enhance the
institutional support systems that underpin digital education.

8. Conclusions and Recommendations
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a) Conclusions

This study reaffirms that administrative staff play a central role in ensuring the success
and sustainability of online learning environments. However, digital transitions across
HE have outpaced the current competencies of many administrative personnel. The
findings of this paper, drawn from the extensive review of literature, highlight critical
gaps in digital literacy, policy awareness, virtual engagement, and workflow efficiency
among administrative teams. These gaps, if not addressed, threaten the scalability,
quality, and inclusivity of online learning.

In response to these challenges, the paper emphasizes the need for intentional and
sustained capacity-building interventions that are competency-based, role-specific, and
institutionally embedded. Such interventions should not only equip staff with the
necessary digital skills but also foster institutional cultures that support continuous
learning, compliance, collaboration, and innovation. Aligning staff development
initiatives with institutional goals, technological trends, and policy requirements is
fundamental to creating resilient, future-ready education systems.

b) Recommendations

1. Develop Competency Frameworks: Institutions should define clear digital,
managerial, and relational competencies for administrative roles, drawing from
international benchmarks and contextual needs (Mulder, 2019).

2. Design and Implement Role-Specific Training Programmes: Capacity-building
efforts must align with competency models to ensure training relevance and
impact. These programmes should address both foundational and advanced
digital skills, including familiarity with LMS platforms, data security protocols,
and student support systems.

3. Promote Continuous Professional Development (CPD): Institutions should
institutionalize annual refresher courses, integrate micro-credentialing pathways,
and embed CPD into staff performance appraisal systems (Jisc, 2022).

4. Create Policy Orientation and Compliance Modules: Administrative personnel
should be trained in student data protection (e.g., GDPR), ethical digital practices,
and institutional regulatory frameworks to enhance transparency and
accountability (UNESCO, 2022).

5. Establish Mentorship and Peer-Learning Platforms: Collaborative learning
spaces should be created to facilitate shared experiences, skills transfer, and
support among staff.
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6. Support Organizational Restructuring and Digital Agility: Institutions should
promote digital transformation by reengineering administrative workflows,
decentralizing decision-making, and adopting agile operational models (Khan et
al., 2021).

7. Monitor and Evaluate Training Outcomes: Ongoing assessment of capacity-
building interventions is essential. Institutions should deploy performance
dashboards, user feedback surveys, and outcome-based metrics to evaluate and
adjust training initiatives.

In conclusion, institutions should commit to providing adequate and continuous training
and support in order to achieve high-quality educational outcomes. These will ensure an
easy and smooth workflow according to the available plans and capabilities within the
institution. Building a digitally competent, policy-aware, and responsive administrative
workforce is paramount to the effective delivery of online education. Institutions must
approach capacity building as a strategic investment, ensuring that administrative
systems are proactively aligned with the demands of digital learning ecosystems.
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