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Abstract: The article is devoted to constructing a holistic data governance model aimed at ensuring an ethical
and meritocratic digital transformation. The relevance of the study is determined by the rapid proliferation of
digital systems capable of reproducing or amplifying bias and social inequality under insufficient governance.
The scientific novelty lies in proposing an integrated framework that connects the principles of ethics,
accountability, and meritocracy and builds a bridge between public- and private-sector practices. The paper
systematizes existing approaches to data governance and analyzes their limitations. Special emphasis is placed
on the risks of algorithmic bias and on the necessity of transparent decision-making mechanisms. The purpose
of the study is to propose a data governance model that ensures fair evaluation and equality of opportunity. To
achieve this purpose, methods of comparative analysis, synthesis, and modeling are applied. The current
scholarly corpus on data governance, Al ethics, and digital transformation is analyzed. The conclusion sets out
the applicability of the developed model and its potential to reduce digital inequality. The materials of the article
are addressed to heads of digital transformation, data governance specialists, and researchers working in the
field of the ethics of technology.
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I. Introduction

Digital transformation has long since moved beyond a mere technological upgrade and has become a
systemic shift that reshapes business models, public-sector administration, and the configuration of social
practices. At the theoretical and applied levels, it is underpinned by data governance — a coherent set of norms,
policies, and standards that define how an organization collects, stores, uses, and controls data. However,
classical approaches oriented toward efficiency and security often overlook fundamentally important ethical and
social dimensions. As a result, biases are reproduced and entrenched, the opportunities of individuals and groups
narrow due to hidden skews in the data, and meritocracy — as the practice of fair reward based on achievements
and abilities — is undermined. Consequently, there is an urgent need to establish a renewed Data Governance
regime that, from the outset at the architectural level, integrates ethical norms and a meritocratic focus into the
core of digital transformation [2, 8].

The aim of the study is to propose a data governance model that ensures fair evaluation and equality of
opportunity.

To achieve this aim, the following tasks are envisaged:
— To analyze existing data governance models and practices, identifying their limitations in terms of
compliance with ethical requirements and support for meritocracy.
— To determine the key principles and components of ethical and meritocratic data governance, including
transparency, accountability, and algorithmic fairness.
— To synthesize the results into a holistic framework model Ethical Merit-Focused Data Governhance

(EMDG) and describe the mechanisms of its practical implementation.

The scientific novelty lies in proposing an integrated framework that combines the principles of ethics,
accountability, and meritocracy and builds a bridge between public- and private-sector practices.

The author’s hypothesis maintains that the introduction of a specialized data governance model oriented
toward ethics and meritocracy not only minimizes the risks of discrimination and bias but also increases the
long-term effectiveness and resilience of digital systems by strengthening user trust and enabling a more
equitable distribution of opportunities.

Il. Materials and Methods
The research comprises three mutually complementary directions: normative-ethical frameworks,
organizational-process solutions in the public sphere, and the engineering foundations of data
quality/traceability, with domain-specific concretization in education. De Almeida P. G. R., Dos Santos C. D., &
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Farias J. S. [2] propose a regulatory framework for Al governance that grounds values (fairness, transparency,
accountability) in roles, risk assessment procedures, and policy review cycles. Buhmann A., & Fieseler C. [4]
develop a deliberative approach to responsible innovation, shifting the emphasis from compliance to institutions
of public deliberation about aims, data, and deployment. Cooper A.F., Moss E., Laufer B., & Nissenbaum H.
[10] formulate a relational concept of accountability in machine learning, linking engineering robustness with
socially distributed responsibility. Rosa A., & Lobanova L. [6] propose a model of corporate ethical
responsibility in the transformation of work, integrating well-being, worker participation, and competence
management as criteria for the deservedness of organizational decisions. Pemmasani P. K., & Abd Nasaruddin
M. A. [1] show how to strengthen public data governance through end-to-end risk management (classification,
access rights, incident monitoring) to reinforce warranted trust in public services. Sarwar M. 1., Abbas Q., Alyas
T., Alzahrani A., Alghamdi T., Alsaawy Y. [7] demonstrate that an ITSM approach (service catalogs, SLA,
change management) can serve as a scaffold for digital transformation in the public sector, turning data and
analytics into managed products with measurable accountability. Kvalvik P., Sdnchez-Gordén M., & Colomo-
Palacios R. [9], in a multivocal review of smart cities, emphasize co-governance with citizens, interoperability,
and a privacy-utility balance as key to the legitimacy of distributing benefits and risks. Hikmawati S., Santosa
P. l., & Hidayah I. [5] justify Master Data Management (data dictionary, golden records, data steward roles) as
the foundation for the quality and comparability of metrics, without which the merit of programs and units
remains non-validatable. Bena Y. A., Ibrahim R., Mahmood J., Al-Dhagm A., Alshammari A., Yusuf M. N., &
Ayemowa M. 0. [3] systematize governance challenges for data from intelligent technologies (streaming,
contextual heterogeneity, provenance, security and autonomy) and consolidate practices ranging from policies
and architectures (lakehouse, edge-governance) to access control and auditing. Elugbaju W. K., Okeke N. I., &
Alabi O. A. [8] propose a framework for data-driven governance in higher education, where data quality and
transparency are directly linked to strategic planning, accreditation, and resource allocation — that is, to the
formalization of fair criteria of merit (student outcomes, scholarly impact, public benefit).

Taken together, the approaches converge on three pillars of merit-oriented transformation: value-
deliberative mechanisms of legitimation [2, 4, 10, 6]; organizational-process accountability and risk
management in public ecosystems [1, 7, 9]; and the engineering infrastructure of data quality, traceability, and
governability [5, 3], with domain-specific concretization and KPI linkage in education [8]. However, tensions
emerge: risk-centric compliance and ITSM proceduralism may conflict with the requirement for flexibility and
open deliberation [1, 4, 7]; an orientation toward ML robustness and performance collides with expectations of
transparency and distributed responsibility [3, 10]; the concept of merit ranges from service efficiency to
publicly justified value and formal conformity [2, 4, 7]. The following topics remain underexplored:
operationalization of merit metrics amid cross-domain value conflicts and their auditing over time; reference
governance architectures for hybrid edge/cloud scenarios with autonomous agents and streaming data (beyond
catalogs of practices) [3]; coupling of ITSM processes with deliberative and legal institutions (described
separately) [4, 7]; the causal link between MDM investments and the fair distribution of benefits and
opportunities [5]; regimes of collective benefit/ownership of data on urban platforms and mechanisms for
distributing data rents [9].

I1l. Results

An analytical review of the latest scholarly literature and practice-oriented cases reveals substantial gaps
in established approaches to data management under conditions of rapid digital transformation. Classical Data
Governance models, traditionally focused on data quality assurance, security, and regulatory compliance, prove
insufficiently adaptive for addressing complex ethical dilemmas and for sustaining the principles of meritocracy.

The key nexus of the problem is the non-neutrality of data. Any dataset bears the imprint of social biases,
and algorithms trained on such sets tend not only to reproduce but also to amplify these biases. As a result,
systemic failures arise precisely where maximal impartiality is required: in hiring, credit risk assessment, and
the allocation of social programs. The findings are expediently grouped into three directions.

Ethical deficit in contemporary Data Governance frameworks. Dominant frameworks, including DAMA-
DMBOK, are mainly oriented to operational and technical components. Questions of ethics, fairness, and
transparency are often marginalized or delegated to legal departments as matters of compliance (for example,
GDPR). In this way an ethical deficit takes shape: formal conformity to law does not preclude socially unjust or
discriminatory data practices. The absence of end-to-end mechanisms of ethical review at all stages of the data
life cycle, from collection to archiving, constitutes a systemic omission [1, 3].

Illusion of meritocracy in data-driven decision-making systems. Corporate and governmental structures
implement analytic solutions with the promise of meritocracy, as if decisions would rest on objective indicators
of performance and potential. In practice this often degenerates into an illusion of meritocracy. Thus, if men
more often occupied leadership roles in historical data, a model trained on these samples will consider male sex
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an indicator of success. Instead of impartial evaluation of merit, bias is automated, which undermines the very
idea of meritocracy and trust in digital tools.

Gap between public and private sectors in approaches to Data Governance. The public sector emphasizes
accountability, transparency, and the public good; data management here is tightly regulated and oriented
toward protecting citizens’ rights. The private sector aims at innovation, speed, and commercial efficiency,
which leads to more flexible but less transparent practices. This value-normative split hinders cooperation and
the creation of coordinated digital ecosystems. Here the significance of the author’s bridge concept becomes
evident, drawing on the experience of projects at the EO Link level, where it is necessary to combine the
analytic capabilities of the public sector with the flexibility and technological sophistication of the private one.
Building such a bridge requires a common language and shared principles, which should be ethics and
meritocracy [1, 4].

IV. Discussion

The obtained results demonstrate the necessity of transitioning from technocentric data governance
schemes to human-centered ones, in which the principles of ethics and fairness are paramount. Based on the
identified gaps, a framework model Ethical Merit-Focused Data Governance is proposed. It does not replace
existing approaches but complements and strengthens them, shifting the emphasis from understanding data as an
asset to managing data as an instrument of social and organizational development. The EMDG concept rests on
four interrelated pillars to be integrated end to end at all levels of the organizational structure and at every stage
of the data life cycle.

4 )
Transparency Accountability
EMDG Core

Fairness Meritocracy
\_ J

Fig.1: Ethical Merit-Focused Data Governance [3, 5, 7]

Each of the specified pillars is not a declarative slogan but an operationalizable set of practices.
Transparency presupposes that understandable and explainable to all stakeholders should be not only the data
themselves but also the algorithmic procedures for their processing. Accountability means personal or
institutional responsibility for every decision made on the basis of data, as well as the presence of a clear
mechanism for contestation. Fairness requires proactive work with biases in data and models. Finally,
Meritocracy orients analytical models toward identifying genuine merits and potential rather than mechanically
reproducing historical patterns.

For the practical implementation of the model, a cyclic process of five stages is proposed, integrated into
existing project management and product development workflows (Fig. 2).
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Fig.2: The five-step EMDG implementation process [5, 8, 10]

The proposed model orients organizations not toward reactive elimination of incidents but toward the
anticipatory formation of a digital ecosystem in which trust and fairness serve as foundational principles.

The key authorial idea arising from this construction is the concept of Data Governance as a bridge. In
this capacity, EMDG functions as a shared platform foundation capable of ensuring effective and secure
interaction between public and private actors. When both sides adopt unified norms of transparency,
accountability, and fairness, the necessary level of trust is formed, allowing data exchange in sensitive domains.

The proposed model enables the private sector to accelerate innovation while simultaneously adhering to
the high standards of social responsibility characteristic of public administration. In turn, the public sector gains
access to the advanced technological and analytical resources of business without compromising the protection
of citizens’ rights and freedoms. This format of interaction directly addresses the problem identified in the EO
Link case, forming a shared value and operational foundation for joint digital initiatives.

Table 1 is presented below, which highlights the key advantages and disadvantages of Data Governance
and outlines future trends in the development of the EMDG model for ethical and meritocratic digital

transformation.

Table 1: Advantages, disadvantages, and future development trends of the Ethical Merit-Focused Data
Governance (EMDG) model [4, 6, 9].

Aspect / component Advantages (for | Disadvantages / | Future development
transformation) risks under | trends (EMDG logic)
insufficient
governance
Integration of ethics and | Fair evaluation, equality | Classical DG | Embedding  ethics by

meritocracy in DG | of opportunity; growth of | models (focus on | design into the architecture;
(EMDG) trust; long-term | quality/safety/compl | a unified conceptual field
effectiveness and system | iance) ignore social | for the public and private
resilience; reduction of | dimensions — | sectors
digital inequality ethical deficit
Transparency and | Understandability of data | Black boxes, | Mandatory  explainability
explainability and algorithms for | procedural opacity, | practices (data/model
stakeholders; conditions | incomplete cards), standards  for
for informed oversight | documentation disclosing decision logic
and contestation
Accountability and redress | Personal/institutional Diffuse Established roles  and
mechanisms responsibility for | responsibility; processes (RACI),
decisions; traceability; | formal handoff to | independent audits, audit
channels for restorative | the legal department | by default
justice
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Algorithmic fairness and
bias mitigation

Proactive
identification/mitigation
of distortions; prevention
of  discrimination in
hiring/credit/social
programs

Data non-neutrality
— amplification of
bias by algorithms

Continuous monitoring of
fairness, assessment of
group impact, adjustments
of datasets and models

Meritocratic ~ assessment | Selection based on actual | Illusion of | Methods that minimize
(focus on achievements and | accomplishments  rather | meritocracy: proxy discrimination;
potential) than historical proxies; | automation of | emphasis on valid
strengthening  trust in | historical skews | indicators of
digital solutions (e.g., gender) abilities/outcomes
DG as a bridge between the | Compatibility of wvalues | Value-norm  gap, | Common principles
public and private sectors and practices; data | divergent incentives | (transparency,
sharing under high trust; | and transparency accountability,  fairness),
combination of agreements on co-

innovativeness and social
responsibility

governance and sharing

End-to-end data lifecycle | Ethical  review  from | Failures at | Ethical ~ checkpoints at
governance collection to archiving; | individual stages of | every stage; unified
prevention of incidents | the cycle; | standards for artifacts and
rather than ex post | fragmented control | decision logs
reaction
Five-stage EMDG | Operationalizability; Risk of a pro forma | Embedding into
implementation cycle | compatibility with current | approach and | Agile/SDLC;  automated
(integration into | workflows;  continuous | process overload checks and quality/ethics
PM/product workflows) improvement gates

Balance Preservation of quality | Reduction of ethics | Expansion of DG KPIs
quality/safety/compliance and safety requirements | to mere formal | with metrics of fairness and
<> social justice while expanding the focus | compliance with | equality of opportunity
to fairness norms (e.g., only
GDPR)

In conclusion, it should be emphasized that EMDG constitutes not a set of disparate recommendations
but a strategic instrument for rethinking the role of data governance in the context of digital transformation. The
model shifts the discussion from a purely technical plane to the domain of organizational strategy and social
responsibility, offering concrete steps toward a more just and effective digital future.

V. Conclusion

Within the conducted research, a fundamental misalignment between legacy data governance models and
the requirements of the contemporary digital environment—where ethical orientations and meritocratic
principles come to the fore—has been eliminated.

A comprehensive analysis revealed that prevailing Data Governance practices exhibit an ethical deficit
and do not prevent the reproduction and amplification of systemic bias, creating an illusion of meritocracy
within decision-making systems.

The study formulates the fundamental foundations of contemporary data governance—transparency,
accountability, fairness, and the primacy of meritocracy; these are placed at the core of the authorial construct.

A framework model, Ethical Merit-Focused Data Governance, is proposed, comprising four foundational
pillars and a five-stage cyclical implementation loop. The model is universal and adaptable for both the
commercial sector and public institutions.

Accordingly, the objectives outlined in the introduction have been fulfilled in full: the critical limitations
of existing systems have been identified and a coherent, operationalizable architecture for overcoming them has
been proposed. The EMDG model serves as a bridge between the public and private sectors, setting a unified
conceptual and value space for interaction in the digital sphere.

The authorial hypothesis is confirmed that the implementation of a specialized, ethically and
meritocratically oriented model makes it possible simultaneously to reduce risks, increase resilience, and
strengthen trust in digital systems—the key determinant of their long-term success. The results obtained are
addressed to executives, data professionals, and policymakers for the design and implementation of more
responsible and equitable digital solutions.
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