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Abstract

The present study aimed to identify the strategies, barriers, and infrastructures of digital transformation in
Shahrvand chain stores in Iran. In terms of purpose, this research is applied; in terms of data type, it is
qualitative; in terms of paradigm, it is pragmatic; and in terms of nature, it employs qualitative content
analysis based on the grounded theory approach. The statistical population included theoretical experts
(university professors in the field of commerce) and practical experts (relevant officials of Shahrvand chain
stores). Based on the principle of theoretical saturation and using purposive sampling, 20 interviewees
were selected. Data collection was conducted through semi-structured interviews, and the validity and
reliability of the instrument were examined and confirmed. The method of data analysis was thematic
analysis using Maxgda-V18 software. The findings revealed that the strategies include digital technologies
and software, improvement of customer services, and organizational culture. The infrastructures include
the digitization of processes and the analysis of logistics service quality. Finally, the barriers identified in
the model include lack of financial resources, cultural and organizational resistance, and shortage of
technical skills.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Digital transformation has emerged as a powerful force shaping business strategies across various
industries, particularly in the retail sector, where consumer expectations and technological
capabilities continuously evolve. In the context of chain stores, digital transformation encompasses
adopting digital technologies to enhance operational processes, improve customer experiences, and
create competitive advantages (Rodriguez-Abitia & Bribiesca-Correa, 2021). Technologies such as
the Internet of Things (IoT), artificial intelligence (Al), and mobile applications offer retailers
opportunities to streamline supply chains, personalize services, and optimize inventory management
(Wolniak et al., 2024). In Iran, Citizen Chain Stores represent a major retail brand, and understanding
the dynamics of digital transformation within such a prominent organization provides valuable
insights for broader industry implementation.
One of the key pillars of digital transformation is the use of smart technologies to enhance customer
experiences. For instance, augmented reality, electronic payment systems, and mobile apps can
reduce friction in the shopping process while offering personalized services based on consumer
behavior analysis (Anthony, 2020). The strategic use of data analytics and Al enables managers to
gain insight into purchasing patterns, leading to improved marketing tactics and more informed
decision-making (Nekrasov & Sinitsyna, 2020). Additionally, the deployment of digital systems can
lead to more responsive and agile supply chains, enabling retailers to avoid unnecessary delays and
reduce operational costs (Jin et al., 2020).
Creating a supportive organizational culture that embraces innovation and adapts to new
technologies is fundamental for successful digital transformation (Olanipekun & Sutrisna, 2021).
Without internal buy-in and a workforce that is technologically literate, transformation efforts may
face significant resistance and ultimately fail. This is particularly relevant in the Iranian retail context,
where structural challenges and conservative corporate cultures can act as barriers (Limani et al.,
2018). Citizen Chain Stores have begun addressing these challenges by adopting digital platforms
and developing mobile applications to facilitate product access and online purchases (Mahmoudi et
al., 2023).
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Another critical strategy involves leveraging big data and Al to forecast demand and manage
inventory more effectively. This proactive approach allows stores to meet customer needs with
greater precision and efficiency (Khasmafkhan Nezam, 2023). However, these advancements are not
without challenges. Among the most pressing obstacles are limited financial resources, cultural and
organizational resistance, and a lack of technical expertise. These findings align with existing
literature emphasizing the need for strategic planning, adequate budgeting, and continuous training
programs to address the skills gap (Linderoth et al., 2018).

From a structural perspective, the successful implementation of digital transformation relies on solid
infrastructural support, including IT and communication networks, which enable organizations to
capitalize on advanced technologies (Heydari et al., 2022). At Citizen Chain Stores, investment in
CRM software, automated inventory management systems, and data visualization dashboards are
indicative of this infrastructural evolution (Salehipour & Kazem, 2021). Moreover, alignment between
strategic vision and digital capability is essential for ensuring transformation initiatives lead to
sustainable value creation (Khosroanjam et al., 2020).

Globally, the emergence of Industry 4.0 has influenced the retail sector significantly, with smart
technologies redefining supply chains and customer interaction models (Osterrider et al., 2020).
Despite technological advances, local context and organizational readiness remain key determinants
of success. Resistance to change, lack of strategic alignment, and insufficient financial backing are
frequently cited as inhibitors of digital progress (Tripathi, 2019). Therefore, understanding how a well-
established retailer such as Citizen Chain Stores navigates these challenges can provide a practical
framework for other organizations undergoing similar transformations.

This study thus seeks to identify the key strategies, barriers, and enablers for digital transformation
within Citizen Chain Stores in Iran, using a qualitative grounded theory approach. The insights
obtained are expected to serve as a foundation for both academic inquiry and practical applications
in digital transformation initiatives across the retail industry.

Methods and Materials

This qualitative study employed a grounded theory methodology, focusing on the collection and
analysis of expert insights to identify the strategies, barriers, and platforms related to digital
transformation in Citizen Chain Stores. The participants included academic experts in the fields of
business and digital marketing, as well as organizational experts working in Citizen retail branches.
Using purposive sampling, a total of 20 experts were selected based on the principle of theoretical
saturation.

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, each lasting approximately 60 to 90
minutes, and were recorded and transcribed for analysis. Thematic content analysis was conducted
using MAXQDA Analytics Pro Version 18. Initial open coding was followed by axial coding to identify
thematic relationships. A total of 146 initial codes were condensed into 99 base themes, which were
later categorized into organizing and overarching themes. The final model consisted of strategies,
barriers, and platforms for digital transformation.

Findings

The findings indicated that the strategic dimensions of digital transformation in Citizen Chain Stores
fall under three major themes: digital technologies and software, improved customer service, and
organizational culture. The application of digital technologies included the use of mobile apps for
online shopping, the integration of digital payment systems such as NFC and QR codes, and
business intelligence systems for data analysis. Enhanced customer service strategies involved
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round-the-clock customer support, online feedback mechanisms, personalized promotions based on
customer purchase history, and seamless hybrid shopping experiences.

In terms of organizational culture, the findings emphasized the need for continuous employee
training, the encouragement of innovation, formation of cross-functional digital project teams,
recruitment of IT specialists, and fostering a culture that embraces change. The study found that
without these cultural enablers, the sustainability of digital transformation efforts would be
compromised.

The infrastructural enablers were identified in two core areas: process digitization and logistics
service quality analysis. Process digitization included automated purchasing systems, digital
inventory control, CRM tools, and integrated dashboards for decision-making. Meanwhile, logistics
enhancements encompassed mobile apps for real-time stock updates, AR technologies to enhance
shopping experiences, and smart supply chain solutions.

Three main barriers were identified. First, financial constraints significantly limited the scope of digital
investments, especially in areas such as infrastructure, employee training, and advanced analytics
tools. Second, cultural and organizational resistance posed a critical challenge, particularly regarding
employee reluctance to adopt new systems and technologies. Lastly, the lack of technical expertise
within the organization hindered the optimal use of available digital tools.

Discussion and Conclusion

The strategic findings of this research demonstrate that the adoption of cutting-edge digital
technologies and customer-centric innovations plays a central role in retail transformation.
Consistent with the work of Jin et al. (2020), the study emphasizes how data ownership and analytical
capabilities are instrumental in reshaping the value propositions of retail firms (Jin et al., 2020). By
investing in mobile platforms and real-time inventory systems, Citizen Chain Stores have shown
progress in operational agility and customer engagement, resonating with the experiences outlined
by Rodriguez-Abitia (2021) in the context of educational institutions (Rodriguez-Abitia & Bribiesca-
Correa, 2021).

Improving customer services via personalized promotions, 24/7 support, and digital loyalty programs
aligns with Wen et al. (2022), who emphasize the role of digitalization in fostering innovation and
competitive advantage (Wen et al., 2022). These enhancements are pivotal in meeting the modern
consumer’s expectations for speed, convenience, and relevance.

Organizational culture was another key pillar, with findings reinforcing the view of Olanipekun (2021)
and Limani (2018) that successful digital transformation necessitates a receptive, adaptive, and
technologically capable workforce (Limani et al., 2018; Olanipekun & Sutrisna, 2021). Without
fostering a culture that values digital innovation and knowledge sharing, the deployment of
technology alone is insufficient for transformation.

From an infrastructural standpoint, the research supports Nekrasov (2020) in highlighting the
essential role of robust digital systems in optimizing logistics and enhancing transparency across
operations (Nekrasov & Sinitsyna, 2020). Process automation, real-time dashboards, and CRM
platforms serve as enablers for strategic responsiveness and customer-centricity.

The barriers identified—financial constraints, cultural resistance, and skills gaps—mirror those found
in prior studies, including those by Linderoth (2018), who identifies internal inertia as a major
impediment to digital change (Linderoth et al., 2018). Furthermore, the lack of technical
competencies, as documented by Mousavi (2023) and Mahmoudi (2023), indicates the urgent need
for upskilling programs to support the digital workforce (Mahmoudi et al., 2023; Mousavi & Shami,
2023).
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In conclusion, this study offers a comprehensive model of the strategies, enablers, and barriers to
digital transformation in the context of Iranian retail. The insights gained not only reinforce existing
theoretical frameworks but also provide practical guidance for policymakers and retail managers
seeking to navigate the complexities of digitalization. By focusing on strategic alignment, cultural
readiness, and continuous capability development, organizations can enhance their adaptability and
drive sustained digital transformation in an increasingly competitive landscape.
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