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Abstract

Given the rapid growth of financial technologies (FinTech) and the critical importance of market
development in Iran, identifying key challenges and strategies, as well as understanding the causal
relationships among them, is an essential necessity for policymakers and industry stakeholders. This study
aims to identify and explain the causal relationships between the challenges and strategies of FinTech
market development using a hybrid approach consisting of qualitative and quantitative phases. In the
qualitative phase, using thematic analysis and conducting semi-structured interviews with 20 managers
and experts from licensed FinTech companies under Shaparak (including Zarinpal, AsanDaryaft, Baleh
Financial Messenger, EasyPay, and Iranian Credit and Reward Card), the main challenges and strategies
were identified. In the quantitative phase, the extracted indicators were first validated using the Content
Validity Ratio (CVR) and then the causal relationships among them were analyzed using the DEMATEL
method. The results revealed that regulatory barriers and weak digital infrastructure are the most influential
causal factors, which affect consequential challenges such as distrust in technology, price sensitivity, and
cultural barriers. Furthermore, strategies such as branding, customer education, and the utilization of social
networks were identified as key factors in reducing barriers and facilitating market development. Based on
these findings, a conceptual model for FinTech market development was designed, which can serve as a
decision-making foundation for regulators and FinTech companies in formulating policies and development
programs.

Keywords: FinTech, market development, thematic analysis, DEMATEL, causal relationships, marketing
strategy.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
The financial technology (FinTech) industry has emerged as a transformative force in the global
financial ecosystem, driven by the integration of emerging technologies such as artificial intelligence,
blockchain, big data analytics, and the Internet of Things (IoT) into financial services. This
convergence has disrupted traditional banking models, enabling faster, more inclusive, and efficient
financial interactions while creating new opportunities for customer engagement and financial
innovation (Alaassar et al., 2021). As global markets continue to adopt FinTech solutions, traditional
financial institutions have responded by digitizing their services, adopting open banking practices,
and collaborating with agile FinTech startups to remain competitive (Jiinger et al., 2020).
Despite these advancements, FinTech development in emerging economies such as Iran faces
numerous challenges. These include regulatory ambiguities, inadequate digital infrastructure, limited
venture capital funding, cultural resistance, and consumer distrust in novel technologies (Utomo et
al., 2022; Zarrouk et al., 2021). Although Iran has witnessed the growth of startups in areas such as
e-payment, e-wallets, and online lending platforms, their market penetration remains relatively
limited due to institutional and infrastructural barriers (Sampat et al., 2024). Furthermore, many Iranian
FinTech founders come from technical or financial backgrounds and often lack access to
professional marketing teams, hindering effective brand development and customer engagement.
In parallel with technological evolution, digital marketing strategies have undergone significant
transformation. The proliferation of social media and online marketing tools has empowered FinTech
firms to reach target audiences directly and personalize content to meet diverse user expectations
(Appel et al., 2020; Barone, 2021). Strategies such as content marketing, influencer engagement, and
community-driven brand promotion have gained prominence, especially among younger, digitally
native consumers (Barrio Oton, 2021). Nevertheless, FinTechs must also contend with structural
challenges that limit their ability to exploit these tools effectively, including bandwidth inequality,
regulatory fragmentation, and inconsistent user access to smart devices (Alizadeh et al., 2024).
Recognizing these challenges, researchers have increasingly turned to integrated methodologies to
explore both the strategic and systemic barriers facing FinTech markets. In this context, combining
thematic analysis with causal modeling tools such as the Decision Making Trial and Evaluation
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Laboratory (DEMATEL) has proven to be an effective approach for mapping complex relationships
between factors and identifying root causes (Hamzah Al-Mawali et al., 2023). While many prior
studies have either adopted qualitative methods such as interviews or relied solely on quantitative
models such as AHP or ANP, few have blended both approaches to holistically analyze challenges
and strategies for FinTech development (H. Al-Mawali et al., 2023).

This study aims to fill that gap by employing a hybrid methodology to identify the core challenges
and strategic levers for FinTech market development in Iran, as well as to determine the causal
relationships between them. The results provide a conceptual framework that can guide
policymakers, FinTech entrepreneurs, and regulators in formulating evidence-based policies and
marketing practices tailored to the specific socio-economic and infrastructural context of the Iranian
market.

Methods and Materials

The present study utilized a two-phase hybrid methodology comprising qualitative and quantitative
approaches. In the first phase, thematic analysis was employed to identify key challenges and
strategic responses. Semi-structured interviews were conducted with 20 senior managers and
experts from licensed FinTech companies operating under the supervision of Shaparak (including
Zarinpal, Asan Daryaft, Baleh Financial Messenger, EasyPay, and the Iranian Credit and Reward
Card). Participants were selected through purposive sampling until theoretical saturation was
reached. The interviews were transcribed, and data were coded using open, axial, and selective
coding to extract main themes and subthemes.

In the second phase, the themes identified in the qualitative analysis were validated using the
Content Validity Ratio (CVR). Subsequently, causal relationships between the validated factors were
examined using the DEMATEL method. A paired comparison questionnaire was distributed to the
same expert group to assess the degree of influence each factor exerted on others. Responses were
converted into a direct relation matrix, normalized, and used to generate a total relation matrix.
Finally, impact and prominence scores (D+R and D—R) were calculated for all variables, and a visual
map was constructed to illustrate the causal structure of the ecosystem.

Findings

The qualitative phase of the study revealed two main categories: challenges and strategies related
to FinTech market development. Within the category of challenges, six subthemes emerged:
inadequate infrastructure, regulatory and legal barriers, difficulty interacting with general customers,
distrust of technology, price sensitivity, and cultural resistance. These themes reflected a blend of
structural, behavioral, and institutional obstacles limiting FinTech diffusion across Iranian society.
In the strategy category, eight core approaches were identified: community participation in
marketing, leveraging social networks, smart and optimized advertising, creating valuable content,
brand development, adapting communication strategies to FinTech-specific characteristics,
geographic and cultural market segmentation, and customer education.

The DEMATEL analysis revealed that regulatory barriers and weak infrastructure were the most
influential causal factors (D—R > 0), affecting all other challenges such as distrust in technology and
price sensitivity. Conversely, cultural resistance, general consumer difficulty, and distrust of FinTech
emerged as primarily result-oriented or dependent variables (D-R < 0).

Among strategies, community-based marketing had the highest priority, followed by the use of social
media and alignment of communication tactics with FinTech market dynamics. Brand development,
though impactful, ranked lower in causality, indicating that while it was a strategic necessity, its
effectiveness was contingent on resolving more fundamental barriers.
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The priority matrix derived from the DEMATEL output emphasized that participatory marketing and
targeted communication were more effective than generic or mass advertising strategies. Similarly,
localized segmentation and customized educational content had stronger indirect influence than
centralized or uniform approaches.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study underscore the complex interplay between structural and behavioral
variables in shaping the trajectory of FinTech market development in Iran. Regulatory ambiguity and
fragmented governance have emerged as the most influential barriers, consistent with broader
findings in emerging economies where institutional capacity lags behind technological innovation. In
the Iranian context, where the regulator often simultaneously acts as a market participant, the duality
of roles creates friction that hinders trust, transparency, and investor confidence.

Weak digital infrastructure—ranging from inconsistent internet access to a lack of reliable payment
platforms—further compounds these problems. These deficiencies create a feedback loop,
intensifying user hesitation and exacerbating the cultural and informational gaps between FinTech
providers and the general public. As shown in the study, this results in heightened consumer price
sensitivity, particularly among low-income users, and widespread resistance to adopting unfamiliar
digital tools.

On the strategy side, the prominence of community-driven marketing highlights the cultural
importance of word-of-mouth credibility and the role of social validation in Iran’s consumer behavior
landscape. Social media platforms provide not only access but also an interactive interface for
education, engagement, and trust-building, particularly when used in combination with local
influencers and culturally resonant content. This finding aligns with the global pivot toward
relationship-based marketing, where consumer trust is earned through authenticity and relevance
rather than transactional promotion.

Branding, although not ranked highest in causality, remains vital as a medium-term investment to
differentiate FinTech providers and consolidate public trust. The study also confirms that strategic
alignment with localized needs—including language, socioeconomic context, and cultural
sensitivities—is essential to overcome user resistance. In this regard, educational initiatives aimed
at demystifying financial technologies can bridge the psychological gap between provider and user,
enabling a smoother adoption curve.

The use of a hybrid method integrating thematic analysis and DEMATEL proved effective in
capturing both depth and structure in the data. While thematic analysis provided a nuanced view of
challenges and opportunities grounded in expert narratives, DEMATEL facilitated the mapping of
influence pathways and prioritization. The resulting conceptual model offers actionable insights not
only for Iranian FinTech actors but also for stakeholders in similar institutional settings.

In conclusion, FinTech market development in Iran requires a dual approach: systemic reforms to
reduce regulatory and infrastructural constraints, and adaptive marketing strategies that resonate
with culturally diverse and digitally hesitant populations. FinTech companies must invest in
education, trust-building, and localized engagement while policymakers must streamline regulations
and facilitate innovation through sandbox environments and infrastructure investment. This
synergistic effort can unlock the latent potential of the Iranian FinTech ecosystem and contribute to
financial inclusion and digital transformation on a national scale.
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